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Abstract
This study investigates Facebook comments on climate posts by Flemish political parties. Its aim is to describe explicit and implicit evaluations that citizens make about these climate policies and the actors involved in the policy-making process. To gain insight into the emotions and opinions that dominate the climate debate in Flanders, we used the system of Appraisal (Martin and White, 2005), which provides a framework for interpreting expressions of attitude as a social tool to engage with others. The study found that the online climate debate is characterised by a high degree of negativity. Commentators who favour climate action voiced frustration and desperation about politicians’ lack of resolve or the ineffectiveness and misguidedness of their policies. On the other hand, many commentators expressed outright hostility to climate action in general: while not (necessarily) denying climate change, these commentators tend to play down the urgency of the climate crisis and reject proposed measures altogether. We interpret this second trend as indicative of a new ‘softer’ form of climate scepticism. 
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[bookmark: _Ref97840962]1 Introduction

Despite the scientific consensus about the causes and possible consequences of climate change, public debate continues about the ways to address climate change and the urgency of climate action. In recent years, climate denial – i.e., the outright dismissal of the reality of climate change and/or its anthropogenic nature – has become a marginal position in most countries: only small minorities question whether climate change is currently happening or whether it is at least partially caused by humans (e.g., Leiserowitz et al., 2021). Politically, the Paris Climate Accord at the COP21 (2015) marked a turning point in global climate politics, strengthening international ambitions to limit global warming. With this progress, the current challenge is now to uphold, and raise, the ambitions and, crucially, translate them into concrete policies. This advance in the climate debate is paralleled by a shift to a new kind of climate scepticism, one that does not (explicitly) deny the existence of climate change but is in fact a ‘softer’ form of scepticism. This kind of scepticism tries to minimise the threat climate change poses and casts doubt on the effectiveness of proposed solutions (e.g., the impact of renewable energy sources) while stressing the potential of other ‘miracle’ solutions (e.g., as yet non-existent or insufficiently successful technological innovations, such as solar geoengineering). Or it tries to feed into a public sense of despair by presenting the climate crisis as insurmountable and climate action as useless (e.g., Van Rensburg, 2015; Boussemaere, 2021). If successful, these new subtler rhetorical strategies can divide politicians, stakeholders and citizens and stall effective climate action.
	This contribution seeks to reveal public attitudes to the climate debate in Flanders (i.e., the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium). More specifically, we study interactions between politicians and citizens on Facebook. Over the past decades, social media have become important platforms not only for public debate but also for news consumption and political campaigning (Shu et al., 2020; Levy, 2021). Facebook is the most popular social medium with adults in Flanders (Imec, 2020), making it the platform that politicians and political parties use the most to launch online campaigns: more and more of the parties’ campaign funds are redirected from traditional forms of communication (e.g., leaflets, posters) to Facebook ads (Steurs, 2021). But despite Facebook’s dominant position – not just in Flanders, but also in other countries such as the United States (Pew, 2014) – the platform has been understudied in scientific research, especially compared to Twitter (Guess et al., 2018). (Yet, 74% of Flemish adults regularly use Facebook, while only 18% regularly use Twitter, see Imec [2020, p. 44].) More research focusing on Facebook is therefore needed, especially to understand how politicians talk to larger sections of the population about climate‑related topics and how citizens react to their discourse.
	This study contributes to filling the gap in the literature by examining the online debate about climate policies between politicians and citizens on Facebook, focusing specifically on comments by citizens on climate-related Facebook posts by Flemish political parties. The aim is to describe the explicit and implicit evaluations that citizens make about climate policies and the actors involved in the policy-making process (e.g., politicians, institutions, activists). This will allow us to gain insight into the emotions and opinions that dominate the climate debate in Flanders. To investigate this, we carried out an ‘Appraisal’ analysis (see Section 3 below). 
	The structure of this contribution is as follows. Section 2 provides some background information about the political landscape in Flanders, in order to offer a reference frame for the interpretation of the results in this study. Section 3 sets out the system of Appraisal, in terms of which the comments will be analysed. Section 4 describes the materials used in this study and the methods with which we analysed the data. In Section 5, we present and discuss the results, offering both a quantitative overview of the findings and a qualitative exploration of specific representative examples. The main take-aways and meaningful generalisations that can be drawn from these results are outlined in a concluding discussion in Section 6.


[bookmark: _Ref97811805][bookmark: _Ref97638516]2 Background: The political landscape in Flanders

This contribution examines comments on Facebook posts about climate change published by the political parties in Flanders that were most active in the climate debate on Facebook and 2021. The Flemish parties that are represented in the Flemish and federal parliament are: N-VA (Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie ‘New Flemish Alliance’, Flemish nationalists, centre-right), VB (Vlaams Belang ‘Flemish Interest’, Flemish nationalists, far-right), CD&V (Christen-Democratisch en Vlaams ‘Christian-Democratic & Flemish’’, Christian democrats, centrist), Open VLD (Open Vlaamse Liberalen en Democraten ‘Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats’, liberals, centre-right), Vooruit (‘Forward’, socialists, centre-left), Groen (‘Green’, greens, centre-left), and PVDA (Partij van de Arbeid, ‘Labour Party’, communists, far-left). The popularity of these parties in Flanders, based on the results from the latest elections (in 2019), is shown in Figure 1: the top bar for each party represents its election results for the federal parliament; the bottom bar the results for the Flemish parliament. Despite the similar results for the federal and the Flemish elections, the coalitions formed at the two levels of government are different. At the time the data for this study were gathered, the federal government consisted of Christian-democrats, liberals, socialists, and greens and, hence, included the Flemish parties CD&V, Open VLD, Vooruit, and Groen. The Flemish government was formed by only three parties, i.e. N-VA, CD&V, and Open VLD. 


[bookmark: _Ref94515125]Figure 1: Election results for the federal and Flemish parliament (in % of Flemish votes, excluding Brussels) (Pilet et al., 2020, p. 12)

Walgrave et al. (2020, p. 111) position these parties on a political spectrum from left-wing to right-wing along two dimensions, i.e., the ‘traditional’ economic dimension and a cultural dimension (Figure 2). This was based on an opinion poll consisting of 40 statements (i.e., 20 for the economic dimension and 20 for the cultural dimension).[footnoteRef:2] In a first step, this poll was conducted by asking 14,786 Flemish voters to what extent they agreed with each of the 40 statements. The intersection of the two axes in Figure 2 represents the average score for the 14,786 respondents on both the economic dimension (x-axis) and the cultural dimension (y-axis). Walgrave et al. (2020) interpret the zero‑point on the two axes as representative for the position of the ‘average Flemish voter’. In a second step, the same 40 statements were presented to the Flemish political parties, who were also asked to indicate to what extent they agreed with the statements. The position of each party on the spectrum gives an indication of how the ideological profile of each party compares to the ideological profile of the average Flemish voter and to that of the other parties.  [2:  The 20 questions pertaining to the cultural dimension mostly focused on immigration, climate change and the environment, and civic participation. 5 of those questions specifically dealt with climate-related or environmental policies (e.g., introducing a European tax on aviation fuel, banning the sale of new petrol and diesel cars, closing nuclear power plants), compared to 6 questions on immigration and integration. This means that the parties’ position on the cultural dimension (y-axis) is, to a fair extent, indicative of their view on (specific) climate change policies.] 

[image: ][bookmark: _Ref94535676]Figure 2: Political landscape in Flanders (Walgrave et al., 2020, p. 111)


Together, Figure 1 and Figure 2 illustrate that right-wing political parties (e.g. N-VA, VB) are more popular in Flanders than left-wing parties (e.g. PVDA, Groen, Vooruit) (based on Figure 1) but that the beliefs and values of the average Flemish voter (based on Figure 2) are not as right-wing across the board as the 2019 election results would suggest. In fact, when it comes to issues like climate change and the environment, 66% of Flemish voters indicate that they worry about ‘damage to the climate’ (De Vadder and Callebaut, 2020, p. 58), 93% think that climate action should be an average to top priority for policymakers (ib., p. 68), and 62% are willing to change their lifestyle to improve the environment (ib., p. 93). This is confirmed by Walgrave et al. (2019, pp. 6 and 8), who found that, while Flemish voters tend to be more right-leaning on matters of immigration and integration, they are more centrist to left-leaning on climate issues.
	The general agreement amongst Flemish voters that climate change is a real issue and that politicians should take action on it is shared by all main political parties. When they communicate about climate change and climate policies, no party denies or (explicitly) minimises the threat climate change poses. The difference between parties has to do with the specific policies they propose and the degree to which they prioritise those policies. The number of climate-related Facebook posts by the different parties in 2020 and 2021 shows that it appears to be the more left-wing parties Groen and PVDA and the more right-wing parties N-VA and VB that communicate more about climate issues and policies than the traditional centre parties (Figure 3). Moreover, while in 2020 the ecological party Groen positioned itself most prominently in the climate debate (with 29 posts), 2021 saw a strong increase in climate-related posts by PVDA (22 posts), N-VA (22 posts) and VB (19 posts). This suggests that if Groen is traditionally believed to have ‘ownership’ of environmental and climate issues (Walgrave, Lefevere and Tresch, 2012), there may be increasing competition from PVDA, N-VA and VB over the ownership of the issue. 


[bookmark: _Ref94602578][bookmark: _Ref94602575]Figure 3: The number of climate-related Facebook posts by Flemish parties in 2020 and 2021

In the data analysis, we will focus on the parties that posted most on climate change issues, i.e. PVDA, Groen, N‑VA and VB (see Figure 3). This means that the data in this study are not representative of the general climate debate in Flanders. They do, however, give a good indication of the opinions concerning climate policies that citizens voice on social media. The views given prominence there may not only influence public opinion more generally, but also give politicians a (skewed) impression of that public opinion and, in turn, inspire political decision-making. The choice to focus on PVDA, Groen, N‑VA and VB is hence based on two grounds : first, these parties position themselves most prominently in the online climate debate; second, as Steurs (2021) found, they are also the ones that spend most money on Facebook ads, therefore reaching a wider audience. Hence, we believe that the data in this study are representative of the online climate debate in Flanders. In the next section, we describe the Appraisal model that has been used to analyse the data.


[bookmark: _Ref97638713]3 Analytical tools: the Appraisal system

[bookmark: _Hlk106702717]The system of Appraisal was developed within Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) to describe evaluations speakers make of phenomena (i.e., entities, processes, and states-of-affairs) and propositions about phenomena and, in doing so, engage with others. With these evaluations speakers negotiate their values and those of the communities thar define their identity, and they align or dis-align with other voices (Oteíza, 2017, p. 458). Martin and White (2005) distinguish three subsystems of Appraisal. 
First, central to the model are expressions of ATTITUDE. The system of attitude can be divided into three areas of personal feeling, i.e., affect (emotion), judgement (of people and their behaviour), and appreciation (of ‘things’ and their value) (e.g. Martin and White, 2005, pp. 35-36). According to Martin (2003, pp. 173-174), affect, or emotion, is the basic system of attitude, and the other two systems are “institutionalizations of affect which have evolved to socialize individuals into various uncommon sense communities of feeling” (ib.). In this regard, judgements are ‘institutionalised’ feelings about behaviour (i.e., what we should and should not do); appreciation has to do with socialised evaluations concerning ‘taste’ (i.e., what things are ‘worth’, or how they are ‘valued’) (ib.).
The systems of emotion, judgement and appreciation can be divided into more specific subcategories which are relevant to attitudes expressed in the climate posts. Emotions, are simply categorised as positive or negative, as expressions of emotion were not sufficiently frequent to allow for further meaningful subclassification (cf. Section 5.1).
[bookmark: _Hlk130803463]Judgements centre around ‘social esteem’ and ‘social sanction’ (Martin and White, 2005, p. 52). Judgements of esteem involve expressions of admiration or contempt, based on qualities we appreciate in people (for instance, how capable, resolute, or remarkable they are). Judgements of sanction, on the other hand, have to do with socially expected behaviour (i.e., how ethical and truthful people are), based on which people are either praised or condemned. For the purpose of this contribution, we found it useful to distinguish a third subcategory of judgements, which we call ‘advisability’. This addition needs some justification. Unlike esteem and sanction, advisability is not concerned with evaluations of people’s actual qualities or behaviour but, instead, deals with statements of what people should, or should not do, with proposals for actions or behaviour rather than propositions. These are also interpersonal expressions, i.e. conveying speakers’/writers’ subjective stance. Such evaluations are, however, typically expressed by grammatical means such as auxiliaries (modulations of obligation, typically should, had better), imperatives or metaphorical expressions of modulation (It is time to, Why not …?) and as such fall outside the system of appraisal, which deals with lexical evaluations. However, there is a close link between lexicalised judgements of propriety and grammatically expressed proposals, which Martin and White (2005, p. 55) illustrate with the following sentences. 

Don’t go. [Proposal: Imperative: Command]
You shouldn’t go. [Proposal: Modulation of obligation: Advice]
It’d be corrupt, insensitive, arrogant, selfish, rude, etc. to go [Judgement: Propriety]

As such proposals occur regularly in our data, we have counted them separately but have not included them in the frequencies of the system of judgement. Similarly, while we will discuss ‘advisability’ and compare it to judgements of actual (past and present) behaviour, we will not include it in the quantitative analysis of attitude.
Finally, appreciation, the third subsystem of attitude, deals with evaluations of ‘things’, for instance in terms of aesthetics, complexity, value (Martin and White, 2005, p. 56). In the context of the climate debate, we are mostly interested in appreciation of policies and policy proposals. Since aesthetic appreciations are rare and assessments of complexity occur only sporadically, appreciation will be examined as one general category in the quantitative analysis. Nonetheless, in the qualitative analysis, the subcategories, especially ‘value’, will allow us to elucidate the quantitative results in a meaningful way.
	Secondly, when expressing attitudes or opinions, speakers can explicitly position themselves towards others, specifically by ENGAGING with others’ attitudes. If they do, the expression of attitude is heteroglossic, i.e., it suggests that there are, or may be, alternative viewpoints. If there is no mention or implication of alternative viewpoints, speakers express their opinion monoglossically, making ‘bare’, unmodalised statements. Heteroglossic text can expand or contract the dialogue, i.e., make allowances for other perspectives or challenge them. In the former case, speakers can either accept other perspectives as valid alternatives to their own viewpoint, i.e., entertain them (e.g., it’s possible that…, apparently), or dissociate themselves from these alternatives. Dissociation from other perspectives can be signalled by acknowledging these perspectives without expressing a stance towards them (e.g., X states, declares, says) or they can overtly distance themselves from these perspectives (e.g., X alleges, X foolishly believes). Speakers can restrict the scope for other perspectives, either by disclaiming them – that is, denying their validity (e.g., no, never) or countering them (e.g., but, yet) – or by proclaiming their own viewpoint through pronouncing the authorial voice (e.g., I contend) or by expressing their viewpoint as common knowledge (e.g. naturally, of course). Most of these formulations close down the dialogue rather than opening it up. 
Expressions of attitude can be inscribed or evoked (Martin and White, 2005, p. 67). Inscribed emotion, judgement or appreciation make use of explicit appraisal vocabulary, as in I felt unhappy at the time. The emotion of unhappiness is evoked in a statement such as I couldn’t eat or sleep at the time. Evoked attitude requires more context in order to be interpreted. 
Thirdly, speakers can express their evaluations with respect to both attitude and engagement in stronger or weaker terms. This is what the system of GRADUATION is concerned with. A basic distinction can be made here between sharpening (amplifying) and softening (diminishing) of attitudes and convictions (Read and Carroll, 2012, p. 429), e.g. That must really be nice vs That might be sort of nice, I guess. As a full analysis of graduation of attitudes and engagements is beyond the scope of this contribution  and since the system of graduation is, in a way, ancillary to the other two subsystems, it will not be studied separately.
The variables described in this section feed into the coding system that has been used to analyse the comments to the climate posts by political parties. In Section 4, we outline how the data for the study in this contribution were gathered and how they were analysed.


[bookmark: _Ref97812081]4 Data and methodology

From the climate posts published by Groen, PVDA, N-VA, and VB in 2020 and 2021 (see Section 2), a total of 12 posts were selected, gathered from the four parties in proportion to the frequency with which they posted about climate change. For each post in this subset, the aim was to analyse 50 comments. However, since not all posts received a minimum of 50 comments, the final total amounted to 509 comments: 105 for PVDA, 154 for Groen, 150 for N-VA, and 100 for VB. The data distribution is summarised in Table 1.

Table 1: Total number of climate posts, and subset of analysed posts and comments, per party
	
	Total n° of posts
	Analysed subset 
	Comments

	PVDA
	34
	3
	105

	GROEN
	50
	4
	154

	N-VA
	35
	3
	150

	VB
	25
	2
	100

	Total
	144
	12
	509



The 509 comments were then analysed according to the different parameters in the Appraisal framework described in Section 3, which yielded the coding system summarised in Table 2. The main focus was on the expressions of attitude by citizens, in terms of emotions, judgements and appreciation. For each parameter in the coding system, a distinction was made between positive vs negative appraisal. This allowed us to probe for the general tone of climate comments for each party. By also factoring in the extent to which citizens engage with other viewpoints, we were able to supplement the study of attitude with an analysis of the openness of the online climate debate. It is important to note that comments on climate posts by the four parties do not necessarily come from supporters only: commentators can use positive and negative appraisal to signal either alignment with or opposition to a party and its policies. Hence, the quantitative analysis allows us, in the first instance, to chart the constructiveness and openness of the online climate debate; in the second instance, a qualitative analysis will show how positive and negative appraisal are used to approve or disapprove of the participants in the climate debate (e.g., politicians and their parties). 

Table 2: The system of Appraisal, based on and adapted from Martin and White (2005)
	[bookmark: _Hlk94797698]ATTITUDE
	Emotion
	(e.g. happiness, anger, hope, despair)

	
	Behaviour
	Judgement
	- Esteem (e.g. capacity, resolve)
- Sanction (e.g. ethics, truthfulness)

	
	
	(Advisability (e.g. suggestions, commands))

	
	Appreciation
	(e.g. value, complexity, aesthetics)

	
	
	
	

	ENGAGEMENT
	Monoglossic

	
	Heteroglossic
	Expand
	· Entertain
· Acknowledge
· Distance

	
	
	Contract
	· Proclaim
	

	
	
	
	· Disclaim:
	⸰ Deny
⸰ Counter




[bookmark: _Ref97812127]5 Quantitative and qualitative analysis

This section presents the results of the data analysis. The aim is to provide both a quantitative overview to lay bare the general trends we observe in the data, and a more in-depth qualitative analysis of representative examples. The qualitative analysis will allow us to bring out the implications of the quantitative results and give a meaningful interpretation of these results. The section is divided into two parts: in Section 5.1, we first discuss the positive and negative evaluations expressed in the comments; in Section 5.2, we analyse the level of engagement with alternative viewpoints found in the comments. Together, these results will offer an overview of the positivity and constructiveness – or the lack thereof – in the online climate debate in Flanders. 

[bookmark: _Ref97816805]5.1 Attitude: The expression of emotion, judgement and appreciation

In comments to climate posts by political parties, Facebook users are apt to voice their opinion: on average, 1.85 expressions of attitude occurred per comment. There are some differences in this respect between the four parties, with VB receiving a higher average of expressions of attitude (i.e., 2.31 attestations per comment) than PVDA (1.73), N-VA (1.57) and Groen (1.40).
	The four parties also differ when it comes to the number of positive vs negative elements in the comments. Overall, all parties garner more negative than positive responses, but posts by right-wing parties, especially N‑VA, are met with significantly more negative comments than posts by left-wing parties (ꭓ²(3) = 23.467, p < 0.001; Cramer’s V: 0.165)[footnoteRef:3] (Figure 4): 87% of the N‑VA comments and 77% of the VB comments expressed negativity, compared to 73% of the PVDA comments and 67% of the Groen comments.  [3:  The chi-square test is based on the numbers for positive vs negative expressions of attitude in general, without distinguishing between expressions of emotion, judgement, and appreciation. ] 



[bookmark: _Ref96358241]Figure 4: Positive and negative expression of emotion, judgement and appreciation in Facebook comments

The different distributions of positive vs negative attitude do not mean that commentators are more negative about right-wing parties than about left-wing ones. Rather, commentators on posts by right-wing parties are simply more likely to convey negativity, either to criticise these parties or to show alignment with them by criticising others (for instance, another rivalling political party), e.g., (4) and (5).[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Examples in Dutch are quoted literally, including spelling and other errors. The English translations are ours. We try to stay as close as possible to the original text, sometimes at the cost of idiomaticity.] 


[bookmark: _Ref96411532]N‑VA comment
als de groen mee doen aan politiek dan kost het ons geld
‘when the greens participate in politics, it costs us money’

Example (4) does not contain explicit evaluative vocabulary but clearly evokes negative attitude: there is the opposition between “the greens” and “us”, and the juxtaposition of what is positive for the green party (i.e. political power) and what is negative for us (costing money). ‘Costing money’ evokes feelings of dissatisfaction (emotion) as well as a judgement of the green party as incompetent. The green party is thus represented as being a big spender of public money and its policies are consequently felt to be detrimental.

[bookmark: _Ref96411543]VB comment
Hoe kunnen ze anders subsidies blijven uit betalen … is niet veel beter dan de rest van deze onbekwame corrupte VIVALDI regering
‘How else could they [i.e., N‑VA] keep paying subsidies... aren’t much better than the rest of this incompetent corrupt VIVALDI government’ [i.e., federal coalition government between liberals, Christian democrats, socialists, and Green]

Example (5) illustrates inscribed judgement in the words “not much better”, “incompetent”, “corrupt”. It is a typical strongly negative judgement of the coalition government by the opposition party VB. 
	On a more fine-grained level, the four parties also differ significantly (ꭓ²(15) = 46.057, p < 0.001; Cramer’s V: 0.133) in their focus on emotion, judgement, and appreciation (see Figure 4 above). In general, for all parties, expressions of emotion are rare, with opinions centring mostly on judgements of people and on appreciation of policies and proposals. Only Groen commentators are slightly more likely to express emotion, both positive and negative. In (6), for instance, we read positive attitudes of emotion and judgement, in response to Groen entering the federal government, after 25 years as an opposition party. The word “finally” is crucial in expressing the contrast with past policies (when the green party was not in the government) and the present change, as a result of political clout of the green party. A negative judgement of past policies of the other parties is evoked. 

[bookmark: _Ref96418096][bookmark: _Ref96417969]Groen comment
Eindelijk een regering met klimaatambitie! 💚
‘Finally a government with climate ambition! 💚’

Commentators reacting to the other three parties express almost exclusively negative emotion. In (7), an N-VA commentator expresses anger with the federal government’s decision to consolidate the nuclear phase-out, in line with the policies of previous governments.

[bookmark: _Ref96418112]N‑VA comment
Boos omdat het inderdaad nefast is
‘Angry because it [i.e., the nuclear phase-out, consolidated by the federal government] is indeed harmful’

In the comment on a PVDA post in (8), the focus is on negative emotion towards humankind’s role in climate change: dissatisfaction is inscribed (“It is a pity”) and negative judgement is evoked in “humankind destroys everything”.

[bookmark: _Ref96419370]PVDA comment
Het is jammer hoe de mens alles kapot maakt
‘It is a pity how humankind destroys everything’
 
The VB comment in (9) does not concentrate specifically on climate change, or climate policies, but voices disgust with politics in general (“I’m sick and tired of it”).

[bookmark: _Ref96434333]VB comment
Het is nondeverdorie meer dan hoog tijd om die mannekes (en vrouwen) in Brussel uit hun ivoren toren te gaan halen! […] ik ben het alvast meer dan kotsbeu!
‘It is goddammit more than high time to get those blokes (and women) in Brussels out of their ivory towers! [...] I’m sick and tired of it!’

More frequent than expressions of emotion are judgements of people and their behaviour. Across parties, judgements were predominantly negative, but significant differences can be observed between parties when it comes to the specific ‘focus’ of the judgements (ꭓ²(6) = 17.516, p = 0.008; Cramer’s V: 0.165)[footnoteRef:5] (Figure 5). [5:  The numbers for positive esteem and positive sanction were taken together in the chi-square test, as both categories were individually not sufficiently frequent for all parties to ensure statistical reliability.] 



Figure 5: Judgements of people: expressing esteem and sanction

The negative judgement of politicians and their behaviour comes out clearly in evaluations of both esteem (i.e., capacity, resolve, remarkableness) and sanction (i.e., ethics, veracity). Expressions of esteem typically take the form of criticism of politicians’ capacity and/or their resolve, which is a common theme in comments to all parties but particularly the ones on PVDA posts (55%) and N‑VA posts (54%), e.g. (10) and (11). (Worth mentioning, however, is that, quantitatively, VB commentators may have been least likely to express negative esteem (43%), but when they did voice it, the language used was often much stronger than in other comments, e.g. (12).)

[bookmark: _Ref118129222][bookmark: _Ref96440144]N‑VA comment
Incompetente leiders nemen onrealistisch verkeerde beslissingen en de gewone burger moet voor de kosten opdraaien
‘Incompetent leaders take unrealistically wrong decisions and the ordinary citizen has to foot the bill’
[bookmark: _Ref121378928]PVDA comment
Bende prutsers
‘Bunch of blunderers’ [directed at the Flemish government, in reference to their climate policy]
[bookmark: _Ref121378942]VB comment
Zotte smeerlap! Crapuul, je hoort thuis in een zothuis.
‘Crazy bastard! Scumbag, you belong in a loony bin.’ [directed at EU commissioner Frans Timmermans]

In Groen comments, negative judgement was overall less frequent than in the other comments but still accounted for 76% in total. Two lines of criticism, with very different intents, can be distinguished here. On the one hand, there are commentators criticising Groen, in which case the negative judgements are very similar to the ones we see in N-VA and VB comments like (10) and (12). On the other hand, there are commentators who align themselves more with Groen, in which case the negative judgements are not aimed specifically at Groen but more generally at politicians’ lack of resolve in handling the climate crisis. Example (13) illustrates this second line of criticism.  

[bookmark: _Ref96440145]Groen comment
We zijn allemaal in slechte handen. Het gaat heel slecht met België en met de wereld … omwille van politici die hun verantwoordelijkheden niet nemen, die niet bekwaam zijn
‘We are all in bad hands. Things are bad for Belgium and for the world ... because of politicians who do not take their responsibilities, who are not competent’

	More emphatically negative are judgements of ethics and veracity (i.e. sanction), which are more frequent in N-VA (42%) and VB (36%) comments than in Groen (32%) and PVDA (33%) comments. The focus here is mainly on the alleged unethical behaviour of politicians, who are portrayed as corrupt or as grifters, as in (14) and (15). But while VB commentators use negative ethical judgement mostly to align themselves with VB, N‑VA commentators use it to signal either alignment with N‑VA – by criticising N‑VA’s opponents – or opposition – by criticising N‑VA as part of the ‘corrupt’ political caste, as in (15). The implication, both in VB and N‑VA comments, is often that politicians do not issue policies with the sincere intention of bringing about positive change but rather to benefit themselves. From this perspective (which is most pervasive in VB comments), climate policies are framed as a pretext for personal gain, at the expense of the common people. 

[bookmark: _Ref121379009][bookmark: _Ref96440992]VB comment 
Ja zekers mafia altijd zo geweest en het zal niet beteren we zullen eens hard moeten terugslaan
‘Yes certainly mafia always been like that and it will not get better we will have to hit back hard one day’ [directed at the N‑VA mayor of Antwerp, Bart De Wever, for the decision to install a low-emission zone in Antwerp]
[bookmark: _Ref96504923]N‑VA comment
Paars-groen wil een koolstofbelasting, en N-VA heeft een jaar van mijn leven gestolen door de pensioenleeftijd te verhogen, schaam jullie allemaal aasgieren!
‘Purple-Green [i.e., coalition between liberals, socialists, and greens] wants a carbon tax, and N-VA stole a year of my life by raising the retirement age, shame on all of you vultures!’

For PVDA commentators, the targets of negative judgements of sanction (33%) are not only politicians but also “the rich” and/or multinationals, with the latter two being judged for their greed but also for their responsibility for climate change. In (16), for instance, the greed of “the rich” is judged as unethical because they make their money at the expense not only of “the common man” but also of the climate (as implied by the claim that “nothing will change”). In this respect, PVDA commentators differ from VB commentators (and, to a lesser extent, N‑VA commentators): their appeal to ethics is typically not directed at politicians for issuing climate policies but at politicians, “the rich” and/or multinationals for obstructing effective climate policies.

[bookmark: _Ref96501301]PVDA comment
Niets zal er veranderen zolang de rijken der aarde rijker kunnen worden, al moeten ze de gewone mens vermoorden.
‘Nothing will change as long as the rich of the earth can get richer, even if they have to murder the common man for that.’

When Groen commentators make ethical judgements (32%), only those opposing Groen frame politicians as corrupt grifters. Commentators who signal alignment with Groen, by contrast, appeal to ethics mostly by blaming politicians, multinationals, or mankind in general for their contribution to climate change and/or their failure to act against it, e.g. (17). For the latter group, it is often not “the common man” who is cast in the role of victim (as is overwhelmingly the case in PVDA comments), but the climate or the earth to which we have a moral obligation.

[bookmark: _Ref96520692]Groen comment
Het is een schande hoe de mensheid omgaat met de aarde onze globe 🌍
‘It is an outrage the way mankind treats the earth our globe 🌍’

Judgements of sanction less often concentrate on politicians’ veracity, or truthfulness. When such criticism occurred, it was directly mostly at Groen and N-VA, e.g. (18) and (19).

[bookmark: _Ref96523691]Groen comment
Wat een bedrieglijke info, men is van plan om gascentrales te bouwen in Vlaanderen/België de komende jaren waardoor juist meer CO2 uitstoot is. Ik zou vragen aan de partij Groen om de juiste info te geven!!!!
‘Such deceitful info, the plan is to build gas plants in Flanders/Belgium in the coming years which will actually increase CO2 emissions. I would ask the party Groen to give the right info!!!!’
[bookmark: _Ref96523693]N‑VA comment
Bla bla bla! Met jullie arbeidsimmigranten en immigratieliefde, verbruiken we al een derde meer dan nodig, met jullie liberalisme is de uitstoot steeds groter en groter. Huichelaars!
‘Blah blah blah! With your labour immigrants and immigration love, we already consume a third more than necessary, with your liberalism the emissions are getting bigger and bigger. Hypocrites!’
	
Groen detractors judge the party as being deceitful and/or dishonest in their plea for carbon reduction. This is related to the nuclear exit which Groen advocated  but which, if executed, had to be partly compensated by building gas plants (which emit more greenhouse gasses than nuclear plants).[footnoteRef:6] Groen’s attempt to explain how the nuclear exit, and the roadmap towards it, fits in a larger climate plan is lambasted as mendacious (e.g. “Such deceitful info” in (18)). For N-VA, the criticism typically does not concern climate policy specifically but N‑VA’s alleged hypocrisy when they attack the federal government for the financial burden they place on ‘ordinary people’. As part of the previous federal government as well as the current Flemish government, N‑VA does not receive the same appraisal for condemning the governments’ financial (climate) policies as the opposition parties PVDA and VB, which have never been in government. The latter two parties’ credibility when they  attack  the current governments is consequently not undermined by inconsistencies with their own (previous) policy-making. [6:  The comments are interpreted against the political background at the time they were written. Since then, the situation has changed, as the federal government, including the green parties, agreed on postponing the nuclear exit. Since the data in this contribution pre-date this decision, it is not relevant to the context of the climate debate at the time. ] 

Furthermore, in addition to judgements of politicians and their actual behaviour, we also examined when commentators express what they think politicians should do. In contrast to judgement proper (i.e. esteem and sanction), advisability focuses on desired, hence hypothetical, actions and behaviour, not on what politicians, and people in general, actually do or have done (see Section 3). While advisability can have a positive or negative polarity – thereby signalling what people should vs. should not do – this is separate from the distinction between positive vs. negative appraisal. In fact, both positive and negative advice can evoke either positive or negative appraisal. For instance, in (20), the negative advice that “company cars should never be fiscally attractive” evokes a negative appreciation of the government’s policy to promote electric company cars. 

[bookmark: _Ref121379206]Groen comment
Bedrijfswagens mogen nooit fiscaal interessant zijn.
‘Company cars should never be fiscally attractive.’

The advice in (21) likewise evokes a negative evaluation, namely criticism of EU policymakers and their green deal, but is voiced through advice about what politicians should do: the suggestion that they can “start” with a change of their own behaviour signals disapproval of the burden placed on citizens. (This is in reaction to the main post by VB, who claim that EU commissioner Frans Timmermans “came up with a billion-euro climate plan, but the check is again for ordinary citizens.”). Similarly, the advice to “give less to immigrants and let fewer refugees in” implicitly contrasts with current policies, disapproval of which is thereby evoked.

[bookmark: _Ref121379217]VB comment
Dat ze [i.e. Europese leiders] dan al beginnen zich te laten vervoeren in milieuvriendelijkere voertuigen. En misschien minder aan immigranten geven en er iets aan doen om minder vluchtelingen in europa toe te laten
‘Let them [i.e. European leaders] start by getting themselves driven around in more environmentally friendly vehicles. And maybe give less to immigrants and do something to admit fewer refugees into Europe’

Therefore, positive advice (i.e. advice to do something) cannot be taken as approval of politicians and their behaviour but should be understood as encouragement or incitement to take action. For those reasons, we did not draw a distinction between positivity and negativity when comparing evaluations of actual vs hypothetical, desired behaviour (i.e. judgement vs. advisability) (see Figure 6). 


Figure 6: Evaluations of people and behaviour: Judgement proper vs. advisability
 
As Figure 6 illustrates, when it comes to comments on behaviour, commentators on left-wing parties – especially Groen (44%) – are significantly more likely to give advice than commentators on the right-wing parties N‑VA (25%) and VB (27%) (χ²(3) = 13.496, p = 0.004; Cramer’s V: 0.165). For instance, in (22), the Groen commentator reacts to the government’s policy to make electric company cars fiscally more attractive; the positive advice to encourage cycling, therefore, implicitly criticises the government’s actual policy as something that should not be done. Similarly, in (23), the positive advice in the PVDA comment (“let rich companies pay”) implies that what the commentator wants to see happen is not being done at the moment, thereby implicitly criticising the government’s current actions. 

[bookmark: _Ref121380529]Groen comment
Wat aangemoedigd zou moeten worden is met de fiets naar het werk.
‘What should be encouraged is cycling to work.’
[bookmark: _Ref121380702]PVDA comment
Rijke bedrijven laten betalen voor de vervuiling die ze veroorzaken
‘Let rich companies pay for the pollution they cause’

Notice that this implied judgement of what politicians actually do or a lack of appreciation for their policies is equally found in the advice given by VB commentators, e.g. (21) above, and N-VA commentators. For instance, in (9), the N‑VA commentator’s advice to “be realistic” evokes a negative evaluation of the government’s plans as not realistic.

N-VA comment
gas centrales? dat gaat de zaak ni oplossen. Laten we nou effe realistisch zijn, hoeveel van die centrales moet men hebben om EEN kern centrale te vervangen????
‘Gas plants? That’s not going to solve the case. Let’s be realistic for a minute, how many of those plants do we need to replace ONE nuclear plant????’

	Finally, all commentators are largely negative in their appreciation of policies and proposals, but N-VA commentators are significantly more so (80%) than commentators for PVDA (63%), Groen (64%) and VB (66%) (ꭓ²(9) = 9.6626, p = 0.022; Cramer’s V: 0.145) (Figure 7).


Figure 7: Expressions of appreciation

Most  negative comments focus on the impact of existing or proposed policies, typically either their environmental or financial impact, e.g. (25) and (26) respectively.

[bookmark: _Ref96526284]N‑VA comment
De tijd komt dat België zal veroordeeld voor de ongelooflijke uitstoot van c02 die door gasverbranding veroorzaakt wordt. Daarmee vaagt paars groen hun g... aan de opwarming van het klimaat
‘The time will come when Belgium will be condemned for the incredible CO2 emissions caused by gas combustion. Purple-Green doesn’t give a rat’s *ss about global warming’ [literally: ‘With this, Purple-Green wipes its *ss on global warming’]
[bookmark: _Ref96526285]VB comment
Die groene revolutie is vooral voor de rijken een verbetering, voor de gewone mensen is het armoede en afhankelijk zijn vd goodwill vd overheid
‘This green revolution is an improvement particularly for the rich, for ordinary people it means poverty and being dependent on the goodwill of the government’

Mentions of financial impact are particularly common in VB, N‑VA and PVDA comments. They fit in a narrative in which “ordinary people” (a.k.a. ‘the common man’, ‘the working man’, or ‘the ordinary citizen’) are the victim not just of climate policies but of policies in general; within this narrative, currently and/or previously governing parties and politicians are villainised as responsible for the financial harm done to “ordinary people”. For VB and PVDA, this kind of framing is used in the comments to signal alignment with the parties; for Groen, it is used to criticise the party. N‑VA commentators, finally, mention financial impact for both purposes: some signal alignment with N‑VA by criticising policies of other parties, e.g., (27); others signal opposition to N‑VA itself, e.g., (28), potentially combined with allegations of hypocrisy (see above).

[bookmark: _Ref96529409]N‑VA comment
Als de groen mee doen aan politiek kost het ons poen 🤮
‘When the green participate in politics it costs us cash 🤮’
[bookmark: _Ref96529412]N‑VA comment
Waarom zou de prijs voor de gezinnen dalen wanneer de kerncentrales open blijven? Dat is nu ook niet het geval en zal nooit het geval zijn. Voor jullie zijn de arbeiders de melkkoe en dat zal altijd blijven bij NVA want dat zijn jullie genen!
‘Why would the price for households go down when the nuclear power plants stay open? That is not the case now and will never be the case. For you, the workers are the cash cow and will always remain so with NVA because those are your genes!’

References to the negative impact of policies on the climate and/or the environment are mainly used to criticise parties, often Groen (or the federal government in general), mostly in response to posts by Groen itself, e.g., (29), but also under posts by other parties, especially N‑VA and VB, e.g., (30). In both cases, environmental impact is mentioned typically in the context of the nuclear exit, where nuclear energy and energy from gas plants are often opposed as the two possible alternatives (especially in N-VA comments). While the former is appraised positively (both in terms of financial and environmental impact), the latter receives negative appraisal, always in combination with criticism of Groen and/or the federal government of which Groen is part.

[bookmark: _Ref96585873]Groen comment
En Tinne [Van der Straete] gaat lekker CO2 uitstotende gascentrales bouwen die alles wat we besparen weer teniet gaat doen.
‘And Tinne [Van der Straete, federal energy minister for Groen] will happily build gas stations that emit CO2 and that will undo everything we’ve saved so far.’
[bookmark: _Ref96585852]N‑VA comment
Partij groen denkt niet logisch, zij leven op een wolk. Dankzij hun bio massa centrales  verdwijnen de bossen als sneeuw voor de zon, en nu dit onmogelijk voorstel
‘The Green party doesn’t think logically, they live on a cloud. Thanks to their biomass plants, forests are disappearing like snow in the sun, and now this impossible proposal’ [i.e., regarding the nuclear exit].

	When positive appreciation is expressed, it is used, across parties, to signal alignment with the party to which commentators are reacting. Under posts by left-wing parties, commentators tend to express positive appreciation  of more traditional ecological policy proposals, such as sustainable lifestyle choices, strengthening natural ecosystems, and renewable energy sources, e.g. (31) and (32).

[bookmark: _Ref118793060]Groen comment
Er moeten massaal veel bomen bij geplant worden op zo veel mogelijk plaatsen op de planeet. Ze zijn onze airco en slorpen co2 op.
‘We need to plant lots and lots of trees in as many places as possible on the planet. They are our air conditioning and absorb CO2.’
[bookmark: _Ref118793062]PVDA comment
Een plantaardige voedingswijze is best voor het klimaat
‘A plant-based diet is best for the climate’

[bookmark: _Ref96590606]Under posts by right-wing parties, positive appreciation fits in with the framing of the energy debate as a choice for or against nuclear energy. Example (33) shows how, within this binary contrast, the choice for nuclear energy receives hyperbolic acclaim (e.g., “brand-spanking-new”), whereas – as we saw – the alternative is fiercely condemned.

[bookmark: _Ref118273539]VB comment
Doe mij maar een spiksplinternieuwe hypermoderne kerncentrale dat met het nieuwste vernuft is samengesteld. Goedkoop, veilig, duurzaam en milieuvriendelijk is de boodschap.
‘Give me a brand spanking new hypermodern nuclear power plant put together with the latest ingenuity. Cheap, safe, sustainable and environmentally friendly is the message.’

Within this context, the finding that VB commentators are more likely to express positive appreciation (34%) than N-VA commentators (20%) can be related to the different tones the two parties strike in their main posts. In the post by N-VA (Figure 8), the emphasis is very much on decrying the nuclear exit. The imagery and accompanying text focus almost exclusively on the negative consequences of closing nuclear power plants (e.g. “more pollution, more costs and more purchase of foreign electricity”). The one positive appraisal in the second sentence (“climate-friendly and affordable energy policy”) is flanked by two sentences giving negative appraisals. 
[image: ]Figure 8: N-VA post, with English translations of the original text in Dutch


In the main post by VB (see Figure 9), by contrast, the imagery and accompanying text place more emphasis on a positive appraisal of nuclear energy, focusing less on the negative consequences of the nuclear exit. For example, like N-VA, VB uses a three-sentence structure in the post accompanying the visual, but the build-up is the inverse of the N-VA post, beginning and ending with a positive appraisal rather than a negative one. In addition, while both N-VA and VB use an imperative as the focal point of their visual, the directive in the VB post evokes positive appreciation (for nuclear energy), whereas the directive in the N-VA post evokes negative appreciation (against the nuclear exit). The observation, then, that the amount of negative appreciation is much higher in N-VA comments than in VB comments is evidence that the different tenors of the main posts have a strong influence on the tenor in the comments.
[image: ]Figure 9: VB post, with English translations of the original text in Dutch


	Moreover, there are subtle differences between the posts by N-VA and VB in how they frame the energy debate. While both posts attack the federal government (“Purple-Green”) and the plan to close nuclear power plants, the two parties vary slightly in what exactly they attack and what alternatives they propose. The N-VA post explicitly criticises gas plants as part of the nuclear exit, but it remains somewhat vague about the proposed alternative (“a climate-friendly and affordable energy policy”, which includes but need not be restricted to nuclear energy). By contrast, VB explicitly promotes nuclear energy as “cheap”, “secure”, and “sustainable”, which is contrasted not with one specific energy source like energy from gas but with “expensive and environmentally unfriendly energy sources” in general (and in the plural!). This ambiguity is reflected in what is appraised or criticised in the comments to the two posts. While N-VA commentators join N-VA in criticising gas plants, VB commentators can be seen to direct their criticism to expensive green energy sources, i.e.  renewable energy. Positive appraisal of nuclear energy is then explicitly contrasted with negative appraisal of wind and/or solar energy, e.g. (34).

[bookmark: _Ref121381494]VB comment
Momenteel zijn kerncentrales nog de meest propere. Ik hoor ze het allemaal graag roepen met hun groene energie. Windmolens, zonnepalen, auto’s op elektriciteit zijn de grootste vervuilers en het kost handenvol geld.
‘Currently, nuclear power plants are still the cleanest. They may shout what they want about their green energy. Windmills, solar panels, cars running on electricity are the biggest polluters and it all costs handfuls of money.’

In addition, the VB post mentions the environmental consequences of the nuclear exit  merely in passing, alongside the financial concerns on which the post insists (and with which it starts and ends). ]“Purple-Green” is presented as the agent actively ‘pushing’ energy prices up, and not only do they not care about how this affects the Flemish people, they “deliberately loo[k the other way”. The government thereby becomes an amoral villain, not caring about the Flemish, who as “hard-working” people should not have to worry about “the energy bill” and “stay[ing] warm at home”. (The post was published on 9 February 2020, after a week of particularly cold and snowy weather with temperatures below zero, which VB captures in the visual in Figure 8.) The lack of compassion on the part of the government is paired with an implied lack of “common sense” (i.e., two features which VB, by reverse analogy, is implied to have). As a consequence, the plea for nuclear energy, and against the federal government, is framed as an ethical matter as well as a matter of rationality (which capable leaders, it is implied, should possess), all of which grafted primarily on financial concerns. The energy debate, but also the climate debate in general, thereby becomes hyper-politicised, creating division and distracting from  solutions such as renewable energy (Boussemaere, 2021).
	To sum up this section, commentators on climate posts by political parties are overall more negative than positive when expressing their attitudes. Distinguishing between expressions of emotion, judgement (of people and their behaviour) and appreciation (of policies and policy proposals), we found that commentators generally focus most on judging politicians, and slightly less on evaluating policies and proposals. The preoccupation with people rather than  with policies hints at the politicisation of the online climate debate. This is further brought out by the fact that commentators were particularly vocal about the politicians’ unethical behaviour, their incompetence and lack of resolve. Such criticism was especially common in comments on posts by right-wing parties and, slightly less frequently, in PVDA comments. By contrast, Groen commentators were overall somewhat more positive than other commentators. They were also more likely than other commentators to formulate advice about what politicians, and people in general, should do than with criticising current and past behaviour. The overall negative tone continued in commentators’ evaluations of policies and proposals. One party, N-VA, stood out by the remarkably high level of negative appreciation in the comments. We attributed this to the more negative and critical tone N-VA itself struck in its post, which the comments played into. Finally, highlighting that both positive and negative appraisals can be used to signal support for or opposition to a party, we observed that the more centrist parties, Groen and N-VA, faced more opposition than the more radical parties PVDA and VB. This is due partly to the fact that PVDA and VB are opposition parties and, hence, cannot be criticised for actually enacted policies. But it also suggests that the more centrist parties attract a more diverse audience holding a greater range of viewpoints on climate policies, whereas comments on the more radical parties, especially VB, tend to merely echo the evaluations made in the main post.

[bookmark: _Ref97816810]5.2 Engagement: How commentators position themselves vis-à-vis other voices

Positive vs negative appraisal is not the only factor of relevance in the climate debate on social media; the extent to which discussants – in this case, commentators – engage with each other is also important to map the constructiveness, or lack of it, of the online debate. Surprisingly, despite the fact that, by responding to a post, commentators show at least basic engagement, this engagement is not reflected in the language used in the majority of the comments. Most commentators do not signal engagement with other people’s viewpoints (e.g., confirming or refuting them) when commenting on a post, with no significant differences between parties (ꭓ²(3) = 1.3589, p = 0.7152) (Figure 10).

[bookmark: _Ref96961272]Figure 10: Monoglossic (i.e., non-engaging) vs heteroglossic (i.e., engaging) comments

	In the cases where commentators do engage with other viewpoints (i.e. heteroglossic comments), significant differences can be noted between the parties when it comes to the kind of engagement commentators show (ꭓ²(8) = 30.145, p < 0.001; Cramer’s V: 0.267)[footnoteRef:7] (Figure 11). [7:  The chi square test does not include the data for PVDA commentators to avoid data sparsity. For the same reason, the (low) numbers for ‘acknowledgements’ were also not considered.] 


[bookmark: _Ref96961637]Figure 11: Types of engagement

The most noticeable difference between the parties is that N‑VA and VB commentators explicitly distance[footnoteRef:8] themselves much more frequently (respectively 43% and 38%) from other viewpoints than PVDA (11%) and Groen (18%) commentators. Example (35) illustrates one way in which such distancing is made explicit. [8:  “Distancing” is used here as a technical term referring to the use of engagement resources to disagree with an intertextual proposition.] 


[bookmark: _Ref96963111]N‑VA comment
Stop is even met verspreiding te zaaien en doe iets voor het volk. En kom niet af met ‘als wij in de regering hadden gezeten…’ want dat had niets verandert
‘Stop spreading dispersion [sic, possibly ‘discord’] and do something for people. And don’t give me that line ‘if we had been in government…’ because that wouldn't have changed anything’

In (35), the author engages with the addressee (i.e., N-VA) by using the imperatives “stop”, “do”, “don’t give”. In two cases (“stop” and “don’t give”) there is a presupposition that what the addressee is or has been doing is sowing discord and harping on the string of the party’s non-participation in government as the explanation for what is going wrong. This is a way of making disagreement with the writer’s criticism difficult, as one needs to undermine the presupposition. It is a strong form of contracting the dialogue. 
A particularly common means used by both N‑VA and VB commentators to signal distancing is what Vandelanotte (2004, 2009) calls “distancing indirect speech/thought”, e.g., (36). 

[bookmark: _Ref97031074][bookmark: _Ref96963421]VB comment
Ach België, de spaarpot/graaipot van onze “eerlijke” regering moet toch gevuld worden anders, kunnen ze niet de sky is the limit spelen he
‘Ah Belgium, our “honest” government’s piggy bank / grabbing jar needs to be filled, doesn’t it; otherwise they can’t play the sky is the limit, can they’

Distancing indirect speech/thought is a form of speech or thought representation “in which the current speaker appropriates and echoes the speech or thoughts of others” (Vandelanotte, 2009, p. 141). It does not involve a direct quote of someone’s speech/thought, while at the same time “the represented speaker’s expressivity [e.g., attitudes and presuppositions] continues to shine through in a DIST [distancing indirect speech/thought] representation” (ib., p. 223). However, distancing indirect speech/thought alters the represented speaker’s expressivity, in that “the ‘echoed’ expressivity [of the represented speaker] is submerged in the current speaker’s expressivity” (ib., p. 224), often for ironic purposes. In other words, the current speaker presents an utterance or thought that they attribute to another (represented) speaker, but they reformulate it in their own words, thereby imposing their own interpretation on the utterance/thought. This is illustrated in (32), in which the commentator ironically echoes attitudes and beliefs they attribute to the Belgian government (e.g., the “need” for the government’s piggy bank to be filled, the evaluation of the government as “‘honest’”). The lexical choices (e.g., “piggy bank”, “grabbing jar”), however, are clearly not the government’s but the commentator’s, who thereby conveys dissociation from the represented viewpoint. Therefore, though technically a form of engagement, distancing indirect speech/thought is often used in comments on climate posts not to introduce others’ actual viewpoint but rather to present a caricature based on the commentator’s own assumptions about the others’ attitudes and beliefs, e.g., (37).

[bookmark: _Ref97045239]N‑VA comment
die groen zijn echt wel gestoord, alles moet weg, dieren zijn vervuilend, kernenergie zijn vuil, onkruidverdelger is vuil behalve vergif voor groenten, fruit, bloemen en buxus rups is perfect, dus we laten het land maar verloederen
‘those greenies are really quite deranged, everything has to go, animals are polluting, nuclear power are [sic] dirty, weed killer is dirty except poison for vegetables, fruits, flowers and box tree caterpillar is perfect, so we just let the country go to seed’

	In addition, when we turn to other forms of engagement, there appear to be few indications of an open constructive debate: positive ways to open up the discussion, allowing for alternative viewpoints, are not frequent. Acknowledging other viewpoints, for instance, rarely happens under any of the four parties’ posts (i.e., only 2 or 3 times per party), e.g. “OK” in the N-VA comment in (38). While Groen and N‑VA commentators entertain alternative positions a fair number of times (i.e., 19% and 14% respectively), this only happens once for PVDA and VB each. 

[bookmark: _Ref118914608]N-VA comment
Ik snap écht niet waarom iedereen die kernenergie weg wil????? oké, nucleair afval is niet tof maar voor het klimaat is dat toch de schoonste energie die er is…
‘I really don’t understand why everyone wants to get rid of nuclear power????? OK, nuclear waste is not cool but for the climate, it is the cleanest energy there is, isn’t it...’

	By contrast, commentators are much keener to disclaim other viewpoints, i.e., to counter them, e.g., (39), or deny their validity, e.g., (40). This is particularly the case for PVDA commentators (45%) and VB commentators (44%), and slightly less for Groen commentators (36%). N‑VA commentators disclaim other positions relatively less frequently (22%).

[bookmark: _Ref97047042]PVDA comment
Ja, het zijn allemaal jongeren die betogen, maar ze vergeten dat de ouders de rekening in de bus krijgen
‘Yes, it’s the young people who demonstrate, but they forget that the parents get the bill in the letterbox’

First the comment agrees with the (imagined) other voice that says the demonstrators are all young people (meaning they give a signal to the adults), to then rebut by saying these young people are irresponsible. The initial concurring acknowledgement is thus countered by a disclaiming move starting with ‘but’, contracting the dialogue. 

[bookmark: _Ref97050471]VB comment
Heel da klimaatplan is een geldklopperij !! Het klimaat kán je ni veranderen punt !!!
‘That whole climate plan is a profit scheme !! You can’t change the climate.  Full stop !!!’

The first sentence is monoglossic, stating an opinion as a fact. The second sentence is heteroglossic in that the negation refutes an opinion by others, viz. that you can change the climate. The final sentence “Full stop!!!” closes down the dialogue in a very explicit way. 
	Finally, possible viewpoints can be restricted by proclaiming a position that the commentators takes, rather than by disclaiming alternatives. This appears to happen relatively frequently when engagement does occur. Especially Groen commentators (25%) and PVDA commentators (28%) are likely to proclaim a belief. This is illustrated by the use of “of course” in (41), which qualifies the proposition as self-evident, beyond discussion, and as such contracts the dialogue. 

[bookmark: _Ref97051545]Groen comment
Op de kap van de burger natuurlijk
[In response to the plan that as of 2026 only emission-free company cars – in practice, therefore, mostly electric cars – will be tax deductible] ‘At the expense of the common man [literally: ‘the citizen’] of course’

In sum, despite the fact that the mere act of commenting on climate posts implies a basic level of engagement with other viewpoints, the climate debate between politicians and citizens on Facebook shows little evidence of an open constructive discussion. The language used by most commentators reflects no engagement  with alternative viewpoints. When commentators do signal engagement, they often do it to distance themselves from alternative positions or to limit the set of possible viewpoints to the one they hold, either by disclaiming alternatives or by proclaiming their own position. Commentators on the right-wing parties were particularly likely to distance themselves from other positions (often by ironically appropriating and caricaturing them). Commentators on posts by the left-wing parties were more likely to proclaim their own position, implying that it is the only valid one. Finally, only Groen and N‑VA commentators were found to signal a relative openness for constructive engagement with others (i.e., entertaining or acknowledging alternative positions); such openness was almost absent in comments on posts by the radical left-wing party PVDA and the radical right-wing party VB.


[bookmark: _Ref97812362]6 Concluding discussion

[bookmark: _Hlk107507412]This study found that commentators on Facebook posts by Flemish political parties were largely negative in their evaluations of climate-related content and that commentators on posts by right-wing parties (i.e., N‑VA and VB) are more negative than those on posts by left-wing parties (i.e., PVDA and Groen). Moreover, the language used in the comments is mostly non-engaging – as most commentators only state their own viewpoints. When they do signal engagement, however, it is often done in a negative way by presenting other viewpoints as invalid.
	Most evaluations cast judgements or signalled appreciation; fewer expressed emotions. When emotions were voiced, they were overwhelmingly negative. Only Groen commentators were slightly more inclined to express positive emotion. This, however, was mostly in reaction to the positive emotion expressed by Groen itself in their post announcing that Groen would be part of the new federal government.
	Judgements of people and their behaviour were much more frequent. The prevalence of negative judgements of politicians signals that the online climate debate is highly politicised, with opinions becoming badges reflecting political sympathies: negative judgements are rarely used to provide constructive criticism but more to signal hostility to one party or another. Under posts by the more radical parties VB and PVDA, these negative judgements were mostly aimed at other parties, to signal support for VB or PVDA respectively. The more moderate parties N-VA and Groen ‘succeeded’ in attracting both supporters and detractors, who aimed their criticism respectively at others or at the party itself.
	In judgements of people, we found two recurring themes: (i) politicians who do not share the commentator’s opinion are said to lack common sense or not to have their priorities right; (ii) the political elite, and the establishment in general, is self-serving and dishonest. The first theme suggests an unwillingness to engage with other positions, which are rejected as non-sensical. On the right, opponents – especially the Green party, but also climate activists – are framed as ‘dogmatic’: the implication is that, as opposed to one’s own ‘rational’ approach, leftist climate policies are rooted in unscientific, almost religious beliefs that cloud their judgements. On the left, by contrast, commentators put more emphasis on the ‘insanity’ of politicians’ lack of resolve: opponents lack a sense of urgency and fail to grasp that climate action should be an absolute priority. The second theme, on the other hand, is indicative of a more general anti-political sentiment, directed at the political elite and the system they uphold. This theme is found mostly with supporters of the two radical parties VB and PVDA and detractors of the moderate parties Groen and N-VA. 
	Often in relation to this anti-political sentiment, we found that appreciation of policies strongly focused on financial impact. While this was a concern found under posts by all parties, supporters of the radical parties VB and PVDA were hypersensitive to it. They often mentioned financial impact in combination with judgements of politicians, or corporations, as corrupt or unethical. Climate policies were then framed as ploys to channel money from honest hard-working common people to a dishonest greedy elite. For VB supporters, this translated into an aversion of climate action in general. PVDA supporters, by contrast, were critical of climate policymaking but not of climate action itself: they suggest that policymaking is too often hijacked by corporations to further their own interests to the detriment of both the people and the climate. 
	Finally, it is striking that the environmental impact of climate policies did not take centre-stage in the online climate debate. When it was mentioned, it typically played into the politicisation of the climate debate. Supporters of left-wing parties were mostly concerned that the absence of effective and strong climate action will have devastating consequences for the climate. Supporters of right-wing parties approach the matter from a different angle: they do not voice  concern over a lack of climate action but over ‘realistic’ action, which  referred specifically to nuclear energy. The energy debate was framed as a choice between nuclear energy and energy from gas. This implies that anti-nuclear arguments are automatically pro-gas: anyone defending the climate but opposing nuclear energy is seen as lacking the clarity of mind to see the harmful reality of their climate proposals. In the comments, this reasoning was often pushed to extremes, where ‘ultramodern’ nuclear power plants were presented as a miracle solution to both environmental and financial concerns and sometimes contrasted as such with renewable energy sources. Potential flaws with renewable energy were highlighted (e.g. ‘windmills are bird shredders’), distracting from their advantages. This fits in with what Boussemaere (2021) calls a new (subtler) form of climate scepticism, one that does not (explicitly) deny the reality of climate change but cripples climate action by distracting (e.g. from  existing solutions like renewable energy), creating division, trivialising and doomsaying. This tendency is further supported by the fact that commentators aligning themselves with right-wing parties, especially VB, are often wary of, or explicitly against, all  climate policies.
	Still, not all voices calling for ‘realistic’ climate action are necessarily sceptical of climate change. From a conservative viewpoint, societal changes are best implemented incrementally, so as not to disturb the fragile systems that keep society running. The kind of systemic changes that the progressive left feels are necessary to combat climate change run counter to the conservative reflex to act with caution and opt for tried-and-tested policy proposals. Nuclear energy has been around, in Belgium, since the 1970s – despite it being framed as an ‘ultramodern’ technology – and has formed an increasingly important part of the energy system. To phase it out would mean a considerable change to the energy system, which risk-averse conservatives are not keen on. To interpret this automatically as climate scepticism would be to ignore a possibly genuine worry that a systemic shift to a radically new energy system based mostly on renewable energy could have unforeseen negative consequences. Therefore, while climate-sceptical arguments that oppose renewable energy sources should be criticised, effective climate communication should also make it clear how ambitious climate goals can be ‘realistically’ achieved. This implies focusing not only on preventing harm but also on preserving what is good. 
	To conclude, this study found that the online climate debate between politicians and citizens on Facebook is characterised by a high degree of negativity and a general lack of constructiveness. These findings do not mean that Flemish citizens are averse to climate policies or that they do not prioritise climate action: previous research shows that there is a general consensus amongst the Flemish public that climate action is necessary and urgent (e.g. De Vadder and Callebaut, 2020). However, the online debate shows that specific climate-related topics are highly politicised, where approval or disapproval of particular climate policies is used as an expression of ideology. An important finding was that the tone that political parties strike in their posts has a strong influence on the overall tone of the comments to these posts. To promote constructive debate on climate policies, politicians, but also journalists and experts, should be wary of their influence on public perceptions and evaluations of climate policies. Ideally, they should aim to provide a counterweight to polarising language and place (legitimate) debate about specific policies (e.g., energy) in the right perspective.  
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Anyone who cares about the energy bill of hard-
working Flemish people, the climate and also
wants to be sure it stays warm at home, invests
in nuclear energy.

Purple-Green deliberately looks the other way
and pushes energy prices higher by focusing on
expensive and environmentally unfriendly
energy sources.

Time for common sense: invest in nuclear power
and keep energy affordable!
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