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Abstract: Energy transition plays a central role in efforts to reduce anthropogenic global warming.
However, energy transition involves physical manifestations, for example in the form of wind
turbines, photovoltaic plants, and power lines, which trigger resistance, especially among those
who live in the vicinity of the (planned) plants. The reasons for this resistance are complex, as they
relate to residents’ emotional ties and/or stereotypical common-sense expectations of landscape. The
complexity of landscape conflicts in general, and energy transition-related conflicts in particular,
makes it difficult to capture the intricacy of the subject matter by means of a single theoretical
perspective. To address this difficulty, a neopragmatic approach of identifying and combining
appropriate theoretical perspectives is utilized to develop an analytic framework for understanding
these conflicts. To this end, we draw on Dahrendorf’s conflict theory and the framing approach.
Both have high complementary explanatory potential and empirical applicability, with the framing
approach broadening the theoretical prism to include micro-individuals and groups to Dahrendorf’s
meso-social perspective.

Keywords: energy transition; landscape; neopragmatism; neopragmatic landscape theory; conflict
theory; framing approach; Dahrendorf

1. Introduction

As we listen to the COP26 discussions about the challenges and goals we face globally,
regionally and locally, energy transition from coal, oil and gas whose emissions are heating
the planet, to “green energy”—solar, wind and nuclear—are featured as both challenges
and goals. The challenges involve the process of change, the goals envision a more globally
resilient and sustainable outcome. This article focusses on one aspect of the process of
change—the landscape transition which is required to reach the outcome espoused and
how we might help understand and ultimately reshape the emerging conflict surrounding
the accompanying landscape transformation. The understanding will eventually emerge
from empirical examination on local levels, the next stage of research. Here we try to define
the overarching theoretical frameworks from which we can begin to guide the empirical
research—and into which the insights from the data can be fed to arrive at a comprehensive
grounded theory.

Transitioning to renewable energy is an urgent and complex environmental challenge.
Facing climate change in the coming years, communities on local, regional, and global
levels may continue to be affected by changes that hopefully lead towards a more resilient
and sustainable future. These changes involve a wide range of different issues, interests,
and values that affect the way stakeholders—such as government, business, special interest
groups, and residents—interpret the requirements for change. While much has been learned
about managing complex environmental conflicts, many such conflicts have not yet been
resolved.
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There is much that stakeholders and the public struggle to understand with regard
to capabilities and motivations which inform the transition to renewable energy. On the
theoretical level, this can be understood as an element of the “dissolution of the self-
evident”, which goes back to the scientific “disenchantment” [1,2], which led to critical
analysis and reflection on the part of ever-larger parts of the world populace. On the
other hand, it also harks back to the fact that scientific knowledge about the world is
made available to ever-larger parts of humanity, in the form of “expansion of education”.
Dahrendorf posits that an important role of education in industrial society (with the
support of the family, religion and other institutions) is in “position allocation and role
internalization” [3] (p. 38). Through education, people may be increasingly empowered to
understand and stand up for their own interests. In the context of scientific disenchantment
on the one hand and increased access to knowledge on the other, the goal of transitioning
to renewable energy opens up new alternatives. This, in turn, involves solving new
problems and making new decisions that require letting go of old understandings in
favor of new agreements about how to move forward. Habermas [4] proposes “practical
discourse” as a universally rational strategy for evaluating potential norms based on mutual
understanding [4].

In terms of “neopragmatic”1 spatial and landscape theory, theories can be usefully
combined with insights from data when the use of a single theory would not do justice
to the complexity of the research topic. In this context, the blending of theories must be
justified in relation to the object of research [5–8]. The purpose of this paper is to examine
whether and to what extent Ralf Dahrendorf’s conflict theory and the framing approach are
suitable for providing a complementary theoretical framework for neopragmatic research
on landscape conflicts surrounding energy transition into which observations from practice
can be integrated (German: “Energiewende”).

However, before we look a bit more closely at the neopragmatic approach to spatial
research, we will briefly outline the topic of the energy transition. We will then turn to the
central part of our paper: the conflict theory and framing approach, in order to determine
what potential a combination of these two approaches offers for research on conflicts
around energy transition. To this end, we will also briefly consider alternative theories of
social conflict. In Conclusion and Outlook we will elaborate the potential of a neopragmatic
combination of Ralf Dahrendorf’s conflict theory with the framing approach.

2. Energy Transition as an Element of Anthropogenic Climate Change
Mitigation—Basic Features and Conflicts

Climate change and its impacts are a matter of urgent global, regional, and national
discourse. In addition to adaptation measures, climate policy focuses in particular on
reducing the increase in global average temperature. Accordingly, the Paris Climate
Agreement stipulates that the rise in global mean temperature must be prevented from
rising more than 1.5 degrees Kelvin above pre-industrial levels [9]. An essential component
of the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions lies in the conversion of the generation of
electrical energy from fossil to regenerative energy sources. In Germany, the goals set
are that renewable energies are to account for around 60 percent of gross final energy
consumption and 80 percent of gross electricity consumption by 2050 [10]. Israel’s goals
fall significantly short of Germany’s, with a modest interim target of a 27 percent reduction
by 2030, although Prime Minister Bennet announced at the COP26 that Israel will cut
“greenhouse gas emissions to net zero by 2050 and phase out the use of coal by 2025” [11]
(pp. 1–2). Despite efforts to reduce electricity consumption by increasing efficiency, the
energy transition is and will be associated with significant changes in physical spaces. With
energy transition to renewables, electricity supply is no longer generated by centralized
large-scale power plants and then distributed via a hierarchically-tiered transmission
system; instead, the generation of electric power, particularly in wind power, photovoltaic
and biomass plants, is decentralized and requires not only facilities for storing energy but
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also a revised structure of the transmission network, which not least poses major challenges
for spatial planning [12–15].

A key aspect of the challenge of planning facilities for the generation and distribution
of regeneratively generated electrical energy involves addressing the different perspectives,
interests, and demands of politicians, companies, planners, residents, recreationists, etc.
in the context of the construction of the facilities [16–19]. In particular, plans for the con-
struction of plants for the generation, distribution and storage of regeneratively generated
electricity often trigger resistance from local residents and even environmental groups. This
resistance is often ignited by the contradiction between the plans and traditional visual
expectations, but also by health concerns (such as electromagnetic fields or infrasound), the
protection of species and, in particular, the loss of the “native normal landscape” [20–22].
The conflicts that arise can be divided into factual, procedural, identity and value con-
flicts [23–25]. Factual conflicts relate to varying assessments of an object of conflict (such as
the location of a wind turbine). Procedural conflicts refer to the (mostly administrative) con-
trol (e.g., with regard to the question of citizen involvement). Identity conflicts are mostly
related to individual, collective or landscape “essence cores” in (implicit) recourse to essen-
tialist thinking (e.g., whether wind turbines as accidental objects destroy the “essence” of a
landscape). Value conflicts arise when individual or collective worldviews compete with
each other (for example, a conservative worldview that expresses itself in the preservation
of traditional structures versus a progressive worldview).

However, before addressing the question of the theoretical framing of conflict, we take
a step back and address the question of whether and how complex research topics can be
subjected to theoretical reflection without oversimplifying the issues.

3. The Neopragmatic Approach—A Meta-Theoretical Framework

Energy transition in general, and the conflicts around energy transition and its physical
manifestations in particular, can be described as complex phenomena in which economic,
political, socio-community, cultural, aesthetic, normative and moral aspects intertwine.
Given the scientific and social relevance of the issue, researchers come from a myriad
of scientific disciplines with varying sources of data, and bring with them a number of
possible theoretical frameworks to guide their exploration. The theoretical frameworks
also impact the methodologies used (and vice versa). Theoretical approaches do not only
represent generalized abstractions of observations (in the sense of induction) or abstract
propositions that are subjected to hard empirical tests (in the sense of Popper [26]), but are
often accompanied by ideological attitudes [27,28] and are subject to immunization against
falsification attempts by differentiation into a core and a margin that can be made accessible
to falsification in order to protect the core [29–31]. Different theories (and the scholars
espousing them) are often competing and present an exclusionary relationship with regard
to other theories. The resulting competition for interpretive sovereignty ultimately leads to
a situation in which research on a complex subject cannot shed light on essential aspects of
this complexity, since theories—to use the image of Karl Popper [32]—act like spotlights
that illuminate different aspects of a (complex) object. This is where the meta-theoretical
concept, developed in the last decade in German-language spatial research, comes in with
recourse to neo-pragmatic philosophy [5–8,33,34].

On the one hand, this “neopragmatic” approach connects to the pragmatic tradition,
as based on US philosophers such as William James, Charles S. Peirce and John Dewey, and
extends it. Usefulness becomes the touchstone of action, not the derivation of action from,
and consistency with, principles [35–38]. “Truth”, “theory”, “practice”, etc., are no longer
perceived separately from one another; rather, these form a “unity mediated in the process
of experience” [38] (p. 258). The philosophy of “neopragmatism”, associated in particular
with Richard Rorty [39–41], but also with Hilary Putnam [42], extends the pragmatic
approach from the perspective of philosophy of language. As a postmodern approach,
neopragmatism rejects conceptions of universal truth or incontrovertible objectivity. In its
place is an acknowledgement of pluralistic worldviews and an “insight into contingency”
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(no one correct worldview) [41]. “Contingency”, that is, the accidental, the non-necessary,
that which could just as well be otherwise, forms a central point in Rorty’s philosophy [43].
The world we live in is characterized by contingency: “Our language and our culture are
as much a contingency, as much a result of thousands of small mutations finding niches
(and millions of others finding no niches), as are the orchids and the anthropoids” [44]
(p. 80). Accordingly, the “insight into contingency” goes beyond philosophical reflection:
“For it is not enough to recognize that a multiplicity of other vocabularies exists alongside
one’s own; rather, one must relate this observation to anti-fundamentalist conceptions of
language, man, and the world in order to be able to diagnose contingency” [45] (p. 158).

Normatively, philosophical neopragmatism is oriented towards open-ended, demo-
cratic processes of negotiation. Statements in these permanent processes of negotiation are
confronted with a constant need for justification [46–49]. For Rorty [41], the democratic
justificatory community is conditioned by antifundamentalism and awareness of contin-
gency. It is, therefore, itself a contingent result of cultural history. Habermas describes
the ineffective use of justification or legitimation as a strategy for forcibly stabilizing [50]
contradictory norms and values in the face of contingencies of the modern world. Instead,
he proposes that stakeholders with pluralistic worldviews engage in practical discourse
involving mutual understanding in order to rationally decide together which norms are
worthy of keeping. This opportunity is reminiscent of Rorty’s [44] plea with respect to
different historicist writers’ perspectives “not to choose between them, but rather, give
them equal weight and use them for different purposes” [51] (p. xiii).

Following these basic features of philosophical neopragmatism, the scientific-theoretical
neopragmatism advocated here extends the action reference of pragmatic social and spatial
research [38,52–54] by a meta-perspective in awareness of the contingency and fallibility of
theories. Complex issues can (and often should) be examined through multiple theoretical
lenses and methodologies [55,56]. Incommensurability of theoretical basic attitudes, such
as constructivist and positivist ones, which have been stated up to now, are subordinated to
the overriding will of complementary production of interpretations of the object as well as
to the interest of contingent knowledge production [6,33,57]. The use of different theories
in the awareness of contingent knowledge processes does not take place arbitrarily, but
is subject to a justification requirement, i.e., the application of the different theoretical
perspectives must be reflected and justified from the point of view of the research topic and
the questions dealt with at the same time with regard to the knowledge potentials and limits,
and weighed against alternative approaches. Although this is the core of the neopragmatic
approach presented here, it is not limited to a combining of theoretical perspectives. It is
accompanied by varied methodologies derived from the theories, and often implemented by
researchers from different disciplines with access to different datasets [58,59]. The combined
approaches must be justified by the topic and questions of the research project. The choice
of theories, methodologies, data, and researchers must be explored and justified [6,60].

Neopragmatic research is interdisciplinary in orientation, with the potential for re-
sulting in transdisciplinary research2. It focusses on everyday life, and aims to produce
results that are suitable for practical implementation (here, for example, to regulate con-
flicts surrounding the energy transition; [5]). Its theoretical and methodological openness
makes neopragmatism, due to its multiperspectivity, particularly suitable for explorative
approaches to complex research subjects, as it embarks on a search for “useful” knowledge.

Energy transition research takes place within both the natural and social science re-
search venues. Research in the natural sciences tend to be both positive and normative in
nature. The methodologies often involve the modelling of complex ecosystem processes.
Social science theories and methodologies in this context focus on social constructions of
“natural” processes and their interpretation and evaluation, different degrees of acceptance
or rejection of the material manifestations of energy transition (sometimes resulting in
conspiracy-theory generation of alternative world interpretations). Here, the complex-
ity of the research subject becomes clear, suggesting the necessity for multi-perspective
neopragmatic approaches.
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4. Dahrendorf’s Conflict Theory and the Framing Approach as Theoretical Prisms
through Which to Explore Energy Transition Conflicts
4.1. Conflict Theories—An Introductory Overview

Social conflicts are found in all societies [61] and have been a central object of social sci-
ence research from early on [62], for example in Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Marx and
Engels [63] understood social conflicts as triggers for revolutions and accordingly assigned
them central importance for social development towards a classless society. In contrast to
this macro-sociological perspective, Georg Simmel formulated a micro-sociological perspec-
tive. For him, the driving forces for social conflicts lay in human drives and interests [64].
Like Marx and Engels, for Simmel social conflicts are not dysfunctional. In contrast, Talcott
Parsons [65] understood social conflict (on a macro-sociological level) as a disruption of the
functional structure of society. Pierre Bourdieu combined the micro to macro sociological
perspectives with his habitus and capital theory by focusing his conflict theory on the
mechanisms of distribution of symbolic capital. Using economic, social, and cultural capital
in the fields of society (roughly comparable with Parsons’ social subsystems), conflicts arise
that are played out according to different rules of the game [66–68].

4.2. Ralf Dahrendorf’s Conflict Theory—Main Features and Application to Landscape Conflicts
Surrounding Energy Transition

The conflict theory of Ralf Dahrendorf takes a meso-sociological perspective by an-
alyzing typical courses of social conflict (in favor and against change) and providing
guidance on the conditions under which social conflict can be productive for social devel-
opment and those under which it cannot. This combination offers a fruitful theoretical
framework for studying spatial and energy conflicts against the background of societal
developments [69–73].

Thus, central aspects of Ralf Dahrendorf’s conflict theory can be used as a framework
of validity, including the interpretation of the significance of conflicts for social develop-
ment, their phasic nature, as well as their regulation (especially: [61,74–76]). The validity
framework refers to conflicts between groups within society having an equal or hierarchical
relationship. Since conflicts in the context of the energy transition typically occur within
society between social groups, this makes the theory useful for landscape conflicts. Dahren-
dorf asserts that conflicts are potentially productive for society in principle, provided that
they are regulated. Regulation (more on this later) does not mean suppressing conflicts (i.e.,
not allowing them to unfold socially) or resolving conflicts by dissolving social differences.
Conflicts are—according to Dahrendorf—inherent in every society. They become apparent
when the conflicting parties become aware of their common interests caused by differences
and confront each other dichotomously, each with their own identity. For Dahrendorf, the
successful settlement of conflict, with its associated social productivity, is linked to five
conditions:

1. Like social conflicts in general, the conflict parties must recognize the concrete conflict
as part of social normality, not as a state of affairs contrary to the norm.

2. A settlement is related to a concrete issue, not to the social causes of the conflict.
The attempt to eliminate the social causes of a conflict would mean trying to resolve
the conflict, which in turn would create new social conflicts since conflict-triggering
inequalities are immanent in every society.

3. The higher the degree of organization of parties in the conflict settlement procedure,
the greater the chance of a successful conflict settlement. In this way, binding set-
tlements can be reached for the conflict parties without the respective conflict party
again dissolving into micro-conflicts.

4. Successful conflict settlement is linked to the parties’ adherence to procedural rules,
including the mutual recognition of the legitimacy of each other’s viewpoints.

5. Although compliance with procedural rules is initially the parties’ responsibility,
conflicts can only be settled if an institutional framework is in place. A third authority
sets this framework. The latter is in a position to lay down commonly binding rules on
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how conflicts are to be dealt with. It also has the means to end the conflict if necessary,
without the parties having reached a settlement. This situation is what Dahrendorf
calls [77] “freedom under the protection of the law”. The authority, for example
the state, is in turn subject to the imputability of responsibility for its decisions (in
particular through a rotational review of satisfaction by the electorate [78].

As a result of increasing social differentiation, the importance of macro-conflicts
(such as class conflicts) decreases, while the number of meso-conflicts (such as among
bargaining parties, different regions) and micro-conflicts (such as between the mayor and
his/her planning administration and residents of a place encompassing a construction site),
increases. Social micro- and meso-conflicts can be settled with less brutality at different
intensities (they do not necessarily result in bloody revolutions), which means that this
development can already be understood as socially productive (human beings are the
constitutive basic unit for society and their violent death thus already structurally reduces
society; refs. [32,75,79]). Not least, however, this also increases the number of conflicts
that can be explained by Dahrendorf’s conflict theory. Landscape conflicts involving the
material manifestations of the energy transition fit within the scope of typical cases of
conflict that may be explained by Dahrendorf’s conflict theory. However, before we turn to
the topic of landscape conflicts, we will look at the understanding of landscape used in this
paper.

The theory of three landscapes on which the following is based represents a derivation
from Karl Popper’s theory of three worlds [80,81]. It facilitates the comprehension of
the differentiated nature of the structures and processes of and around landscape (more
detailed in [21,82]). Karl Popper’s initial theory distinguishes World 1 as the world of
matter, World 2 as that of individual consciousness, and World 3 as the world of cultural
contents, ideas and theories. Worlds 1 and 2 as well as 2 and 3 are in constant exchange
with each other, so the individual consciousness is introduced to the contents of World 3
through socialization, but is also able to innovate within that world. Humans have a share
in all three worlds, through which they are able to intervene in World 1. This approach
can be applied to space in general and landscape (as a special case of space) in particular.
Landscape 3 comprises the social often aesthetic and increasingly ecological patterns of
interpretation, valuation and categorization in relation to landscape as they have been
developed throughout history (in Germany going back to the Middle Ages). The contents
of Landscape 3 are (partially) socialized (selectively) to the individual’s Landscape 2. This
in turn has the possibility to have an innovative effect on Landscape 3. Landscape 2, in
turn, constructs Landscape 1—material World 1 on the basis of the individually actualized
contents of Landscape 3. The social and individual construction of landscape takes place
in different modes: Mode a denotes the normal landscape of the home, which is based in
particular on an individual and emotional experience of landscape in the everyday world
and is formed in childhood. Mode b denotes the common-sense of landscape, i.e., an
understanding of landscape that is shared by the majority of the members of a society (here,
the systematic socialization of school lessons plays a major role). Mode c denotes expert
special knowledge about landscape, which is taught in particular in landscape-related
studies (geography, biology, landscape architecture and planning, etc.; for the empirical
foundation, see for example: [83–86]).

Although the empirical basis of the following comments on landscape conflicts (specif-
ically on the physical manifestations of the energy transition) emerges from research in
Germany, international studies show similar patterns [69,87–92].

Landscape conflicts take their origin in the interest of use (especially framed in c-
mode), which are associated with interventions in Landscape 1. These interventions have
to be above a perception threshold and contradict b- and a-mode perceptions. In the
context of energy transition, this becomes particularly clear with wind turbines, which
have a considerable visual (in some cases also acoustic) presence. This presence contradicts
the normative stability attributed to landscape construction in the a-mode (although an
intergenerational change can be empirically observed here; cf. Kühne [93]). Moreover, they
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also contradict the stereotypical expectations of Landscape 1 in the b-mode. These are
aligned with notions of a “harmonious, romantic landscape”. In the c-mode, on the other
hand, the presence of wind turbines is understood and positively evaluated as striving for
decarbonization of society. This view is increasingly anchored (as shown through schooling)
in the b-mode as well. This pattern of interpretation is especially found among young and
urban segments of the population, who are not confronted with the daily sight of wind
turbines or other changes in the landscape due to a transition to renewable energy [86].

The usual development of landscape conflicts is characterized by a relatively long
persistent first phase. According to Dahrendorf, in this “latent” phase, conflicts are struc-
turally laid out, but the parties are not yet aware of their latent interests and have not yet
formed interest groups [61,74,94]. Thus the planning of changes in Landscape 1 (in c-mode)
is carried out, but does not reach the consciousness of the parties who, once cognizant
of the impact, reject it (in modes a and b); this usually happens only when the material
manifestation of the planning is imminent (this is also referred to as the “participation
paradox”: when in the phase of planning which is still open to alternatives, those affected
by the planning do not get involved—the issue lacks “ripeness”, and it is only when the
planning is completed and the implementation is imminent or already being carried out
that resistance is organized). The resistance is then organized very quickly—for example,
using digital social media. The parties rapidly form interest groups and dichotomize into
two disjunct units, so that phases two and three of the conflict formation follow at short
intervals.

In the course of conflict development, there is often a transformation from a factual
or procedural conflict to an identity and value conflict. The former is open to settlement
according to Dahrendorf’s conflict theory. In the case of identity and value conflicts, this
settlement is more difficult, if not impossible. The object (here the material manifestations
of the energy turnaround) is subjected to a moral charge (“wind turbines destroy the
essence of the homeland”), especially in the case of identity and value conflicts. One party
communicates a moral accusation against the other party to the conflict, which results in
the devaluation of the other point of view. Their concerns are no longer understood as
legitimate and worthy of consideration, but as pathological [70,95,96]. It is not only the
refusal to recognize the legitimacy of the respective opposing position that makes conflict
management difficult or even impossible; the conflict parties in landscape conflicts are also
generally not clearly organized. There are four main reasons for this: First, the high speed
of conflict escalation (especially for the opposing group forces) makes it difficult to develop
a clear organizational structure. Second, there is often no clarity, especially among the ad
hoc opposition groups, as to who is being represented (claims are often made in the name
of the “silent majority”, or even “the people”). Third, landscape conflicts are characterized
by low spatiotemporal synchronicity. In one place (near the planned wind farm a) the
conflict is still latent, in another it is already over (for instance through the manifestation or
cancellation of wind farm b). This makes a supra-local organization of the parties more
difficult. Fourthly, conflicts are often carried out by “masking” arguments. For example, in
conflicts over the construction of wind farms, the proponents refer to “saving the future”,
while the opponents refer to endangered species protection. This often masks economic
interests on the one hand and the preservation of Landscape 1a on the other [24,97,98]. The
dual role of the state in landscape conflicts over energy transition has also proven to be
less conducive to conflict resolution in Dahrendorf’s sense. On the one hand, the state is a
party to the conflict—as it promotes energy transition through legal regulations—while
on the other hand it has the function of a “third party”, since it is also responsible for the
planning regulation of the expansion of the material manifestations of the energy transition.
This dual role of the state promotes—especially when the conflict is accompanied by strong
moralization arguments—the transformation from a procedural conflict (such as how the
interests of those affected are to be integrated into the planning process) to an identity
conflict (“we locals” against “the state”) and a conflict of values (such as the enforcement
of the “true will of the people” against the “decadent elites” dominating “the state”). This
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in turn often means that, with the end of the concrete conflict, the factual and procedural
conflict is transformed into a fundamental critique of the system, again often linked to the
development of populist political organization [99].

4.3. Framing Theory

Framing is one approach that has been successfully applied to understanding and
managing environmental conflict. This section describes framing and how it can be used to
understand and contribute to the management of emerging conflicts arising from landscape
transformation involved in transitioning to renewable energy.

The concept of “frame” is used to represent the perspectives people use to filter and
organize their understanding of a situation [100–102]. The framing process of making
meaning out of complex phenomena can be conscious or pre-conscious [101]. Different
stakeholders may interpret or frame the same situation differently [103]. Framing helps
people consider what to expect and how to act, for example, by protecting themselves,
justifying a position, or mobilizing others to formulate a grievance. Identifying the frames
stakeholders use can be useful for clarifying, simplifying, and communicating their per-
spectives [104]. This in turn may enable stakeholders to reframe their perspective by
acknowledging the other perspectives, learning more about them, weighing the alterna-
tives, and selecting a solution that takes into consideration the broad range of needs and
interests identified [100].

The concept of framing was broadly introduced by Goffman, who traced the “frame”
concept to William James’ idea that “there are several different “worlds” that our attention
and interest make real for us” [105] (p. 2). Here, the connection to neopragmatism also
becomes clear, since the framing approach and the latter go back to the same roots of
pragmatic thinking with William James.

Goffman demonstrated various ways in which the same experience can be interpreted
and offered techniques for analyzing individual frames. He described how the context
can influence the frame applied to assess reality, how different participants in the same
experience may frame it differently, and how cultural standards and social roles inform
individuals’ understanding and behavior—they “elegantly confirm a frame-relevant view
of the workings of the world.” [105] (p. 563).

Research on environmental conflict has shown that many different frames may influ-
ence how an environmental conflict emerges and evolves, contributing to its (in) tractability.
In particular, identity-, characterization-, and conflict management frames have been found
to play a key role across environmental conflict case studies in a variety of environmen-
tal domains; while fact-finding-, social-control-, power-, and risk frames were also often
found [100,106] (see Tables 1 and 2).

Table 1. Main terms of the framing approach (own representation).

Frame Description

Identity

This frame refers to how a person defines “Who I am”. Identity can be seen as an individual,
a role in an organization, a member of an institution, and/or as a member of a social

identity group sharing common characteristics including coming from the same place or
sharing the same interests. When a person’s identity is threatened, it usually results in

conflict. When identity is invalidated, there is increased potential for conflict escalation.

Characterization
Lewicki et al. [104] use characterization frames to convey a party’s perception of the other.
They often involve blame and are subject to attribution errors. Characterization frames may

stem from ingrained stereotypes.

Conflict Management
This frame refers to how the parties prefer for the conflict to be managed, including

avoidance, fact-finding, joint problem-solving, expert decision-making, adjudication by a
third party, political action, appeal to the market economy, and violence.

Whole Story Frames This frame captures parties’ experience of the conflict.
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Table 1. Cont.

Frame Description

Social Control

This frame reflects the level of interdependence and ownership parties use with respect to
the conflict. An individualist frame refers to high ownership and low interdependence. An
egalitarian frame involves high ownership and high interdependence—stakeholders with
this frame are likely to get involved. A fatalist frame, reflecting the stakeholders’ sense of

lack of control, refers to low ownership and low interdependence. And a hierarchist frame
involves low ownership and high interdependence. Hierarchists typically prefer expert

authoritarian decision-making.

Power
Lewicki et al. [104] identified a variety of power frames using a “grounded approach”

including authority, resources, expertise, personal, coalitional, sympathy, force, moral, and
voice.

Risk Different stakeholders can frame the risk involved in the conflict differently, for example by
using a cost-benefit criterion or arguing for immediate urgent mitigation.

Gain Versus Loss This frame refers to the parties’ perception of the actions taken as win–win or win–lose.
This frame has been found to be related to the level of risk decision makers will accept.

Table 2. Main frameworks (own representation).

Frame Type Description

Identity and Values

This frame refers to the parties’ fundamental values that are applied to the conflict, such as
fairness, justice, rights, power, social control, access to information, complexity, and risk

perceptions.
It also refers to the stakeholders’ identities including individual self-conception and group

affiliation as it relates to the conflict.

Characterization This frame refers to stakeholders’ assessment of behavior—their own and others as well as
their assessment of the relationships among parties.

Phrasing Phrasing deals with how the parties communicate, for example, framing them as win-lose
or win-win.

Process This frame refers to the perception of the structure of the dispute, including who makes
decisions and how, as well as the fairness, inclusivity, and legality of the process.

Substance Substance frames relate to the issues parties perceive—what are their grievances,
aspirations, and desired outcomes.

Shmueli [107] mapped a framing typology resulting from analyses of many environ-
mental conflicts and found the following recurring frames: identity and values, phrasing,
process, and characterization frames. These frames, which were consistent across case
studies and geographic regions, were useful both for researchers—in identifying discourse
(as explained by Habermas3 [4]) (ir)regularities and for stakeholders—in improving under-
standing and even dispute resolution [108].

While framing has been applied to a wide variety of environmental disputes, including
land use, water quality, toxic pollutants, and growth-related conflicts [104], as far as we
know, it has not yet been systematically applied to landscape transformations (in their
three dimensions) required for transitioning to renewable energy. At the same time, current
literature on energy transition points to the urgent need for insights on the discourse of
stakeholders and strategies for planning and implementing sustainable solutions to help
overcome the social aspects of the challenges faced. The above review of framing research
suggests that there is immediate value in analyzing stakeholder frames of the emerging
landscape transformation conflict.

4.4. Empirical Applications

The aim of the theoretical structure suggested here is to provide a framework for
empirical examinations. These may begin, for instance, with an examination of local
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public media discourse on the topic of “renewable energy”, or a proactive analysis of an
ongoing conflict through stakeholder interviewing, combining framing and social-conflict-
theories’ methodological approaches (for example, modelling complex ecosystem processes,
interpretation and evaluation of social constructions of natural processes, and additional
grounded theory methodologies which emerge). Through this neopragmatic approach,
an overarching theoretical framework based on insights from the empirical findings may
emerge. Using multiperspectivity that combines conflict theory’s meso-social level and
framing theory’s micro-individual and group levels, open-ended questions can be formed
which “capture . . . potentially relevant aspects of the topic” [109], for example:

1. What frames do stakeholders use in making sense of the transition to renewable
energy in general, and landscape transformation in particular?

2. Are there signs of emerging conflict? If so, what are they? Are they seen as normal
phenomena? What phases of the conflict can be observed?

3. How do the parties organize, interact, and deal with the challenges?

a. What are the key claims with respect to the integration of renewable energy
into the landscape?

b. What are the social processes involved in integrating or not integrating physical
manifestations of renewable energy into the landscape? What are the relation-
ships among the stakeholders, for example equal or hierarchical?

c. Are the procedural rules adhered to? Are there signs of mutual legitimacy? Is
there a third-party authority regulating the process? What operational processes
and outcomes are found?

Insights resulting from these types of understanding have the potential for refram-
ing/managing/resolving complex disputes.

Using the analysis of our findings, we will evaluate the application of both lenses to
form a transdisciplinary, overarching theoretical framework that synthesizes bottom-up
findings from the field with key aspects of conflict and framing theories. In line with the
neopragmatic approach, we will consider principles and actions together, with the intention
of offering concrete recommendations for policymakers and local stakeholders in addition
to contributing to academic theory.

5. Conclusions and Outlook

This paper has addressed the question of whether an integration of Ralf Dahrendorf’s
conflict theory with the framing approach can be usefully conceptualized in order to
contribute to understanding and regulating landscape conflicts. Such a test arises from
the use of a neopragmatic framework that presupposes a need for justification for the
use of different theories. Regarding the fit between Dahrendorf’s conflict theory and the
framing approach, a high degree of complementarity can be observed. Conflict theory
focusses on a meso-social level with the emergence and course of conflicts, as well as
the possibilities of their management. With the framing approach, these conflicts can
be considered in more detail, as the individual frames of conflicts are differentiated. By
addressing individual frames, the conflicting issues are more precisely differentiated and
can therefore be better managed, for example when it comes to characterizing other parties
to the conflict. The emergence of quasi-groups can also be captured in more detail with the
help of the framing approach than is possible with the more general conflict theory, which
merely states that the emergence occurs, but does not integrate the more precise processes
of the emergence. In this respect, it can be stated that a combination of the framing approach
and Dahrendorf’s conflict theory—as the engagement with existing empirical studies from
the two perspectives shows—has great potential for investigating conflicts with complex
objects. One such complex object is landscape. Landscape is—according to current social
and cultural science research—not simply a section of physical space. Rather, landscape
is a social pattern of interpretation, evaluation, and categorization (Landscape 3) that is
individually actualized (Landscape 2) and projected into material spaces (Landscape 1).
The social and individual construction of landscape occurs under different modes, which
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in turn directs different normative ideas to Landscape 1. An important characteristic of
landscape conflict is that within a given landscape, if one object is inserted, it takes up the
space, preventing use by another object—landscape conflicts involve extensive material
exclusivity. For example, a specific material space can either contain a forest or a building
complex (excluding attempts to combine the two, for now). Because of this limited resource,
landscape conflicts involve a high level of intensity requiring the need for management
(here the connection to Dahrendorf’s conflict theory is particularly clear). At the same time,
emerging landscape conflicts involve a wide variety of perspectives on different levels
(such as individual-, social group-, and expert-modes), which require a high degree of
differentiation—one perspective cannot include them all (which suggests an investigation
using the framing approach). By adopting a neopragmatic, empirical investigation of
landscape conflicts based on Dahrendorf’s conflict theory and the framing approach, we
believe there is great potential to interpret and understand the conflicts emerging around
the Energiewende—transition to renewable energy—and to point out possibilities for their
management.

Important insights from combining these theoretical perspectives aim to offer poli-
cymakers and local authorities a wider field of view that captures the complexity of the
challenge of transitioning to renewable energy. This may enable decision-makers to proac-
tively manage more of the issues, earlier in the process. It aims to provide a more informed
approach that may be leveraged to improve processes, outcomes and relationships among
involved stakeholders.

The framing approach has been used successfully in local environmental and public
disputes in revealing the diversity among stakeholders in terms of how they understand a
situation—the variety of needs, interests and priorities. When these understandings were
shared, new understandings emerged, sometimes leading to conflict reframing; and parties
were often willing to actively assist in mitigating issues of prime concern to other parties
that they would not likely have agreed to without this new and broader understanding.

Dahrendorf’s conflict theory offers an awareness of the phasic nature of conflict
arising from social development challenges, such as mitigating global warming. This
awareness may guide local authorities to monitor the impact of renewable energy projects
at each phase. In a latent phase, this may result in a greater sensitivity and attention
of local authorities to emerging stakeholder groups and how they may respond to the
planned changes. Understanding the evolution of these developmental phases in relation
to landscape disputes may allow decision-makers to consider early manifestations of
conflict prior to full-fledged disputes. Full-fledged disputes often emerge only with the
appearance of visible manifestations of landscape change which result from transition to
renewable energy. Initial manifestations, such as posters predicting the impact of the project
on the landscape where the facility is to be constructed, may elicit responses earlier in the
process and thereby allow the issues to be addressed before they escalate. Interest groups
may be invited to voice their views on the advantages and threats within a well-structured
process with enforced procedural rules—as is done using the framing approach. Social
conflict theory recommends that a third party be entrusted to accompany the process and
ensure that agreements are implemented. At the same time, according to both social conflict-
and framing theories, identity conflict and issues connected to stakeholders’ core values
are of a special nature. Local authorities and policymakers may take this into account when
looking for solutions, not expecting to change who the other is or what is most dear to
them.

Taken together, we imagine many ways in which framing and conflict theory can
be combined to empower policymakers and local authorities with tools that support a
smoother transition to renewable energy. In the next phases of our research, we aim to
explore these ideas in the field—learning from the ground up what does and does not work
and paying special attention to the above phenomena, their impact on the relationships
among stakeholders and their outcomes.
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Notes
1 A philosophical tradition that infers that the meaning of words is a result of how they are used, rather than the objects they

represent.
2 Interdisciplinarity combines two or more disciplines to a new level of integration suggesting the initial break down of component

boundaries. Transdisciplinarity occurs when two or more disciplinary perspectives transcend each other to form a new holistic
approach.

3 Habermas refers to the use of discourse for reflexive learning to identify and deal with issues: “Reflexive learning takes place
through discourses in which we thematize practical validity claims that have become problematic or have been rendered
problematic through institutionalized doubt, and redeem or dismiss them on the basis of arguments [4]”.
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