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for implementation deficiencies of international climate agreements. Sociological legitimacy of an international 
agreement, as defined by Bernstein (2005), is hinged on a normative consensus among the international community 
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Summary: International Climate Agreements are the main mechanism for holding states accountable for their 
contribution to combating climate change. However, despite decades of international cooperation, the 
implementation of such agreements proves difficult, resulting in a lack of effective global climate protection. This 
master’s thesis addresses this issue by investigating legitimacy, more precisely, sociological legitimacy, as one 
reason for a lack of effective implementation of climate agreements. Sociological legitimacy of an international 
agreement, as defined by Bernstein (2005), depends on the norm and belief system of the community that the 
agreement applies to. In the case of climate agreements, this implies the entirety of humanity. To address this issue, 
a textual analysis is conducted on the exemplary cases of the Paris Agreement and the Kyoto Protocol, two 
international agreements under auspices of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. The 
textual analysis of each agreement takes the form of a critical discourse analysis, making use of the concept of 
sustainability discourses. In order to determine the degree of sociological legitimacy of the texts or discourses of 
both agreements, their explicit and implicit norms are identified and sorted into various and contrasting 
sustainability discourses. This leads to an assessment of the texts’ internal normative consistency. It is shown that, 
for very different reasons, none of the cases studies portrays an internally normative consistency. The conclusion, 
therefore, is that both agreements are lacking in sociological legitimacy. Further research about the existing 
sustainability norms in a given society or nation state can bring a more definitive conclusion about the extent to 
which each climate agreement has sociological legitimacy.  
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1. Introduction 

In the roughly 200 years since the Industrial Revolution, humanity has exploited the earth’s 
resources and burned fossil fuels that had been in the ground for millions of years, resulting in a drastic 
overshoot of our planet’s capacities. In fact, the last generations of humans have managed to transgress 
three out of nine boundaries of our planet, risking irreparable damage in the form of abrupt 
environmental change from continental-scale to planetary-scale. The three planetary boundaries1, where 
a safe operating space has already been transgressed, are the nitrogen cycle, biodiversity loss, and 
climate change (Rockström et al. 2009). Out of these, climate change may be the one with the most 
hazardous and far-reaching consequences. The world’s primary energy consumption of fossil fuels such 
as coal, crude oil, and natural gas, which produces about 65% of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, is 
the main reason for one of the most rapid changes in climate the planet has ever witnessed (IEA, 2018; 
Kemp et al., 2015). Following this trajectory, without fundamental changes in production and 
consumption patterns, and most importantly, in energy use, humanity is likely to face a global warming 
of 3°C or more by the end of the century (Riahi et al. 2011; United Nations Environmental Programme 
2020). This would doubtlessly create unprecedented consequences of the utmost severity, including 
resource shortages, wars, and mass migrations of people. Among the damages to the environment, 
which are currently already under way but will be even enhanced if humans proceed to exploit the 
environment, are severe degradation of food and water supplies as well as terrestrial and aquatic 
ecosystems. Moreover, low-lying coastal communities and cities will be flooded due to sea-level rise. 
The immense loss of biodiversity, already witnessed by our generation, is likely to multiply (Miller & 
Spoolman 2009; Trenberth 2018). Without drastic change, this current human footprint on the planet 
and its natural systems and the resulting climate change are so devastating that it will make human life 
very difficult in the future. To give only a few examples: livelihoods of people will be at risk due to 
harvests destroyed by droughts or floods, ecosystem services might be lost due to species’ extinction; 
extreme weather events will destroy homes and threaten people’s lives (Miller & Spoolman 2009; Kim 
et al. 2014; Trenberth 2018; Al-Delaimy et al. 2020). 
 

While there is consensus among scientists about the progression of climate change, its origin, 
and likely consequences, this message has not yet transpired to the general public everywhere in the 
world. Public opinion surveys around the world have shown that in many countries, human-caused 
climate change is still contested (Climate Scorecard 2017). One of the reasons why widespread citizen 
support for climate (and environmental) action is still lacking can be deduced from the increasing human 
disengagement from nature that has occurred in the last couple of millennia. Scholars who have 
researched this phenomenon (e.g. Kate Raworth, Bill Hopwood, Jeremy Caradonna) claim that the root 
of the problem lies within the relationship between humans and the environment. This relationship has 
been conceived as humanity’s triumph over nature. Humanity has been seen as external to the 
environment, not a part of it. The destiny of nature was to be exploited with the exception of a few parks 
and areas preserved in their natural, ‘wild’ form (Hopwood et al. 2005). The premise of this general 
perception was that human knowledge and technology could overcome all obstacles including natural 
and environmental ones (Dryzek 2013).  
 

In large part, this perception of the human-nature relationship has been claimed to still persist 
today (Raworth 2017). Nevertheless, pervasive environmental exploitation leads to more and more 
hazardous results and, in return, to the appearance of environmental protection organizations in the late 
19th century, culminating in the formation of political, environmental movements in the 1960s (Elliot 

 
1 The nine planetary boundaries were defined in 2009 by a group of renowned scientists, led by Johan 
Rockström, and describe nine processes that regulate the stability and resilience of the Earth system. Crossing 
these boundaries increases the risk of generating large-scale abrupt or irreversible environmental changes 
(Rockström et al. 2009; Stockholm Resilience Center 2015). 
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2007; Caradonna 2014). With the mobilization of enough people, the issue of environmental 
degradation and climate change gained global political attention, finally resulting in the gathering of 
heads of state and prominent scientists. These meetings and international conferences have become 
mechanisms of global governance on the topic of the environment. They are a platform for exchanging 
opinions and discussing science, with the aim of reaching an international understanding, in the form 
of international agreements that hold states accountable to protect, preserve or restore the environment; 
especially with regard to the most pressing, global environmental crisis of the Anthropocene: climate 
change.  

The first World Climate Conference with a focus on global warming was held in 1988 by the 
World Meteorological Organization (WMO). One of the outcomes of this conference was the 
establishment of what is today the most influential and widely recognized institution with regard to 
global climate concerns: the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). In 1992, the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was adopted in Rio, which led to the 
Conference of the Parties (COP), where the world’s economies have been gathering in annual meetings 
since 1995. During these meetings, representatives of all states party to this Framework Convention 
attempt to find agreements in order to “stabilize greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a 
level that will prevent dangerous human interference with the climate system, in a time frame which 
allows ecosystems to adapt naturally and enables sustainable development” (UNFCCC 1994). The goal 
of the COP is to create legally binding frameworks for member countries to follow in order to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions. Since the first COP, a range of influential agreements have been issued, 
which are responsible for shaping the world’s climate policies. Each of them has sparked much 
discussion.  

Arguably the two most influential agreements produced by the COP are the Kyoto Protocol 
in 1997 and the Paris Agreement in 2015. The Kyoto Protocol can be regarded as the operationalization 
of the UNFCCC, five years after the convention was first opened for signature. It focuses on 
industrialized countries and economies in transition, committing them to limit and reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions in accordance with agreed individual targets. In this agreement, the brunt of the 
responsibility to reduce emissions is placed on industrialized, ‘developed’ countries, recognizing that 
they are largely responsible for the current high greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere. The Kyoto 
Protocol sets binding emission reduction targets for these countries, overall adding up to an average of 
5 percent emission reduction compared to 1990, presuming ratification by all countries (UNFCCC 
2020).  
 
 In 2015, the members of the UNFCCC met in Paris, where it was agreed that more urgent action 
to halt climate change was needed. Science clearly pointed to a more rapid global warming than 
expected. It had become public knowledge that once a certain tipping point is crossed, a warming in 
global mean temperature will bring the climate out of balance, presumably leading to an irreversible 
“Hothouse earth” scenario2. The result of the conference in Paris was an agreement between the states 
to limit global warming to well below 2°C, preferably 1.5°C, compared to pre-industrial levels. In 
contrast to the Kyoto Protocol with its binding targets, the Paris Agreement is based on voluntary action 
of all states party to the Agreement. This is to be carried out through the mechanism of  “nationally 
determined contributions” (NDCs) to emission reductions, which are to be updated and enhanced every 
five years, in order to achieve the target of keeping the global temperature rise to 1.5°C (UNFCCC 
2021).  

Today, almost six years after the Paris Agreement, despite the measures that have been taken 
in the meantime, many independent climate organizations claim that little progress has been made in 
terms of real climate protection: Fossil fuels are still the main source for energy, delivering more than 

 
2 The term “Hothouse Earth” refers to a scenario where planetary thresholds are crossed, which would trigger 
further warming even if human emissions of GHG are reduced to zero. This would lead to a much higher global 
average temperature than any in interglacial in the past 1.2 million years (Steffen et al. 2018).  
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80% of primary energy supply (International Energy Agency 2018; BP 2020). While renewable 
energies are becoming increasingly competitive, with solar now being the cheapest energy, fossil fuel 
prices are being kept artificially low through government subsidies (International Energy Agency 2020; 
Oil Change International 2021). According to the United Nations Environment Programme’s latest 
annual Emissions Gap Report, the world is headed towards a 3.2°C warming by the end of this century 
if countries adhere to their current emission reduction pledges. These pledges need to be increased more 
than fivefold in order to get on track for the 1.5°C target by the year 2050 (United Nations 
Environmental Programme 2020). The gap between the 1.5°C target and the current commitments 
demonstrates a clear lack of an action at the state-level for holding up to the agreement that was signed 
in Paris. Reasons for this lack of action are manifold.  

One reason has been brought forward by several scholars who suggest that a lack of legitimacy 
is why effective implementation results, thus sufficient emission reductions and environmental 
protection from global environmental governance, are still missing (Bodansky 1999; Bernstein 2005; 
Lövbrand et al. 2009). The question is whether the decision-makers responsible for international climate 
agreements, like the Paris Agreement, have the right to conclude such legally binding documents, and 
therefore, whether these documents actually are fully legitimate (Bodansky 1999; Bernstein 2005, 2011; 
Biermann & Gupta 2011). The legitimacy concern can be regarded from three different angles: 
democratic legitimacy, legal legitimacy, and sociological legitimacy (Bernstein 2011). The sociological 
approach regards a socially constructed system of norms, values and beliefs as the decisive factor for 
legitimacy (Bernstein 2005). To achieve legitimacy from a sociological point of view, the community 
must see the climate agreement as legitimate, according to its own norm and belief-system. In the case 
of international climate agreements, this community comprises everybody who is potentially affected 
by climate change and, in turn, affected by the effects of the agreement. This entails no less than all of 
humanity. Consequently, this approach offers a unique link to the ground-level of society, the 
individuals whose opinions (based on norms) affect policy making (through the ballot box). While all 
three categories of legitimacy are relevant for studying international (climate) agreements, this thesis 
will focus solely on the sociological category, as it offers a framework for analyzing more closely the 
relationship of norms and climate agreements. Such an analysis has not been conducted yet in a specific 
agreement. Neither has general research into the legitimacy of particular climate agreements, such as 
the Paris Agreement, been conducted. I intend to start filling this gap with the research reported in this 
master’s thesis. I argue that it is worthwhile to explore how norms can be analyzed and employed 
consciously to build a connection between the individuals in society and the overarching international 
climate agreements and how that can make their implementation more effective.  

To sum up the core problem examined in this thesis: international agreements are an important 
strategy to face this global issue of highest relevance for the future of humankind (and countless other 
species). However, these agreements have severe shortcomings. One of those is their lack of legitimacy 
and the resulting deficiencies in their implementation. An important way to analyze this lack of 
legitimacy is through a sociological approach by looking at how the agreement in question resonates 
with the norms in society. Researching the norms in society would require an empirical study of 
immense proportions, which is outside the scope of a Master's thesis. Therefore, this thesis focuses 
solely on the climate agreements themselves. The aim of this thesis is to examine the internal 
consistency of norms displayed in international climate agreements in order to draw a conclusion on 
their potential to normatively resonate with and be implemented in societies. This internal normative 
consistency will be assessed through a critical discourse analysis, examining the discourses to which 
the norms belong and evaluating whether these coincide or diverge. This research paves the way for 
taking a closer look at the link between norms in international climate agreements and their potential to 
enhance legitimacy and, as a consequence, improve effective implementation of those agreements. I 
seek to achieve this aim by answering the following research questions, with the aid of two case studies, 
the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement.  
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• Question: To what extent is sociological legitimacy given in the Paris Agreement and the Kyoto 
Protocol? 

o Sub-question 1: What sustainability norms are present in the case studies? 
o Sub-question 2: To what extent are the Paris Agreement and the Kyoto Protocol internally 

consistent in their use of norms? 
o Sub-question 3: How does their internal consistency affect the legitimacy of the two 

agreements? 

 

1.1. Outline 

For answering the research questions, the remainder of the thesis assumes the following structure:  

The theory chapter is meant to produce a well-founded understanding of the theoretical 
underpinnings of this thesis. The chapter will therefore entail an introduction to constructivism as a 
theoretical lens to examine global environmental governance and international climate agreements. 
Moreover, it will introduce normativity as a central concept of constructivism and display the role that 
norms play in international climate agreements. Therefore, being most relevant in this context, 
sustainability norms will be elaborated by reference to John Dryzek. Subsequently, the chapter will turn 
to legitimacy, explaining the concept and, again, placing it in the context of constructivism.  

In the methodology chapter, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) will be explained and 
scrutinized for its uses and shortcomings with regard to this thesis. Then, the methodological 
framework, which will be employed for the empirical analysis, will be introduced, explained, and 
justified. Finally, the choice of two case studies will be presented and justified.  

The analysis chapter will report on the critical discourse analysis of two international climate 
agreements. With the help of the grid-like framework developed in chapter two, implicit and explicit 
norms found in the two case studies will be analyzed. In a first step, the main discourses of 
sustainability, according to Dryzek (2013), particularly with regard to their expression through norms, 
will be identified. Subsequently, the norms found in each case will be sorted into the framework in 
order to determine whether the norms at each level of actors are consistent. This will be important for 
the question of legitimacy, addressed in the discussion chapter.  

The fifth chapter will assess the results of the analysis reported in chapter four and will address 
the question of legitimacy. The extent to which legitimacy is present in each case will be determined 
with the help of distinguishing between three levels of actors, as used in the CDA framework. The 
chapter will furthermore address how the outcome of the analysis affects different groups of people (for 
example, national politicians and developers of international agreements). Finally, it will reflect on the 
analytical method.  

The thesis will be rounded off with a conclusion. This conclusion serves to sum up the main 
findings of the analysis and the discussion of the results. After answering the main research question, 
this chapter will turn to reflecting on the thesis and will state for which actors it is of relevance. 
Furthermore, the conclusion will include suggestions on how this research might be continued and 
supplemented to increase the knowledge in this study domain.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of this thesis is located within the theory of constructivism (within 
International Relations) and is based on the two concepts of normativity and legitimacy. While this 
thesis is not primarily located in International Relations (IR), the nature of the analysis of international 
(climate) agreements does have relevance to the field of IR. As the main two concepts are largely 
connected to IR, the scholarly field will mainly find mentioning in this chapter. An understanding of 
these two theoretical notions is central to building the main argument, conducting the analytical 
research, and ultimately answering the research question(s). Therefore, this chapter will introduce and 
explain these concepts in general and place the problem statement of this thesis in the context of the 
two theoretical notions.  

This chapter is divided into four sub-sections, the first of which serves to introduce the 
theoretical school of thought of constructivism. For this thesis, constructivism serves as a lens to analyze 
international agreements, and more specifically, the implementation deficiencies of international 
climate agreements. Why constructivist theory, and not another theory, is particularly suited for the 
analysis in this research will also be explained. The second section concerns itself with the concept of 
legitimacy, which is a main component of the research problem. Hence, this section explains the 
concept’s theoretical background and applies it to the topic of global climate governance, justifying 
how and why legitimacy is of relevance in this field. The third section, on normativity, is structured in 
a similar manner as the second one. It commences with an introduction to the concept and its definition. 
Then, it proceeds by placing the normativity concept in the context of international climate agreements. 
In the last section, the two concepts of normativity and legitimacy are brought together to build the 
actual theoretical foundation for the critical discourse analysis performed in the empirical section.  

 

2.1. Constructivism 

Constructivism is a theoretical concept, playing a role in many disciplines, one of them being 
international relations. In IR, it developed against the background of the Cold War in the 1980s. During 
this time, individuals began to question the theoretical and scientific assumptions underpinning the 
study of IR and their role in producing and maintaining relationships of power. The theory of 
constructivism essentially sees the world as socially constructed, meaning that most things in the world, 
including International Relations, do not exist naturally but are constructed and imbued with social 
values, norms and socially constructed assumptions. This implies the notion that there is no objective 
reality. Instead, interpretations of the world depend on context, including, for instance, power structures 
and positions of interest of the actors or observes. Constructivist theory has several main themes or 
objectives: understanding change at the international level, emphasizing the social dimensions of 
international relations and the importance of norms, rules, and language at this level, and highlighting 
and examining processes of interaction. This last objective refers to the choices made by actors and the 
processes of interaction between individuals, which create different realities (Dunne et al. 2013).  

One of the most prominent scholars in the constructivist school of thought is Alexander Wendt, 
who criticizes neorealism and its focus on structure as an explanation of state (and individual) behavior. 
He posits that anything, even the anarchy of state relations and global power politics, is socially 
constructed and depends on the meaning that actors assign to it (Theys 2018). Another group of 
prominent theorists of constructivism concerns themselves with the topic of social norms and their role 
in shaping actors’ identities. Among the leading scholars in this field are Peter Katzenstein, Martha 
Finnemore, and Kathrin Sikkink. Their work will be reviewed more in-depth in the following section, 
which explicitly deals with norms.  
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This thesis is based on the assumption that there is a social dimension at play in political decisions. This 
social dimension implies that individuals’ perceptions of a given matter (in a society as well as on a 
global level) have an impact on political outcomes. For international climate agreements, this means 
that their success depends on social factors. It is the dynamic of social factors that shape and 
circumscribe the legitimation of an agreement in society. This legitimation is built on many things, 
among others, on the convictions of the international community. And these convictions, in turn, are 
sourced from norms and values. In contrast to constructivism, realist IR theory assumes that a state’s 
implementation of an international agreement is solely based on considerations of security 
maximization in the international arena. Realism does not assume factors like legitimacy to have an 
impact on political decision-making (Krasner 2002; Goldsmith & Posner 2007). In order to better 
illustrate how the two constructivist concepts are employed in this thesis, the following section will 
proceed with examining the notion of legitimacy (in climate governance). The section thereafter will 
focus on the notion of norms.  

 

2.2. Legitimacy  

In the study of world politics, various schools of thought have touched upon the topic of 
legitimacy (Tallberg & Zürn 2019). For realists, legitimacy is simply a means of power-wielding, used 
to justify the interests of the state but not to limit its actions. Some scholars have taken this line of 
argument so far as to say that international law possesses no inherent legitimacy which should limit 
state sovereignty in any way (Goldsmith & Posner 2007). In a more accommodating view of legitimacy, 
liberal institutionalism highlights its functionality for communities of states, for instance, through 
legitimate world orders, which according to Ikenberry (2001), reduce the costs of enforcing peace. 
Neither of these schools of thought sees the concept in a way that would be suitable for the research 
undertaking of this thesis, since none of them ascribe enough importance to legitimacy as a yardstick 
for assessing the validity of any sort of international agreement. As was peripherally introduced in the 
previous section, constructivists pay more attention and attribute more meaning to the concept of 
legitimacy. Different strands of constructivism have produced extensive research on the topic, for 
example, on the connections between the legitimacy of norms and state behavior. Another strand 
theorizes legitimacy in relation to authority in global governance (Tallberg & Zürn 2019).  

When attempting to define the concept of legitimacy, it is necessary to distinguish between 
three categories, which have been synthesized from existing literature by Mark Suchman (1995). 
Suchman separates legitimacy into normative, cognitive, and pragmatic legitimacy. He thereby 
summarizes the most common notions of legitimacy employed not only in political theory but all other 
contexts (Koppell 2007). Normative (or moral) legitimacy refers to the “function of beliefs about what 
entitles an individual or institution to wield power” (Koppell 2007:182). The legitimacy of an institution 
is thereby resting on the affected community’s moral conviction that it is just. Cognitive legitimacy, by 
contrast, is based on a certain “taken-for-grantedness”(Koppell 2007:182). Some institutions are 
perceived as legitimate because they are simply accepted features of a system and are not questioned. 
Finally, pragmatic legitimacy is the idea that an institution’s legitimacy is accepted, based on one’s 
calculation of interest, rather than on a moral conviction (Suchman 1995; Koppell 2007). Combining 
these three categories, Suchman attempts to capture the many uses and meanings of the term in the 
following definition: “Legitimacy is a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity 
are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs 
and definitions” (Suchman 1995:187). Another attempt at composing a single definition of the complex 
notion of legitimacy is provided by Steven Bernstein. He says that “legitimacy commonly describes the 
state or quality of being legitimate, that is, of being in accord with established legal norms and 
requirements, or conforming to recognized principles or accepted rules and standards of behavior” 
(Bernstein 2005:140). For the purpose of the analysis of this thesis, the general definition by Suchman 
will be adopted, as it combines several approaches, forming a balanced and comprehensive 
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understanding of the concept. Nevertheless, the emphasis in the analysis will be on the normative 
approach to legitimacy, attributing the acceptance of an institution, or in this case, the rules established 
in an international agreement, to a moral understanding of the group in question. Moreover, in the 
remainder of this thesis, the understanding of the term legitimacy will be employed along the lines of 
constructivist thinking. Therefore, legitimacy will be understood as a meaningful concept with the 
power to constrain and guide individual and state behavior.  

 Authority 

When writing about legitimacy, one can hardly get around addressing another concept, namely 
that of authority. Almost every academic article that focuses on legitimacy also mentions authority. 
Authority and legitimacy need to be seen in close proximity but must not be used interchangeably. In 
the words of Tallberg and Zürn, “[…] authority refers to the recognition that an institution has the right 
to make decisions and interpretations within a particular area, legitimacy refers to the perception that 
these rights are appropriately exercised“ (Tallberg & Zürn 2019:581). However, there is theoretical 
disagreement on the precise relationship between the two concepts. While some theorists argue that 
legitimacy only becomes relevant once an institution has authority (for example, to enact decisions) 
(Tallberg & Zürn 2019), others believe that an institution has authority as soon it is believed legitimate 
(Hurd 2007). For this thesis, I adopt the view of Tallberg and Zürn, who see authority and legitimacy 
as distinct but close concepts. In line with the normative approach to legitimacy, I understand authority 
as an independent force that can be enacted without legitimacy, which is supported by the beliefs of the 
community about what is just. I will illustrate this theoretical stance with two examples. For instance, 
market-leading companies have the authority to shape and design the future of their industries. Imagine, 
for instance, Tesla or Microsoft. There is no law that would prohibit their actions as their past success 
grants them the authority to make and shape decisions. Whether these are necessarily legitimate, 
meaning morally and normatively appropriate, or even democratically backed is a different question, 
proving that authority can exist without legitimacy. Alternatively, applying this reasoning to the field 
of political science, a state can enact authority over its citizens, implementing certain restrictions or 
rights, which may not always be considered normatively legitimate by the states’ citizens. However, 
determining precisely when an institution or institutional decision is legitimate is a complex business. 
The next section will explain where legitimacy can be derived from; in other words, what the sources 
of legitimacy are. 

 

 Sources of Legitimacy  

Bernstein (2011, 2005) argues that legitimacy must be examined from several perspectives in 
order to gain a full picture and conduct a conclusive analysis of the legitimacy of an institution or an 
institutional procedure or outcome, like a climate agreement. Bernstein (2005) identifies three distinct 
approaches to, or sources of, legitimacy. However, he sees the key to legitimate governance in the 
convergence of these sources. First, he identifies democratic legitimacy as the one concept that has 
gained most attention in recent literature on legitimacy in global governance. Daniel Bodansky, in his 
much-cited article from  1999   concurs on the fact that one of the most important and widely recognized 
bases for legitimacy is democracy. Bernstein (2005:145) proposes that legitimacy “requires democracy 
because it is the central principle in contemporary politics that justifies authority.” According to this 
approach, a sound democratic structure provides legitimacy to any institution or decision by an 
institution. The second source of legitimacy is the law. According to Bernstein, the question of whether 
the institutionalization of legal constraints is legitimate is equally important for establishing a complete 
understanding of the concept of legitimacy. On what basis a law can be regarded as legitimate is usually 
determined by some sort of legal process. In terms of global governance, analyses of legal legitimacy 
focus on state consent (Bodansky 1999). At the same time, Bernstein (2005:154) remarks that there is 
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pressure to move away from specific consent for legitimacy reasons to the question of whether states 
can legitimately consent to policies that increasingly affect “not only their behavior vis-à-vis other 
states, but also directly affect domestic policies, local communities or corporate activities.”  As a third 
perspective, Bernstein introduces sociological legitimacy. This approach suggests that, ultimately, 
criteria of legitimacy are contingent on historical understandings and shared norms of the community 
in question. For an institution, or institutional outcome, like a climate agreement, to be legitimate, it 
must be in line with, or “institutionally adaptable to existing rules and norms already accepted by a 
society” (Bernstein 2005:156). In order to find out whether that is the case, two steps are necessary. The 
first step is to identify the norms that the institution (or institutional outcome) is based on. The second 
one is to determine which norms are prevalent in the respective society and then the extent to which 
these coincide with the norms found in the institution (or institutional outcome).  

 

 Legitimacy in international Climate Governance 

Within all these theoretical considerations, the question of why the topic of legitimacy is 
relevant and should be considered in the field of climate governance arises. Looking at history can help 
shape an understanding of how legitimacy became more noticed in climate governance. In the last 
century, legitimacy was primarily addressed by national governments and domestic decision-making 
processes, whereas the question of legitimacy in the international arena remained largely ignored. The 
21st century has, so far, been characterized by globalization, international trade, and governance beyond 
the nation state (Biermann & Gupta 2011). With the rise of global governance and increasing decision-
making capabilities of international organizations (IOs), such as the United Nations (UN), the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) or the World Health Organization (WHO), more and more voices are calling 
for more legitimacy at the international level (Koppell 2007; Tallberg & Zürn 2019). When climate 
change began to appear as a serious issue in the international arena and was taken on by some of these 
IOs, notably the UN, the call for more and clearer legitimacy was extended to climate governance. 
According to Bernstein (2005:140), there is a widespread belief that global environmental governance 
“remains weak, lacks authority, and is unable to make significant inroads into solving many of the 
problems for which institutions and agreements have been established.” He, therefore, suggests that 
there is a need for greater legitimacy so as “to establish more extensive, enforceable, and effective 
environmental action” at the global level (Bernstein 2005:140-141).	 	Reasoning for this statement is 
supplied by the multiple, unique issues that climate governance entails.	For one, the policies within 
climate governance, i.e., the climate agreements, have far-reaching implications for all people in the 
world, yet public participation in the development of these agreements is highly limited. This problem 
is exacerbated by the unequal repercussions of climate change on different groups of people and 
different regions in the world. Marginalized communities such as women and ethnic minorities and 
entire regions, like sub-Saharan Africa, face harsher consequences from climate change than others. At 
the same time, those groups who are most responsible for climate change, as in people of high-income 
countries, tend to be least affected.  

In order to examine the legitimacy of different outcomes within climate governance, it makes 
sense to use the sources of legitimacy, as defined by Bernstein. Marking Bernstein’s words, a 
convergence of the three sources is necessary to obtain maximum or optimal legitimacy in global 
governance. However, while all three of the sources are relevant and interesting to examine with regard 
to international climate agreements, this thesis will focus solely on the sociological approach. As 
Bernstein concludes in his article on “Legitimacy in Global Environmental Governance”, the 
sociological approach is of fundamental relevance in determining legitimacy. He argues that even 
democratic legitimacy is contingent on the norms in society, which embrace democracy as a 
fundamental value. Since my research endeavor is to scrutinize the relationship between society at its 
different levels and the implementation of international climate agreements, the sociological approach 
to legitimacy provides an ideal theoretical base. Moreover, an analysis of all three sources of legitimacy 
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with regard to international climate agreements would simply not be feasible in the time frame of a 
master’s thesis. In any case, my thesis can serve as a starting point to conduct research on the legitimacy 
of international climate agreements. As was mentioned in the previous section, examining the 
sociological legitimacy of a climate agreement needs to be done in two separate steps, the first of which 
will be performed in this thesis, at the example of two case studies. For this step, the norms within the 
agreement, whether explicit or implicit, must be unveiled. Followingly, these norms must be analyzed 
in order to fully understand their meaning. Finally, after analyzing and categorizing the norms in an 
agreement, conclusions about their nature and their relationship can be drawn, constituting a part of the 
final conclusions as to the sociological legitimacy on the side of the agreement. The second step, which 
lies outside of the scope of this thesis, would contain field research of the norms that are present in a 
given society in order to compare the outcomes with those of this thesis. This will provide an all-
encompassing answer to the extent that legitimacy is given for the case of an agreement.  

The subsequent section will proceed to introduce the concept of norms through a literature 
review of normativity in international relations and sustainability theory. A good understanding of these 
concepts is decisive in order to conduct an analysis of norms, with the aim of assessing sociological 
legitimacy in an international agreement. 

 

2.3. Normativity 

While the concept of norms has been important in the study of politics for at least two hundred 
years, in matters of international relations, it has gained increased prominence with the rise of the theory 
of constructivism in the 1980s (Finnemore & Sikkink 1998; Dunne et al. 2013). Before the emergence 
of constructivism, IR theories such as rationalism considered norms merely as ‘intervening variables’ 
in the balance of power without explanatory function (Mearsheimer 1994). Moving forward from this 
perception, liberal institutionalism, which served as the first alternative to rationalist and realist IR 
theories, ascribed a limited causal role to norms (Jupille & Caporaso 1999; Björkdahl 2002). 
Constructivist theory differs from these assumptions made by realism and liberal institutionalism by 
emphasizing the social dimensions of international relations, in which norms, rules, and language play 
a major role in all political and societal spheres (Dunne et al. 2013). Constructivism holds at the core 
of its theoretical framework three claims in relation to normativity: first, that norms are constitutive of 
actors’ identities; second, that agents and structures are mutually constitutive; and third, that changes in 
ideational (and therefore normative) structures occur and lead to political changes (Sending 2002). 
Constructivists argue that norms guide and constrain behavior but, moreover, that they constitute the 
identities of actors. The main argument in this regard is that people’s actions go beyond mere rational 
choice, which aims at utility maximization or optimization. Instead, normative thinking is at the basis 
of social interaction and is responsible for interest (re)formation (Klotz 1995; Risse 2000). It is this 
view on norms and their importance, displayed in constructivist theory, that underlies researching 
sociological legitimacy in international relations, but also in national questions of legitimacy. Despite 
their unanimity about the importance of norms in international contexts, constructivist theorists do not 
entirely agree on the definition of norms and normativity. The next section shall take a closer look at 
past attempts at defining the term ‘norm’. It will provide a single definition of the concept to be used 
for the remainder of this thesis.  
 

Annika Björkdahl writes on the definition of norms that they are “context dependent and vary 
over time” which makes them elusive and their analysis complex. The different definitions that exist 
nowadays, therefore, stem from diverse philosophical traditions and theoretical approaches (Björkdahl 
2002). Looking at the constructivist scholarly field, a few definitions are commonly repeated and 
slightly adapted. One of the most commonly cited definitions of norms is provided by Peter Katzenstein, 
who describes norms as the “collective expectations for the proper behavior of actors with a given 
identity” (Katzenstein 1996). In turn, Audie Klotz calls norms “shared understandings for behavior” 
and emphasizes that these standards can be of “non-ethical” origin, meaning that not all norms are moral 
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(Klotz 1995:451). This view on norms coincides with a common distinction that is made in the 
theorization of norms. This distinction is between the sociological and the normative perspective on 
norms. While the sociological perspective includes customs, usual practices, and simply uniformities 
in behavior, the normative perspective emphasizes the moral grounds delivered through justice and 
rights (Björkdahl 2002). Katzenstein’s definition (“expectations for proper behavior”) would fit with 
the normative perspective, while Klotz’s definition (standards of behavior of “non-ethical origin”) is in 
adherence with the sociological view on norms. Finally, when defining norms, it is important to take a 
look at another distinction of norms in international relations, namely the distinction between domestic 
and international norms. Domestic and international norms can appear as mutually constituting; they 
can be consecutive or even opposing each other. According to Finnemore and Sikkink, many 
international norms begin as domestic norms and become international norms through the efforts of 
actors of various kinds. In other instances, domestic preferences are reinforced by internationally 
developed norms. Overall, the two categories become increasingly interlinked (Finnemore & Sikkink 
1998). For the question of normativity’s role in enhancing the legitimacy of international climate 
agreements, the distinction between domestic and international norms is of importance and will be 
referred to in the final section of this chapter.  
 

While there is still much conceptual debate about the precise definition of the term norm in 
international relations, for the remainder of this thesis, “norms” will refer to a set of behavioral rules 
that present a “standard of appropriate behavior for actors with a given identity” (Finnemore & Sikkink 
1998:891). These rules can be explicit or implicit and can be found at the domestic or international 
level. What sets them apart from simple rules of conduct is a shared moral assessment as their basis, 
following the normative perspective on norms. The term normativity will henceforth be used as an 
adjective to the term norm and will refer to the same definition. This definition shall be the basis for all 
further theoretical and empirical analysis. 
 

 Norms in Climate Agreements  

Especially with respect to international agreements, norms and normativity apply to different 
levels of society. The notion of normativity is just as relevant in classic IR, which is focused on the 
interaction between states or governments, as it is in the wider social sciences, which looks particularly 
at interactions between citizens as individuals. It even applies to a third level, that of non-state 
organizations and their interactions among each other and with citizens or governments, where norms 
play a role in organizational policies and actions. These three levels are, what Schmieg et al. call the 
macro, meso, and micro levels of international agreements (Schmieg et al., 2018). I argue that this 
commonality, that is, normativity, which exists between the individual, the sub-state, and the state level, 
makes the study of norms in international agreements so important. That is, because the building of 
international agreements inherently takes place at the state level (macro), in some cases supported by 
input from organizations at the meso level (Bernstein 2005). Yet, very often, as is the case with climate 
agreements, the final agreements need to not only be ratified by states but also accepted and embraced 
at the micro level, by the individuals as citizens, in order for the agreement to be successfully 
implemented politically in each state. If, however, the agreement in question does not have the support 
of citizens at the micro level, it will not only be difficult to implement, but it will also lack legitimacy.  
 

 Sustainability Norms 

Climate governance is accompanied by a vast array of norms. However, for the purpose of 
logically analyzing the discourses in an international agreement, a set of defined norms is needed. Since 
climate governance lies within the general theory of sustainability, it seems appropriate to focus on 
norms within the realm of this specific concept. Hence, the norms reflected in the most prominent 
discourses of sustainability will be employed for this analysis. The use of sustainability norms is 
practical and appropriate for several reasons. 
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First of all, sustainability3, especially as institutionalized through the United Nations, has 
become a major norm with regard to international environmental governance (Bernstein 2001). 
However, defining sustainability has proved challenging, not least due to its inherently multidisciplinary 
nature: the single term sustainability often referred to as Sustainable Development (SD), encompasses 
the three pillars of environment, economy, and society (Hopwood et al. 2005). Conciliating all three 
disciplines has proved to be a complex and contested endeavor (Giddings et al. 2002). Nevertheless, 
there is a rather widely agreed-upon definition of SD, derived from the 1987 Brundtland report, where 
the term was coined. The report posited that sustainable development is a “development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(WECD 1987). This definition is still widely accepted today, despite disagreement about the context 
and intentions of the report in 1987 (Caradonna 2014).  
 

SD has arguably transitioned into a commonly accepted framework and generalized norm for 
national and international governance in environmental matters, including climate change (Bernstein 
2001). Due to its interdisciplinary character, the normative concept of sustainability entails many 
different norms. For instance, the economic pillar entails rather different normative stances than the 
environmental pillar. While the former revolves around norms that focus on trust in markets to solve 
environmental issues, the latter holds norms and ideals of protecting nature at its core. With the range 
of different norms present within the one concept of sustainability, identifying and analyzing them can 
come as a challenge. Conceptualizing these norms as belonging to different discourses of sustainability, 
can aid in the analytical process since it brings order and clarity about the meaning and broader context 
of each norm.  
 

Since its inception, sustainability (or sustainable development) has been continuously analyzed, 
interpreted, and developed, leading to the formulation of several prominent discourses within the 
concept. These discourses, commonly used for scholarly research in the field, have been assembled and 
codified by John Dryzek in his book “The Politics of the Earth” (2013). In Dryzek’s (2013) book he 
identifies and describes nine discourses in total.  

 
 The first discourse by Dryzek (2013) which plays a part in the analysis is Survivalism. 

Survivalism’s basic story line is one of natural limits of resources and planetary boundaries. The 
discourse acknowledges that human exploitation of ecosystems is on the verge of getting out of control, 
and drastic action needs to be taken in order to curb human demands on natural resources and the eco-
systems they are connected to. The second discourse Dryzek introduces is the Promethean Response. 
The Promethean Response is based on the notion of unlimited confidence in humanity’s ability to 
overcome any problems with the help of technology (aligned to the story of Prometheus in Greek 
methodology, who gave fire to humans to increase their capacity to manipulate their world). Along with 
this goes a certain denial of environmental limits. Environmental affairs are to be left to the market. 
According to Dryzek, the Promethean world-order has been taken for granted for several centuries, 
becoming so ingrained that it was hardly recognized as a discourse for a long time. The discourse 
Administrative Rationalism can be summarized by the statement: “Leave it to the experts”. The premise 
of this discourse is that environmental governance should be closely guided by scientific expertise. This 
simply means that “experts” are responsible for environmental problem solving, which they do through 
regulatory policy instruments, installing bureaucratic measures and relying on expert advisory 
committees. There is a clear hierarchy in society, based on expert knowledge, with science at the apex. 
In Democratic Pragmatism, the liberal capitalist democracy delivers the basis institutional structure for 
interactive problem-solving. The discourse holds at its core the basic democratic principle of 
incorporating as many voices as possible in the decision-making process. Therefore, governance is 
enacted through a multiplicity of decision-making organs, populated in large part by citizens. Nature is 
definitely subordinate to humans and their capacities in this discourse.  
 

 
3 While ‘sustainability’ and ‘Sustainable Development’ are not necessarily interchangeable terms per se, in the 
remainder of this thesis they will be used as such or rather ‘sustainability’ will, for the sake of simplicity, refer 
to SD. 
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Economic Rationalism is one of the more pragmatic discourse within sustainability. As the name 
suggests, economic rationalism can be defined by its commitment to market mechanisms in order to 
achieve public ends. The discourse is explicitly rationalistic in its approach, building on tangible 
mechanisms like cogitation, calculation and design. The premise remains that market mechanisms will 
solve all environmental issues, while governmental interference is only a hindrance. The discourse of 
Ecological Modernization is primarily based on technological development and modernization with a 
clear focus on solving current environmental crises.  Ecological modernization does not shy away from 
restructuring of economic processes like production and consumption on ecological terms. The role of 
public policy is a strong one, with environmental policies playing a major role in achieving the end of 
environmental and climate protection. On the more environment-focused side of discourses one can 
find Green Consciousness, a discourse focusing on societal structures and human sensibilities. The 
general idea is to create a less destructive and manipulative but humbler attitude towards nature. 
According to Green Consciousness, institutions are reducible to the underlying sensibilities of society, 
and are therefore not rigid but subject to human change. This change is to be brought about not by 
material forces but by ideas. A major aspect of this discourse is to restore the egalitarian order of nature, 
as opposed to the hierarchy of anthropogenic rule, where humankind puts itself atop of everything else. 
The final discourse introduced by Dryzek is Green Politics. This discourse incorporates the notion of 
social and conscious change at the societal and at the political level. As the name suggests, change is 
brought about through party politics and embraced by the voter. Therefore, the focus lies on egality 
while hierarchy is abandoned. This discourse recognized the limits of nature and ecology and strives to 
act accordingly. 

 
Each of these nine discourses contains a range of norms and normative prescriptions, some 

rather implicit, others explicit. These norms can be found in the table below, along with a summary of 
the most important characteristics of Dryzek’s discourses. When analyzing the norms of the two climate 
agreements, the content of this table will be used in order to identify each norm in the agreements as 
belonging to one of Dryzek’s sustainability discourses. The best methodological approach for this 
purpose is a (Critical) Discourse Analysis. The chapter on methodology will give more insight into this 
choice of method, including its strengths and limitations. Sustainability’s three dynamically connected 
pillars (environment, economy, and society) make it particularly suited for the kind of structured 
discourse analysis that is envisioned in this thesis. The two cases are likely to show evidence of norms 
associated with one or more pillars. These pillars will therefore serve to sort the norms that are identified 
during the analysis. When trying to sort them into the three pillars of sustainability, it becomes evident 
that some of the discourses are located somewhere in between the pillars, yet overall a division between 
the discourses is clearly identifiable. The Economic Pillar with a focus on the market entails 
Promethean Response and Economic Pragmatism. Administrative Rationalism are situated on the verge 
between the Economic Pillar and the Society Pillar. The only discourse with a strict focus on society 
is Democratic Pragmatism. Survivalism overlaps with the Society Pillar and the Environmental 
Pillar. The discourse of Green Consciousness is located purely within the Environmental Pillar. 
Finally, Ecological Modernization is located on the verge between the Economic and the 
Environmental Pillar. Green Growth, as a discourse, contains parts of all three pillars. This division 
of the discourses will be used and referred to in the analytical process and in the discussion as the 
distinction of these three pillars will help identify the consistency of the norms in the cases. The table 
below (Table 1) shows all nine discourses, their main characteristics as described by Dryzek, and the 
most notable norms, belonging to each discourse. The contents of this table will be used for the 
analytical process. 
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Table 1. Sustainability Discourses, their Characteristics and Associated Norms 

Discourse Main characteristics Norms 
Survivalism - Planetary boundaries 

- Ecological collapse 
- Ecological economies à steady-state 
economy 
- Curb human demand of ecosystem (-
services) 

- Ensure human survival 
- Protect nature and ecosystems 
- Change human economic, and societal 
structures 

Promethean 
Response 

- Unlimited growth 
- Leave environmental affairs to the market 
- human technologies will fix all problems 
(geo-engineering) 
- Nature is infinitely transformable and 
abundant for humans to create resources 

- Advance technology to uphold human 
standards 

o Trust in technology 
- Self-interest 
- Faith in human abilities 

Administrative 
Rationalism 

- The experts are responsible for problem-
solving 
- Regulatory policy instruments 
- Installing bureaucratic measures and expert 
advisory committees 
- Hierarchy in society is based on experts 
with power and knowledge as apex 

- Trust in experts/expert knowledge 
- Experts make top-down plans and 
society should follow them 

Democratic 
Pragmatism 

- Interactive problem solving within 
structure of liberal capitalist economy 
- Governance is a multiplicity of decision 
processes populated in large part by citizens 
- Nature is subordinate to humans 

- Decentralized politics  
- Democratized control instances 

Economic 
Rationalism 

- Leave problem-solving to the market 
- Employ market mechanisms to achieve 
public ends 
à E.g.: privatization, taxes, cap and trade, 
offsets, eco-labeling 

- Trust in market-mechanisms  
- Nature is subject to humans 
- Mutual competitiveness between actors 
and individual 
 - Self-interest  

Greener Growth - Growth at a sustainable pace à meet the 
needs of future generations 
- No hierarchy but cooperation 
- Sustainability according to human life, not 
nature à anthropogenic 

- Cooperation for common good 
 

Ecological 
Modernization 

- Restructuring of capitalist political-
economic system along more 
environmentally sound lines 
- Conscious and coordinated intervention à 
retooling of industry and agriculture 
- Public support is needed 
- Growth-oriented (or at least little growth-
skeptic) 

- Commitment to holistic environmental 
principles 
- Belief in technology to deliver solutions 

Green 
Consciousness 

- Deep ecology, eco-feminism, ecological 
citizenship 
- Ecological lifestyles 
- Idealist discourse 
- Ideas (not material forces) can change the 
world 
- No hierarchy (at least none with humans at 
the top) 

- Less manipulative and humbler human 
attitude towards nature and each other  

o Climate Justice 
- Each person should pay attention to their 
impact on nature  

Green Politics - Social and conscious change at societal and 
political level  
- Recognition of ecological limits  
- Egality and no hierarchy 
- Humans are set apart from nature due to 
their reasoning capacities 

- Progress to go beyond industrial order of 
society 
- Pragmatic change of society and politics 



   
14 

 

 

2.4. Bringing it all together 

As seen in the previous sections, normativity and legitimacy are two inherently intertwined 
concepts. Sociological legitimacy, as illustrated before, is based on normative conceptions of what is 
considered just and moral by a community. This consequently demonstrates two things. First, that 
sociological legitimacy depends to a high degree on the communities’ individual beliefs (Bethoux & 
Branche 2011). Second, that norms in a community or society are sources for legitimacy (Bernstein 
2011). In the context of international climate agreements, sociological legitimacy is strongly correlated 
or associated with the norms present in the communities that the agreement is aimed at. Thus, if the 
agreement is perceived as legitimate because the content coincides with the norms in a given society, 
societal compliance with and, therefore, effective implementation of this agreement is likely to be 
greater (Lövbrand et al. 2009).  

While it is rather straightforward that norms that are endorsed by the community can lend 
legitimacy to any form of governance, the difficulty is that international climate agreements aim at such 
a multitude of communities that it is likely that the norms in these communities will differ. Research on 
norms in various fields shows that norms also have increasing convergences in our increasingly 
globalized world but nonetheless diverge fundamentally on different continents, in different countries 
and cultures (Finnemore & Sikkink 1998; Dashwood 2012).  A study by Coscieme et al. (2020) adds 
another layer of difficulty to this issue. By researching the highly different conceptions of ‘nature’ in 
more than 60 different languages, the authors laid bare the controversy of implementing global 
environmental policies in a one-size-fits-all approach. The findings of this research demonstrate the 
difficulty of formulating agreements for the international community and assuming that all countries 
with their different languages, cultures, norms, and various societies and communities have a shared 
understanding of the concepts used in the agreement (Coscieme et al. 2020). Therefore, if, for instance, 
an international climate agreement is based on the norm of ‘climate justice’, it is not only unlikely that 
‘climate justice’ as a term will have the same implications and understanding everywhere in the world, 
but it is also unclear how many cultures in the world embody this norm on a wider scale in the first 
place. This two-fold issue clearly demonstrates the necessity of further conducting research on norms 
and their implications for international (climate) agreements. Because this problem is inherent to 
international agreements, conducting research into how to circumvent this issue is highly relevant. My 
thesis, therefore, serves to analyze how sustainability norms are employed in climate agreements. I 
argue that the agreements fulfill the requirements for sociological legitimacy to the extent that their 
implicit and explicit norms are internally consistent with regard to the sustainability discourses to which 
those norms belong. This means that if an agreement makes use of norms that belong to different, 
potentially diverging sustainability discourses, sociological legitimacy on the side of the agreement is 
not given, and the implementation of these agreements will suffer. However, sociological legitimacy 
not only hinges on the internal consistency of norms in the agreement itself but also on the external 
consistency between the norms of the agreements and the norms in the ‘receiving’ or ‘affected’ 
community or society. With the results of this thesis, further research into this field can be conducted 
by examining the sustainability norms that actually exist in different societies in the world to see if they 
coincide with the norms in the agreements.  

Adding another layer to the relevance of researching this field is the factor that the agreements 
themselves have the potential to function as mechanisms for norm proliferation in the case that the 
sustainability norms in the agreement are not yet established in a given society. Norms in society change 
and develop in society and on the international stage. They can develop from a mere moral notion to a 
widespread and accepted norm or behavioral rule. This phenomenon has been analyzed and laid out in 
a theory called ‘Norm Life Cycle’ by Finnemore and Sikkink. They divide the ‘Norm Life Cycle’ into 
three successive stages, the first of which is the “emergence of norms”. At this point in time, the norm 
in question is not much more than a notion of desirable behavior of a limited group of agents, not widely 
accepted and probably even contested. If the emerging norm has managed to reach a tipping point, 
where sufficient and sufficiently significant agents have adopted it, the second stage sets in. At this 
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stage, domestic norms can turn into international norms. At the heart of this stage is the process of 
“contagion” or international socialization, where states and other international actors encourage the 
adoption of the norm through diplomatic practices. The final stage is called internalization, in which 
the norm becomes widely accepted and conformance almost automatic. When this stage is completed, 
the norm has vanished from political debate and sociological examination and has become ‘taken-for-
granted’ (Finnemore & Sikkink 1998). This cycle illustrates, that norms which support consistent 
implementation of climate governance if not yet existent in a society or community can potentially be 
proliferated and manifested through the application of international agreements. However, an important 
prerequisite for a successful internalization is that the norms in an international agreement are consistent 
and never contradictory. The results of this study of normativity can be seen as a contribution to 
studying and understanding the issue of normative change. A framework for analysis, which examines 
international climate agreements for existing norms and their coherence, will be developed in the 
methodology chapter.  

 

2.5.  Summarizing the Theory 

The theoretical framework of this thesis is built on two concepts, which are fundamental to 
constructivist theory in international relations, namely normativity, and legitimacy.  
Legitimacy is built on three conceptions: democratic legitimacy, legal legitimacy, and sociological 
legitimacy. Sociological legitimacy is the most relevant for the purpose of this thesis. It refers to the 
acceptance of an institution or, in the case of this thesis, of an instrument of global governance, namely 
a climate agreement, as being in accordance with the norms and values of the affected community. The 
presence of sociological legitimacy of the two climate agreements will be analyzed in the next chapters.  
This will be done with the help of the concept of normativity. Norms, with their role of guiding actors’ 
behavior, can provide a unique link between the state level, where international climate agreements are 
adopted, and the level of the individual, where these climate agreements ultimately need to be accepted 
in order to be implemented by national governments. For analyzing this link in the empirical section of 
this thesis, the concept of sustainability norms was introduced, as well as Dryzek’s (2013) sustainability 
discourses with their most prominent norms. I argue that norms, which are inherently interlinked with 
legitimacy, are important factors in establishing sociological legitimacy of climate agreements. Since 
norms fundamentally differ in the various societies in the world, which nevertheless are all required to 
accept and implement climate agreements, these agreements have the potential to act as norm 
proliferators, given that they are sufficiently consistent in their use of norms and therefore have 
sociological legitimacy. Therefore, the analysis in this thesis will focus on how sustainability norms 
appear in the two cases and whether the norms and discourses that they belong to are used in an 
internally consistent way. Finding internal consistency would therefore lead me to conclude that the 
agreements themselves fulfill the necessary requirements for sociological legitimacy. The next chapter 
on methodology will provide insight and justification into how this was done.  
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3. Methodology  

This chapter aims to explain and justify the choice of methods and methodological background 
to the empirical analysis in the subsequent chapter. The method of choice in this thesis is a critical 
discourse analysis, which will be used to discern the norms of the two climate agreements under 
consideration. Therefore, the first section focuses on the methodological implications of critical 
discourse analysis. It begins by introducing the concepts of discourse and discourse analysis. Next, I 
will explain the meaning of critical discourse analysis and explore several approaches to the 
methodology. Finally, after laying out why this method is suitable for the aim of this thesis, I will outline 
the most relevant points of criticism on CDA and how I intend to address them in my methodology. 
The second section deals with the framework that will be used for the analysis. This will entail an 
account of how CDA will be employed in this particular research endeavor. Finally, the chapter will 
turn to the two cases that will be used for the empirical analysis. These will be briefly introduced, and 
their selection will be justified.  
 

3.1. Critical Discourse Analysis 

The term discourse has a broad array of definitions and is used in different circumstances. Its 
meaning generally refers to a social act of communication, stretching from simple speech to human 
interaction (verbal or non-verbal) and even to an entire communicative event (Tenorio 2011). In this 
thesis, the term discourse will refer to the prominent and often cited definition by the well-known critical 
discourse analysts Fairclough and Wodak (1997) who maintain that discourse is language use in speech 
and writing, meaning-making in the social process, and a form of social action that is ‘socially 
constitutive’ and ‘socially shaped’. Following this definition, scholars use discourses to discern 
meaning-making implicit in written speech and to identify social structures, ideologies, and norms. 
Individuals in society internalize discourses as structures of signification through which social reality 
is constructed (Pascoe et al. 2019). As for manifestations of ideologies, discourses form individual and 
collective consciousness, influencing people’s knowledge (Jäger & Maier 2009).  

 What is Critical Discourse Analysis?  

So, what is critical discourse analysis? CDA is traditionally aimed at questioning the status quo 
by revealing hidden power imbalances in texts or utterances. Through analysis and interpretation of 
dominant discourses in society, CDA offers a means to produce knowledge that helps individuals to 
emancipate themselves from injustice and (structural) oppression by unveiling structures of power 
(Tenorio 2011). The method is embedded within Critical Theory, a theoretical paradigm that scrutinizes 
change in society by notably employing social sciences (as opposed to traditional scientific theory) to 
understand social phenomena. Emerging in the ‘Frankfurt School’ in 1937, the overarching aim of 
Critical Theory is to ‘liberate’ society from oppression and deprivation in the modern state and 
economic system. CDA provides the tools within Critical Theory to lay open this oppression in written 
and spoken discourse, enabling reflection on social injustices (Roach 2013; Farias Ferreira 2018).  
 

Within Critical Discourse Analysis, there is a wide range of approaches, each using its own 
method of data sampling and each relying on a different theoretical grounding (Wodak & Meyer 2001). 
In order to illustrate the myriad of different interpretations of the method CDA and their respective 
focal points of analysis, I will briefly present a selection of the most prominent approaches in the 
following.  

Michel Foucault’s account of discourse and discourse analysis has been built on by many 
scholars, notably the Duisburg School (Tenorio 2011). Based on Foucault’s theorization, a critical 
discourse analysis is generally built around the questions: What is valid knowledge, and how does it 
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arise? How is it passed on and what functions does it have? How is it related to the overall shaping of 
society? (Wodak & Meyer 2009). In Foucault’s conception of CDA and its extension, dispositive 
analysis, the overarching aim is to identify the knowledges contained in discourses and dispositives4, 
and how these knowledges are connected to power relations. While Foucault’s approach is relatively 
vague as regards discourse in its linguistic manifestation, the Duisburg approach pays attention to 
metaphors, references, style, implied meaning, argumentation strategies, the sources of knowledge, and 
agentive structures and symbols.  

Norman Fairclough (2013) has developed what he calls a dialectical-relational approach to 
CDA, focusing on semiosis5. He understands CDA as the analysis of the dialectical relationships 
between semiosis (including language) and other elements of social practices. Fairclough highlights the 
semiotic reflection of social conflict in discourses, which translates into his interest in social processes, 
i.e., social structures, practices, and events (Wodak & Meyer 2001). Even though he has provided rather 
clear guidelines to reproduce his approach, Fairclough (2009) denies there is one single way of 
analyzing any problem.  

Van Dijk (2008) is responsible for coining Socio-Cognitive Discourse Analysis. Focusing on 
socio-psychological research, he analyzes the structure of communicative situations. For this aim, Van 
Dijk builds on theory of cognitive psychology, more specifically on the way people store memories of 
communicative interactions. He introduces a concept that he calls ‘context models’, which relies on 
mental constructs stored away in episodic and long-term memory. For him, what is relevant to 
understand discourse are, first and foremost, knowledge, attitudes, and ideologies. He stresses that 
discourses take place within society and can only be understood “[…] in the interplay of social situation, 
action, actor and societal structures“ (Wodak & Meyer 2001:489).  

Ruth Wodak (Reisigl & Wodak 2017), known as a linguistically-oriented CDA scholar, has 
introduced the Discourse-Historical Approach. As the name suggests, in her approach, context is 
understood mainly historically, while the focal point is the field of politics. The objective of the 
approach is to develop conceptual frameworks for political discourses. She herself says that she is 
strongly committed to a pragmatic approach (Wodak, 2001). She explicitly avoids dwelling on 
theoretical implications but rather attempts to develop conceptual tools which are relevant for specific 
social problems (Wodak & Meyer 2001).  

These four approaches are by far not the only ones, nor do they cover the bandwidth of varieties 
in which CDA can be employed. They serve the purpose of creating a general overview over CDA as 
such while simultaneously illustrating how unique each approach is. For the analysis conducted 
hereafter, I decided not to choose one single approach and theoretical foundation out of the ones 
described above. Instead, after reviewing and considering all of the approaches introduced and more, I 
found that patchworking my own approach to CDA is the better option since my research aim does not 
coincide completely with any of the existing approaches. The next sections will deliver a justification 
on why the method of CDA was chosen for this thesis, what theoretical foundation it is built on and 
how it will be conducted.  
 
 

 
4 According to Foucault (1977) elements of the dispositive are said as much as unsaid. Dispositive includes “discourses, 
institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, 
moral and philanthropic propositions. The [dispositive] itself is the relations between these elements.”  
5 Semiosis refers to the “process of signification” in language or literature, which is typically analyzed through Semiotics, the 
study of signs (Oxford Lexico 2021) . Signs are the entities with which meaning is created in language. Therefore, a “process 
of signification” is the action of creating meaning through any conduct, be it verbal, visual, haptic, etc. (Rose 2016).  
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 Strengths and limitations of Critical Discourse Analysis  

Employing CDA for the analysis of texts related to global climate governance, in particular, 
international climate agreements, offers some unique advantages but at the same time holds several 
pitfalls a researcher should be aware of. This section of the chapter will lay out why CDA is a suitable 
and appropriate method for this thesis. Furthermore, disadvantages of the method will be addressed and, 
where needed, debunked.  
 

Bäckstrand and Lövbrand (2019) bring up that in recent years, discourses of climate change 
have been increasingly mapped and interpreted by various scholars. According to them, discourse 
analysis has become popular because, as opposed to actor-oriented and interest-based notions of global 
climate politics, they highlight the power of language. In line with the theorization of norms, some 
authors examine how discourses create standards of appropriate behavior for actors in the field of global 
environmental politics (Bernstein 2011; Bäckstrand & Lövbrand 2019). This notion will serve as the 
theoretical backdrop of my particular approach to CDA: I employ discourse theory, in particular, 
discourses by Dryzek (2013), as the basis for my analysis of norms. The notably critical aspect of CDA 
comes into play in my thesis because I aim to reveal explicit and implicit norms in the two case studies. 
Thereby, I “challeng[e] surface meanings” and by analyzing how these norms reflect different 
discourses I unveil “the relationship between discourse, power and ideology” (Fairclough and Wodak, 
1997:304). This kind of analysis can reveal multiple interests and potential contradictions in the text, 
which helps me to approach my research aim: investigating the legitimacy of the climate agreements. 
CDA is the best method to pursue this aim because examining the norms in the agreements and revealing 
the discourses they belong to ultimately leads to determining how different entities in society are 
addressed, thereby critically evaluating the internal consistency of each agreement. Any other method, 
like, for instance, a simple discourse analysis, would leave out this critical evaluation, which finally 
enables me to draw conclusions on the extent of sociological legitimacy in the agreements. 

Despite its usefulness, CDA has a range of pitfalls, which equally need to be addressed. First 
of all, the broad range of definitions and varying approaches to the concept of ‘discourses’ in general 
makes it challenging to gain a profound understanding of the methodology (Wodak 1996). This problem 
gets passed on to CDA. According to Widdowson (1995), many of the concepts and analytical models 
of CDA are vague; they lack standard criteria that can be replicated. This often results in unsubstantiated 
analyses of social contexts (Ryan et al. 1997). Moreover, Wodak states as a general issue that CDA 
analysts exercise subjective influence on their analysis as it is impossible to separate one’s own values 
and beliefs from the research conducted. One’s work will always be driven by social, economic and 
political motives (Wodak & Meyer 2009). Wooffitt (2005) reiterates this criticism by pointing out that 
the analyst’s own preconceptions shape and give meaning to the analysis of discourse. Moreover, a 
general issue of lacking intersubjectivity applies to this thesis, since this research is conducted by me 
as the sole researcher. Since the conditions of the current research process did not allow for a 
rectification of this fact, the intersubjectivity could not be improved.  

In order to prevent falling into these CDA traps or to minimize the consequences thereof, the 
following measures have been taken: First, to respond to the general criticism of vagueness and lacking 
standardized criteria for CDA, the analysis is structured in a way that allows for utmost clarity. By 
following a specified framework, transparency is guaranteed, and vagueness evaded. The analysis itself 
will be based on the sustainability discourses and their associated norms, as presented in Table 1 in 
Chapter 2. This allows the reader to easily follow the analysis, again providing for transparency. With 
regard to the point made by Wodak and Wooffitt about a researcher’s subjective influence on the 
analysis, the strategy is to embrace this criticism by acknowledging my potential bias as a researcher. 
As the author of this thesis, I consciously position myself in the context that I write about. I am one of 
the individuals on the ground level of society whose participation in and reception of international 
climate governance I aim to bring forward with my analysis. This, admittedly, makes me subjective. I 
am, however, convinced that this subjectivity does not necessarily pose a threat to conducting thorough 
and legitimate research. As a researcher, I follow the conviction of constructivist epistemology that 
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research is never fully objective and that even scientific knowledge is always constructed and subject 
to the scientific community’s preconceived ideas and beliefs (Wooffitt, 2005). This means that all 
knowledge that humanity acquires is subjective to a certain degree and that no method creates objective 
truth (Guba & Lincoln 1994; Denzin & Lincoln 2003). I furthermore refer to Jäger and Meier (2009), 
who note that a critique of a discourse (CDA) always stands within a discourse and therefore does not 
make claims to absolute truths. I fully embrace this statement and reiterate that the CDA of the two 
climate agreements performed in this thesis aims to serve the further understanding of global climate 
governance discourses and the way in which they are connected to legitimacy. However, I am aware 
that this represents only one way out of many to approach this endeavor, which does not make claims 
to absolute truth.  

3.2. Framework for a Critical Discourse Analysis 

The analytical framework that will be used is to a large degree based on a journal article by 
Schmieg et al. (2018), who undertook a similar analysis of norms in the sustainability field. In their 
article “Modeling normativity in sustainability: a comparison of the sustainable development goals, the 
Paris agreement, and the papal encyclical”, Schmieg et al. analyze the norms in these documents. In 
order to account for the purpose and aim of the norms in these documents, their framework identifies 
three levels of actors who are guided and influenced by normativity. The micro-level refers to the 
individuals and communities in society. The meso level refers to nations and societies as a whole. 
Finally, the macro-level refers to transnational organizations and global institutions like the UN. With 
a broad focus on sustainability in general, Schmieg et al. discern the norms in the three institutional 
documents and sort them into a grid-like framework that combines, on the y-axis, the three entities 
mentioned above and on the x-axis a distinction into techno-scientific norms and socio-cultural ones. 
Their analysis of these documents serves to create a better “understanding [of] the role of normativity 
in sustainability discourses” (Schmieg et al., 2018:785). By classifying the normative features of 
sustainability discourses, the authors aim to “contribute to the further development of sustainability 
science” (ibid.). Since my thesis goes beyond mapping norms in sustainability science and actually aims 
at assessing the sociological legitimacy of international agreements by analyzing norms, the framework 
used by Schmieg et al. needs to be adapted to suit the objective of my thesis. For my analysis of norms 
in the two selected cases, I still rely on the same grid-like structure employed by Schmieg et al. for 
sorting norms associated with the three levels of actors (micro, meso, macro). These three categories 
will help identify and interpret a consistency of norms in the documents at hand and will allow to come 
to a conclusion about the extent to which legitimacy is present. I expect to find that the discourses 
(expressed through norms) will vary in consistency between the different levels of actors.  

In order to conduct this analysis and arrive at a conclusion about the legitimacy of the 
agreements, the framework that I employ for analysis contains, on the y-axis, a division into the three 
levels mentioned above. On the x-axis, instead of sorting the norms simply into ‘techno-scientific’ and 
‘socio-cultural’ ones, like Schmieg et al. do, I rely on Dryzek’s sustainability discourses (for more 
information, see Chapter 2. Theoretical Framework, and in particular Section 2.3. Normativity). This 
set-up of my analytical framework allows for a concrete and in-depth understanding of what kind of 
(sustainable) development the agreements are aiming for. The empty framework is shown below, 
illustrating how the norms will be sorted into the three levels of actors and simultaneously into Dryzek’s 
discourses of sustainability.  
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Level/ 
Discourse 

Survivalism Promethea
n Response 

Administrative 
Rationalism 

Democratic 
Pragmatism 

Economic 
Rationalism 

Greener 
Growth 

Ecological 
Modernizati

on 

Green 
Consciousness 

Green 
Politics 

Macro          

Meso          

Micro          

Table 2: Framework for analysis (empty) 

The actual analysis will be conducted by, first, a critical reading of each text, using the list of 
factors for identifying which norms hint at which sustainability discourses, as presented in the Theory 
chapter. Second, the implicit and explicit norms found in the agreements will be sorted into the grid-
like framework, resulting in a clear overview of which kind of discourses contain norms at each of the 
three levels of actors. This, in turn, provides a guideline for drawing conclusions about the extent to 
which the norms of each agreement are consistent. There would be full consistency if norms at all three 
levels fall to coincide with one discourse. At the same time, discourses could be consistent within each 
level of actors yet differ between the levels. Alternatively, there could be complete normative 
inconsistency between all levels and sustainability discourses. Depending on the outcome of the 
analysis, I will give an interpretation of the extent of legitimacy that can be attested in each agreement.  

What should be noted with regard to the analytical process is that in a CDA, the results of the 
analysis cannot be clearly separated from the findings, as is the case with other disciplines of qualitative 
analysis. For instance, in content analysis, raw data (such as words and phrases) are gathered first; only 
in a second step are they (thematically) classified and organized, thus revealing a certain pattern (Wodak 
& Meyer 2009). In discourse analysis, the gathering of results takes place by analyzing the hidden or 
implicit assumptions, contradictions, patterns, and meanings of a text. In the present thesis, the 
identification of direct and unveiling of indirect norms at the three levels and the subsequent allocation 
to different discourses constitute the main analysis. This analysis is then followed by an interpretative 
discussion, answering the research questions.  

 

3.3. A Case Study of the Paris Agreement and the Kyoto 

Protocol 

This section will briefly deal will the methodological approach of a ‘Case Study’ and followingly 
introduce the two cases that used to perform for the CDA, supplying a justification for the choice of 
the two agreements.  
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 What is a Case Study? 

In social sciences, the term case study can refer both to a method of analysis and to a particular research 
design to generalize findings (Labaree 2010). Case studies are used to “explore and investigate 
contemporary real-life phenomena through detailed contextual analysis of a limited number of events 
or conditions, and their relationships” (Zainal 2007:1). A case study traditionally examines a person, 
place, event, phenomenon, or other type of subject of analysis in order to extrapolate key themes to, for 
instance, predict future trends, illuminate previously hidden issues that can be applied to practice, and/or 
provide a means for understanding an important research problem with greater clarity. The means of 
analysis can be of qualitative, quantitative or mixed-method nature (Labaree 2010). 
In this research, given the choice of CDA as analytical method, a qualitative approach will be used.  

 

 The Two Cases 

The two cases chosen for analysis are the Paris Agreement (PA) (2015) and the Kyoto Protocol 
(KP) (1997). The justification for the choice of the Paris Agreement relies on the fact that it is currently 
the most influential and relevant climate agreement. It is the most recent and relevant document in the 
context of sustainability and climate change, and it is the basis for all political commitment to climate 
protection in the present time (Klein et al. 2017). The Kyoto Protocol can be described as the 
predecessor of the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC 2020). The circumstances for both agreements being 
similar, the text of the Kyoto Protocol makes it an ideal second document for analysis: both agreements 
take place in the same context, that of the UNFCCC, and therefore apply to the same countries. The 
matter of climate change itself has not changed or developed substantially since the Kyoto Protocol was 
issued. All this makes for a fruitful comparison between the two agreements.  

The Paris Agreement is 16 pages long and comprises 29 articles addressing the parties to the 
UNFCCC. The PA contains a rather extensive Preamble, covering one page, in which some underlying 
notions regarding the understanding of climate change as an existential threat and the means by which 
it needs to be tackled are laid out. As stated in the Introduction, the Paris Agreement’s main message is 
the binding target of holding global warming well below 2°C, preferably at 1.5°C. The 29 articles in 
the agreement serve to establish mechanisms for cooperation between the parties in order to achieve 
this target, focusing particularly on mitigation of and adaption to climate change, as well as transparent 
reporting of each party’s nationally determined contributions to the goal.  

The Kyoto Protocol is 24 pages long and contains 27 articles, equally addressing the parties to 
the UNFCCC. In contrast to the Paris Agreement, the KP lacks an in-depth Preamble. Instead, its first 
page contains only administrative definitions. The content of the KP focuses on the general goal of 
reducing the concentration of six specified greenhouse gases in the atmosphere in order to reduce the 
onset of global warming. The KP refrains from formulating a clear goal in the form of temperature 
limits. Instead, the articles describe a range of specified measures and policies with clear techno-
scientific guidelines, such as the CO2 emissions trading scheme.  

The reason why I opted for the analysis of two case studies instead of one is twofold. First, 
being able to compare the results of the analysis, i.e., the extent of the legitimacy of both agreements, 
will allow drawing more differentiated conclusions. Second, analyzing several cases at the same time 
allows drawing more profound conclusions on the methodology used in this thesis. It will give a better 
understanding of the analytical framework's validity and how it could be adapted, enhanced, or applied 
to the texts of different (international) agreements. The next chapter will proceed to analyze the two 
case studies by using the methods that were presented previously. 
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4. Findings and Analysis  

This chapter will put into practice what was built up as a theoretical argument and illustrated 
methodologically in the two previous chapters. The tables (see Table 3 and 4) have two sections, each 
corresponding to the texts of the Paris Agreement and the Kyoto Protocol, and show the analytical 
framework in the form of a grid, which is filled with the analytical results of the discourse analysis of 
both case studies. The grids show the norms in both climate agreements that aim at one or some of the 
three levels of actors (micro, meso, macro) and are associated with one or some of Dryzek’s (2013) 
sustainability discourses. Thus, this chapter will deliver an answer to the first research sub-question: 
“What sustainability norms are present in the case study?”.   
 

In accordance with the illustration in the methodological chapter, the analysis was conducted 
through a close reading of the two texts with a focus on the norms present, implicitly and explicitly. 
Explicit norms are recognized rather easily through strong moral wording like “should” or “ought”. 
Implicit norms refrain from using words like “should” but still make reference to a moral standpoint by 
stating the “importance” of an issue or simply by using terms of moral or ethical value like “respect” or 
“justice” or “value”. The clarity with which each norm can be discerned will be mentioned in the 
analysis. The results of this analysis were, for each case, sorted into Table 2, which was introduced 
earlier. The resulting new tables, filled with the identified norms for each climate agreement, are 
portrayed below as Table 3 (for the Paris Agreement) and Table 4 (for the Kyoto Protocol).  

 

4.1. Paris Agreement  

The table below shows the results of the analysis for the Paris Agreement. A more detailed 
explanation of the results is delivered in the upcoming sections.  
 
 

 
Table 3: CDA Framework, Paris Agreement 
 

Level/ 
Discourse 

Survivalism Promethean 
Response 

Administrative 
Rationalism 

Democratic 
Pragmatism 

Economic 
Rationalism 

Greener 
Growth 

Ecological 
Modernization 

Green 
Consciousness 

Green 
Politics 

Macro - protecting 
biodiversity 
& integrity of 
ecosystems, 
-safeguarding 
food security  

 - rely on expert-
based 
committees  

    - climate justice  

Meso - promoting 
environmenta
l integrity & 
sustainable 
development 

 importance 
of 
technological 
development 

- make use of 
holistic, non-
market 
approaches 

 - promote 
private sector 
participation 

    

Micro    -public 
awareness & 
participation 
- training & 
education 
-Indigenous 
& traditional 
knowledge  

   - sustainable 
lifestyles 
- sustainable 
consumption 
and production 
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 Macro Level 

In the Paris Agreement, the macro level, which entails entities at a global scale, such as 
humanity as a whole or transnational institutions, is predominantly addressed in the Preamble. With a 
focus on the universal scope of the matter of climate change, norms like “equity” and “human rights” 
are introduced. Moreover, on a general note, the PA refers to the norms of “protecting biodiversity” and 
ensuring the “integrity of ecosystems” as well as of “Mother Earth”. Standing alone, these norms could 
hint at discourse with a focus on environmental protection, like Green Consciousness or Ecological 
Modernization. However, in the context of the Preamble to the PA and the first two articles, these norms 
are more likely to be a part of the discourse of Survivalism. This perception is enforced by the use of 
references to “the threat of climate change” and the need to “safeguard […] food security”, as well as 
the frequent mention of the word “risk”. This discourse is further applied in Article 5 through the norms 
“conservation and enhancement of ecosystems and forests”, with the overarching goal to draw down 
greenhouse gases (which implies the protection of humans). A norm of a different kind that is clearly 
expressed in the Preamble is that of “climate justice”. The notion of “justice”, referring either to 
environmental justice, social justice, or climate justice, is strongly tied to Green Consciousness. In 
article 15 and article 16, the agreement itself and with it the UNFCCC is referred to  as a macro level 
entity. In article 15, the PA specifies that an “expert-based” committee shall be in charge of supervising 
national capabilities. Article 16 refers to a technical expert review, which shall ensure the validity of 
the information given by parties to the agreement about, e.g., the current level of anthropogenic 
emissions. These recurring mentions of “experts” exemplify a trust in expert knowledge and strongly 
hint at the discourse of Administrative Rationalism, which is based on a hierarchical power system 
within societies, as well as globally, with so-called ‘experts’ at the apex. However, the normative 
wording here is minimal. Therefore, the norm is rather weak. 
 

 Meso Level 

The meso level refers to nations and societies. It is the most frequently addressed level of 
entities in the Paris Agreement. This is unsurprising since the agreement predominantly addresses “the 
Parties”, meaning the parties to the UNFCCC. First, the norm of “promoting environmental integrity 
and sustainable development” reappears in article 4 and article 6. After its first mention in the Preamble, 
aiming at the micro level, this notion now is directed at states with regard to their duties of lowering 
GHG emissions. Again, as at the macro level, it seems most likely that these norms are part of the 
Survivalist discourse instead of Green Consciousness, as this section of the agreement speaks about the 
action needed by states to prevent climate disaster.   
In article 6, which talks about voluntary cooperation between states, two sets of rather opposing norms 
are detected. Article 6.4(b) and article 6.8(b) make use of the notion of “private sector participation”, 
referring to the norm “trust in market mechanisms”. In contrast, article 8 stresses the overall importance 
of “holistic and balanced non-market approaches” to achieve the nationally determined contributions to 
drawing down GHG emissions. While the first norm is evidence of the discourse Economic Rationalism, 
the second one seems more aligned with Administrative Rationalism. 
Evidence of the Administrative Rationalism discourse continues to show throughout the agreement at 
the meso level. For instance, article 7, which covers (non-voluntary) cooperation between states, makes 
reference to the importance of “scientific knowledge”. This notion is close to the normative idea of 
“expert knowledge” and emphasizes the role of experts in problem-solving.  
Furthermore, article 10 stresses the importance of “technology” and “technological development” and 
“innovation” in all processes of state-led climate action. In light of the different pathways for reaching 
the 1.5°C warming (compared to pre-industrial levels), which has been decided as the desirable limit in 
the PA, technological development plays a crucial role in achieving this goal. Without the innovation 
and development of carbon capture and storage technologies, the pathways set out by the PA are 
impossible to achieve. This strongly supports the interpretation that the norm of “technological 
development” is part of a Promethean Response discourse. The notion of technology and expert 
knowledge might also be identified as being situated on the micro level. However, in this context, they 
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appear in reference to actions taken at the state level. The wording of the Paris Agreement directly 
addresses states to undertake certain steps in order to further technological development and rely on 
expert knowledge, so it seems most logical to analyze it on the meso level. 
 

 Micro Level 

The micro level is the least prominent level of entities in the Paris Agreement. The term micro 
means entities on a sub-national scale, like local organizations and individuals. Again, the Preamble is 
the place with the most norms directed at the micro level. Besides its predominant focus on the universal 
scale of the agreement (macro level), the Preamble briefly addresses matters at the micro level. It 
stresses the importance of “public awareness and participation”, “education and training” and “public 
access to information and cooperation” with regard to all matters addressed in the agreement. All of 
these guidelines can be summed up with the norm “democratic participation”, which is a clear indicator 
of the Democratic Pragmatism discourse. Another set of norms, which can be found in the final words 
of the Preamble is that of “sustainable lifestyles” and “sustainable consumption and production”. These 
norms could hint at trust in market-mechanisms, which would, in turn, hint at Economic Rationalism. 
However, in the context of the Preamble, which captures climate change as a global threat and all-
encompassing challenge for humankind, it seems more likely that these norms are part of an 
environment-focused discourse, like Green Consciousness. Another factor that speaks for this 
interpretation is that Green Consciousness, by design, has a large focus on individual action, placing it 
perfectly at the micro level of entities.  
Another evidence of norms at the micro level can be found in Article 7, where it is stated that adaptation 
to climate change “should be based on […] traditional knowledge, knowledge of indigenous peoples 
and local knowledge”. This group of norms is hard to place within a particular discourse. An explicit 
focus on indigenous groups can be a part of Green Politics, according to Dryzek (2013). However, in 
this context, that does not seem to be the case. It seems more likely that this explicit mention of local 
knowledge could hint at the norm of “decentralized politics” as it is praised in the discourse of 
Democratic Pragmatism.   
 

4.2. Kyoto Protocol  

As seen for the Paris Agreement, the table below shows the results of the analysis for the Kyoto 
Protocol. A more detailed explanation of the results is delivered in the upcoming sections.  
 

Level/ 
Discourse 

Survivalism Promethean 
Response 

Administrative 
Rationalism 

Democratic 
Pragmatism 

Economic 
Rationalism 

Greener 
Growth 

Ecological 
Modernization 

Green 
Consciousness 

Green 
Politics 

Macro   - expert review 
teams 
- supreme 
reviewing body 

  - cooperation 
between 
states 

- scientific & 
technical 
research &      
environmentally 
sound 
technologies 

  

Meso   - sustainable 
development 
through policies 

 - emissions 
trading 
- phasing 
out market 
imperfectio
ns 

 - enhancement 
of sinks 
- sustainable 
forestry and 
agriculture 

  

Micro   - education & 
information for 
public to train 
experts 

      

 
Table 4: Framework for CDA, Kyoto Protocol 
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 Macro Level 

The Kyoto Protocol has little to no focus at the macro level of entities. Norms directed at this 
level are confined to transnational cooperation, mostly aimed at the agreement itself, as well as other 
UN bodies. In article 13, the Conference of the Parties is installed as the “supreme” “reviewing” body 
for the measures taken by parties. Thereby, “cooperation with international and intergovernmental 
organizations” is welcomed. The same applies to article 8, where “expert review teams” are mentioned 
continuously as an instance to control information submitted by parties. The wording of both articles 
hints at the Administrative Rationalism discourse, where expert-bodies and expert commissions are 
installed at the top of a hierarchical structure of society. However, there is no strong normative wording. 
If any, the norm of “cooperation” between states and international organizations can be detected, which 
would rather hint at the discourse of Greener Growth. More normative wording can be seen in article 
10, where the promotion of “[participation] in international and intergovernmental” and “scientific and 
technical research” is advised. This mention of scientific and technical knowledge aligns with 
promoting “environmentally sound technologies” and “know-how” in the same article. This could either 
hint at Ecological Modernization, a discourse with a strong focus on technological development along 
with environmental principles, or at the Promethean Response discourse, which bases its goals on the 
assumption that human abilities, as a source of technological development, will fix any problem. 
Considering the context of article 10, which deals with a range of environmental solutions to climate 
change, these norms of trust in scientific and technological advancements are likely to correspond to 
the Ecological Modernization discourse, which is more holistic and less focused on human self-interest 
than the Promethean Response.  
 

 Meso Level 

As in the Paris Agreement, the meso level of entities is most strongly represented in the general 
terms of norms and statements, since, again, the entire agreement aims at the parties to the UNFCCC, 
which, as nation states, are based at the meso level. First of all, article 2 is directly addressing the norm 
of “promoting sustainable development”. This reflects the Green Growth discourse. By adding that 
states shall do so by “implementing policies and measures”, it can be deduced that here “sustainable 
development” hints at Administrative Rationalism, which is based on policy instruments to attain the 
goal of enhancing sustainability in all kinds of fields.  
Article 2 also actively promotes the “phasing out of market imperfections” and the employing of 
“market instruments” to achieve an emissions reduction, suggesting ties to the Economic Rationalism 
discourse, which is built on the notion to “leave environmental affairs to the market”. However, in this 
instance, no direct normative wording is used unless the word “shall”, followed by a colon at the very 
beginning of the article, is counted to apply to each paragraph. Therefore, this is a rather indirect norm 
and not a very strong one. Economic Rationalism is seen again in article 16, where the use of “emissions 
trading” is suggested as a mechanism for climate protection. This highly market-focused mechanism 
has a strong association with the Economic Rationalist discourse. However, again, there is a lack of 
strong normative wording, so this cannot be categorized as a clear norm. 
Finally, the “enhancement of sinks and reservoirs of greenhouse gases” as well as “sustainable forest 
management practices” and “sustainable forms of agriculture” are promoted in various instances in the 
KP (i.e., article 2 and article 5). This is a clear norm to protect and focus on the environment. 
Nevertheless, the environment is constrained to those forms of nature that can be managed by humans, 
and that can be of service to increasing human well-being. This norm strongly hints at either a 
Survivalist discourse or at Ecological Modernization. Since the wording is not accompanied by other 
Survivalist speech (for instance, a focus on “risks for human life”), it seems more plausible that this 
norm is connected to Ecological Modernization, which focuses on a holistic restructuring of 
environmental management.  
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 Micro Level 

Similar to the macro level of the KP, the micro level is underrepresented: there is a rather 
indirect reference in articles 10 and 11. Moreover, the norms at the micro level of entities seem to be 
directed at sub-national or regional organizations or programs rather than at the level of individual 
citizens. Only in article 10, there is one indirect mention of individuals. In Article 10, “public awareness 
and information on climate change for the public” is addressed, further specifying this need for 
involvement of the micro level with a call for enhancing “education and training capacities” in order to 
“train experts.” Here, the role of experts in problem-solving is stressed at the individual level, hinting 
at the Administrative Rationalism discourse.  
In article 11, there is mention of “regional channels” aiming at a support structure for developing 
countries. This could be interpreted as a strive for equity between states. However, this is a rather fickle 
interpretation and could easily be invalidated. Therefore, placing this use of a norm into a specific 
discourse is impossible. Finally, “regional programs” is used twice in article 10, applying to programs 
for balancing emissions and improving mitigation. These are both environment-focused appeals at the 
micro level. However, it is again very hard to place them within a specific discourse since there is no 
strong normative wording.  
 

4.3. Summarizing the Findings 

This chapter delivered the analysis in the form of a critical discourse analysis, examining the 
implicit and explicit norms in the two case studies. In both the Paris Agreement and in the Kyoto 
Protocol, explicit and implicit norms were found at all three levels, macro, meso, and micro. Strong 
differences were detected with regard to the amount and the clarity of norms between the two 
agreements. While the Kyoto Protocol had rather few norms, coming from only a small range of 
discourses and were mostly focused at the meso level, the Paris Agreement showed a larger number of 
norms in total, which were more distributed among levels and represented more discourses. These 
differences in the two case studies will be discussed in the following chapter with regard to each 
agreement’s legitimacy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   
27 

 

 

5. Discussion  

This last chapter will consider the results of the critical discourse analysis conducted in the 
previous chapter. In doing so, it will provide answers to the second and third research sub-questions: 
 “To what extent are the Paris Agreement and the Kyoto Protocol internally consistent?” and “How 
does their internal consistency affect the legitimacy of the two agreements?”. In conclusion, the chapter 
will reflect on the actual analytical process and the methodological approach. 
 

5.1. Consistency of Norms  

The second research sub-question will be answered in this section by means of a discussion of 
the results from the CDA conducted in the previous chapter. Therefore, a comparison of the results for 
both case studies will be conducted, addressing the presence of norms in each of them. This comparison 
will first and foremost focus on an assessment of the discourses that are most dominant and therefore 
determine how internally consistent the norms are. In order for this discussion to be complete, I will 
consider how strong the identified norms are with regard to the three levels examined. The three levels 
refer to the individuals of a society and sub-state organizations (micro), the state or government itself 
(meso), and international or intergovernmental institutions as well as humanity as a whole (macro).  
 

 The Paris Agreement  

The Paris Agreement exhibits quite a dense and diverse use of norms across all three levels. In 
fact, the agreement shows an array of norms at each of the three levels, showcasing that the agreement 
aims its normative message at a broad base of entities, going well beyond appealing to state 
governments only. Moreover, the norms can be identified, more often than not, as clear norms, meaning 
they have strong normative wording and are easily recognizable as such. However, not each and every 
one of them would be considered an explicit norm. For example, the norm “trust in expert knowledge”, 
with a connection to Administrative Rationalism is rather indirect, at both macro and meso levels. Yet, 
since it is repeated plenty of times, the message is still dominant and shows clear traces of 
Administrative Rationalism. In the Paris Agreement, the three discourses Survivalism, Administrative 
Rationalism, and Green Consciousness, were traced at more than just one level. It is striking, however, 
that no discourse reappears at all three of the levels. Moreover, no level showed strict internal 
consistency of normative discourses since, in all of them, two or more discourses were identified. 
Nevertheless, when looking at each level separately, at least for the meso level, some convergence 
between discourses can be traced. The meso level entailed four different discourses, two of which are 
situated within the market-focused pillar (Promethean Response and Economic Rationalism), while one 
is in between the market- and society-focused pillars (Administrative Rationalism) and the last one 
(Democratic Pragmatism) is clearly society-centered. This dominating focus on market-centered 
sustainability discourses shows that at the meso level, there is at least some degree of consistency in the 
usage of norms. The micro and macro level, on the other hand, show no internal consistency, with their 
norms being spread over four different discourses, situated within all three different pillars of 
sustainability discourses. Taking into consideration all of these factors, it can therefore be concluded 
that the extent to which the Paris Agreement shows internal consistency of norms is confined to the 
meso level, where a dominance of market-centered discourses is observed. Between the levels, there is 
no normative consistency in any regard.   
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 The Kyoto Protocol 

On the whole, the Kyoto Protocol has a significantly lower and less clearly formulated number 
of norms than the Paris Agreement. Although the KP, like the PA, displays norms at all three levels, 
the norms at both the macro and the micro level are very weak and, in some cases, could not even clearly 
be demarcated as such. In total, the analysis of the Kyoto Protocol revealed norms in four different 
discourses, of which only Ecological Modernization and Administrative Rationalism appear at more 
than one level. However, strikingly, Administrative Rationalism was observed at all three of the levels. 
At the micro level, only a single discourse was clearly identified since the other two norms were too 
indirect, unclear, and lacking normative wording. Accordingly, one cannot speak of normative 
inconsistency at the micro level. However, since there are hardly any norms at all, and if so, then rather 
indirect ones, it would be wrong to say that the Kyoto Protocol sends a consistent message of 
normativity to entities on the micro level. Both at the micro level and the macro level, the discourses 
reside within the market-focused and sometimes society-focused pillars. There is no full consistency at 
either level, but the tendency is clearly pointing toward market-focused discourses and leaving out those 
with an environmental focus. On the whole, the Kyoto Protocol is more internally consistent with regard 
to its norms than the Paris Agreement, although, as previously elaborated, there is still a slight 
dissonance. In answering the second research sub-question, it must be concluded that because the KP 
is so weak in its general expression of norms, most of them being very indirect and lacking strong 
normative wording, there is no consistent normative message. 
 

5.2. Legitimacy of Paris Agreement and Kyoto Protocol  

This section sets out to answer the third research sub-question, “How does their internal 
consistency affect the legitimacy of the two agreements?”. The answer to this question builds on the 
discussion of the normative consistency in both agreements, presented in the previous section, and plays 
a major part in answering the overall research question. In order to determine the legitimacy of both 
agreements, the parameters for legitimacy must be set out clearly. This was done extensively in the 
theoretical chapter, but for the sake of clarity in this chapter, some general notes will be reiterated here: 
Legitimacy refers to the “generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, 
proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and 
definitions” (Suchman 1995:178). As the focus of this thesis lies on furthering the research on the 
connection between society and climate agreements, only one approach to legitimacy will be examined: 
sociological legitimacy. In order to determine if the two case studies are sociologically legitimate, I 
follow Bernstein (2005:156), for whom sociological legitimacy is contingent on an institution or 
institutional document being “in line with or adaptable to existing rules and norms already accepted by 
a society”. Therefore, sociological legitimacy is present if, first, the norms in an agreement are internally 
consistent and do not contradict each other, and second, if they are accepted and adhered to in society. 
Since the second necessity requires field research that an MA thesis project does not provide time of 
scope for, only the first one will be considered in this discussion. 
 

 The Paris Agreement  

The Paris Agreement, as discussed in the previous section, is to a large extent inconsistent in 
its norms and the discourses of sustainability that they portray. Since the macro and meso level of 
entities that are addressed in the PA show a strong inconsistency with the individual norms displayed, 
as well as the different pillars of sustainability, it is very improbable that societies will be in line with 
all of the above, making the presence of absolute sociological legitimacy unlikely. There is more 
internal normative consistency at the meso level than at the other two levels. Yet, even if individuals 
and sub national institutions largely accept the norms that are portrayed at this level in the PA, it would 
hardly be enough for sociological legitimacy to be given. 
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As said before, extensive field research is necessary in order to determine the actual degree to which 
these norms are adhered to in society. For this endeavor, both qualitative and quantitative research, in 
the form of surveys and interviews, should be conducted within each of the three levels of entities. Due 
to the international character of climate agreements, this research into legitimacy is constrained to 
defined societies or communities that share a normative fundament. The methodology applied assumes 
this community to be a nation state. The field research, therefore, needs to be repeated for each nation 
state that is party to the agreement in order to produce a reliable conclusion about the overall 
sociological legitimacy of the agreement.  
 

 The Kyoto Protocol  

For the case study of the Kyoto Protocol, the previous section showed that, despite being 
consistent to a large extent, the norms identified were not strong enough to be clearly classified as such, 
and therefore it was concluded that an overall consistent normative message is not present in the 
agreement. This procures the question of whether sociological legitimacy can be given at all in absence 
of a clear normative structure in the agreement in question. Here, again, extensive qualitative research 
in a given society could deliver an answer to what extent the existing, weak and implicit, norms in the 
agreement are adhered to by the individuals in society, at each level of entities. In light of the fact that 
the Kyoto Protocol has been left behind and replaced by newer agreements by the international 
community, it is questionable whether such research is still sensible. Moreover, as the Kyoto Protocol 
was signed over 20 years ago, it is even questionable whether norms today would still reflect the same 
normative thinking as in 1997. As many scholars and politicians alike consider the Kyoto Protocol as a 
failed agreement, it is interesting to speculate whether a lack of (clear and consistent) normativity and, 
therefore, most likely, a lack of sociological legitimacy might have contributed to this failure of 
implementation. Considering the fact that the Paris Agreement, often considered the improved version 
of the KP, portrays a much broader application of norms at all three levels of entities, it seems plausible 
that part of the KP’s failure was its missing appeal to society at large. When discussing the failure of 
the KP, these considerations are largely left out. Scholars have wondered whether an institutional design 
of an international agreement that is built on bottom-up practices, including the participation by non-
state actors, could have led to larger effectiveness, but the role of norms in this respect has, so far, been 
ignored (Rosen 2015). This demonstrates, again, the need for continued research about the role of norms 
and legitimacy in international relations. 
 

5.3. Implications, Strengths, and Limitations  

This final section turns to some general points of discussion to round up this research. First, 
some further implications of this study for different actors will be addressed, which did not find a place 
in this chapter so far, but which are important to consider. Second, I will offer my reflections on the 
research done, revealing possible strengths and limitations of the analysis, particularly in light of the 
methodology that was employed.  
 

 Implications of the study  

The results of this research have some wider implications for several actors that are worth 
mentioning at this point. For one, the established relevance of sociological legitimacy and its connection 
to norms in society is something policy makers of all fields should take more prominently and explicitly 
into account. The norms in society are of great relevance to the implementation of any policy, and an 
active engaging with these in advance could facilitate policy making. This could be done by 
representative research done at the different levels of entities within a society. Policy makers should 
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consider which actors and entities are most affected by a planned policy and issue research missions, 
revealing the relevant norms in the respective field. 
Another implication emerges for those politicians who are in charge of implementing international 
agreements. In the case that a nation state’s norms are not in accordance with those in the agreement in 
question, a possible approach to gaining more correspondence between them is to actively make use of 
the agreement as a norm proliferator. This refers back to Finnemore and Sikkink’s (1989) ‘Norm Life 
Cycle’, which analyzes different states of norm development in the international arena. At the stage of 
‘contagion’, norms that were once merely on the sidelines and embraced by few can become widely 
used and endorsed everywhere. To reach this point, international agreements could be actively 
‘marketed’, making use of its prominence and international backing. An example thereof is the way the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 2030 Sustainable Development agenda are being 
promoted. Namely, not only by the UN itself and its member-state governments but especially by all 
kinds of other institutions, including Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), universities, etc. 
(Shawki 2016). In addition, and increasingly, the SDGs (and their targets) are used by official and non-
official actors for evaluating/assessing policies of governments, private corporations/investors, 
financial investments, churches, and sports, as, for example, seen  in the discussion around the Qatar 
Football World Cup) (LWF 2016; FIFA Supreme Committee for Delivery & Legacy 2021). To some 
extent, the Paris Agreement is already being marketed, as suggested. It is widely referred to and actively 
used by many NGOs, universities, and other institutions. However, the focus thereby remains on the 
scientifically established goals of the agreement, i.e., the 1.5°C limit of warming compared to 
preindustrial levels, instead of on its norms and values, as can be seen with the SDGs.  
 

 Strengths and limitations  

When reflecting on this research project, particularly regarding the analysis that was conducted 
with a critical discourse analysis as a methodological tool, there are certain limitations that come to 
mind as well as strengths that have been identified along the way. Overall, the research design with the 
aim of examining the legitimacy of an international agreement has proven feasible as well as versatile 
as it can be applied to any other field of international relations besides climate governance.  
Regarding the choice of methodology, the same strength applies. The design of a CDA with the aim of 
extracting norms and their different discourses from a certain text has proven to hold the advantage of 
applicability beyond the topic of climate or environmental agreements. In fact, this methodological 
design for critical discourse analysis can be replicated in any other field where normativity is of interest, 
even independent from the goal of assessing legitimacy.  
A limitation of the research design encountered during the process was that I did not expect the case 
studies to have a lack of (clear) norms, as was especially the case with the Kyoto Protocol. Since the 
research was designed to examine sociological legitimacy based on the consistency of norms, it was 
difficult to assess the Kyoto Protocol’s extent of sociological legitimacy.  
In terms of limits to the methodology, as was expected (and described in detail in the relevant chapter), 
being the sole researcher and analyst of the CDA, I was not able to reach a desired level of 
intersubjectivity. Had this analysis been repeated by other researchers with the same methodological 
equipment, the results would likely to be more intersubjective and reliable. Nevertheless, as said before, 
the method of CDA always provides for some degree of subjectivity, as the researcher’s own 
perceptions and interpretations can never be entirely removed.  
A general limitation of the research comes to light when looking to the research results. I acknowledge 
that while the research partly aims at understanding implementation difficulties of international climate 
agreements, my research cannot and does not make claims to the actual influence that norms have on 
the implementation of the specific cases. Although speculations in this regard are highly interesting and 
my research design suggest that implementation of agreements is connected to (sociological) 
legitimacy, I cannot assess to what extent this legitimacy, determined at the wording of the agreement, 
ultimately plays a role in the actual implementation process.  
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5.4. Summarizing the Discussion  

This chapter delivered an answer to the second and third research sub-question by discussing 
the results of the empirical analysis of this thesis. In the foregoing, for each case, the internal consistency 
of norms was assessed in the function of the discourses they are associated with. The result was that the 
Paris Agreement’s internal consistency is very limited. More precisely, it is confined to the micro level 
of entities addressed in the agreement. The Kyoto Protocol, on the other hand, was more consistent in 
terms of the discourses that are employed in the agreement. However, it showed an overall lack of 
strong normative wording. Therefore, the norms could be considered internally consistent, in the sense 
that they are hardly present. But this consistency does not matter because of their almost absence. 
Subsequently, on the basis of these findings, the question of legitimacy in both agreements was 
assessed. In the case of the Paris Agreement, it was found that the limited internal normative consistency 
of the agreement is a hindrance to the sociological legitimacy of the agreement. Nevertheless, a final 
assessment of sociological legitimacy needs to be supported by field research regarding the 
sustainability norms that are present in a given society, the results of which can then be compared with 
this research. For the Kyoto Protocol, it was found that the lack of normative wording may result in a 
general lack of sociological legitimacy, despite the largely consistent discourses. Finally, the discussion 
chapter addresses some implications of this study for different actors like policy makers in general, as 
well as politicians in charge of implementing international agreements which can use the research to 
their advantage.  
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6. Conclusion 

This thesis addressed international climate agreements as prominent mechanisms to fight 
climate change as a global crisis. More specifically, it dealt with implementation deficiencies of climate 
agreements, examining one potential reason for such deficiencies: a lack of legitimacy. Even more 
specifically, sociological legitimacy was singled out as the one approach to legitimacy with the ability 
to explain lacking public support for climate agreements from the base of society.  
While this thesis is intent on examining a possible way to improve the implementation of climate 
agreements in order to effectively combat the threat that is climate change, the theory, method, and 
analytical process of this thesis is, however, applicable to international agreements in general and is not 
necessarily limited to the field of climate governance.   
 

The analysis and subsequent discussion of the two climate agreements, the Paris Agreement 
and the Kyoto Protocol, showed that the occurrence and consistency of sustainability norms differ 
fundamentally between the cases. Despite displaying an abundance of indirect as well as direct norms 
at the macro, meso, and micro level, the Paris Agreement did not show a consistent use of these norms, 
except, to a small extent, at the meso level. With a clear lack of internal consistency, the sociological 
legitimacy of the Paris Agreement is impaired. This is due to the fact that an implementation of the 
agreement in society, based on norms that belong to contradicting discourses, might run into difficulties. 
Contrary to the Paris Agreement, the Kyoto Protocol showed an overall lack of direct norms, leading to 
difficulties of interpretation. The few norms that were detected in the agreement are largely consistent, 
yet a clear normative message does not transpire from the text. This analytical result renders a 
straightforward assessment of the sociological legitimacy difficult. What can be said, however, is that 
a lack of clear norms will most likely impede the agreement’s resonance in society, which, in turn, will 
constrain its implementation. Therefore, the agreement meets the conditions of sociological legitimacy 
only to a minimal extent. It needs to be reiterated here that identifying a lack of sociological legitimacy 
in the agreements does not lead to uncontested conclusions about their implementation. The 
assumptions about lacking legitimacy leading to an impaired implementation process remain 
speculative and unproven.  This thesis is limited to laying out the possible connection between 
implementation and sociological legitimacy, however, further research would be needed to doubtlessly 
ascertain this claim.  

 
Answering the overall research question, “To what extent is sociological legitimacy given in 

the Paris Agreement and the Kyoto Protocol?”, it can be summarized that neither the Paris Agreement 
nor the Kyoto Protocol have limited sociological legitimacy on their own. This implies that, no matter 
the outcome of field research into the sustainability norms that exist in different societies, an agreement 
with contradicting, or respectively, no norms at all, will have inherently difficulties in resonating with 
society.  
 

The scholarly significance of this research process and its results relates back to the question of 
why climate protection is still not globally recognized as the most crucial challenge of humanity and 
treated accordingly. This thesis contributes to filling a research gap within the field of climate 
agreements and their legitimacy, exploring a possible avenue of how to improve their implementation. 
Using normativity as a bridge to understanding and preventing or ameliorating implementation 
deficiencies is largely unexplored. With the knowledge acquired in this research, the connection of 
normativity and legitimacy can be further explored, eventually leading to a formulation of concrete 
policy advice on how to remedy this complex issue.  
 

Besides a continuation into the connection between normativity and legitimacy, this thesis 
launches several ideas for further research. First of all, as was indicated in the introduction, this research 
could be supplemented by conducting an analysis of the other two sources of legitimacy, democratic 
and legal legitimacy of the same agreements. This endeavor would deliver a more comprehensive 
understanding of the status of legitimacy status, thus revealing the full potential of the agreements. 
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The results showed that the Kyoto Protocol did not display a significant number of norms at 
all, raising the question of whether the failure of this agreement was connected to the lack of norms and 
its consequent difficulty to resonate with society. Further research, departing from this thesis, could 
thus examine whether this speculation holds true. Since the Kyoto Protocol was signed in 1997, it seems 
plausible that the relevant norms then might not be the same today. Therefore, it would be worthwhile 
exploring the question of whether and how legitimacy of an international agreement can change over 
time, or alternatively how international agreements could be organized in such a way that their 
legitimacy can be maintained or supported over longer time frames – under continuously changing 
conditions and norms.   
 

This thesis is relevant for several actors. For scholars who are interested in exploring legitimacy 
in the context of environmental and climate governance. Also, for national policy makers, who strive 
to implement international agreements as well as politicians at a supranational level, in charge of 
negotiating international (climate) agreements. This research shows the importance of considering 
norms at different levels of society in order to first formulate agreements, which fulfill the requirements 
for sociological legitimacy, and second, to implement these agreements effectively.   

In conclusion, this thesis has taken the first step of a two-step research process on the way to 
identify how international climate agreements resonate with the surrounding world. The results showed 
that the two agreements are lacking in sociological legitimacy, and therefore, the prerequisites for a 
successful implementation are not present. The next step (i.e., field research) will show whether this 
conclusion is in line with the norms in a given society, i.e., nation state. This will deliver a more 
definitive answer to the question of the sociological legitimacy of the two cases and an integrated 
response to the research question.  
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