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Abstract

Insects are not really beloved by many people, although their importance for humankind and the 

planet’s ecosystem is out of question. The lack of resonance and emotional attachment towards 

insects have an immense impact on how politics deal with the fact that the number of insects is 

decreasing and the ecological balance is threatened as a consequence. This thesis contributes to the 

understanding  of  the  role  of  emotions  in  environmental  discourses  and  examines  the  societal 

meaning of the insect biodiversity. Analysing how the discourse is visualised and communicated in 

the media shows how and to what extent different emotions are evoked to make people care about 

insects,  be  engaged  and  mobilised.  Emotions  can  be  seen  as  the  base  for  caring  and  feeling 

responsible  for  the natural  word,  establishing ecological  awareness  and inducing socio-political 

change.

Keywords: Emotions, Environmental Discourses, Environmental Communication, Insect Decline, 

Insect Biodiversity, Insektensterben, Resonance and Environmentalism.  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1. Introduction

“No one is neutral about insects. Most of us are slightly wary of them, a few of us 

have a  debilitating horror of them, and a very few love them” (Viney 2013, online).

Insects and other small invertebrates provoke strong emotional reactions in us. Especially spiders 

are regularly on the top of the list of human phobias. In a survey about what frightens teenagers in 

the U.S., they were even ranked number two - directly after terrorist attacks (Lyons 2005). This 

might  sound  extreme,  but  it  is  quite  typical  that  humans’ relationships  to  spiders,  as  well  as 

bedbugs, ticks, wasps, mosquitos or other insects are fairly negative. It is not only that they can 

invade, bite and sting us, and eventually pass on severe sicknesses, but many people are simply 

disgusted or discomfortable, by the alien looks of the insects’ bodies and their quick, slithering 

movements (Lockwood 2013). Nevertheless, the importance of insects for the survival for many 

ecosystems is undeniable and can hardly be overestimated. In his work “The Little Things that Run 

the World”, Edward Wilson noted “If human beings were to disappear tomorrow, the world would 

go on with little change […] But if invertebrates were to disappear, I doubt that the human species 

could last more than a few months” (Wilson 1987: 345). Dung burial, pest control, pollination and 

wildlife nutrition, are just four out of the many significant contributions to vital ecological functions 

provided  by  insects.  Although  human  life  is  substantially  dependent  on  those  services,  the 

emotional  and  economic  let  alone  intrinsic  value  of  insects  is  in  question.  Whereas  some 

researchers tried to estimate the economic value of ecological services provided by insects (Losey 

& Vaughan 2006; Gallai et al. 2009; Helmholtz Association of German Research Centres 2008), 

others work with the emotional and intrinsic value of nature and biodiversity at large (Uggla 2010a 

and Uggla 2010b; Chan et al. 2016). Even though human species perceived the variety of life forms 

from  the  moment  they  perceived  themselves,  the  concept  of  biodiversity  and  conservation  of 

species is quite recent (Franco 2013).

One of the starting points of contemporary biodiversity protection was probably in 1962, when 

Rachel Carson’s famous book “Silent Spring” was published and levered a monumental shift in 

environmental consciousness about the interdependence of all living beings and the importance of 

biodiversity  and  nature  protection  (Carson,  1962).  Carson  became  one  of  the  most  powerful 

pioneers for the conservation movement and raised her voice against short-sighted, self-interested 
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policy-making and imprudent usages of dangerous chemicals for agriculture. The foundation of the 

IUCN Red List of Threatened Species in 1964, which became the world’s most comprehensive 

inventory of the global conservation status of animals, fungi and plants, can be seen as another 

milestone of the conservation movement (IUCN 2018). With the the Biodiversity Conference of the 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in the year 1992, the biodiversity protection got 

further established as an important political endeavour worldwide. It was included in the official 

guideline of Sustainable Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 

which  is  devoted  to  “protect,  restore  and  promote  sustainable  use  of  terrestrial  ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt 

biodiversity  loss”  (United  Nations  2018,  online).  Nevertheless,  in  practice  the  large  group  of 

invertebrates is often neglected in biodiversity conservation policies (Cardoso et al 2011). Even if 

Cardoso and his  colleagues  focus  on the  larger  group of  invertebrates,  their  findings  might  be 

largely  applied  in  the  case  of  insects.  In  their  opinion,  major  impediments  to  their  effective 

protection  are  a  lack  of  knowledge  and  awareness  by  the  general  public,  policymakers  and 

stakeholders,  as well  as the lack of research and funding (ibid.).  One might say that  a lack of 

knowledge and awareness comes with a lack of connectedness  and emotional attachment to the 

subject. And indeed, large parts of the world’s population seem to literally ‘lose touch’ of insects: 

Massive usages of chemicals in agriculture, destruction of biotopes due to infrastructure, but also 

the fact that hygiene standards have never been that high, are just a few examples how insects got 

crossed out from humans’ daily encounters with them, especially in urban regions. It seems that we 

do not only lose the connection to insects, but also that they got invisible or indifferent for us, 

though.  Recent  studies  proof  that  they  indeed  disappear,  as  large  numbers  of  insects  declined 

dramatically:

In  October  2017,  several  newspapers  worldwide  broadcasted  the  scientific  proof  of  a  massive 

plunge of insects in Germany, based on a long-term research in German nature reserves. A team of 

entomologists around Caspar Hallmann published their study at PLOSone, stating a 75% decline 

over 27 years in total flying insect biomass in protected areas (Hallmann et al 2017). The data of 

‘the Hallmann study’ was gathered in 63 different nature reserves in Germany, with the help of 

malaise traps to capture the weight of the insects (ibid.). Since 1989, the annual average of biomass 

fell  by 76% and in  mid-summer the  numbers  decreased to  82% (ibid.).  Previous  studies  often 

focused on single species or taxonomic groups only, rather than changes in the total numbers of all 

flying insects. Hence, the universality, the durance of the study and the fact that the steep decline 
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happened even in protected areas underlined the significance and severity of the issue. Immediately, 

the research results aroused broad media attention at local, national and international levels and 

pushed the  ongoing debates  about  planetary  boundaries  and the  many interrelations  with  other 

environmental  hazards.  Thereby,  the  connections  with  climate  change,  biodiversity  loss,  and 

fundamental questions about the future of the agricultural industry and the usages of chemicals were 

opened to discuss again. The debate is characterised both by disseminating scientific information, 

but also by emotional calls for action. 

In the days after the publication of ‘the Hallmann study’ the news spread like a wildfire. From 

newspapers  to  social  media  hashtags,  seemingly  everybody  involved  in  this  topic  referred  to 

Hallmann’s  research  results.  Nevertheless,  the  topic  seems  to  be  perished  and  undermined  by 

presumably more catching topics, as the parliamentary elections for the German Bundestag, which 

were followed by extraordinary difficulties in the coalition negotiations and the formation of the 

government,  took  place  during  this  period.  The  focus  shifted  slightly  back  to  the  insects  in 

December  2017,  when  the  EU  commission  renewed  the  approval  for  Glyphosate,  one  of  the 

chemical substances that are highly suspected to harm insects (European Commission 2018). This 

was a surprising and provocative policy decision since it was not long ago when the severity of the 

insect decline  was made explicit in the media and induced widespread attention. In April 2018, the 1

EU Commission  resolved  a  partial  ban  on  the  use  of  insecticides.  After  studies  showed  their 

harmful effects on bees, three active substances (Neonicotinoids) were banned for outdoor uses 

(ibid.).  Nonetheless,  this  regulation  could  not  calm  the  on-going  debate,  rather  the  opposite 

happened;  many held  the  ban for  a  drop in  the  ocean and called  for  more  radical  deeds.  The 

people’s  dissatisfaction  with  the  course  of  action,  of  both  politics  and  agriculture  industry,  is 

accompanied by emotions of anger and disappointment. 

Assuming that emotions are of central importance for policy-making and societal processes at large, 

understanding the emotional aspect behind environmental discourses might help to make the issue 

behind politically and societally more relevant and compelling - which in turn might be crucial for 

social change. Especially in the discourse of Sustainable Development and current debates about the 

goals  of  Agenda  2030,  it  might  be  of  interest  how  to  make  people  and  politics  care  about 

 Whereas in the German debate the term ‘Insektensterben’ is dominant, the English-speaking literature uses the terms 1

‘Insect Decline’, ‘Insect Loss’ and ‘Insect Die-Off’ interchangeably. In the following, I will continue to use these terms 
synonymously.
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sustainability issues - such as the insects. The role of emotions in environmental discourses as well 

as insect biodiversity as a societal issue, have not been studied sufficiently yet. This paper aims to 

investigate the intersection of those two fields of research. Starting with the question, why some 

people do feel emotionally attached and inclined to care about insect protection whereas others do 

not, the framing of the relationship between humans and insects regarding the role of emotions is 

elaborated. In this sense, the aim is to examine how and to what extent the discourse of the insect 

loss manages to evoke different emotions and in turn motivate people to get engaged or raise their 

voices. A particular focus lies on the following questions:

• How is the insect loss communicated and visualised in the media and how is it moving 

and mobilising the public and politics?

• How does the discourse of the insect loss evoke emotions and which patterns are most 

prevalent?

• What  role  do  emotions  play  in  environmental  discourses  and  what  are  the 

consequences? 

To begin with, I would like to provide a base for my research work in elaborating on different 

theories  about  emotions  and  environmentalism  (Chapter  2).  Therefore,  I  give  an  overview  of 

prevailing dichotomies, such as emotion and rationalism, and how emotions can be seen as the 

essence of motivation (2.1). In the subsequent sections, I draw up several different approaches to 

look at the complex relationship between humans and nature, especially focusing on Arne Naess’ 

theory of Deep Ecology (2.2) and Hartmut Rosa’s work on Resonance (2.3). Chapter 3 describes the 

methods  used  (3.1.)  and  the  empirical  data  collected  (3.2).  The  main  approach  to  answer  the 

research questions will  be John Dryzek’s guidelines for discourse analyses.  In chapter 4,  I  first 

describe  the  discourse  and  its  key  elements.  In  chapter  5,  the  findings  will  be  discussed  and 

interpreted.  



�5

2. Emotions and Environmentalism

In the following sections, the theoretical background of the versatile human-nature relationships and 

its underlying emotional attachment and connectedness towards insects is presented.  Thereby, I 

would like to shed some light on the role of emotions in socio-environmental debates and politics of 

Sustainable Development.

The underlying question of Martha Nussbaum’s book “Political Emotions” is how a human society 

(that has basically good political principles and firm aspirations to realise them) can “remain stable 

in a world dominated by greed, anxiety and self-interest” (Nussbaum’s Lecture in Vooruit 2014, on 

Youtube).  How could we sustain, so to speak, if all of us only cared about ourselves and people and 

things we are feeling closely connected to, such as partners, family members or friends? Sustainable 

Development is intrinsically depending on caring about entities which are distant in space and time, 

and even in their genetical degree of kinship. Sustainable development only succeeds when people 

not only care about their peer-group but also about distant people, as well as animals and plants, 

which are not necessarily within their immediate environment. Caring about other living creatures, 

being concerned about ‘our common future’ and acting altruistically can be seen as the essences of 

sustainability. Also, given that caring is an emotional response, feelings such as compassion or love 

towards  one’s  social  and  natural  environment  are  fundamental  components  of  sustainable 

development discourses. Bugs and cockroaches are not famous for arising a lot of love, empathy or 

compassion.  Rather  the  opposite,  one  might  think  that  insects  are  ‘the  underdogs’,  almost  the 

deterrent misfits in a world where panda babies are the ones making environmental action popular 

and persuasive. Feelings and emotional attachments for specific issues are incredibly diverse and 

the reasons for it are nearly impossible to ascertain. The issue of the insect decline seems to be a 

perfect example “why people think, feel and act differently towards nature and natural things” - 

using an expression by Kay Milton (Milton 2002: 1). Some are committed and engaged with all 

their heart to save the insects, whereas others could not care less.  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2.1 Emotion and Rationality

 

As  a  matter  of  fact,  there  is  a  rapidly  growing  interest  in  the  political  relevance  of  emotions 

(Degerman 2016). Degerman even sees “an ongoing revolution against the sovereignty of reason in 

politics” and that “emotions are at  the barricades” (Degerman 2016: 1).  Due to a more or less 

traumatising history of imperialism, chauvinism and elitism, the idea of reason has been tainted in 

the minds of many (ibid.). Contemporary political philosophers started to question ‘reason’ as the 

previously celebrated supreme capacity of humankind, so they reconsider and reassert the political 

relevance of emotions (Ferry and Kingston 2008; Nussbaum 2013). Emotions are not only a central 

factor for individual behaviour patterns, but also underestimated in political decision making. It 

seems almost impossible to campaign for something without moving the people emotionally. Martin 

L. King, Wangari Maathai or countless other activists who advocate for their vision, they all work 

with emotions to touch and affect their target groups. Indeed, emotions and the interconnections of 

people  and  their  social  and  natural  environment  are  crucial  for  social-ecological  movements, 

sustainability visions and political changes.

That emotion and reason are not mutually exclusive, on the contrary, dependent on one another, is 

elementary in Nussbaum’s and Milton’s work. Nussbaum provides a comprehensive work on the 

role  of  emotions  in  politics.  She  argues  for  the  need to  cultivate  public  emotions  of  extended 

sympathy and mutual love, and she asks how to move people emotionally ‘in the name of the 

common good’ (Nussbaum 2013).  Certainly,  what  the  ‘common good’ is,  is  essentially  vague, 

normative and debatable, and exceeds the scope of this paper. However, Nussbaum is convinced 

that besides technological solutions and economic tasks, there is a demand for emotions, a kind of 

love, fellowship and solidarity, in order to ‘remain stable’ (ibid.). Even though Nussbaum makes it 

clear that emotions are prone to be volatile and biased, they are necessary to make political systems, 

as well as value systems, last sustainably. Emotions can be seen as a force to fuel sympathies for a 

particular  topic,  such as  insects  or  nature  at  large,  and move it  up in  the  hierarchy of  values. 

Personal  experiences,  beliefs  and  influences  from  social  and  cultural  surroundings  shape  the 

hierarchy of values. Emotions such as fear, disgust, love and sympathy have the power to change 

the  relative  importance of  values  and rank particular  issues  higher  in  value.  Talking about  the 

extremely vague and subjective concepts of “Sympathy” and “Love” and their importance within 

the  political  arena  can seem a  little  courageous,  as  it  comes  with  the  danger  of  falling  into  a 
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romantic ideal of humans’ nature and social behaviour. However, Nussbaum does not at all argue 

for  leaving  all  rationality  behind  and  laying  political  decisions  on  emotions.  For  Nussbaum, 

rationality and emotions do not rule out one another,  they are equally important for social  and 

environmental justice (ibid.).

Comparably, Milton elaborates how emotion and rationality, which might seem opposite or contrary 

with one another at first glance, are actually complementary and interdependent (Milton 2002). Her 

work “Loving Nature -  Ecology of Emotion” is essentially concerned about people’s emotional 

affinity and thus deeper motivation to act environmentally friendly and sustainable (Milton 2002). 

Participation  in  efforts  for  sustainable  development  and  active  nature  protection  is  apparently 

limited to a certain number of people. Thus, even if participation and bottom-up approaches in 

sustainable development projects or campaigns are advertised, there will always be some people 

who simply do not care and are not committed at all. This relationship can be analysed when we 

investigate how people understand nature, how they value nature, how they identify with nature and 

how  they  enjoy  and  protect  nature  (ibid.).  For  Milton,  social  constructivism  is  helpful  for 

understanding cultural diversity and why people act, feel and behave so differently. Deriving from 

the assumption that feelings are prime motivators of human activities, emotions become a central 

factor in internalising sustainability.  The origins for  commitment,  motivation and interest  lie  in 

emotion (Milton 2002). Milton even states that emotion is the essence of motivation (ibid.). Only 

looking at the etymology of the word “emotion”, deriving from the Latin word ‘emovere’ which 

means  ‘to  remove’ or  ‘to  displace’.  Move,  motion  and  motivation  is  closely  related  with  one 

another. Milton argues that if rational thought is directed thought, it is connected to some purpose 

and thus motivated (Milton 2002). According to Milton, emotion is the essence of motivation, as 

emotion  induce  interest  and  anticipation  for  something.  Hence,  rationality  is  emotionally 

constituted.  “Without  emotion,  there  is  no commitment,  no motivation,  no action"  says  Milton 

(ibid.: 150) - and this might be an essential thought for working towards Sustainable Development 

and environmentalism at large.

Further, Milton outlines the relationship between experience, learning and emotion. According to 

her,  we learn not only from our human surrounding but from our non-human environment,  too 

(Milton 2002). Moreover, emotions are fundamental to the process of learning (ibid.).  Learning 

about the world depends on how we, as individual organisms, engage with it (ibid.). This diversity 

of experiences generates in turn diversity in perception, knowledge and understanding, all diverse in 
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their emotional attachments (ibid.) These emotional attachments identify what matters to us, and we 

can use them to guide our actions.

“Postmodern perspectives hold knowledge and truth to be intersubjective, consensus-driven social 

constructions”,  whereas  traditional  epistemology,  such  as  the  cognitive  social  psychology  of 

persuasion,  “seem oblivious  to  this  and  continue  to  detach  the  study  of  attitudes,  beliefs,  and 

emotions from that of knowledge, facts, and reason“ (Berbrier 1997: 35). For Mitchell Berbrier, 

knowledge is not only a matter of logical inference and reason (logos), but of persuasive rhetorical 

strategies aimed at aligning emotional ties to world-views (pathos) (ibid.). In practice, we can see 

how the role  of  science changed,  as  participants  in  particular  environmental  disputes  are  more 

ambivalent towards it: Scientific research results are taken up when it suits the needs and dropped 

when it does not (Milton 2002). For example, the scientific study by Hallmann et al.  about the 

insect decline in Germany can be seen as a tool for environmentalists and green change supporters 

to persuade and highlight the severity. According to Berbrier, the more appeals to both individual 

and  cultural  sentiments,  the  more  effective  is  the  persuasion.  Further,  recognising  the 

‘intersubjective bases to our truths’ and attending the ‘affective bases of knowledge’ is essential for 

interpersonal  and  intercultural  communication  (ibid.):  “In  the  social  world,  intersubjective 

agreement is always achieved patho-logically” (ibid.: 47).

Nevertheless, for the most part of the Western philosophical tradition, even if there are few notable 

exceptions, reason was contrasted to emotions as the indispensable faculty for acquiring knowledge 

(Jaggar 1989). This chasm was typically linked to the mental, the cultural, the public and the male, 

as Alison Jaggar elaborates on (ibid.). On the contrary, emotion has been related to the irrational, the 

physical, the natural, the private and the female (ibid.). Even though in the Greek philosophy, the 

split was not absolute and emotion needed more guidance than suppression, these dichotomies were 

prevailing in the western line of thinking. Especially from the seventeenth century onwards, with 

the rise of science, reason got strongly linked to objectivity and universally, valid and logical laws. 

It  was believed that trustworthy knowledge could only be established by a methodology which 

neutralised the variable and idiosyncratic values and emotions of individual scholars (ibid.). For 

centuries, academia and science were seen as the “authoritative arbiter of truth”, free of emotional 

bias and attachments (Milton 2002: 136). Emotion became a residual category in capitalist culture 

and was valued negatively in public decision making and politics (ibid.). Nevertheless, the absence 
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of emotion can come with a dangerous lack of sensitivity to public concerns and a lack of interest in 

what matters most to people (ibid.).

Berbrier, Jaggar, Milton and Nussbaum can be seen as important contemporary scholars, who paved 

the way for the rejection of the ‘usual’ convention in western culture that emotion is opposed to 

thought and rationality. Furthermore, they argue that emotions may be helpful and even necessary to 

the construction of knowledge (Jaggar), motivation (Milton) and politics (Nussbaum): “Emotions 

are neither more basic than observation, reason or action in building theory, nor secondary to them. 

Each of these human faculties reflects an aspect of human knowing inseparable from the other 

aspects”  (Jaggar  1989:  171f.).  According  to  Jaggar,  there  is  a  simultaneous  necessity  for  and 

interdependence between emotion and reason, evaluation and perception, observation and action 

(ibid). Summarising these thoughts, one can say that emotions can be seen as fundamental for the 

process of learning and identifying ‘what matters to us’ - which is connected to what motivates us in 

turn. What we find most emotionally compelling matters most to us and this is how emotions can be 

used to  guide  our  actions.  Even if  in  the  prevailing western  mentality  the  assumed opposition 

between emotion and rationality is not dissolved and emotions are still neglected in political and 

public decision making, emotions’ incentive roles in politics are increasingly acknowledged. The 

above-described approaches provide the theoretical lens to look at the case of the insect loss in 

Germany. In this case, emotions might (1) be communicated unconsciously in order to keep the 

discourse based on scientific - hence seemingly more valid - facts and (2) play an essential role in 

raising ecological awareness as well as motivating and mobilising politics and public. 

2.2 Deep Ecology, Affinity towards Nature and Identifying with Insects

Historically, the origins of contemporary forms of ecological awareness and environmentalism can 

be  laid  in  the  spiritual  concepts  by  Native  American  and  East  Asian  cultures.  Such  spiritual 2

systems offer a way of understanding both the world and our role in it, focusing especially on our 

connection  to  nature.  The  philosophies  of  Buddhism  and  Jainism  represent  forms  of  spiritual  

ecology  that  embrace  “a  cultural  awareness  of  kinship  with  and  dependence  on  the  natural 

environment  for  the  continuity  of  all  life”  (Khisty  2006:  296;  Tucker  and  Grim  2001).  The 

 e.g. Tsawalk or Sumak Kawsay2
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interconnectedness of all life and living creatures is a central point in Buddhism. This comes with a 

moral component, which means that humans need to maintain a sense of universal responsibility, 

linking the condition of existential anxiety or struggle with compassionate empathy for all forms of 

life (Khisty 2006). The concepts of rebirth, karma, non-violence and non-injury and the universal 

law of causality integrate a shared common condition and mutual co-dependence of all sentient life-

forms (ibid.). This interconnectedness, interdependence and interrelatedness can be understood in a 

spatial, but even in a temporal dimension (ibid.). In this sense, Thich Nhat Hanh introduced the term 

‘Inter-being’,  describing  how  everything  is  connected  and  embedded  in  a  context  within  the 

universe (Hanh 2000). 

This  way  of  approaching  the  world  is  closely  connected  with  the  Deep  Ecology  Movement  - 

initially coined by Arne Naess in 1972 to distinguish a deeper, more spiritual approach to nature 

from ‘shallow’ anthropocentric and technocratic ecology (Drengson 2012). Baruch Spinoza, Henry 

David Thoreau, Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, and others paved the way from ‘ego-centricity’ and 

anthropocentrism  to  ‘eco-centricity’ (ibid.).  Opposing  the  prevailing  point  of  view  in  Western 

philosophy, which imagines the ‘self’ and the identity as entirely separate and independent from the 

world: 

“The  identity  of  the  individual,  ‘that  I  am  something,’  is  developed  through 

interaction  with  a  broad  manifold,  both  organic  and  inorganic.  There  is  no 

completely isolatable I, no isolatable social unit. To distance oneself from nature 

and  the  ‘natural’ is  to  distance  oneself  from a  part  of  that  which  the  I  is  built 

up.“ (Naess 1989: 164)

Deep Ecology is a truly holistic approach, considering humans as an intrinsic part of nature. Seizing 

the ideas of the ‘Inter-being’ and Deep Ecology, the identification with non-human beings might 

play an important role why people think, feel and act differently towards nature. Milton writes that 

“identification with natural entities and with nature as a whole forms the basis of an ecologically 

sensitive way of living” (Milton 2002: 74). For Milton, we identify with someone or something, 

when  we  can  see  ourselves  in  it.  In  this  sense,  she  differentiates  between  different  forms  of 

identification:  The  identity-based  identification  grounds  on  the  approach  that  all  things  in  the 

universe are ultimately of the same substance and that all things are transformable into other things 

(Milton 2002). Following this, the atoms in our bodies might once have belonged to an ant or even 
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a rock. The personally-based identification builds upon a sense of commonality through personal 

involvement. With the things we are often in contact, such as our family members, our pets, or even 

our  homeland,  we have  a  higher  involvement  and  more  contact,  hence  we identify  with  them 

(Milton 2002). Here, Milton describes a more or less chronological order, connecting emotions with 

identification: Natural things induce unconsciously in us, which are then consciously perceived as 

feelings, such as kinship, communality, compassion, or love. In turn, we become aware of these 

feelings and gain an understanding of ourselves “as individuals and social being and our sense of 

morality” (Milton 2002: 61). The awareness of feelings contributes to a sense of personhood in the 

same way as awareness of other perceptions do so. Similarly, for Antonio Damasio, the perception 

of emotion is an important step in the emergence of consciousness (Damasio 1994; Damasio 1999).

Following  this  more  psychological  approach  of  the  relations  between  emotions  and 

environmentalism, Elisabeth Kals and Jürgen Maes ascertain that pro-environmental willingness, as 

well as environmental endangering commitment and behaviours can be traced back to environment-

specific emotions and cognitions. Kals and Maes state that ecological problems derive to a large 

extent from behaviour patterns at private and political levels. Sustainable development means in 

many cases that the benefits from Sustainable Development Goals are externalised to the society as 

a whole, whereas the costs are individualised, such as financial shortages or reduced comfort (Kals 

& Maes 2002). This is accompanied by many different emotions, such as fear (e.g. of ecological 

catastrophes due to climate change), anger (e.g. against stricter regulations imposed from the top to 

individuals), or guilt (e.g. for having an ‘unsustainable’ lifestyle, harming the environment) (ibid.). 

Hence,  acting  sustainably  is  largely  based  on  moral  emotions,  which  leads  to  feelings  of 

responsibility, awareness, and justice. The higher the awareness and the more efficient means are 

recognised to reduce damages, the more responsible one feels. As there is only little direct personal 

benefit derived from sustainable behaviour, it is not surprising that there must be a strong moral 

base for acting in a sustainable way (Kals & Maes 2002). Kals and Maes showed that “this moral 

dimension is reflected not only cognitively, but also experienced emotionally”, which can be seen 

through emotionally affinity or love towards nature (ibid.:114). As a consequence, sustainability 

should be appraised as an internalised norm that is interconnected with personal experiences and 

feelings (ibid.).

To sum up, our own identity and consciousness is built on engaging and identifying with our social 

and  natural  surroundings.  Through  a  diversity  of  experiences,  attachments  and  memories 
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throughout  our  life,  we make sense  of  the  world.  Emotional  attachments  are  products  of  such 

experience,  which enables us to pick up information,  learn and remember.  To understand one’s 

place in the world - but also others’ places in the word - one needs to be able to relate to the world. 

In this sense, our own self-consciousness might be inevitable for understanding the insects’ place in 

the  world.  Everybody’s  personal  stories  and  experiences  are  connected  to  emotions,  is  in  turn 

connected to the capacity to identify with someone or something, be it family members, fellow 

citizens or insects. The more a person shares (positive) experiences and memories with insects, the 

more this person might have positive emotions towards, be able to relate to and identify with them - 

and be inclined to save the insects directly or indirectly.

2.3 Concepts of Connectedness and Resonance

The rejection of dichotomies between emotion/rationality, and human/nature are essentially based 

on the fear (or danger) of losing contact with our social and natural environment. As Arne Naess 

claimed that gaining distance from nature comes along with gaining distance from ourselves, the 

connectedness to nature is of utmost importance (Naess 1989). The spiritual systems of Eastern 

philosophies can be seen as a historical starting point when it comes to identification and ‘being 

one’,  ‘being  connected’ with  animals  and  non-human nature.  The  Deep  Ecology  Movement  is 

another way of overcoming the alienation and disconnectedness from ‘where we are essentially 

entwined’,  to  understand  our  identity  in  turn.  To  reduce  humans'  vulnerability  and  accomplish 

sustainable living conditions, humans and nature have not only to be treated as interrelated, but 

acknowledged in their own value. According to this, the first rule of the deep ecology platform says: 

“the well-being and flourishing of human and nonhuman life on Earth have value in themselves (i.e. 

inherent worth, intrinsic value, inherent value). These values are independent of the usefulness of 

the nonhuman world for human purposes” (Naess & Sessions 1984, online). Acknowledging that 

nature is valuable on its own departs from a moralistic approach, in which a set of values generate 

ideas about right and wrong actions, correct and incorrect behaviour towards the environment. Even 

though, according to Milton, the relation between values and emotions is rarely discussed: 

“Values  have  been  treated,  alongside  norms,  goals  and  preferences,  as  cultural 

phenomena  that  somehow  guide  or  govern  action  (and,  at  the  same  time,  are 

products  of  action),  but  in  the  absence  of  an  understanding  of  their  emotional 
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component, the question of how they do this has remained unanswered” (Milton 

2013: 93f.)

The  debate  over  protecting  nature  for  human’s  sake  (instrumental  values)  or  for  nature’s  sake 

(intrinsic values) can be seen as a cornerstone of environmental policy (Glowka et al. 1994; Uggla 

2010a; Chan 2016). Chan et al. want to rethink environmental valuing and transcend the dichotomy 

of maintaining instrumental and intrinsic values for environmental protection in establishing a third 

category of values, that is relational values  (Chan et al. 2016). In their opinion, people do also 

consider “the appropriateness of how they relate with nature and with others, including the actions 

and habits conducive to a good life,  both meaningful and satisfying” (Chan et al.  2016: 1462). 

Relational values can be intersubjective or normative given preferences, principles and/or virtues 

that are associated with certain relationships and responsibilities to them (ibid.). In this sense, nature 

is valued because of its direct connection and influence on ourselves and others, and because it is 

seen as a part of who we are and how we live. For many people, the roots of their social and cultural 

identities might lie in their interactions and personal encounters with nature: Be it a rural farmer or 

a transhumant shepherd defining herself to a certain point due to her long-term care and stewardship 

for her animals and the land, or be it a indigenous society whose worldview encompass kinship 

between human and non-human beings  (ibid.).  Some people  do  have  relationships  with  nature 

which go beyond management for human benefit, rather are built  on symbolic significances for 

people,  and reinforce cultural  identity  and strengthen social  ties.  Intimate  kin and stewardship, 

hence feelings of connectedness and responsibility, can be seen as a fundament for environmental 

concern and simultaneously link intrinsic and instrumental considerations. 

The  German  sociologist  Harmut  Rosa  established  a  related,  but  different,  approach  of 

connectedness to our social and natural environment, with his concept of ‘Resonance’. The point of 

departure in Rosa’s approach about human-nature-relationships is the matter of fact that the social 

and cultural life emancipated from the rhythms and conditions nature once imposed (Rosa 2016). 

For Rosa, humankind is not tied to nature’s laws anymore, it is rather the other way around: Human 

development can be seen in a way as a seizure of power of their natural surroundings (ibid.). Over 

centuries, the (predominantly) western civilisations conceptualised ‘nature’ as an opponent entity to 

‘society’ and  ‘culture’.  Conceiving  the  world  in  such  dualisms  and  becoming  more  and  more 

independent of natural principles, it seems that each entity is having its own ‘voice’, what enables a 

mutual relationship to be resonant (ibid.). For Rosa, resonance is only possible between a subject 
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and its opposite, which can speak with an own voice and thus is a source of strong valuing (ibid.). 

Rosa states that it is the essence of human beings to find orientation in the world through those 

sources of strong valuing’. Resonant relationships with the world and thus our social and natural 

environment  are  helping  us  to  understand  ourselves,  our  identity  and  the  complexity  we  are 

surrounded by: We go into nature, and ‘listen to nature’, to ‘find our real inner self/capabilities/

desires’, is an example how we expect ‘answers’ from outdoor-nature experiences to be able to hear 

our ‘inner nature’ (ibid.). This longing for affinity and connectedness to nature is omnipresent in 

modern daily life, if we just take a look at the outdoor industry, gardening, extreme-nature tourism 

and  how  it  is  articulated  and  communicated  (ibid.).  People  create  reciprocal,  correspondent 

relationships  and  thus  experience  resonance,  when  they  get  touched  from something  which  is 

important to them, independent from concrete wishes or desires.  

Feeling moved, touched and affected from something (e.g. social relations, nature, music or work) 

is a crucial element of Rosa’s resonance concept (Rosa 2016). This is followed by a momentum of 

self-efficacy: for a resonant, reciprocal relationship, the subject is answering with emotion, without 

the  control  or  dominance  of  the  object  causing  the  movement.  This  is  causing  the  subject  ‘to 

transform’ (verwandeln), to change. For example, if one climbs up a mountain and enjoys the view 

from the  peak,  one  probably  get  moved,  one  would  answer  (first  unconsciously  then  probably 

consciously) with emotions of fascination and love for nature,  and it  will  change something in 

oneself. This moment of pure resonance is an example of the Anverwandlung der Welt (ibid.). An-

verwandeln of the world means something like assimilating, whereas an-eignen could be translated 

with acquiring. Determining for a resonant relationship is the unavailability of the anverwandelt 

object. It is important that the object which makes us moved, cannot be acquired or controlled by 

us. Resonance cannot be forced, nor intentionally preempted nor controlled at all (ibid.).

Rosa’s  conceptualisation  of  resonance  is  correlated  with  the  danger  of  losing  the  resonant 

relationships.  A world  without  resonant  relationships  would  mean  becoming  disconnected  and 

alienated  (Rosa  2016).  A world  without  resonance  means  essentially  a  world  without  answers, 

without  response,  a  world  falling  silent  (ibid.).  Deriving  from  social  acceleration,  alienation, 

disconnectedness,  Rosa holds resonance as the ‘answer’ to face the problems of modernity and 

sustain a ‘good’ life. According to Rosa, Anthropocene’s problem and simultaneously “the root of 
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our ecological Grundangst ” is not that we lose nature as a resource, but we lose nature as a sphere 3

of resonance (Rosa 2006: 463). If we continue to seize all of nature’s power, we lose nature as a 

distinct  and  independent  opposite,  which  can  ‘answer’  and  provide  orientation  (ibid.). 

Environmental politics and natural sciences focus mainly on a crisis of resources, because they lack 

of  means  to  conceive  and  articulate  a  crisis  of  resonance.  For  Rosa,  for  example  ecological 

movements are not about preserving resources (to increase again the reach of our world, to sustain 

resources to sustain the way of life, referring to his theory of social acceleration), it is rather the idea 

that nature is a sphere which is ‘telling us something’ (ibid.). Rosa outlines several examples of 

different resonant relationships between humans and their environment. For instance, he contrasts 

the relation from indigenous people to nature and industrialised western societies to nature. In this 

sense, Rosa states that it is widely believed that civilisations which are living closer to nature (‘in 

harmony with nature’), for example indigenous tribes, seem to ‘hear’ better, what nature is ‘telling’ 

or sometimes even ‘warning’ and have a closer, more emotional and more resonant relation to the 

environment  (Rosa  2016).  On  the  contrary,  the  ‘relation  to  the  world’,  cultural  established  in 

modern societies  is  oscillating between a dominant  institutional  and practical  relation to nature 

(‘Umwelthandeln’),  where  nature  serves  humans  as  a  resource  that  is  intellectual  controllable, 

technical  workable  and  economically  utilisable,  and  a  psycho-emotional  relation 

(‘Umweltbewusstsein’),  where  nature  seems  to  function  as  a  “primordial  sphere  of 

resonance” (Rosa 2016: 467). Perceiving and experiencing nature as a sphere of resonance makes 

us  concerned and motivated to  preserve nature  -  which makes the  case  for  sustainable  actions 

(ibid.). In late modernity, nature is usually conceptualised as an oasis of resonance. Opposed to the 

restraints of the competitive social world, nature is experienced on extraordinary moments, after 

work  or  in  the  holidays  in  a  “nature-aesthetic-receptive  or  romantic-contemplative  mode  of 

perception” (ibid: 468).

To a certain extent, the romantic picture of an ideal and benign nature as a refuge from the everyday 

life  in  order  to  relate  contemplatively  to  the  world  is  reminiscent  of  the  romanticisation  and 

idealisation of  nature  in  the German Romanticism.  One might  think of  ‘the noble  savage’ and  

Rousseau’s approach of society/culture on the one side and nature’s moral purity and pristine beauty 

on  the  other  side,  besides  many  other  authors  describing  nature  as  a  pre-eminently  aesthetic-

receptive experienced source of resonance. In this sense, nature becomes something ‘consumable’ 

when we more or less plan and control our nature experiences. Off-road skiing, individual mountain 

 Grundangst is a term for humankind’s basic anxiety 3
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climbing  or  going  on  a  safari  become  a  mere  simulacrum  of  resonance,  and  hence 

counterproductive  to  a  sustainable  lifestyle  and  environmental  protection  (Rosa  2016).  This 

reproduces the image of nature as a counter sphere of society and shows the inconsistency of our 

‘Umwelthandeln’  and  ‘Umweltbewusstsein’:  When  we  look  at  how  animals  are  treated 

paradoxically as either productive ‘livestock’ or beloved pets,  our ambivalent and contradictory 

relation towards nature gets visible. Consequently, it is important to experience nature not only in a 

romanticised,  idealised  notion,  but  to  create  a  reciprocal,  correspondent  relationship  with  one 

another and anverwandeln nature actively. Whereas the Deep Ecology approach sees human and 

nature as one unified whole, Rosa’s concept is constituted out of the acknowledging that there are 

separate, but correspondent, thus resonant opposites.

Naess, Chan et al., and Rosa, provide different theories on humans’ relationships with their social 

and natural environment. However, their approaches overlap to a certain extent when it comes to the 

feeling  of  relatedness  and  connectedness  with  nature  and  why  it  matters  for  environmental 

awareness and protection. Personal experiences and interactions with nature can be seen as a base 

for feeling connected to nature and perceiving oneself in a resonant relationship with nature. Be it a 

genuine  affinity  towards  animals  and  the  feeling  of  being  related  to  them,  or  experiences  of 

resonance, the reasons for being concerned about environmental problems are diverse. Regardless, 

they all are intrinsically connected to emotions and almost unconsciously guiding our actions and 

campaigns.  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3. Method and Empirical Material

The insect-decline in Germany is an example of an extremely complex environmental problem. 

Connected to the ‘bird-decline’ issue and the debate of biodiversity, it comes along with discussions 

about the chemical usage in the agriculture industry, the destruction and pollution of soil, water and 

biosphere, as well as climate change and sustainability policies and politics. Further, one can see the 

connection  from insect  protection  to  ecological  education  and  environmental  awareness  of  the 

public.  Simply  put,  the  issue  is  extremely  complex,  interconnected  and multidimensional.  This 

complexity “refers to the number and variety of elements and interactions in the environment of a 

decision  system”,  which  can  be  individuals  or  collective  bodies  (Dryzek  2013:  9).  The  insect 

decline can be understood as a discourse, set at the intersection of ecosystems and human social 

systems, which makes the situation doubly complex and holds endless perspectives upon it. In the 

following sections, the selected methods and the collection of empirical material are presented, and 

why the selected data seemed as the most  beneficial  in order to understand how emotions and 

feelings of resonance are roused in the media discourse about the insect decline.

3.1 Discourse and Multimodal Analysis

John Dryzek defines a discourse as a shared way of perceiving, interpreting and making sense of the 

world.  Discourses  help  us  to  transform  any  kind  of  received  information  into  reasonable, 

meaningful descriptions and conceptions for analysing, debating, and discussing our surrounding 

(Dryzek 2013). One way or another, every communication that we use is enabled or constrained by 

discourses (ibid.). I agree with Dryzek that there is actually a variety of sometimes complementing, 

sometimes competing, but always permeable discourses around environmentalism. This is opposed 

to Michel Foucault’s approach, where discourses are portrayed in rather hegemonic terms, meaning 

that a single discourse is typically dominant in any time and place over others (ibid.). But even if 

some discourses are more salient and powerful than others, it is possible that an individual “may be 

an administrative rationalist at work, a green radical in conversations with friends, an economic 

rationalist  in buying and selling” (Dryzek 2013: 22).  In one discourse,  the global ecosystem is 

conceptualised as Gaia, a self-correcting, living organism, while in another nature is seems in terms 

of brute matter. This shows that a single person may interpret her or his world through different 
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competing discourses. The issue of the insect decline seems to be a paragon of the variety and 

ambiguity found in environmental discourses within the socio-political sphere: It is not uncommon 

that  people agree to the importance of environmental  protection on the one side,  but  buy non-

ecological, cheap vegetables from environmental harmful mass production.

Dryzek  describes  a  taxonomy of  partly  competing  environmental  discourses,  according  to  two 

dimensions.  Firstly,  the  distinction  between  a  reformist  or  radical  departure  towards  change. 

Secondly,  the character  of  the alternatives suggested,  which can be prosaic  or  imaginative  and 

either accepting “the political-economic chessboard set by industrial society as pretty much given” 

or  “seek  to  redefine  the  chessboard”  (Dryzek  2013:  14f.).  Dryzeks  elaborates  ten  different 

discourses  aligned with those dimensions.  To analyse and define the discourses,  four  structural 

elements  are  presented:  1)  basic  entities  whose  existence  is  recognised  or  constructed,  2) 

assumptions about natural relationships, 3) agents and their motives, and 4) key metaphors and 

other rhetorical devices (ibid.). As should be clear, I do not intend to press the issue of the insect-

loss in one specific discourse described by Dryzek, as it draws on many and is basically set at the 

intersection of minimum two. I use Dryzek’s classification and way of analysing as a guideline for 

my own research on the insect loss. Further, Dryzek presents a checklist of items for assessing the 

political, social, cultural and institutional effects and impacts of discourses. 

However, discourses are not solely about language and written words, but also about the images that 

are  combined  with  (and  often  highlighting)  texts.  Though,  visualising  a  loss  or  a  decline  of 

something is a tricky task. Graphs and charts are helpful to display something invisible, but they are 

not  really  catchy  for  the  eye  -  which  is  of  particular  importance  for  the  media.  Additionally, 

descriptive statistics can be difficult to visualise in a graph; often plunges are dramatised to make it 

- again - more catchy and striking. The ‘catchiness’ of a topic, let it be the insects and their decline 

is an interesting aspect, is of essence when we wonder why the debate is powerful or not. On top, 

one could discuss the poor emotional attachment and catchiness that numbers or statistics provide 

compared to  deeply  affecting  photographs.  So,  investigating  how the  insect  decline  is  visually 

communicated in media at large, is connected with the question, how media make a rather invisible 

matter visible and catchy.

Metaphors and rhetorical devices are crucial for most narratives and discourses to be powerful, 

persuasive and (emotionally) appealing. But whereas textual and verbal materials leave the readers 
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often in a "more rational, logical and linear pathway of thought”, visualisation is thought to evoke 

more emotions and move the people emotionally (Joffe 2008: 84). Typically, visuals appear to be 

memorable, salient and ‘vivid’ which makes it forceful in mass media (ibid.). Another quality of 

images is  that  they are absorbed in an unmediated manner and especially photographs confirm 

authenticity and credibility of the news (ibid.). According to Helene Joffe, one expects a discourse 

particularly powerful and persuasive due to its visualisation in media. Therefore, I will work with 

David Machin’s multimodal analysis which I think is helpful to capture the emotional resonance of 

the insect decline and extends the discourse analysis instrumentally.

The Multimodal Analysis by David Machin is a social semiotic approach to visual communication. 

It provides a tool kit for the analysis of visual compositions, to break them down into their most 

basic  components  (i.e.  colours  or  typography)  (Machin  2007).  How  these  components  work 

together and how they relate with one another is the base for creating meaning. Instead of analysing 

only  individual  signs  and  their  simple,  direct  meanings  what  they  connote  or  symbolise,  the 

Multimodal Analysis considers the way these signs are used in combination. Hence, more subtle 

and complex meanings can be detected and understood. According to Machin, the meaning of a sign 

is treated more as potential rather than as fixed; through combination with other signs it is then 

realised in context. Referring to Kress and van Leeuwen, Machin explains the term ‘multimodality’ 

as our way to communicate through a number of modes, such as visual, sound, or language (Machin 

2007). Analysing covers of magazines and newspapers, but also the composition of websites and 

blogs, can help us to understand the ‘hidden meanings’ of images and the kind of discourses that 

they connote (Machin 2007). Machin focuses on the following aspects of visual communication: 

Iconography,  Modality,  Colours,  Typography,  Representation  of  social  actors,  Composition  and 

Page layout. The discourse of the insect decline can be analysed through the utilised poses, objects 

and settings of protagonists which are displayed. Additionally, it is of special interest, how real and 

naturalistic a representation claims to be and to what extent the image conceals and exaggerates 

something.  The  meaning  potential  of  colours  and  typography  can  additionally  carry  important 

connotational meanings. The present analysis of the communication of the insect decline does not 

intend to use each of those elements systematically, but in a more comprehensive way to understand 

the discourse as a whole. 
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3.2 From Newspapers to Social Media - the Data Collection

The research in hand is mainly based on a data collection from newspaper articles, various social 

media,  blogs,  official  websites  from non-governmental  organisations (NGOs) and governmental 

bodies. The discourse of the insect decline can be described and understood best through a rather 

broad  selection  of  actors  in  the  mass  media.  Hence,  I  did  not  want  to  focus  only  on 

environmentalists’ rather one-sided voices, but also look how the issue is presented in mainstream 

newspapers and discussed in the (unlimited and mostly anonymous) world of social media. The 

material was taken from statements and texts in written form, images, photographs and screenshots 

from online commentators and posts. Furthermore, the data is delimited on more recent publications 

and posts, which means within the years 2016-2018 - and puts the publication of ‘the Hallmann 

study’ (see above) roughly in the centre of the selected time period. This is because I consider it as 

the peak of the public, political and medial debate about the insect-loss.

Most of the newspapers have migrated online, as people increasingly go online for news that is 

timelier and free (Krol 2009).  Additionally,  (environmentally) interested readers were more and 

more unsatisfied with the insufficient depth, range and accuracy of commercial media (Cox 2013). 

Besides online presences of newspapers, there are journalists’ and environmentalists’ blogs, videos, 

news  forums,  websites  of  scientist,  environmental  groups,  organisations  and  networks  (the 

Environmental News Network or the EnviroLink Network), as well as governmental agencies (such 

as the (Environmental Protection Agency) EPA in the US, or the Umweltbundesamt in Germany), 

where one can get news, opinions and information. Especially the ‘Green Blogosphere’ can be seen 

as the fastest-growing source for online news and analyses of environmental topics (Cox 2013). 

Bloggers  are  becoming  increasingly  influential,  when  it  comes  to  environmental  authority, 

amplifying and popularising, augmenting news and environmental eye-witnessing (ibid.). The viral 

spread of news and information about environmental topics, is especially important when it comes 

to translating and popularising technical science reports, as it happened with the German study by 

Hallmann et.al.. Further, sharing in-depth (personal) stories, experiences and opinions is facilitating 

a growing conversion about environmental hazards on an international level.  According to Cox 

(2013), bloggers are also supplementing news coverage in the field and at remote locations. Topics 

which  are  struggling  to  be  ‘important’ or  simply  catchy  enough  for  traditional  media,  can  be 

discussed and commented endlessly (in scope and time) online. Additionally, they have changed 
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“how  news  is  generated,  compiled,  and  disseminated”  (Wyss  2008:  216).  Journalism  gets 

transformed from a one-way system where reporters and editors talked to readers to a two-way 

system in which the news are expanded by other bloggers, scientists, and individuals (Cox 2013).

Social  media,  such  as  Twitter,  Facebook,  Tumblr,  Reddit  etc.,  dramatically  altered  the  way 

environmental  issues  are  communicated  nowadays  (ibd.).  Finding,  ranking,  tagging,  creating, 

distributing, mocking and recommending content has never been so easy and far-reaching. We are 

living in a world mediated by online and mobile connections with others, which makes it inevitable 

that such media influence what we learn, perceive and think about the environment (Cox 2013). 

Jaron Lanier explains how our mobile phones and other social media have become extensions of 

ourselves, “the structures by which [we] connect to the world and other people” (Lanier 2012: 5f.). 

Whereas, “these in turn influence how we conceive ourselves and the world around us” (Cox 2013: 

184).

Regarding environmental issues, the ability of ordinary citizens to document and report changes in 

the  natural  world,  is  not  only  spreading news but  also  helping  scientists  or  public  officials  or 

organisations. “Monitoring species, observing behavioural patterns, and reporting the presence of 

changes in climate, vegetation, and populations” are empowering and enabling the general public to 

be part of scientific or governmental studies (Fraser 2011: para.3). However, a major use of social 

media is to scrutinise and criticise political processes, decisions, or decision-makers publicly, as 

well as mobilising people. Blaming (anonymously or not) environmental villains and inept officials, 

or targeting corporations, governments, and illegal operators, has increased enormously. Gaining 

supporters  and  mobilising  the  general  public  is  an  important  means  through  social  media 

campaigning and one of the key instruments to create awareness and change not only attitudes, but 

also politics and policies. 

The data sources seem endless in number and range and with the limited scope of this paper, I have 

picked a selection of online newspapers, scientific journals, blogs and websites from environmental 

organisations  and  activists,  as  well  as  some social  media  pages.  Using  such  a  broad  range  of 

different media types is enabling to investigate the different purposes that are employed. Newspaper 

and  magazine  articles,  but  especially  official  reports  published  at  governmental  websites  are 

supposed to be rather neutral and objective when distributing information. Even though, the attempt 

to evoke emotion and create resonance might be made in between the lines. On the contrary, social 
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media  platforms  such  as  Twitter  and  Facebook  are  famous  for  inviting  their  users  to  express 

opinions and emotions very openly. Users and commentators cause topics to go ‘viral’, through 

means of public blaming, but sometimes also in a positive way through galvanising, motivating and 

inspiring  others.  Blogs,  articles  published  by  environmental  organisations,  and  comments  on 

newspapers might be in the intersection of sharing scientific information and facts, and indoctrinate 

the readers with their opinions and biases.

THE COLLECTION OF SAMPLES

With Süddeutsche Zeitung, Die Zeit and Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, I selected three German 

newspapers of record, widely seen as reputable, opinion-forming and with a high circulation (Die 

Zeitungen im Medienland Deutschland, deutschland.de 2012). The former two are perceived with a 

more  leftist-liberal-intellectual  orientation,  whereas  the  latter  is  more  liberal-conservative-

intellectual oriented. Further, I chose Spiegel online and The Guardian, representing two widely 

read online media. Especially The Guardian is ranging in the top 10 of the most accessed online 

newspaper worldwide, providing a more international perspective on the German insect-loss debate 

(according to a ranking by Comscore in 2012). Due to the public service broadcasting programmes 

Deutschlandfunk, WDR and SWR, one can investigate how the state popularises current affairs. The 

official webpages of the Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear 

Safety  (Bundesministerium  für  Umwelt,  Naturschutz  und  nukleare  Sicherheit)  and  the  German 

Environment Agency (Umweltbundesamt) represent federal bodies that provide direct information, 

data and facts about all kinds of environmental issues. The German Environment Agency’s main 

task is actually gathering data to give policy advice to the ministry and provide information for the 

general public. Sciencemag and Plos1, two of the world’s top academic journals,  represent the 

scientific  view  on  the  issue,  based  on  the  publication  of  research  studies  and  results.  Nabu 

(Naturschutzbund Deutschland) and BUND (Bund für Umwelt und Naturschutz) were included to 

see Germany’s largest and most well-known Non-Government-Organisations dedicated to preserve 

nature  and protect  the  environment.  Whereas  BUND  is  a  member  of  the  international  network 

‘Friends of the Earth’, Nabu is partner of ‘BirdLife International’. Further, I had a look at Facebook, 

Twitter and Reddit, as the prevailing and largest social networks, to understand how the general 

public perceives and discusses the insect decline and the debate around it. Social media posts can be 
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a mirror of the society’s current Stimmung  and analysing them can be a way to capture people’s 4

emotional attachment and subjective opinions towards certain topics and problems.

Initially, I tried to get an overview of the debate by searching on Google and Ecosia, using key 

words  such  as  ‘Insektensterben’,  ‘insect  decline’,  ‘insect  loss’ and  ‘insect  die  out’,  variously 

connected with ‘Germany’ - respectively ‘Deutschland’. The full body of samples consists of 14 

articles from newspapers, journals and magazines, 7 articles published on the websites of German 

broadcasting programmes, 7 articles and reports from environmental organisations, 5 blog posts, 3 

videos on Youtube and Facebook. At Facebook, Twitter and Reddit, I was searching for hashtags 

with the previously mentioned key words, and then chose what appeared to be most relevant and 

salient, regarding the expression of emotions. 

LIMITATIONS

As I am interested in how the evoked emotions mobilise people to save the insects, I admit that I 

focus on ‘emotionally expressive’, ‘passionate’ material, even if I acknowledge the great quantity of 

reports that are rather reserved and expressionless. I am also aware that I automatically demarcate 

the group of speakers into pro-insect  and anti-insect.  Since the ‘calls for action’ come naturally 

from the  former  group,  pro-insect  voices  have been favoured in  the  selection of  the  empirical 

material. This might affect the analysis in a way that the material will represent mainly pro-insect, 

hence one-sided views. I neither included the counter-side, represented by diverse groups of insect-

decline  deniers,  presumably  some  lobbyists  of  chemical  and  agricultural  industries,  nor  other 

critical voices, sceptics and doubters. Instead of perceiving it as a weakness of the research, I would 

like to think of it as a potential future research topic. In this regard, one could also extend this 

research in gathering data from qualitative expert  interviews with the involved participants,  for 

instance with members of environmental NGOs, leaders of ecological movements and grassroots-

initiatives, or politicians and ask directly why the matter of insect-loss is not that powerful in their 

eyes and what means are needed to save the insects on a long-term basis.

 Stimmung is a German word which is difficult to translate - Heinz Bude describes it as a certain sentiment or condition 4

under which we perceive our surrounding (Bude 2016 and Bude 2017). It connects inwardness and the own mood with 
the external atmosphere. It can be similar to the colloquial expression ‘vibe’, used for describing what ‘is in the air’ or is 
written ‘in between the lines’ in a situation.
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Most  of  the  material  is  German-speaking,  as  the  matter  of  insect-loss  was  largely  debated  in 

Germany and German-speaking countries. Only few international, English-speaking news about the 

‘recent‘  insect-loss  could  be  found online.  Many of  them,  especially  in  the  UK and US,  only 

focussed on bees or butterflies, as the ‘prettier’, more ‘showy’ insects - whereas the Insektensterben 

in Germany includes all kinds of insects. Campaigns, such as ‘Save the Bees’ or the conversation of 

pollinators  are delimiting certain groups of  species,  and are implicitly powerful  because of  the 

economic  benefits  humankind and the  agriculture  industry  obtains  due  to  bees  and pollinators. 

Caring about insects all-inclusively, including even the ‘repellent’ ones, like bedbugs or mosquitos, 

might imply (probably often unconsciously) the intrinsic value of preserving and conserving the 

world of insects as a whole.  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4. The Discourse of the Insect-Decline

“One could  also  phrase  it  as  follows:  The feckless  creatures  did  interest  hardly 

anybody so far. But this has to be changed now.” (Baier 04.11.2017, SZ)5

This quote was the concluding sentence of an article published in the Süddeutsche Zeitung (SZ) 

online, shortly after ‘the Hallmann study’ was going viral in the German media scene. It might put 

the narrative of the insect die-off in a nutshell, as it represents a certain kind of relationship between 

humans  and  insects  which  has  been  prevalent  but  contested  for  long,  with  the  self-reflective 

approval of having a crisis and being forced to solve it, as the consequences would be devastating 

for humans and ecosystems. The discourse of the insect die-off can be described as a complex way 

of understanding a ‘rather new‘  environmental problem in relation to science, politics, and society. 6

In this sense, I aim to take John Dryzek’s approach as a guideline for my own analysis, even though 

I changed his categories slightly for reasons of clarity and comprehensibility according to my case. 

Therefore, I will begin with examining the ‘ontology’ of the insect die-off discourse and elaborate 

which basic entities are recognised or constructed (section 4.1). Simultaneously, I will show which 

assumptions about human-nature relationships are salient in the debate (section 4.1). Particularly the 

agents of the discourse and their motives will be examined and discussed afterwards (section 4.2). 

Already seized throughout the chapter, the key metaphors and other dominant rhetorical devices of 

the discourse will be explicitly approached in section 4.3. The visualisation and its emotion evoking 

power is an aspect captured in all the sections, though.

4.1 Basic Entities and Natural Relationships

Clearly recognisable is the existence of ecosystems, with their complex interconnections to human 

society. Often referred to the age of the Anthropocene, humans are generally presented as both 

 Original: ”Man kann es auch so ausdrücken: Das nutzlose Getier hat bisher kaum jemanden interessiert. Das muss 5

sich nun ändern”. I translated ‘Getier’ with ‘creatures’, although the German expression is much more negative 
connoted, often meaning a number of non characterised, devalued animals.

 It should be clear by now, that the insect decline is not an entirely new environmental problem, but got extraordinary 6

attention latest since autumn 2017 after the publication of ‘the Hallmann study’.
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destroyers and rescuers of the earth. The complexity of social, economic and political structures is 

equally acknowledged as humankind’s interconnectedness and dependence on nature and natural 

environment.  Often,  scientists  are  seen  as  the  experts,  and  the  state  is  held  in  account  for 

establishing and keeping the balance between these complexities. Unsurprisingly, the protagonists 

of  the  discourse  are  the  insects.  In  the  following,  I  will  outline  how the  relationship  between 

humans  and  insects  can  be  described,  and  how  the  insects  got  framed  and  visualised  most 

commonly in the media. Unsurprisingly, the viewpoints and assumptions on natural relationships 

are conflicting and  essentially depending on the actors. Journalists, scientists, politicians, lobbyists 

and of  course environmentalists  and the general  public  all  play a  role.  Whether  the entities  of 

humans and nature,  or  respectively  humans and insects  are  competing or  cooperating at  large, 

depends on the ideological viewpoint. Some acknowledge the natural order as an egalitarian one, 

where there is no hierarchy that puts humans on top of everything else, and where all animals have 

an intrinsic value. Similar to Dryzek’s discourse of ‘Green Radicalism’, certain groups perceive the 

natural relationship as violated due to human induced environmental destruction and pollution, or 

simply  anthropocentric  arrogance  and  industrialist  indifference.  The  following  quote  is  from a 

reader’s response to an article from the Süddeutsche Zeitung (SZ), published by the newspaper on 

the 3rd of November 2017: 

“I am wondering, who might be and was more educated: the civilised, academic, 

highly remunerative chemical scientist or engineer, who develops things with his 

knowledge, which are destroying our habitat, destroying our “Mother Earth”, or the 

-  in  our  eyes  -  underdeveloped,  primitive  human,  who is  living  in  some virgin 

forests  of  the  earth,  respectively  has  lived,  thousands of  years  in  harmony with 

nature, and who is taking care of his environment, who knew all coherences of the 

natural cycle, who respected and cared about his “Mother Earth”, who gave him a 

home and nutrition?” (Lex 2017, SZ)7

 Original: “Kurzzeitparasit Mensch: Mir stellt sich dann die unweigerliche Frage, wer wohl gebildeter ist oder war: 7

Der zivilisierte, studierte, hoch dotierte Chemiker oder Ingenieur, der mithilfe seines Wissens Dinge entwickelt, die 
unseren Lebensraum, unsere "Mutter Erde" zerstören oder der in unseren Augen unterentwickelte, primitive Mensch, 
der in irgendwelchen Urwäldern der Erde lebt, beziehungsweise gelebt hat, Jahrtausende im Einklang mit der Natur, 
der sein Umfeld geschont und gepflegt hat, der alle Zusammenhänge im Naturkreislauf kannte, der seine "Mutter Erde", 
die ihm Heimat gab und ihn ernährte, geachtet und gepflegt hat?”
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Titled “Short-term Parasite Human”, the comment is unmistakeably playing with humans' influence 

on their  natural  environment  -  in  the  age  of  the  Anthropocene.  Describing the  two conflicting 

relationships that contemporary societies have towards nature - seeing it as subordinate to mankind 

on the one side and as interwoven with it on the other side - the reader’s letter states his anger and 

sorrow about the situation. 

However, the violation of the natural relationship is not only caused by the process of science and 

development of human societies, recklessly disregarding the environment’s well-being. It is often 

caused by conflicting  interests  within  the  population,  underlined by rationalistic  and pragmatic 

habits, policies and lifestyles of modern day capitalism. Even if the majority of people pretends to 

be concerned about insects and nature protection, just a minority is actually radical enough to reject 

accustomed hierarchies. Reality shows that insects are subordinated to the economic system and 

liberal capitalism. If the prices for groceries should be kept as low as they have been in the past, 

chemical usages and agricultural pesticides seem inevitable.

THE IDYLLIC SCENERY VERSUS THE DEAD INSECT

When it comes to talking about insects online, a dominant way is to show close-up pictures of 

specific species. Especially bees and butterflies as representatives of the ‘pretty’ sort of insects are 

displayed. The setting is often a green, beautiful scenery, lush meadows and colourful flowers in the 

sunshine. This evokes positive associations of brightness and sunny days in natural surroundings. 

The protagonist, often sitting on a flower or a leaf, is presented in perfect details (see figures 1 and 2 

below). Thanks to the excellent zooming function of modern camera technology, the viewers feel 

closer to the insect and can observe it as they rarely have the chance to do so in real life. In the alien 

shape  lies  fascination  and  such  pictures  work  with  the  aesthetic  value  of  insects,  animals  and 

biodiversity  at  large.  The  often  colourful  and  individual  patterns  on  the  insect  indicate  the 

individuality of the animal - and thus point at its intrinsic value to live and be alive.

According to Machin, the bright and highly saturated colours are transporting positive emotions. 

The pictures are naturalistic and very detailed, fine in nuances and tones, shadows and brightness. 

The modality is thus high and showing authenticity. Most of the pictures focus on the insect and 

fade out the background or the surrounding of the insect itself. This gives the impression as if we 



�28

leave the world behind for a moment. What matters now is only the insect as an individual, the bee 

‘at work’. If the focus does not lie on the insect, then there is a bird catching an insect as a prey - 

which makes the natural food chain and the important role of insects in the ecosystem visible. 

Immediately, we feel that if the numbers of insects decline, such birds will not find enough food 

anymore and will be seriously affected. 

Figure 1: SZ.de (04.11.17) Das Insektensterben bedroht unsere Lebensgrundlage (“The insect die-off threatens our basis of 

existence”).

Figure 2: Nabu (13.01.16) Dramatisches Insektensterben (“Dramatic Insect Die-off”).  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Another way to visualise the insect loss is using pictures of dead insects and even famished birds, 

which could not find enough prey insects (see figure 3, next page). This method, used by various 

sources such as newspapers, magazines or other online media, is working strongly with emotions. 

The corpse of a bee, lying on its back or the butterfly lying on a rocky ground (see figures 4 and 5, 

next page) arouses uncomfortable feelings: This beautiful creature is simply not supposed to lie 

there, it should fly happily around and collect nectar from pretty flowers. The emotional strength of 

figure 4 lies in the contrast between the stony, sparse background, fading out into a grey and bleak 

blend and the colourful, beautiful peacock butterfly in the centre. The situation seems extremely 

‘unfit’, arousing a mood of ‘this is not how it is supposed to be’. This uncomfortableness emerges 

because we are unconsciously used to this “idyllic scenery” described earlier, hence these pictures 

are clashing with our ordinary imaginations of insects.

Figure 3: SWR3 (19.10.17) Warum sterben uns Insekten und Vögel weg? (“Why do birds and insects die-off of us?”).

On the other hand, it is a matter of fact that a large majority of people are rather disgusted by seeing 

insects, or even relieved by seeing dead ones. Probably everybody has once killed a noisy fly which 

kept us from sleeping, killed spiders, mosquitos or ticks which might have been simply disturbing, 

frightening or even harmful. Many humans are not best friends with insects, and seeing them dead 

is not that shocking or unfamiliar. And there is a big difference between biodiversity campaigns and 

the decline of mammal species. Perishing baby seals or famishing polar bears may evoke much 

more compassion than seeing a dead bee. 
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Left: Figure 4:  Beobachter.ch (12.04.18) Das stille Sterben. (“The silent dying”).

Right: Figure 5:  Deutschlandfunk Kultur (25.01.18) Das leise Sterben der Insekten. ("The silent dying of the insects”).

Presenting a single specimen of an insect in a close-up picture, be it a harmonious, idyllic scenery 

of a nectar collecting butterfly, or a dead bee lying on its back, is alluding to identify with the insect 

as an individual living being. Especially in the latter version, feelings of compassion and empathy 

are provoked. Whereas these are techniques to make the individual stand out from an ‘anonymous’, 

inconceivable mass, the next section is focusing on the insects as part of a symbiotic whole.

AN ECOLOGICAL CHAIN REACTION

“Insects gone. Birds gone, forests gone, animals gone, fish full of plastic, humans 

gone and hence stupidity gone.” (Müller 2017, FAZ)8

This quote illustrates how a massive chain reaction would be triggered, if the insects were gone. 

The comment was posted below an article by the FAZ on the 19th October 2017 and got ranked as 

one  of  the  most  popular  posts.  It  is  an  example,  how  some  people  advocate  online  for  the 

acknowledgement of the insects’ important role in the natural life cycle. It can also be seen as a 

public denouncement against humans’ ‘stupidity’ and thoughtlessness, as humans are apparently 

 Original: “Insekten weg, Vögel weg, Urwälder weg, Tiere weg, Fische voll Plastik, Menschen weg und damit auch 8

Dummheit weg.”
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sawing off the branch on which they are sitting, when harming the environment. In this sense, the 

severeness of insect decline is largely built upon the fact that it implicates dramatic dangers for 

humankind. A chain of reaction is often described as the expected prospect, if ‘we’, the citizens, the 

politicians, the society at large are not willing to change the course. As insects are to a great extent 

the beginning of the food chain, a lack will affect animals at higher steps of the chain, from birds 

and amphibians,  up to larger  mammals.  But  endangered or  famished birds and foxes might  be 

harder to accept for many people.  Emotionally,  they are more affective than a dead moth.  The 

scientist Christian Schwägerl explains the interdependencies of the ecosystem, human’s intrusion 

and the role of the insects to a questioner on Reddit (r/science):

“Some plant species are dependent on one particular insect for pollination. So when 

insects decline, these plants will go, too. This happens in landscapes with multiple 

stress  factors,  for  instance  when  enrichment  of  nitrogen  fertilizer  impacts  plant 

biodiversity in nature reserves. The more fertilizer there is in the environment, the 

smaller  is  plant  biodiversity.  Less  plants,  less  insects,  less  insects,  less 

plants…” (Schwägerl 2018, Reddit)

Insects do function as ‘canaries in the coal mine’, so to speak. Signalling a looming danger, as they 

hold many important tasks to balance the ecosystem as a whole. They often work in areas and ways, 

we  do  not  usually  see,  but  if  that  sort  of  work  was  not  accomplished  anymore,  it  would  be 

recognisable very quickly: The pollination of plants and crops, but also the processing of organic 

material  would drop.  A nation-owned German radio and television channel  (WDR) uploaded a 

video  in a show called Quarks und Co. in which this sort of chain reaction is documented in a 

nutshell (see Figures 6, 7 and 8 next page). “This is how the world would look like, if we killed all 

the insects” can be seen as slightly exaggerated and polemic in its style, even the basic statement is 

not  far-fetched  (WDR/Quarks  und  Co  August  2017).  In  chronological  order:  ‘systematic’ 

intoxication due to chemicals and eco-unfriendly industrial agriculture, no insects, no pollination, 

no crops, fruits and vegetables, higher prices for plant-based food, lack of vitamins and societal 

inequalities, dying people, also: other animals do not find prey anymore, no removing of carrions, 

massive  putrefaction  gases  harming  the  atmosphere  and  the  climate.  The  video  starts  with  an 

apocalyptic  scenery of  the  world,  how one would possibly  imagine doomsday,  a  shadowy and 

obscure landscape, dead trees in a foggy weather, followed by pictures of a rotting bunny. Another 

shot shows a cartoon of a person lying in a bed, the white crucifixes in the background make it clear 
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that the person is dying. The previously seemingly difficulties to visualise the insect decline and 

evoke emotions in the audience/readers, is superseded by emphasising not on the insects themselves 

but on their function and role in the world as a whole. Rotting bunnies and dying humans are more 

shocking and touching - and hence, more effective as a media strategy to mobilise people. By now, 

this sort  of explanatory - ‘knowledge’ in a nutshell’ -  videos are a common technique to share 

simultaneously  information  and  normative  propositions  with  the  audience.  Analogical,  other 

broadcasting programmes but also environmental organisations and individuals created such videos 

and compete in popularity through the numbers of likes and comments . 9

Left: Figure 6: WDR/Quarks (August 2017) So sieht die Welt aus, wenn wir alle Insekten getötet haben (“This is how the world

is going to look like, when we have killed all the insects”).

Centre: Figure 7: WDR/Quarks (August 2017) Es werden Hunderttausende an Vitaminmangel sterben (“Hundreds of thousands 

will die due to vitamin deficiency”).

Right: Figure 8: WDR/Quarks (August 2017) Aas bleibt länger liegen, weil Insekten es nicht mehr zersetzen und vergraben 

(“Carrion will remain, because insects will not decompose and bury it anymore”).

The previously mentioned Reddit ‘r/science’ site, is a digital format to share and discuss scientific 

research. The scientists Christian Schwägerl and his colleagues initiated a question-answer-format 

about the rise of global insect decline and why it matters. They invited the Reddit users to ask them 

literally “anything” (Schwägerl 2018, Reddit). There is also a brief conversation between a user and 

a  scientist  that  shows  an  example  of  the  emotionality  when  it  comes  to  insects  and  of  how 

interconnectedness is used as a way to overcome dislike of insects. Among many others, the user is 

 On Youtube, one can find a large selection of videos from public and private television channels, reaching from high-9

quality documentaries to children’s explanatory videos to individual  video-blogs and reports.
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fuelling the debate with questioning the importance of flies and mosquitos, by articulating hate and 

disgust  against  certain  species  very  openly,  sometimes  vulgarly  and  mostly  anonymous.  The 

scientist takes the role of the speaker and advocate for insects, by trying to spread and popularise 

their expert knowledge and scientific findings. Scientific facts combined with an emotional response 

to the interconnectedness of humans with insects is a powerful technique for the campaigning of the 

insects’ importance.

Many scientist and academics discuss their opinions more or less emotionally online on personal 

blogs or via networks such as Reddit. In journals and newspapers, one can find pictures of scientists 

and experts who are working on the insect decline or got interviewed. In scientific journals or blogs, 

where  specific  studies  are  discussed,  one  can  find  photographs  and  graphics  explaining  the 

procedure,  method  and  insect  traps.  This  is  either  used  for  proofing  the  trustworthiness  and 

credibility of the research and its data or on the other side for criticising methodological flaws of the 

study.  Especially  videos  on  Youtube  take  their  advantage  to  illustrate  and  visualise  the 

interconnectedness  of  humans  and  nature  and  potential  chain  reactions  initiated  by  the  insect 

decline. 

4.2 Actors and their Motives

Both individual and collective actors intervene put in appearances in the debate of the insect die-off. 

In the following table (Table 1 in the following) I tried to capture the most recognisable actors and 

their motives and how their motives are transferred into practice. 

Individuals, be it volunteers, activists, politicians or others, cherish and share their engagement for 

insect protection, respectively their anger against ‘the culprits’ online. Mobilising friends, fellow 

citizens  or  simply  appealing  to  the  public  to  save  the  insects,  is  nowadays  reaching  endless 

possibilities due to the internet. A very fruitful strategy are blogs, to share personal experiences, to 

inspire,  motivate  and  encourage  others.  One  of  the  most  prevailing  motives  is  sharing  one’s 

opinions and experiences, which will be presented in the following section. If private experiences of 

the insect decline in numbers are not professional and severe enough, messages get emphasised by 

others’ expertise: Experts and scientists are taking an important role of authority as the arbiter of 
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facts,  but  also  as  the  mediator,  translating  scientific  (and  expert)  knowledge  into  popular 

knowledge. In one way or another, all other actors fall back on expert’s statements and results from 

scientific studies to underline their own messages. Statistic data such as graphs or percentages of 

research results and other scientific facts and figures are dominantly used to make ‘evidence’ of the 

insect decline. Hallmann and his colleagues, publishing their study in autumn 2017, were cited 

uncountably  and  referred  to  reputable  newspapers  and  random social  media  posts.  As  already 

outlined in section 2.1 (Emotion and Rationality), scientific studies about the insect decline are used 

as a tool to substantiate and ‘proof’ an already feared  and felt  fact.  In this sense, scientists are 

closely collaborating with journalists, popularise scientific knowledge for the lay people and thus 

alarm the public.  Journalism and mass  media  are  responsible  for  mediating and presenting the 

debate on a large scale, by predominantly sharing the news as well as providing a platform and base 

to discuss.

Governmental bodies, such as the German Ministry for Environment or the Federal Agency for 

Environmental  Affairs,  seem to  be  another  instance  of  authority,  providing information for  the 

general  public.  Grass-root  initiatives  to  save  the  insects,  but  especially  large  environmental 

organisations and associations (such as BUND and NABU in Germany), play an essential role in 

advocating and campaigning for the insects. These groups perceive themselves as responsible for 

informing,  moving  and  mobilising  the  people  towards  more  insect-friendly  and  eco-friendly 

lifestyles. They also discuss the potential causes for the problem and as a consequence denounce the 

culprits. They play an important role in proposing more or less radical solutions - which can be for 

everybody’s individual empowerment such as sowing a flower meadow or call for a fundamental 

turn in agriculture. 

Table 1: Actors, their Motives and their Actions

Actors Motives Actions

Activists and private 
individuals

Sharing personal experiences, 
inspiring others, mobilising, 
finding and blaming the 
culprits

Proposing potential solutions

Experts and scientists Informing, popularising 
scientific and expert 
knowledge

Calls for more research, calls 
to take action

Governmental bodies Informing and reassuring the 
public

‘Promises’ to take action
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In the following sections, I will describe more explicitly the key motives of the discourse, which are 

’calling for action’ (mobilising public and politics) and ‘blaming the villains’.

INDIVIDUALS: SHARING PERSONAL EXPERIENCES

“I am sitting under a cherry tree in full bloom.

No humming at all.

No punchline.” (iGyver at Twitter 2018)10

This was a post on Twitter from the 22nd of April 2018, by a German called “iGyver”, connected to 

the hashtag “#Insektensterben”. It is one of the countless statements of personal experiences about 

the decline of insects. It is representing the concern and the feelings of ‘witnessing’ the change of 

biodiversity in one’s everyday life. One feels the nostalgia, the longing for the past, where a fully 

blooming fruit tree must have been full of life, humming bees and chirping birds. We encounter 

emotional  confusedness,  when  we  expect  a  noisy  surrounding,  but  it  remains  silent.  Another 

example which is often expressed is when people take the amount of flies on the windscreens of 

their cars as an indicator for the number of insects at large:

“There is no #insectdecline? Is this only hysteria? After more than 1000 km driving 

on the highway, there are no remains of any flies on the windscreen. Insect decline 

is perceptible and audible!” (Anke at Twitter 2018)11

Initiatives and environmental 
organisations

Informing, mobilising, blaming 
the culprits

Calls for individual and 
collective actions, call for 
policy changes (more or less 
concrete and radical)

Journalism and mass media Sharing news and rousing 
emotions

Presenting and mediating the 
debate, polarising

Actors Motives Actions

 Original: “Ich sitze unter einem Kirschbaum in voller Blüte. Kein Summen. Keine Pointe”10

 Original: “Gibt kein #Insektensterben ? Alles nur Hysterie? Selbst nach gut 1000 km Autobahn kaum Fliegendreck 11

auf der Windschutzscheibe. Insektenschwund ist fühlbar und hörbar”
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Similar to iGyver, Anke’s post works through nudging the reader to remember the times, when one 

had to clean the windscreen of the car in the summer time more often than nowadays. Similarly,  

due to ‘the evidence’ of personal experience, she weakens the critique’s arguments that the insect 

decline would not be real but sheer hysteria. Regardless of scientific facts and professional statistics, 

people express with such posts that they see less insects as a matter of fact. It works out powerfully 

when critique on scientific methods and findings, or denials of a change of insects numbers, emerge. 

You might not believe in graphs and statistics, but you will believe in your own eye-witnessing and 

you can experience yourself that insect decline is “perceptible and audible”. If you only compare 

hiking in the nature or sitting under a tree then and now. Sharing the sadness is helping the social 

media collective to diagnose the situation and put a supposedly distant ‘invisible’ topic closer to 

everybody’s business. Within the last two years, many similar statements on social media, blogs and 

even in  newspaper  articles  could  be  found.  Social  media  users  comment  eagerly  on  published 

articles, re-post them to spread the news and express their personal attachment to the issue. Sharing 

these own experiences of perceiving less insects when being outdoors is an important factor for the 

collective memory’. 

CALLS FOR ACTION: MOBILISING POLITICS AND PUBLIC

Newspapers, journals and question-answer formats on Reddit are especially focussing on informing, 

reporting and describing the issue, whereas the proposing of solutions is not lying in their field of 

functions. The proposing of solutions arises especially from individuals, commentators, bloggers, 

and voices on other social media. Instead of always leaving the responsibility on vague and abstract 

terms such as ‘the lobbyism’ or ‘the politics’, or blaming concrete individuals and policies, many 

people empower themselves when discussing solutions.  Methods of  action within the ‘ordinary 

citizens’ sphere of influence are widely discussed online. The following quote originates from a 

letter to the editor of the Süddeutsche Zeitung. A woman is raising her voice to mobilise all of us, 

including politicians, urban planners, and individuals. She highlights the collective responsibility on 

the issue and the fact that we all have to collaborate to transform the status quo into a more insect-

friendly world. 
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"We are all addressed:

Not only less chemistry on fields and meadows, but also less Flächenfraß [negative 

for land-use] on the countryside can help the insects to survive. Fewer second and 

third  cars,  fewer  Familienpanzer  [negative  for  SUVs],  which needs  broader  and 

more streets, can rescue meadows and the biotopes of insects. Also, the expansion of 

public  transport  and  smart  mobility  concepts  in  all  municipalities  […],  more 

cautious  land-use  plans  and  sustainable  designation  of  building  land.  […]  Are 

garden workers  using electric  leaf  blowers  or  garden vacuums that  they kill  off 

insects  doing  so?  Let  alone,  the  increasingly  practical  and  cleanly  designed 

“gardens” […]. The new keyword could be the reversion of “simplicity instead of 

diversity” or  “more wild  growth”.  Thereby,  we should all  feel  affected.”  (Rind-

Schmidt 2017, SZ)12

Appeals to create the own garden or balcony in a more eco-friendly way, plant wild flowers and 

native plants, or to stop mowing the lawn are prevailing. Instructions to build ‘insect hotels’ (see 

figure 9 next page) and ‘wild meadows’ are means to "reimagine the suburban yards to reverse 

pollinator and insect decline” (Moess, 2018). Geoff Moess proudly presents on his blog how his 

garden became a “Darwinian botanical Battle Royal” trying to motivate, convince and mobilise his 

readers to copy his approach (ibid.). “Stop talking, start acting”, is thus not only a call for politics 

but  also  for  the  general  public.  Many  people  intend  to  function  as  empowered,  engaged  and 

motivated role models for their fellows and social media followers.

 Original: “Wir alle sind angesprochen: Nicht nur weniger Chemie auf den Feldern und Wiesen, sondern auch 12

weniger Flächenfraß auf dem Land kann Insekten das Überleben leichter machen. Weniger Zweit- und Drittautos, 
weniger Familienpanzer, die immer breitere und mehr Straßen fordern, können Wiesen retten und damit den 
Lebensraum von Insekten. Auch der Ausbau des öffentlichen Verkehrs und schlaue Mobilitätskonzepte aller Kommunen 
trügen dazu bei. Dazu gehören auch behutsamere Bebauungspläne und nachhaltige Ausweisung von Bauland. 
Fortsetzen lässt sich die Liste mit der Frage, ist den Garten- und Grüntechnikern mit ihren Laubbläsern und -saugern 
klar, dass sie auf diese Weise den betrauerten Insekten und sonstigen Kleinlebewesen den Garaus machen? Ganz zu 
schweigen von den immer praktischer und sauberer gestalteten "Gärten" rund um die Eigenheime durch unsägliche 
Baumarktangebote. Das neue Schlagwort könnte die Umkehrung von "Einfalt statt Vielfalt" oder wieder "Mehr 
Wildwuchs" sein. Damit sind wir alle angesprochen.“
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Figure 9: Hometipsworld.com: How To Make an Awesome Insect Hotel (20.05.18).

The proposed solutions range from putting a flower box on the balcony and Do-it-Yourself creations 

of insect hotels, to abandoning pesticides in private and public places and to a fundamental change 

in  agriculture.  The  role  blogs,  but  especially  NGOs,  such  as  BUND  and  Nabu  and  other 

environmental  organisations  and  initiatives  play  a  significant  role  in  spreading  these  problem-

solving approaches. They see insects as part of the bigger system and emphasise on their function as 

prey for birds whereas Greenpeace is more concerned about pollinators and especially bees. Hence, 

insect decline is tightly connected to bird decline, which seems easier to arouse interest in potential 

supporters  and  donators.  In  contrary,  it  seems  as  BUND  and  Nabu,  the  most  popular  German 

environmental organisations care more about the insects as a topic in a specific German debate 

(especially since the Hallmann study). However, raising awareness of the importance of the issue 

and encouraging people to protect the insects with individual actions is only one side. On the other 

side of the coin stands the declaring of who is guilty and as a consequence the public blaming of 

‘the villains’, which will be described in the next section. 
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FARMERS AND POLITICIANS: BLAMING THE VILLAINS

The communication of the insect loss debate is inevitably connected with questioning whom to call 

to account, whom to criticise and whom to blame. From the very beginning, many scientists did not 

dare to declare one single harming cause for the insect decline. Rather the contrary, academia is 

convinced that there are multiple, interrelating factors causing the ecological problem and it is very 

difficult  to  detect  exact  causes.  However,  suspicions  are  raised  from  all  sides  and  articulated 

variously and the denouncing of the alleged culprits is important to polarise and stir up the debate. 

Figure 10: Facebook Post (20.10.17) Dave Asprey.

The figure above (figure 10) shows a post on Facebook, representing several aspects of the insect 

die-off discourse at a time: He (1) expresses his emotions of being scared by the study of the insect 

die-off, (2) acknowledges the interconnectedness of soil, insects and humans (3) emphasises the 

‘simplicity’ of both comprehending the ‘ecological chain’ and the potential solutions for the issue, 

further (4) calls for taking action and blaming the guilty party, in his eyes “the companies making 

glyphosate and insecticides” and (5)  highlights  again the severity and emotional  attachment by 

offering a quite unrealistic punishment for the culprits (“jails soaked with the chemicals”). This 

example  illustrates  how emotions  of  dismay,  anger  and  hate  against  ‘the  villains’,  shapes  the 

discourse substantially.  The public blaming sometimes culminates in diverse excesses,  although 

there seems to be a structure of ‘main villains’: the agriculture sector and the politicians.
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The  matter  of  the  insect  decline  has  always  been  related  to  agricultural  debates,  blaming  the 

chemical and agricultural industry for producing and profiting from pesticides, farmers for using 

pesticides and politicians for yielding to lobbyists and allowing pesticides. Many newsfeeds show 

pictures  of  agricultural  landscapes,  especially  monotonous  field  cultivation  and  big  machines 

working on the crops (see figure 11 below). The manure trailer sprinkling the field is a symbol of 

the ‘intensive agriculture’,  of  monocultures and mass production and extreme chemical  usages. 

However, the guilty party, be it farmers or pesticide-lobbyists were hardly ever pictured clearly in 

the media. Showing the tractors and spraying machines instead of a farmer posing for the camera of 

course  has  negative  effects  on  how much  the  reader  empathises  with  the  agriculture  industry. 

Especially in environmental blogs and social networks, the reporting looks fairly one-sided and the 

blaming seems unlimited.

Figure 11: Die Welt online (22.10.17) Wir können alle etwas tun, um die Insekten zu retten (“We can all do something to rescue the 

insects”).

Figure  12  (next  page)  shows  a  typical  example  of  a  comment  field  after  a  newspaper  article, 

summarising some common opinions. The most significant expressions, commonly found in various 

social media networks, are underlined blue. Similar to the saying ‘biting the hand that feeds you’, 

the insect-loss gets clearly connected with the harmful factors for “our own species" - harming the 

insects  means  harming  ourselves.  The  “big  farmer/pharma  crossover  corporations”  and  the 
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monocultures as an allegory for an intensive, eco-unfriendly farming, are seen as ‘the super villains' 

and  main  causes  for  the  undesirable  development.  Another  commentator  gets  more  abstract  in 

holding “scare tactics and lobbying” besides industrial agriculture accountable for this “disaster”. 

Highlighting the “breakneck pace on an unfathomable scale”, the ordinary citizens are seen as fairly 

powerless and defenceless.

Figure 12: Commentator field from an article published at The Guardian online (18.10.17).

Another interesting symbolism was used at the political carnival in Düsseldorf in February 2018. 

The following photograph (figure 13, next page ), posted by Oliver P. Bayer on February 12, 2018, 

shows a part of the scenery of a political carnivals procession. A carnivals float shows a supersized 

Grim Reaper carrying a red tank of pesticides on its back and on its scythe the impaled Biene Maja 

(Maja the Bee). The Biene Maja is a very famous and popular German comic book and television 

series for children. Published initially in 1912, it’s popularity is still unabated and probably every 

German knows this little ‘brave’ adventurous bee. Thus, she works perfectly as a symbol for the 

insects at large. Seeing her impaled and hanging on a scythe inscribed with Insektensterben (the 

German word for insect decline) plays with emotions and symbolism. The Grim Reaper symbolises 

the “German Farmers’ Association”, unmistakably written on the hood. The Farmers’ Association is 

clearly seen as the villain, the murderer of the innocent bee. Playing with the dead of a famous 



�42

children’s book character is effective, as it is  really piercing to the hear, as if the immortal and 

beloved hero of our childhood memories was stabbed in the back.

Figure 13: Twitter Post (12.02.18) Oliver P. Bayer. Carnival float with a dead ‘Biene Maja’.

Others call  certain politicians in account due to their  responsibility and powerful  position.  The 

newly elected German Agriculture Minister Julia Klöckner, previously promising to take care of 

‘the insect issue’ is apparently disappointing many citizens. Among others, this Twitter user declares 

the minister as a miscast (22nd April 2018):  

“@Julia Kloeckner. I can’t believe it: 75% decline of flying insects are not enough 

reason to be worried? This is another proof that the minister for agriculture is a 

miscast.  The  goat  is  simply  not  suited  to  be  the  gardener  #Insectdecline 

#neonicotinoids #glyphosat”(Schultze at Twitter 2018)13

To  put  the  goat  in  charge  of  the  garden  is  a  powerful  metaphor  in  the  social  media  debate,  

explaining  the  agriculture  minister’s  current  role  when  it  comes  to  environmental  issues, 

 Original: "@JuliaKloeckner Ich fasse es nicht: 75 % Rückgang der flugfähigen Insekten sind kein Grund sich zu 13

sorgen? Ein weiterer Beweis dafür, dass Sie als Landwirtschaftsministerin eine Fehlbesetzung sind. Der Bock taugt 
eben nicht als Gärtner #Insektensterben #Neonicotinoide #Glyphosat”
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specifically the insect  decline.  The above presented post  draws on Hallmanns’ study,  the “75% 

decline” and questions how such an alarmingly high percentage cannot be a reason to be worried. 

Making the politicians accountable is also shrinking one’s own responsibility, blaming the industry, 

the lobbyism or  the politicians  is  accompanied by the feeling of  being the powerless  ‘victim’. 

Bewildered and upset, people are asking why politicians are so inert or unwilling to save the insects. 

Discussions on social media are brim-full with anger, hate, indignation and despair, most of the time 

against politics and politicians. They, in turn, are warning of over-dramatising and trying to oppose 

the Alarmstimmung (an atmosphere and mood of alertness, doom and gloom) - which in turn creates 

even  more  outrage  in  the  end.  A commentator  on  a  newspaper  article  put  the  pressure  on 

contradictory, short-sighted policy decisions, and accused the German environmental party (“The 

Greens”) for their inconsistent behaviour : 

“What do the Greens say about the insect die-off actually?

Or who was it,  who fought vehemently over years for  biomass energy and fuel 

production? Unsurprisingly,  agriculture adapted and one can only see maize and 

rapeseed fields […] Soon, the price for drinking water must increase dramatically 

because the detoxification is very expensive”(Magnus 2018, FAZ)14

According  to  this  comment,  the  agriculture  sector  had  no  other  alternative  than  to  adapt  to 

previously made policies. The Green Party, which is actually supposed to be on the side of the 

environment - and in this case the insects, has miserably failed: the enormous efforts for realising 

climate friendly renewable energies switched completely and caused mass production of crops, and 

monocultures soaked with pesticides. With 124 likes / recommendations, the comment was ranking 

as one of the most popular from all  the comments below the FAZ article - which might be an 

indicator for the large agreement by the general public, respectively the readers of the newspaper.

The dissatisfaction with the politics and the lack of a ‘resonant relationship’ from the public to the 

politicians is indeed an important aspect of the insect die-off discourse. In the months after the 

publication of  ‘the Hallmann study’,  there was a lack of  understanding why politicians remain 

 Original: “Was sagen eigentlich die Grünen dazu? Oder wer war es, der sich jahrelang so vehement für Biomasse zur 14

Energie- und Spritgewinnung gekämpft hat? Kein Wunder, daß die Landwirtschaft sich darauf eingestellt hat und man 
fast nur noch Mais- und Rapsfelder sieht, unterbrochen von Vogelschredderanlagen. Bald sollen die Trinkwasserpreise 
in ungeahnte Höhen steigen weil die Entiftung sehr teuer ist”
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silent,  idle  and awfully passive.  In late  October  2017,  Die Zeit,  the most  widely read German 

weekly  newspaper  dedicated  a  large  edition  to  ‘the  great  insect  die-off’ and  the  governments’ 

silence and idleness (see figures 14 and 15).

Left: Figure 14:  (Die Zeit 25 October 2017, Nr. 44/2017), Das Schweigen der Politik: Das große Insektensterben und warum die 

Regierung nights tut. (“The Silence of the Politics. The great insect-die-off and why the government is not doing anything”).

Right: Figure 15: Film poster from 1991: “The Silence of the Lambs”(27.05.18, via Google).

Held in a black and white composition, Angela Merkel’s austere and stern face expression, her eyes 

directed towards the reader, are underlining the gravity of the situation. Significant is how the whole 

composition refers clearly to the cover of novel and film “The Silence of the Lambs” by Thomas 

Harris (1988). Even the use of the colours are similar,  from a highly contrasted brightness and 

darkness of the face of a woman with a yellow headline and a pink blush. A flying insect is set 

strikingly on top of the mouth, which initially can be seen as a sign for being and staying silent. 

However,  it  is  not  a  randomly chosen  species  -  it  shows a  ‘death’s  head  hawkmoth’ (Atropos 

Acherontia), a species laden with gloomy symbolism and ominous meaning all along. On its thorax 

there is a pattern resembling significantly a human skull. Carl von Linné named it after ‘Atropos’, a 

goddess of fate in destiny in the Greek mythology, and the second name Acherontia derives from 

‘the river of pain’, one of the five rivers of the Greek underworld. In Harris’ story, the death’s head 

moth is becoming a symbol for the evil, the murderer and death. The insect’s transformation from a 
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caterpillar to a butterfly is very meaningful as well, as a key element of the film is the murderer’s 

motif to transform from a man into a woman through sewing a costume out of his victims’ skin. The 

murderer is breeding the moths in his cellar, and specimens of the moth were found in the victims’ 

throats. It feels somewhat absurd and macabre to put the German Federal Chancellor symbolically 

in the position of Harris’ protagonist, who has to cooperate with a cannibalistic serial killer helping 

her to grasp another psychopath, who is killing women for their skin. Maybe Die Zeit only wanted 

to catch the eye of the reader, as many people remember the cover of this shocking bestseller. The 

great insect-loss is a mess itself, the passivity of the politicians is even more scandalous - and a 

prominent thriller works with trouble as well. Maybe, the interpretation can be pursued: ‘Biting the 

hand that feeds you’ is a saying which brings along not only a slightly cannibalistic touch, but it 

also reminds us how humankind treats the environment, the surrounding nature- the insects are just 

one  part  of  it,  a  significant  though.  If  so,  Merkel  seems  to  be  silenced  by  the  interests  of 

agrochemical and farmer lobbies. The cover is full of symbolism which evokes plenty of emotions 

and makes use of a horror-psycho-thriller to establish the terrifying scenery of a great-insect loss.

Apparently, images and comparisons, such as the psycho-thriller ‘Silence of the Lambs’, or the 

impaled Biene Maja, do not appear on a daily basis in German media. Their emotional assertiveness 

and symbolic ‘deepness’ are outstanding. However, they give an impression how the discourse of 

the Insektensterben is emotionally, symbolically and rhetorically charged.

4.3 Rhetorical Devices

In the following section, the most prevailing rhetorical devices of the debate are captured. I define 

rhetorical devices as linguistic elements to attract the readers’ attention and evoke emotions. The 

style of written, verbal or visual sources depends on the linguistic expressions that are used. Nouns, 

adjectives or verbs that are connoted with certain meanings, figurative expressions, metaphors and 

similes determine the ‘sound’ of the discourse. This sound is in turn influencing the potential of 

resonance between speaker and audience, respectively author and reader. 
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THE LANGUAGE OF THE INSECT DIE-OFF

Examining newspaper headlines dealing with the insect decline, one can clearly see a consistent 

pattern  how journalists  work to  evoke emotions  in  their  readers.  In  the  previous  subsections  I 

showed how the selected images and photographs function to emphasise the authors’ statements. 

The article (see figure 16, next page) published in The Guardian is another example that indicates 

the perfect symbiosis of text and image, supporting one another in their rhetorical power. The bold 

headline “Warning of ‘ecological Armageddon’ after dramatic plunge in insect numbers”  works 

with  the  powerful  metaphor  of  ‘Armageddon’,  frightening  and  raising  anxiety.  The  expression 

‘dramatic’ bolsters the headline and highlights the severity of the dramatic downward movement. 

Some headlines  and  cover  pages  about  the  insect  loss  were  already  presented  in  the  previous 

section. Compared to them, The Guardian works with a thicker, more salient font which seems 

louder than the others and more alarming. Besides The Guardian, the following headlines can be 

counted to the most notable ones:

• “Wir befinden uns mitten in einem Albtraum” (“We are in the middle of a nightmare”) - 

FAZ - 18th October 2017

• Warning of an ‘ecological Armageddon’ after dramatic plunge in insect numbers - The 

Guardian - 18th October 2017

• “Ohne Insekten bricht alles zusammen” (“Without Insects, everything will collapse”) - 

Die Zeit - 20th October 2017

• Das Insektensterben bedroht  unsere Existenzgrundlage  (“The insect  die-off  threatens 

our basis of existence”) - SZ - 4th November 2017

Whereas many headlines are quite direct and easy to grasp, others work with more subtle meanings:

• “Auf der Wiese wird es still” (“The meadows fall silent”) BR - 23.03.18

• “Das  leise  Sterben  der  Insekten”  (“The  silent  dying  of  insects”)  Deutschlandfunk 

25.01.18

• “Das Schweigen der  Politik  -  Das große Insektensterben und warum die  Regierung 

nichts tut” (“The Silence of Politics. The great insect die-off and why the government is 

not doing anything”) Die Zeit (Nr.44/2017)  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•

Figure 16: The Guardian (18.10.17) Warning of an ‘ecological Armageddon’.

These headlines induce an awkward feeling of uncomfortable silence. If we just imagine ourselves 

on a green meadow on a hot summer day, most of us would immediately think of the humming of 

bees and the chirping of birds - a meadow full of life. The imagination of the same meadow, but 

awkwardly silent is discomforting. Here, ‘noise’ and sounds are clearly associated with something 

positive, something we do expect. This shows how the meaning of certain words, in this example 

silence and noise, can essentially depend on the context. The second headline, translated as “The 

silent dying”, plays with another symbolism. It emphasises the vulnerability of insects, because we 

cannot hear them screaming or suffering to death. It imputes that the dying happens almost secretly, 

hidden from the public. Not surprisingly, to watch a creature dying is connected with compassion 

and sadness. To notice that these creatures are dying right at the moment, when nobody else seems 

to be ‘listening’ and co-witnessing this sad reality evokes a sentiment for this injustice and moral 

hazard.  As  already  elaborated  in  the  previous  section  (Farmers  and  Politicians:  Blaming  the 

Culprits), the relation between “The Silence of Politics” and the psycho thriller “The Silence of the 

Lambs” is full of symbolism.

In the following chart (Table 2, next page), I have collected the most commonly used linguistic 

devices to illustrate the insect die-off, which can be found throughout the media. In the left-hand 
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column, one can find mainly adjectives which evoke negative associations. The right-hand column 

is a collection of metaphors that seek to engender negative emotions likewise.

Such adjectives and metaphors are powerful means to thrill and move the audience emotionally. But 

not only the discourse is dependent on symbolism and expressive style, the media  industry itself is 

essentially  dependent  on  drama.  Using  people’s  fear  to  capture  attention  helps  them  to  get 

recognised and be assertive in competition with other media sources. This is crucial for influencing 

and mobilising not only public, but also politics and economy in a certain direction. On the other 

hand, there is a fine line between reporting emotionally and exaggerating the situation. Many people 

took the insect loss for nothing else but drama and panic mongering. This is crucial for the debate 

and shapes the socio-political assertiveness of the issue. At that point, the discourse of the insect 

loss  in  Germany picked up the significant  term -Sterben  with  much symbolic  power,  which is 

elaborated in the next section.  

Table 2: Rhetorical Devices

Linguistic Devices Key metaphors

alarming Apocalypse

dramatic Armageddon

endangered Catastrophe

falling apart, breaking apart Collapse

gloomy Images of Doom and Gloom

horrific Nightmare

massive The Silence

shocking

silent

startling

terrifying
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THE SIGNIFICANT TERM “-STERBEN” IN GERMAN ENVIRONMENTAL DISCOURSES

The German term Insektensterben has much more rhetoric significance and symbolic power than in 

its English translations ‘insect die-off’, ‘insect decline’ or ‘insect loss’. The expression -Sterben is 

clearly borrowed from the term Waldsterben (forest die back), which was coined in the 1980s due to 

the extensive dying of forests in Germany. The Waldsterben unleashed Germany’s biggest and most 

powerful  environmental  debate,  accompanied  by  a  long-term  turmoil  and  extensive  public 

demonstrations. They caused significant political, industrial and societal changes. The severity and 

causes of insect loss are largely contested at present time. In the Waldsterben debate, politicians 

throughout the ideological  range,  scientists,  media,  environmental  organisations and the general 

public all shared the same anxiety and were willing to cooperate. It was widely acknowledged that 

the forest dieback was essentially caused by acid rain as well as severe air pollution induced by car 

traffic and industries. Therefore, policy changes were implemented exceptionally fast. However, the 

way the media tried to evoke emotions in both cases bear s a resemblance, using similar alarming 

and dramatic rhetorical devices. The influential weekly magazine Der Spiegel titled a large series 

“Silent Death” and wrote in 1983: “We are on the verge of an ecological Hiroshima” and a gigantic 

global eco-death” (Horeis 2009). Key metaphors and rhetorical devices closely resemble in order to 

induce  the  same  socio-political  dynamics  and  raise  attention:  “Erst  stirbt  der  Wald,  dann  der 

Mensch!” (“First the forest dies, then man!”) was one of the most commonly used catchphrases (see  

figure  17  below)  (Metzger  2015).  This  is  now  followed  by  “Stirbt  die  Biene,  stirbt  der 

Mensch” (“Dies the bee, man dies, too”), illustrated by figure 18. 

Left: Figure 17: Münchner Merkur (17.01.17) “Erst stirbt der Wald… dann der Mensch” ("First the forest dies, then man”).

Right: Figure 18: Blog Emsige und Grüne: “Stirbt die Biene, stirbt der Mensch" (“Dies the bee, man dies, too”) (accessed 27.05.18).
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An extensive apocalyptic scenario was disclosed, which drew ultimately people’s attention to the 

urgency and severity of environmental problems. Due to massive regulations to cut down industrial 

and traffic emissions, the German forests did not die in the end, but discussions emerged if the 

Waldsterben was just a myth and all the excitement was just exaggerated. Indeed, several studies 

now take a more critical look back and ascribes a one-sided orientation in media coverage as well as 

forest damage research. And in retrospective, there have been some methodological flaws revealed 

and  experts  criticised  the  “imprecise,  superficial,  and  ambiguous”  conditions  of  the  damage 

assessment  (Horeis  2009:  114).  In  that  sense,  Heinz  Horeis  summarises  the  Waldsterben  as  a 

primarily politically motivated slogan, which deceived and frightened the citizens lastingly (ibid.). 

As a consequence, the credibility of media and researchers tends to decline as citizens witnessed 

scientists and journalists stir up panic (ibid). Additionally, a certain synchronicity of events may 

have played a role,  why in the end,  the Waldsterben  spread more in people’s head than in the 

forests: In the late 1970s and 1980s, “a mix of pessimism, worries about the future, self-doubt, and 

fear did prevail in many German heads” (ibid. :112). The cold-war, nuclear threats, the running out 

of resources, structural and economical difficulties, all influenced people’s state of mind. Bearing 

this in mind, one can imagine how the rhetorical devices of the Waldsterben discourse became so 

powerful and emotional and why they are still meaningful for the ‘collective memory’ in Germany. 

Even if the Waldsterben is not an urgent topic in German environmental debates anymore, the insect 

decline discourse is accompanied by other kinds of -Sterben by now: Environmentalists started to 

refer to a concomitant dying of bees (Bienensterben) and birds (Vogelsterben), which shows the 

reuse of long-known discourses and of certain rhetorical terms. Similar to the forest dying, the bird 

and the bee dying seized the same linguistic devices, trying to evoke emotions and attention in the 

audience. Especially the dying of bees got more attention nationally and internationally. Already in 

2014,  a  campaign  called  “#bringbackthebees”  was  launched  by  cooperations  of  environmental 

organisations  and  businesses  (see  bringbackthebees.ca).  Hence,  the  decline  of  bees  and  other 

pollinators is not a newly-made issue. In the U.S., the insect decline is rather described as a decline 

of pollinators, with a n emphasis  on bees and some specific species of butterflies. Apart from the 

intrinsic value of each species, the pollinators’ value for the economy is immense. Already since the 

end of the 20th century, their decline raised concern not only in environmentalist groups but also in 

large  parts  of  the  industry  nd  perceived  eco-culprits.  Discussing  the  internationally  regarded 

pollinator  decline  with  the  similarities  and  differences  of  the  German insect  decline  would  go 

beyond this paper, however it might be offer an interesting issue for future research.
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It  seems to  be  a  matter  of  fact,  that  in  environmental  campaigning certain  species  are  getting 

favoured, be it honeybees over cockroaches, or mammals over insects. Insect biodiversity appears 

to be not  that  common in environmental  campaigning and lower in priority for  the public and 

politics,  compared  to  ‘universal  biodiversity’.  More  ‘showy’,  aesthetically  and  emotionally 

attractive animals seem to be more powerful in evoking emotions, care and action. However, the 

discourse  of  the  insect  die-off  bears  stark  resemblances  with  other  environmental  discourses. 

Especially, biodiversity discourses, but also discourses of anti-pesticides movements, agricultural-

turn movements, besides climate change and sustainable development campaigns.  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5. Blame Games, Resonance and Filter Bubbles

With the help of the discourse analyse above, I tried to show how an environmental problem such as 

the recent insect decline in Germany is presented, discussed and understood throughout the mass 

media and how the media’s ‘calls for action’ is rousing emotions in the readers. By using a specific 

language that evokes strong negative associations, and powerful techniques of visualisation, the 

media successfully evoke emotions in their target groups. One can see how different types of media 

work with emotional responses to rouse, polarise and move people. Even if one has to acknowledge 

that  there  is  always  the  need to  provide  profitable  lucrative  journalism and being competitive, 

emotional-affective  news  are  not  only  selling  issues  but  also  motivating  and  mobilising  their 

readers. But the call for action is ambiguous and has not led to concrete political action yet. For 

instance, the ban of three Neonicotinoids in April 2017 by the EU Commission, could be seen as a 

means to calm the public debate by implementing slightly stricter regulations.

However, the impact that emotions have in the insect loss discourse is indisputable. The feelings 

people have towards insects are intrinsically shaping the way insects are perceived and valued - and 

in  turn  cared  about  their  existence  and  well-being  on  earth.  Headlines  such  as  “ecological 

Armageddon”  or  “We are  in  the  Middle  of  a  Nightmare”  represent  how the  insect  decline  is 

communicated through dramatic metaphors and other powerful rhetorical devices, trying to evoke 

especially fear of losing ‘the base of our existence’ and guilt for being in charge. As a consequence, 

one gets the impression that the insect loss discourse is prevailingly working with rather negative 

feelings. Doom and gloom scenarios are hinting at critical self-reflection as well as the searching for 

someone to blame and hold to account. This results in a public blame game, where all actors within 

the discourse start criticising one another in the public arena, often regardless of fairness and the 

state of evidence. At that point, mass media often polarise and use simplistic ‘us and them’-views: 

‘us’ commonly the ‘ordinary, innocent citizens’ kept down by ‘them’, largely represented by the 

agriculture industry, lobbyists for pesticide usages, politicians, or even the consumer society. In 

some cases, the consumers were presented as having no actual alternatives than buying ecological 

food, in order to change into more eco- and insect-friendly lifestyles. Pretending to have no choice 

means handing over the responsibility to others, which is essential when we look at the emotional 

attachments of the readers. Unsurprisingly, no one wants to feel guilty for harming or even killing 

an essential part of our ecosystem. Taking the pesticide usage in agriculture for one of the main 
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causes for the insect decline, the ones who were held in account for harming the environment and 

the insects were displayed as a rather ‘abstract’ opponent. Faces of farmers or chemical lobbyists 

were rarely displayed, nor is their perspective and opinion on the issue presented adequately. For 

some groups of people, the strategy of presenting horror scenarios might be most effective because 

the severity of the negative scenarios are repeatedly catching the readers’ attention and awareness. 

Whereas, others might be tired of reading constantly about horror scenarios and negative news. The 

risk of communicating environmental crises is that certain kinds of media are losing credibility and 

trustworthiness because of exaggeration and magnifying issues.  With hearing constantly terrible 

news readers might become indifferent. Additionally, the insect loss and its consequences are hard 

to imagine for many people, when they do not see direct interferences in their everyday lives.

Therefore, the discourse of the insect loss is not entirely determined on evoking fear and other 

negative emotions through creating horror scenarios and catastrophic prospects. With the production 

of positive feelings towards nature, environmental protection and sustainability, the discourse is 

trying to involve the aspect of resonance and connectedness with nature. Showing images of pretty 

butterflies collecting nectar from lovely flowers or other fascinating close-up views of colourful 

insects are evoking affinity for those creatures and enthusiasm to save them. However, working 

with visual material is not the only way to catch the people’s emotions. Linguistic devices play an 

essential role in promoting the importance of insects and their value for humans and ecosystems. 

Individuals, environmentalist organisations, and other initiatives which try to protect ‘the insects’ 

interests’,  attempt  to  build  positive  long-term feelings  towards  insects  by highlighting humans’ 

interdependence and interconnectedness with them.

Eventually,  positive approaches of  ‘saving the insects’ might  be more effective than doom and 

gloom scenarios. Feeling connected to somebody or something lets emerge real and strong positive 

feelings which might be powerful and effective enough for a change. Building on these positive 

feelings  and  experiences  might  be  seen  as  the  base  for  environmental  action  and  voluntary 

advocating for a certain issue. In this regard, the insect die-off discourse comes along with the plea 

for self-empowerment of the citizens. Activists, initiatives, and associations campaigning for the 

insect  protection  encourage  ordinary  citizens  to  join  forces  to  protect  the  insects:  change your 

individual habits, let the flowers grow wild and arrange insect hotels. Everybody can find a way to 

contribute to save the insects and feel empowered to be an active part of change. Therefore, it seems 

to be important to share one’s care and contribution with others. Social media are the platform to 
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share personal experiences, inspire and motivate others. This, in turn, gives the potential to relate to 

other  people’s  feelings  and  experiences,  assemble  with  like-minded  people  and  even  gather  in 

associations and grass root initiatives.

In this sense, building insect hotels and being publicly concerned about the insects might even be a 

‘social trend’, or rather a part of another more general movement which can be observed at present 

time: having a ‘Lifestyle of Health and Sustainability’ (LoHaS) . The growing number of people 15

who intend to live sustainable lives and be considerate towards nature and future generations, might 

be probably also the ones who buy ecological and fair-trade products, read Landlust magazines , 16

drive electric cars, and presumably install an insect hotel in their gardens. It might even become a 

sort of new social challenge, in which people get excited and compete ‘who has already got an 

insect hotel’ and has the greener lifestyle in their peer-group. Instead of renouncing and living more 

simple,  consumption  has  shifted  to  a  more  luxurious  segment,  advertised  with  all  kinds  of 

certificates and eco-seals,  pictures of pristine and genuine nature reassuring subtly  that  with a 

‘thoughtful’ lifestyle one could keep the beauty of nature as it  is  (Eick 2011).  Similarly to the 

movement of LoHaS, the business with nostalgia and longing for ‘genuine’ nature, as well as the 

fear of the alteration of nature is flourishing. Countless magazines and lifestyle blogs ‘jumped on 

the (environmental) bandwagon’, appealing to senses and emotions, evoking memories and images 

‘how it was in former times’. This new market for nostalgia-feelings, describing lives and lifestyles 

where  ‘the  world  is  still  in  order’ and  where  insects  are  humming  and  birds  are  chirping,  is 

connected to a longing for emotional security and glorified childhood memories (Eick 2011). It is 

building on memories from a childhood dominated by close encounters with nature, where one saw 

much more fireflies and may bugs around. Slow-food and veganism movements can be seen as side 

branches of a larger social movement. It justifies and sometimes even crusades a deliberately eco-

friendly lifestyle idealising and romanticising nature to a certain extent. Environmental disasters 

such as the insect decline might then be used to prove to oneself and to one’s social surrounding the 

degree of emotional attachment and connectedness with nature as a whole. 

 The group of LoHaS is a cluster of individuals as well as a recognised market segment. People within this social 15

milieu share similar values and beliefs and are primarily concerned about sustainability, ‘good’ and ‘green’ lifestyles. 
They are composed of a relatively well-situated, well-educated and well-informed population segment, with a liking for 
aesthetic pleasure and consumption (Eick 2011).

 The magazine Landlust is Germany’s best-selling magazine, addressing nature-loving readers interested in gardening, 16

home and country life, in the sense of ’back to nature’ and deceleration, but omitting environmental problems or other 
negative news.
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However,  in  the  analysed  data  the  approach  of  such  concrete  Naturverbundenheit ,  green 17

radicalism,  Deep Ecology or  other  similar  philosophies  are  not  explicitly  mentioned.  Similarly, 

Hartmut Rosa’s concept of resonance is not clearly expressed with the insect decline discourse. The 

connectedness with insects and the fact that some people feel moved and touched by the recent 

unpleasant course which takes place is communicated rather unconsciously. It is not a surprise that 

many people find it more difficult to feel connected with insects than with other endangered but 

more ‘showy’ animals.  There are many biological,  psychological and cultural explanations why 

most people identify easier with an orang-utan than with a grasshopper. The evolutionary distance 

to insects might be one reason why people are struggling to feel related. Only a minority of people 

might show a strong empathy towards bugs, even if they intend to protect them. As a matter of fact, 

in  environmentalist  and  green  radical  circles,  the  insects  are  often  seen  as  an  un-beloved,  yet 

indispensable part of ‘the larger whole’, predominantly as a pray for birds, squirrels and other more 

eminent animals. Very often, the majority of insects are seen as a barely bearable but instrumental 

necessity  for  a  healthy,  balanced and sustainable  ecosystem -  besides  constituting  an  immense 

economic value for humankind. This gets visible when looking at how the discourse plays with 

creating a doom and gloom scenario: the loss of insects would be a catastrophe for humans, as the 

consequences would be unbearable. It seems as if for most of the people, the insects’ intrinsic value 

cannot outweigh humans’ self-centredness.

When  looking  at  the  ways  the  insect  die-off  is  communicated  and  how ‘calls  for  action’ are 

articulated along with emotions, the ‘starring actors of the play’ might be less heterogeneous than 

assumed. The one who is actually writing and reading about this specific environmental issue, might 

be the same who discusses and spreads it  and is be concerned and affected as well.  The ‘filter 

bubble’  of environmental concern, in this case concern about insects, might include mainly those 18

who are already convinced that the insects are in danger. They are already blaming the current 

development  of  the  agricultural  sector.  They are  already critical  against  pesticides  and fighting 

against Monsanto , for example. In short, people who are already inclined towards topics about 19

 Naturverbundenheit means literally “nature connectedness", and can mean kinship, affinity and love with nature17

 A filter bubble is a “state of intellectual isolation that can result from personalised searches when a website algorithm 18

selectively guesses what information a user would like to see based on information about the user, such as location, past 
click-behaviour and search history” (Source Wikipedia “filter bubble” accessed 27.05.18).

 Monsanto is one of the largest and most powerful agrochemical producers. As the company was bought by Bayer in 19

2016, the two largest multinational pharmaceutical corporations for seeds, pesticides and fertiliser merged and might 
threaten the industry and the market due to their monopoly position.
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insects, biodiversity or environmental issues are more open and more willing to receive information 

and take care of insects. And as they are careful, they respond emotionally. On the other hand, 

deniers or sceptics of the insect decline are stuck in another filter bubble and ignore such news - by 

accident or even on purpose. As a consequence, they are left out of the reporting and debating to a 

certain extent, and are not emotionally moved or touched by special rhetorical devices.

From this  viewpoint,  one  could  differentiate  between  three  groups:  pro-insect,  anti-insect  and 

neutral  towards insects.  The pro-insect  group is  affected and attached to the issue.  It  probably 

consists out of many ‘green-left-intellectuals’ and above mentioned ‘LoHaS’, supporters of Deep 

Ecology or similar worldviews, convinced of collective responsibility towards the environment and 

interconnectedness with nature. On the contrary, the anti-insect group is denying the stark decline or 

is at least sceptical, attacking the scientific studies with arguments of methodological flaws, and do 

not see the severity and importance of the issue in question. The group that is neutral does not care 

about the issue and cuts out news about insects consciously or unconsciously, due to an overload of 

news, followed by a limitation on preferred alternative topics. In this sense, the concern about the 

insect die-off might be only getting reproduced in the group that is already interested and included 

in the filter bubble of environmental topics. This is accompanied by the fact that the insect die-off 

discourse becomes connected with other environmental discourses and previous conflicts, such as 

the  Waldsterben  debate,  anti-pesticides  movements  or  agricultural-turn  movements.  The  clash 

between the advocates of the insects on the other side and the ones who do not want to care about 

insects might get deeper, as people get polarised. 

Even  though  media  is  overloaded  with  expressions  of  emotions,  powerful  rhetorical  devices, 

symbolism and  the  various  filter  bubbles  might  have  an  enormous  impact  on  how people  get 

information initially, in turn, they get moved, touched and mobilised for change afterwards. As long 

as it  is  relatively unrealistic that people randomly check on Google what the insect’s condition 

might be at the moment, even the most powerful and thrilling headline might only reach the readers 

who are inclined to receive it anyway.  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6. Conclusion

‘Why  humans  fear,  loathe,  and  love  insects’ has  deep  roots  in  evolutionary  and  behavioural 

psychology,  as  well  as  cultural  and philosophical  developments  of  human societies  (Lockwood 

2013). Insects are hardly beloved by most of the people, although their importance for humankind 

and the planet’s ecosystem is out of question. This has an immense impact on how policy-makers 

deal with the fact that the number of insects is decreasing and the ecological balance is threatened 

as a consequence. Therefore, I raised the assumption that the emotional attachment to the insect 

decline  is  decisive  for  its  political  assertiveness.  By  drawing  on  some  traditional  as  well  as 

contemporary theories about the relationship between emotions and environmentalism, this paper 

shows how and to what extent different media try to make people care about insects and their 

decline.

If emotions can be seen as the base of interest and motivation, rational choices are built upon these 

underlying motivations - which in turn let emotions be the fundament for people’s behaviour and 

actions. Protecting the insects, or acting in a sustainable, eco-friendly manner, derives not only from 

a genuine affinity towards non-human nature but is also due to an inner moral compass. In this 

sense, Investigating the relation between morality and emotions is important when searching for 

guidelines towards sustainability and biodiversity conservation (Nussbaum 2013; Kals and Maes 

2002). This might be significant when it comes to cases where personal affinity and identification 

are more challenging to develop. Insects are often seen as an un-beloved, anonymous bulk, charged 

with various negative associations. Having difficulties to feel connected and related to them, it is a 

particular challenge for being emotionally moved by hearing of their decline. The Deep Ecology 

movement induced by the work of Arne Naess, Chan et al.about relational values as well as Hartmut 

Rosa’s  theory  about  social  resonance  work  with  these  complex  and  ambiguous  feelings  of 

interconnectedness and interdependence between humans and nature.

In the discourse of the insect loss, I aim to find out if such deeper feelings towards the insects can 

be detected and if so, how they are evoked, communicated and approached for further potential 

policy changes. Therefore, I describe how the insect loss is presented and visualised in the media 

scene,  employing Dryzek’s  discourse  analysis  and Machin’s  multimodal  analysis.  By analysing 

newspaper  articles  and  cover  pages,  articles  and  posts  from  non-governmental  environmental 
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organisations, governmental bodies, as well as social media platforms, I present an overview and 

ways of understanding the discourse.

The media played a significant role in how to evoke emotions with the help of powerful rhetorical 

devices, metaphors, images, and videos. The utilised language tries to provoke variously fear of an 

ecological catastrophe, guilt for staying passive in environmental politics and not protecting insects 

appropriately, anger against the ones who are to hold responsible, or rather positive emotions such 

as love and nostalgia for beautiful creatures and a healthy, diverse, and sustainable ecosystem. One 

of the prevalent ways of how the media communicate and visualise the insect decline is through 

idyllic sceneries. Beautiful photographs of colourful insects with flowers and their surroundings are 

used in order to evoke positive feelings towards nature. Fascination for the individual insects, or 

nostalgia for a ‘pristine’ nature experience, are ways to attempt to increase environmental awareness 

and affinity in the reader to become a saviour of the insects. Another approach is to show pictures of 

dead insects or other horrifying images of ecological disasters induced by insect loss. This functions 

as a wakeup call for the reader to mobilise and be aware of the consequences. Even if the two 

approaches  are  seemingly  contradictory,  they  are  mediated  in  complementary  ways.  Both  are 

highlighting the severity and urgency of saving the insects. In addition, the blame game against the 

ones  who  supposedly  have  caused  the  decline  takes  a  large  part  in  shaping  the  discourse. 

Individuals, activists or other groups of people immediately search for ‘the culprits’ to hold them 

responsible.  They are also expected to handle the situation.  Mainly politics  and the agriculture 

sector got blamed for being inert and short-sighted, and merely focused on the economic profit than 

on long-term ecological sustainability.

Rhetorical devices and metaphors can be seen as the key to effective environmental campaigning 

and  hence  for  large-scale  social  change.  Be  it  frightening  headlines,  such  as  the  Guardian’s 

‘Ecological  Armageddon’,  emotional  reader’s  letters  or  lively  discussions  on  social  media,  the 

expression of dissatisfaction with the situation and the prospects are a large part of the debate. 

Brulle summarised that an “effective rhetoric critiques the current situation and offers a Utopian 

vision  of  where  the  society  needs  to  go.  It  is  this  combination  of  threats  and  opportunities, 

nightmares and dreams that fuel social movement mobilization and social change” (Brulle 2010: 

93). Of course, the “Utopian vision” Brulle describes is vague and contested, as all actors within the 

discourse have their own intentions and ideas of how the insects should be protected and which 

policies should be created and implemented.
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However, besides the participants in the debate, who share their opinions more or less publicly 

about how the insect loss should be treated, other voices must be taken into consideration. The 

phenomenon  of  ‘filter  bubbles’ occurs  when  looking  at  the  communication  of  environmental 

problems and the role of emotions. Reports in newspapers, or shared personal experiences at social 

media, might only reach the people who are already interested in the topic. However strong and 

powerful the rhetorical devices may be, headlines, images, and quotes will be skipped by readers 

who  are  not  inclined  to  read  them  beforehand.  The  debate  of  the  insect  loss  and  emotional 

campaigning for insect protection is therefore only noticeable for specific groups of the population. 

This paper intends to contribute to the understanding of the role of emotions in environmental 

discourses and also to shed some light  on the societal  meaning of the insect  biodiversity.  This 

research shows how the discourse of the insect loss tries to evoke different emotions and in turn 

motivates people to get engaged or raise their voices. The insect loss in Germany is a case of a 

complex, even contradictory environmental discourse, representing ambivalent emotions towards 

nature and nature protection. As there are general difficulties to rouse people and let  them feel 

emotionally attached when it comes to insects, the media try to overcome these with a range of 

rhetorical devices to dramatise the issue. Even if these rhetorical terms seem powerful and thrilling, 

the  impact  on  policy  making are  so  far  insufficient.  The culprits  get  publicly  blamed,  without 

actually being forced to undergo substantial changes. More radical changes of the agricultural sector 

are apparently politically unintended and thus avoided. However, various media are criticised for 

over-dramatising and exaggerating the issue, although powerful rhetorical devices are an important 

tool to increase emotional attachment from the readers.  Emotions are fundamental for our self-

conception  and  the  stableness  of  value  systems.  Through  strong  emotional  responses  we 

comprehend the value of sustainability and care for our social and natural environment.  In this 

sense, the case of the insect loss let us infer that emotions do play an essential role in environmental 

communication. Although not everybody is emotionally touched by the rhetorical devices used in 

this discourse, the strategy to play with emotions can be effective for a shift towards a more insect-

friendly, eco-friendly and sustainable society that acknowledges the interconnectedness of humans 

and nature and raise awareness for environmental threats. In this respect, Robert Brulle concluded: 

“What  is  needed  is  a  new social  vision  that  engages  citizens  and  fosters  the  development  of 

enlightened self-interest and an awareness of long-term community interests. The current state of 

ecological  degradation  brings  such  a  project  to  the  forefront  of  the  challenge  to  human 

survival” (Brulle 2010: 93).  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