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Abstract

The purpose of this thesis is to take an in-depth look at the evolution of environmental
policies in the United States, examining the transition from the first Trump presidency to the
second one, via the Biden administration, intending to compare these evolutions with the
climate strategy implemented by the European Union. The analysis is based on a
constructivist approach, which allows us to highlight how political narratives, social
representations and national identities have influenced, and continue to shape, the design
and implementation of policies aimed at energy transition and environmental protection.

The analysis aims to examine how the Green Deal is developing and examines its various
aspects, from both an American and European perspective. It exposes how political
discourse, particularly during the Trump administration, has rendered the environmental
issue a minor concern, thus allowing the expansion of populist and nationalist rhetoric that
has overshadowed international commitment to this problematic issue. At the same time, the
analysis also seeks to expose the environmental issue during the Biden administration, a
president who sought to restore American power to the international stage, demonstrating all
the hallmarks of a responsible and committed player in addressing the urgent issue of
climate change, a front-line concern. In parallel, the European experience is assessed,
which through the European Green Deal has built a narrative of global leadership,

supported by stringent regulations and a strong institutional commitment to decarbonization
at the time. The methodological contribution of the thesis is based on an qualitative
discursive analysis, which enables the development of a theoretical framework capable of
interpreting narrative transformations regarding the regulatorypolicies in the energy and
industrial sectors. This framework is based on the idea that environmental policies are not
only the result of economic or strategic choices, but are also the product of processes of
social and cultural construction. The analysis focuses on comparing the political activity
conducted by Donald Trump, who sees the environmental issue as a threat to the
sovereignty and security of the United States, with the European perspective which, together
with the presidency of the European Commission and the figure of Ursula von der Leyen,
presents a framework of environmental leadership as an integral part of the European
identity. The analysis is also analyzed through the tools provided by media, political, and
institutional actors. A central aspect of the analysis concerns the discourse on the energy
sector and, in particular, the automotive industry, which was chosen as a case study to
examine the meet of politics, economics and social representations. In this context, the
thesis analyzes the impact of the Paris Agreement and subsequent regulatory
developments, both at the European level-with specific regulations related to gas emissions
and automotive standards-and in the United States, where the so-called Inflation Reduction

Act (IRA) marked a turning point in the attempt to incentivize more sustainable mobility. The



goal is to understand how different regulatory narratives and practices have affected the
transition to cleaner technologies, as well as the development of a new
sustainability-oriented automotive industry.

The constructivist approach taken highlights, in particular, how citizens identities and
perceptions, along with political rhetoric, can determine the legitimacy and effectiveness of
environmental policies. In the U.S. context, the fragmentation of the discourse-which
oscillates between a rhetoric that downplays the impact of climate change and another that
emphasizes its urgency-is contrasted with a more coherent and integrated European
narrative that emphasizes the EUs role as a moral and operational leader in the fight against
global warming. The thesis explores the role of institutions, media and pressure groups in
constructing and reinforcing these narratives, illustrating how they have influenced the policy
agenda on the environment and technological innovation.

Through a comparative methodology, the paper aims to highlight the differences and
similarities between the political-normative path of the United States and the European
Union. By comparing the strategies adopted in the two contexts, it is possible to identify the
dynamics that led to different choices in terms of environmental regulation, energy transition
management and promotion of sustainable mobility.

The case study examined, concerning the automotive sector, demonstrates how industrial
policies can be influenced both economically and socioculturally. This further highlights the
economic and geopolitical implications.

The analysis shows how the European continent, considered a political entity with strong
influence, is capable of building and maintaining a strong narrative based on active support
for environmental protection policies. This includes aspects of industrial policy that ensure
that decarbonization is a guided policy that allows for a progressive solution to the
environmental problem. On the other hand, the United States appears to be more politically
opposed to environmental issues. The shift from the Trump administration to Biden creates
political instability that undermines policy guidelines in this area.

Biden's goal, following Donald Trump's political denial of the issue, was to reestablish
international leadership by attempting to implement maneuvers that would prevent a
possible further slide. To do this, Biden, in his efforts to achieve decarbonization goals,
presented a more nuanced picture of the United States' environmental policies, highlighting
how American environmental policies depended on ideological and discursive dimensions.
The automotive sector, therefore, appears to be a place where incentive and regulatory
policies intersect with citizens' expectations regarding innovation. These expectations,
however, consequently also bring with them fears regarding this field. Thus, the fact that
public opinion can actively influence the politics of a country, in this case the United States,

ensures that the ecological transition path involves a transition that first affects the areas of



electric and sustainable mobility. Finally, the thesis aims to contribute to the academic
debate on the relationship between politics, society, and the environment by offering new
keys to understanding how constructivist narratives can affect the formulation and
implementation of environmental policies in an era of increasing global interdependence and
geopolitical competition. The analysis suggests that the success of energy and industrial
transition strategies does not depend solely on economic or technological factors, but also -
and most importantly - on the ability of policy actors to construct and disseminate shared
narratives that can mobilize consensus and guide collective choices toward sustainable

development models.



Introduction

In recent years, climate change has become one of the most debated and controversial
issues in international politics. However, the centrality of this issue does not depend solely
on the emergence of increasingly alarming scientific evidence, but rather on the way in
which the “climate problem” has been constructed, interpreted, and translated into public
policy by political actors, executive institutions, and international communities. In other
words, climate change is not simply a physical phenomenon, but a political object shaped by
narratives, collective identities, and normative logics. This thesis aims to analyze how these
processes of discursive construction have influenced the definition of environmental policies

between 2016 and 2020, comparing the United States and the European Union in particular.

This period covers a historical phase characterized by significant institutional and ideological
transformations: Donald Trump's rise to the presidency of the United States in 2017, with a
consequent reversal of multilateral climate policy; the launch of the European Commission
led by Ursula von der Leyen in 2019, which placed the green transition at the center of the
EU agenda. This period precedes the Covid-19 pandemic, a phenomenon that, starting in
2020, has led to a re-examination of many policy parameters—environmental, economic,
and social—making it more difficult to isolate the specific effects of discursive construction in
climate governance. Analyzing the four-year period 2016-2020 therefore allows us to
systematically observe how coherent or contrasting political narratives shaped institutional

responses structured before an exogenous event of global scale.

From a theoretical point of view, this research fits into the constructivist tradition of
international relations, which emphasizes the intersubjective dimension of politics and the
social construction of actors' identities and interests, allowing us to revisit the concept that
international anarchy does not have a fixed nature, but is “what states make of it.” ' From
this perspective, interests do not pre-exist social structures in which they manifest
themselves, but emerge from practices, interactions, and discourses that attribute meaning
to social relations themselves?. Similarly, collective identities are constituted and reproduced
through discursive practices that establish what is considered appropriate or legitimate in a
given political context®. This concept, applied to environmental governance, implies that the
perception of environmental risks, the definition of political priorities, and the choice of policy
instruments are not simply responses to objective constraints, but the result of narratives

that attribute meaning to the climate crisis and possible solutions. From this perspective,

"Wendt, A. (1999). Social theory of international politics. Cambridge University Press. p.395
2 Wendt, A. (1999). Social theory of international politics. Cambridge University Press. pp. 224-231
3 Hopf, T. (2002). Social construction of international politics. Cornell University Press. pp. 6-12



environmental policies cannot be understood exclusively in terms of economic costs or
pressure from material interests: they also derive from processes of legitimization and
identity construction. The emphasis is placed on the fact that shared norms and ideas are
central to the definition of political preferences and the formation of institutional strategies, as
they provide interpretative frameworks that make certain political actions understandable
and acceptable*. From this point of view, the European Union and the United States offer
two ideal empirical models for comparison: the former characterized by a relatively
consistent narrative in favor of the green transition, the latter by pronounced discursive
oscillations that reflect deep internal identity fractures. The main objective of the thesis is to
answer the following research question: “How did the dominant political narratives in the
United States and the European Union in the period 2016-2020 contribute to defining

divergent approaches to climate governance?”

To answer this question, the work addresses three analytical dimensions: the first covers the
discursive construction of climate change as a political object; secondly, it addresses the role
of leading institutions (the Trump presidency and the von der Leyen Commission) in defining
and implementing environmental policies; finally, it examines the emergence of regulatory
instruments representative of these approaches and their integration with broader identity
processes. To formulate and structure this question, the thesis adopts a comparative
qualitative research design, based on the importance of clearly defining the research
question and ensuring that methodological choices are consistent with the theoretical
framework adopted, promoting transparency in the selection of sources and in the
justification of case choices®. In this work, the main sources include official speeches, policy
documents, legislative acts, and institutional communications, supplemented by specialist
academic literature. The main actors analyzed are: Donald Trump's presidency in the United
States, from 2017 to 2020, and the European Commission, under the presidency of Ursula
von der Leyen, from 2019 to 2022. These two executive actors represent the most influential
nodes in political discourse and regulatory production in various institutional contexts.
Analyzing the United States, we see how the American presidency and several federal
agencies, including the Environmental Protection Agency, played a significant role in both
the adoption and repeal of certain regulations, as well as in constructing a broader meaning
around the emerging concept of "climate crisis." In Europe, the Commission is the executive
body capable of defining and promoting integrated strategies such as the European Green

Deal, whose regulatory and symbolic impact affects all Member States. The sources

4 Sgrensen, G., Jackson, R., & Mgaller, J. (2022). Introduction to international politics: Theories and approaches 52
ed.. Oxford University Press. pp. 118-122; 247-253

5 Baglione, L. A. (2015). Writing a research paper in political science: A practical guide to inquiry, structure, and
methods 32 ed. CQ Press. pp. 21-27; 34-39; 63-69; 87-91



analyzed include Trump's official speeches on climate and energy policy (e.g., the speech
announcing the withdrawal from the Paris Agreement on June 1, 2017), EPA documents and
communications on deregulation, President von der Leyen's policy speeches (such as the
2019 policy guidelines), and the European Commission's Communication on the Green Deal
(COM(2019) 640 final). These sources are supplemented by representative legislative acts,
such as Regulation (EU) 2019/631 on CO. emissions from vehicles, which exemplify the
regulatory translation of discursive narratives.

This thesis seeks to demonstrate how two poles as diverse as Europe and the United States
have engaged politically in addressing the emerging climate problem, highlighting their often
conflicting approaches. By examining the United States, the withdrawal from the Paris
Agreement and the revision of the Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) standards
highlight the presence of environmental regulation seen as a constraint imposed by the
international context, aimed at limiting US industrial sovereignty and competitiveness.
Conversely, with regard to the European context, the thesis examines the European Green
Deal and Regulation (EU) 2019/631, instruments that view regulation in this area as a lever
capable of bringing about transformation in the industrial and technological sectors. To
demonstrate this, the thesis examines a case study relating to the automotive sector, a
paradigmatic case in that it operates between two currents: regulation and economic
development. The automotive sector has historically been associated with strong national
identities. It is also the sector with the greatest impact on greenhouse gas emissions and
has always been one of the fields of greatest technological competition in an international
context. Through this paper, the aim is to understand how such divergent narratives
regarding sovereignty, markets, and sustainability are reflected in concrete decisions on
emissions standards, incentives for electric mobility, and industrial strategies. To analyze this
case, a methodology combining discourse analysis and regulatory analysis is used.
Discourse analysis allows us to identify and compare the narrative frames that emerge from

” W

institutional texts, highlighting how key concepts—such as “national sovereignty,” “economic
sustainability,” and “global leadership”—are mobilized by political actors to legitimize certain
choices. Normative analysis, on the other hand, focuses on reading and comparing
legislative and regulatory texts, verifying how narrative objectives translate into policy
constraints and instruments.The thesis acknowledges the existence of methodological
limitations, particularly relating to the interpretative nature of discourse analysis, which
requires rigor to avoid excessive generalizations. However, the combination of official
sources and specialist literature allows for solid and consistent argumentation. Overall, this
research aims to contribute to the debate on how climate governance policies are the result
not only of material pressures or calculations of convenience, but also of social construction

processes that define what is considered a problem, who the legitimate actors are, and what



solutions appear desirable. Through a comparative analysis of the United States and the
European Union in the period 2016-2020, this thesis shows that environmental policies are
deeply influenced by political narratives that attribute meaning to them, legitimize actions,

and shape collective expectations in different ways in the two contexts analyzed.



Chapter 1 - Theoretical and conceptual framework

1.1 Constructivism and discourse analysis in environmental policies

The environmental policies are a complex field of study to analyse that requires a structured
theoretical approach capable of integrating a variety of aspects, which could be material or
also symbolic.

In recent years, constructivism has gained ground as a significant paradigm in the context of
International Relations, offering an alternative vision to the traditional ones. Thinking about
neorealism and neoliberalism, which used to focus primarily on material factors and power
dynamics, neglecting the ideological and normative dimensions that truly influence the

formulation of environmental policies®.

1.2 The role of political narratives in the construction of public policy

Political narratives, sometimes referred to as “storylines™, are crucial in the construction and
interpretation of environmental policies because they serve as interpretive frameworks that
define not only how problems are perceived but also which solutions are considered
legitimate and feasible. The environmental debate is structured around discursive plots that
create common languages and mobilize consensus among different political and social
actors®. Narratives are social constructions that exert a profound influence on political
choices and collective actions. Just to mention an example, the narrative of climate change
has taken different forms depending on political and cultural contexts. During Donald
Trump’s presidency, climate change was frequently described as an issue that had no real
relevance, subordinate to the need to protect the fossil fuel industry and secure domestic
employment®. This narrative had a significant impact on US environmental policy, leading to
withdrawal from the Paris Agreement and substantial deregulation of many previously
existing environmental regulations. The consequences of

that were demonstrated in regulatory changes and energy development policies, which
favored fossil fuels despite renewable sources.

On the other hand, the European Union developed the European Green Deal, which is a
clear example of how political narratives can mobilize consensus and justify ambitious

measures. It presents the ecological transition not only as a necessity but also as an

6 Ruggie, J. G. (1998). Constructing the World Polity: Essays on International

Institutionalization. Routledge

" Hajer, M. (1995). The politics of environmental discourse: Ecological modernization and the policy process.
Oxford University Press p.56-57

8 Hajer, M. (1995). The Politics of Environmental Discourse: Ecological Modernization and

the Policy Process*. Oxford University Press

9Skocpol & Hertel-Fernandez (2016) The Political Origins of the American

Unilateralism on Climate Change. Perspectives on Politics, 14(1), 87-102.
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/koch-network-and-republican-party-extre
mism/035F3D872BOCEI30AF02D7706DF46EEE



opportunity for innovation and economic growth'™. This has not only been influenced by
policies but has also sought to shape public opinion by promoting a vision of sustainable
development, also in order to combine economic and environmental needs.

Political narratives are also influenced by the media and public communication. The
representation of climate change in the mainstream media can reinforce or undermine
prevailing political narratives, thinking about media coverage that emphasizes extreme
weather events such as forest fires or hurricanes, that can help build a sense of urgency
and mobilize public opinion in favor of a more aggressive policy that will work to preserve the

environment, going against climate change™.

1.3 National Identities and Environmental Policies

Constructivism analyzes national identities and how those identities impact environmental
policies. International politics are influenced by material factors, ideas and norms that shape
the behavior of states'?, which are subjects that define themselves through symbolic
representations that directly influence their environmental policies. Considering the US
context, American exceptionalism and the concept of energy independence have led to
significant resistance to international constraints, which can be considered as threats to
national competitiveness, a concept that is also fueled by a cultural narrative that values
self-sufficiency and the free market, elements that mark since the beginning, American
history and national identity'*.

In contrast to that, the European Union's identity as a “normative actor” translates into a
consistent commitment to global climate leadership. This identity is demonstrated through
the strict implementation of environmental standards and policies that are linked to
sustainability and values of solidarity and intergenerational responsibility™.

The European Union's emphasis on environmental standards and climate diplomacy
demonstrates its focus on establishing its normative power by establishing rigorous
standards. By successfully promoting these precise and well-defined institutional
frameworks, the Union is positioning itself as a leading player in global climate governance,
reflecting its collective identity through the political choices it makes in this area. The
European Union therefore seeks to shape international norms and promote standards

commensurate with the scope of its environmental responsibility. This ensures that climate

© European Commission. (2019). *The European Green Deal*. Retrieved from
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/green-deal_en

" Boykoff, M. T. (2007). From convergence to contention: United States mass media

representations of human-induced climate change science. *Transactions of the Institute of

British Geographers*, 32(4), 477-489

2 Wendt, A. (1999). *Social Theory of International Politics*. Cambridge University Press

3 7 Hertel-Fernandez, A. (2016). The Political Economy of Cimplementation limate Change in the United
, implementationStates. *The Journal of Politics*, 78(4), 1046-1058

™ Manners, I. (2002). Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms? *Journal of

Common Market Studies*, 40(2), 235-258 hitps://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1468-5965.00353



policy is increasingly becoming a key area through which the European Union can exercise
and strengthen its normative identity, without being limited to simply responding to material
or economic constraints.

In fact, in Europe, the idea of a united Europe in the fight against climate change has helped
to build a strong consensus around sustainable and innovative policies. The taken initiatives
have sought to engage citizens, involving them in decision-making and empowering them
about environmental issues. Public participation is a crucial element in order to build
legitimacy and support regarding environmental policies, as demonstrated by public
consultation initiatives and platforms in order to promote dialogue between citizens and
policy makers™.

Furthermore, the identity dimension of environmental policies concerns the participation of
states, but also social groups and movements. The last-mentioned play a significant role in
influencing political narratives, challenging existing policies, and proposing more sustainable
alternatives. An example could be “The Fridays for Future” movement, led by Greta
Thunberg, a movement that has mobilized millions of young people around the world,
highlighting the urgency of the climate crisis and demanding immediate action from
governments'®. Those dynamics demonstrate how collective identities, which could be both

national and transnational, can profoundly influence environmental policies.

'® Fischer, F. (2012). Democracy and Expertise: Reorienting Policy Inquiry. Oxford University
Press
® Thunberg, G. (2019). *No One Is Too Small to Make a Difference*. Penguin Books
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1.4 Political discourse as a tool for legitimizing environmental policies
Political discourse has a performative dimension, that is the reason why political language

has the power to influence the legitimacy of the solutions adopted and the social perception
of environmental problems"’.

Environmental policies require persuasive narratives to justify change and mobilize
consensus. In this context is quite important to construct effective narratives that emphasize
long-term benefits, such as job creation in the renewable energy sector or by reducing the
costs associated with climate change, also in the vision to gain more public support.

For example, during discussions on the Green New Deal in the United States, those that
were supporting the main idea used to emphasize the opportunity to create millions of jobs
and stimulate the economy thanks to investments in sustainable infrastructure™.

Also, the discourse on environmental justice has gained attention, due to the importance that
environmental policies must take social and economic inequalities into account, in order to
prevent the costs of the transition fall on the most vulnerable communities’®.

Environmental justice equity, but also efficiency and since strategies that overlook disparities
often face pushback and dissent. The legitimization in political conversation influences
environmental management. Environmental strategies should consider not only technical
obstacles but also regulatory and societal obstacles. In a scenario where the public is more
conscious and educated about environmental matters, initiatives are frequently scrutinized.
the community is constantly engaged through public consultations, hearings, and interaction
strategies, this way of operating has become vital for ensuring that environmental initiatives

align with the public's worries and hopes.?.

" Dryzek, J. S. (2013). *The Politics of the Earth: Env industry industryironmental Discourses*. Oxford
University Pres industry

'8 Stiglitz, J. E. (2019). *People, Power, and Profits: Progressive Capitalism for an Age of

Discontent*. W.W. Norton &amp; Company.

® Bullard, R. D. (1990). *Dumping in Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality*.

Westview Press.

2 Fischer, F. (2012). Democracy and Expertise: Reorienting Policy Inquiry. Oxford University

Press
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1.5 The Global Dimension of Environmental Policies

What’s important to recognize is that environmental policies are not just a local or national
phenomenon, they are part of an interconnected global context. Environmental
challenges,such as climate change, do not respect national borders and require coordinated
responses at the international level. Climate negotiations, thinking about the Paris
Agreements, clearly demonstrate how environmental diplomacy is constantly influenced by
national narratives and cultural identities?’.

The narratives that emerge from these international contexts can reflect power and privilege,
just thinking about how developed countries tend to promote narratives that highlight their
efforts in the field of combating climate change, while often overlooking to the historical
reasons that contributed to the environmental crisis, like structural inequalities.

the difference with developing nations is that those use narratives that emphasize climate
justice and the need for financial and technological support to address environmental
challenges?. in this way they highlight the importance of a critical approach to environmental
policy analysis, one that can shed light on the intersections between narratives, identity, and
power. International organizations such as the United Nations and other

multilateral bodies, which serve as platforms for dialogue and negotiation, are crucial as they
create spaces for sharing or, conversely, for changing narratives. The most important thing,
however, is the ability to translate global aspirations into local action. This is possible thanks
to the constant commitment of each stakeholder involved.

The implementation of climate policies is a process that takes place in a smaller context, the
local one, a context in which different communities find themselves having to deal with the
direct consequences of the implementation of policies at the global level.

In summary, constructivism offers a main point where to start analyzing environmental
policies, in order to understand how political narratives, national identities and ideologies
significantly influence policy choices.

in this chapther was highlighted the importance of narratives in shaping environmental
policies and how national identities influence responses to global environmental challenges.
The following part of this thesis will focus on a comparative analysis of the cases of the
United States and the European Union, with a particular focus on the automotive sector and

how discursive narratives influence policy outcomes.

2 Hale, T. (2016). *Climate Change and Global Governance: A Comparative Analysis of the
Paris Agreement and the Kyoto Protocol*. *Global Environmental Politics*, 16(3), 1-20

22 Gonzalez, G. (2017). Climate Change and Justice: The Impacts of Climate Change on
Vulnerable Communities. *Global Environmental Change*, 42, 123-132
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Chapter 2 the U.S. case: environmental policies from the Trump administration to
Biden

2.1. Environmental policy during the Trump administration
The Trump administration between 2017 and 2021 marked a significant shift from the

Obama administration, both in terms of managing climate policies and in the resulting
construction of symbolic actions on this issue. Under the Obama administration, the climate
issue was seen, and consequently raised on the political level, as a global challenge that, at
the same time, allowed the country to assert its technological and diplomatic leadership.
Under Trump, the climate crisis was instead seen as a threat to US economic integrity as
well as a constraint on the nation's sovereignty?®. The shift due to the alternation of the two
presidencies also resulted in a consequent change both on the regulatory level and in
presidential rhetoric, as well as in tools such as the congressional agenda and the country's
interaction with certain economic actors such as the oil, automotive, and coal lobbies.

Donald Trump's political strategy on the climate issue included, among its main points, the
protection of traditional industrial sectors (coal-fired power plants, oil production, and the
traditional automotive industry), a reduction in the federal role in environmental regulation
(rollback of regulations, revocation of standards, and deregulation of agencies, particularly
the EPA), and, finally, a refusal to comply with international obligations that were perceived
as outright impositions, an action that resulted in the United States' withdrawal from the Paris
Agreement in 2017. The program, based on these three fundamental assumptions, perfectly
reflected the nationalist and populist rhetoric that saw the national interest as something
based on the concepts of employment, industrial autonomy, and economic competitiveness.
This concept is found again in a speech to Congress on February 28, 2017, Trump declared:
“We cannot allow foreign regulations to dictate the future of American workers. We will
prioritize American energy, American jobs, and American sovereignty”.

Considering constructivist theory, the policies just mentioned demonstrate the fact that
national interests arise from processes of social and discursive construction. The resulting
interpretation, therefore, of everything considered national interest, is continually redefined
through the constant changes brought about by political narratives, the media, and public
discourse. Narratives have a performative character; therefore, they do not simply describe
reality as it is, but seek to shape it by trying to define which actions are acceptable and

which are not®®. Hopf. Emissions deregulation and the US withdrawal from the Paris

Z Sgrensen, G., Jackson, R., & Mgiller, J. (2022). Introduction to international relations: Theories and approaches
(7th ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press. pp. 87-92

2 o FULL SPEECH: President Donald J. Trump Addresses Joint Session of Congress | February 28, 2017

% Hopf, T. (2002). Social Construction of International Politics: Identities & Foreign Policies, Moscow, 1955 and
1999. Cornell University Press. pp. 8—11.
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Agreement take on meaning when interpreted in this way, which allows for the definition of
an identity lens and the attribution of symbolic meaning to actions.

Industrial lobbies played a key role during the Trump administration in the United States,
legitimizing the regulatory rollback by mobilizing data, studies, and political pressure in the
economic sphere, thanks to the work of carbon-oil and automotive companies, with the aim
of supporting the narrative that environmental issues were a threat to the country's economic
integrity. As demonstrated®®, American climate unilateralism stems from the power wielded
by economic elites, who are able to influence decisions made both domestically and publicly.
The institutional fragmentation present in the United States means that climate policy is
closely tied to, and therefore dependent on, the political regime in place at any given
moment. Despite the government's general willingness to suspend or adapt climate action to
its own will, some states have attempted to offset these choices by implementing internal
measures to limit emissions. This demonstrates how crucial a government's ability to shape
its economy and industry based on shared ideologies as well as actual laws is?’.

This framework shows how the Trump administration perceives the environmental issue not
only as something purely scientific, but rather poses the question on a social basis, where
national identity, economic interests and public interest interact together with the aim of

defining a legitimate and possible policy.

2.2 Nationalist and Populist Rhetoric in Environmental Discourse

One political area that was strongly influenced by nationalist and populist movements during
the Trump administration in the United States was environmental policy, as this issue was
framed as a threat to the country's economic sovereignty and industrial competitiveness.
Elaborating on policies aimed at environmental protection, in this case, was not seen as a
moral or global responsibility, but rather as a constraint that limited the country's domestic
prosperity. It is no coincidence that US President Donald Trump's frequent use of the phrase
"America First" meant that the idea of strengthening environmental policies, advocated by
bodies such as the United Nations or by multinational agreements, was seen as an intrusion
into the broader concept of US sovereignty, thus strengthening the national interest itself.?®
Thanks to constructivist theory, it is possible to understand and explain how political actors
not only respond to material conditions, but also interpret them through historically informed

identities as well as a cultural narrative deeply rooted in collective identity?®. Examining the
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case of Donald Trump, it is possible to see how the issue of climate change was modified to
better respond to the specific needs of the United States. The goal was therefore to align
these policies with a national identity that emphasized American industrial independence
and, at the same time, underscored the country's skepticism toward supranational
governance, also with the aim of maintaining a foundation of the nation's mythology. In this
way, it was possible to more easily identify how policy reversals were legitimized with the aim
of protecting the national identity, which then reflects on the country's political choices and
subsequent actions.

Populist movements have further broadened this approach, pitting the interests of the
population deemed "common" against those of elitists, such as scientists and bureaucrats. In
this division, environmental policies were classified as elitist impositions, strengthening the
political strategy of gaining consensus from weaker electoral bases. This theory is supported
by the idea according to which political interests are driven by actors who choose to react to
environmental threats, actively building their own international political interests. The media's
role is also crucial in placing greater emphasis on certain political narratives that need to be
given greater attention. It's no coincidence that it was precisely in the shift toward media as
intermediaries that the climate issue took on a negative connotation with respect to the
economy. This has increased skepticism about the climate issue globally and the related
multilateral commitments made, a sentiment fueled primarily by nationalist and populist
currents of thought, both politically and socially. On the other hand, there are the progressive
media which, contrary to what has just been said, have focused on trying to demonstrate
how the environmental issue is a relevant issue in the international political context, from an
economic and moral perspective as well, also underscoring how narratives have been

strongly influenced under Donald Trump's US administration.

2.3 Deregulation and Withdrawal from the Paris Agreement

What determined a firm and highly significant stance during the Trump administration was
the United States' withdrawal from the Paris Agreement. The reason given to justify this
choice was the desire to protect American industries and jobs, symbolizing a general
rejection of international obligations, which the country has always seen and perceived as
conflicting with its own priorities. The shift resulting from this political choice demonstrates,
from a constructivist perspective, how the important thing is that a political choice, whether

rational or legitimate, is mediated by shared norms, identity constructions based on the

15



country's culture, and political narratives, rather than being based on merely scientific or
economic factors.*

The Trump administration, concurrently with the decision to withdraw the country from the
Paris Agreement, has pushed forward with a sweeping and widespread deregulation of
environmental sectors, such as the rollback of emissions standards for power plants,
methane emissions, and vehicle efficiency®'. These political maneuvers have been justified
as the government's own compliance with protecting American workers, industries, and
national sovereignty, when in fact they amounted to environmental negligence. As a result of
the above, the term "environmental regulation" has taken on a new meaning: it now refers to
a concept of economic restrictions and strong elite interference, whereas previously it simply
referred to collective responsibility and global management of accountability for the
surrounding environment.

Constructivist theories show how the material interests advanced by industries or
manufacturing lobbies are not always sufficient to explain policy outcomes. These factors
can influence the overall context, which then more fully defines how these claims can
ultimately be legitimate®. Donald Trump's rhetoric has legitimized the interests of the
industrial sector, contextualizing them in a broader context of national economic survival,
also demonstrating how the political sphere can shape the scope of the impact economic
actors can have.

The way civil society responds to these factors further demonstrates the controversial nature
of these policies. Indeed, it is possible to see how environmental NGOs and grassroots
organizations have succeeded in mobilizing different perspectives, leveraging the issue of
climate risk, intergenerational justice, and the potential consequences these choices could
have on public health. It is precisely through protests, public campaigns, and media
engagement that these actors have sought to resist and counter any kind of nationalist or
populist discourse, despite their limited influence being controlled by the administrations that

promoted the dominant narratives.*
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2.4 The Role of Media and Civil Society in Constructing the Narrative

The media played a key role in containing and directing the environmental debate during the
Trump administration. It was evident how conservative media, moving in tandem with the
messages sent by the American president himself, often succeeded in heightening existing
doubts about the climate issue from a scientific perspective, leveraging uncertainties in
models or the economic costs of regulation itself. Conversely, progressive media, along with
pressure groups, wanted to highlight and give greater importance to the risks of inaction and
the benefits of clean energy innovation. As reported by Sgrensen et al. (2022), the media act
as a mediating tool between political elites, institutions, and the public, managing to
influence the narratives that will gain legitimacy.

Civil society, along with the power wielded by environmental NGOs, has played a key role in
raising public awareness of climate change, promoting legal action against adopted
regulatory reforms that militate against policies favorable to ecological transition. There has
been an increase in the number of movements advocating for climate action, mobilizing
protests and awareness campaigns to highlight the social risks that could arise globally if
climate issues were neglected, particularly those posed by deregulation policies. The aim of
these actors is to create and foster a narrative based on the values of global responsibility, a
narrative also supported by scientific foundations and a fundamental moral obligation, thus
demonstrating the importance of shaping and giving political legitimacy to actions
undertaken.

During the Trump administration, the United States faced significant challenges from
institutional actors such as the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the courts,
which played a role in challenging the climate challenge. This was because Donald Trump,
during his presidency, succeeded in bringing about a change in leadership at the EPA, which
consequently led to changes in regulatory priorities. In doing so, the political nature of this
institution was emphasized. On the other hand, the courts supported both the
implementation and, conversely, the blocking of deregulation, allowing for economic,
environmental, and national considerations to be made in the negotiations conducted at the

international level on the environmental issue.?
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2.5 The transition with the Biden administration
The transition from the Trump administration to that led by Joe Biden, elected in November

2020, marked a turning point in US politics, particularly in climate policy. The newly
inaugurated president placed environmental issues at the center of the political agenda,
integrating them with objectives of economic recovery and technological innovation. The
administrative change not only entailed regulatory and technical changes, but also redefined
the meaning given to the environmental problem from a socio-political perspective. In doing
so, he provided a constructivist interpretation of the issue, in which ideas and narratives are
capable of adapting both policies and material conditions to different contexts®.

Biden has reframed the concept of climate action, placing it in a perspective where it
represents an opportunity to strengthen domestic industry, increase employment, and
stimulate technological innovation, placing the issue within a general context of global
leadership and moral responsibility. In his public speeches, the president has repeatedly
emphasized the importance of perceiving the ecological transition as a strategic investment
in American economic competitiveness: "We can choose to be the world's leader in clean
energy innovation, creating millions of good-paying jobs in the process."*

By examining the issue from a constructivist perspective, it is possible to see how the
narrative advanced by the Trump administration seeks to give new legitimacy to the
environmental issue. This is evident from the fact that environmental policies are no longer
perceived by the country as an external imposition or an economic constraint, but rather as
genuine tools capable of strengthening the national structure. The change in the American
administration has encouraged support for and greater participation in environmental
initiatives by American economic and political actors. at the same time, new roles emerged
in which environmental management was carried out through active collaboration between
key ministries and through ongoing dialogue between the federal states, industry, and civil
society. This highlights the fact that environmental issues are not just technical in nature, but

are also influenced by the growing consensus around them, thanks to shared narratives.

2.5.1 The return of the United States to the international climate debate
The most significant step taken by the Biden administration was to rejoin the Paris

Agreement on February 19, 2021. With this move, Biden wanted to send a clear diplomatic
and political message: the United States is returning to its role as a leading player in global

governance, particularly in the climate sphere. This step was reinforced by the creation of a
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narrative that emphasized moral responsibility at the international level while also
emphasizing multilateral cooperation to address a global threat. Biden declared: "America is
back—back to lead, back to collaborate, back to deliver on our climate commitments."%’

This event had a direct impact on domestic and international debate. In Europe, the gesture
was seen as a desire to strengthen coherence among the main global players, creating an
arena that would allow for simpler and smoother negotiation of common policies. At the
same time, the American narrative shifted, aiming to advance both global and domestic
objectives, such as reducing emissions, advancing technological development, and greater
job protection.

From a theoretical perspective, it is clear that international norms are not imposed within a
system; rather, it is the national system itself that must absorb the international norm,
internalize it, and interpret it within the national context. This explains why the Paris
Agreements do not operate with the aim of imposing themselves within a legal system. The
fact that the United States rejoined the Paris Agreements creates a symbolic dimension that
contributes to redefining American identity and positioning it as a responsible leader, moving

in line with the discursive strategies presented by constructivist theory®.

2.5.2 Climate Policy as Industrial Strategy: The Political and Ideational

Foundations of the IRA
The Biden administration's primary objective was undoubtedly the Green Deal, and in
particular the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), which together allow us to see the most
significant environmental policy initiatives in US politics in recent decades. The aim was to
integrate the decarbonization process with that of economic revitalization, thus placing
environmental policies at the forefront of industrial innovation, which also allows for job
creation and a consequent increase in employment. As stated by Serensen et al. (2022),
policy design moves hand in hand with their respective conceptual frameworks, therefore the
energy transition, together with industrial policies and regulatory intervention, shape the
concept that determines what is deemed politically feasible, but also socially acceptable.
The Green Deal project promotes the concept of energy transition as both a technological
and moral project. Through official documents and public speeches over the years, it's clear
how investments in renewable energy, electric vehicles, and infrastructure modernization are
interconnected with national competitiveness, worker empowerment, and global
responsibility. In this way, it seeks to build a stronger internal consensus, while

simultaneously asserting leadership in international climate negotiations, strengthening the
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relationship between domestic and foreign policy norms. Through constructivist theory, it's
possible to observe how there's increasingly less of a specific solution that responds to
material constraints, favoring instead a broader and more general concept, thus giving rise
to a notion of interdependence between ideas, interests, and institutions.®

The IRA complements the aforementioned narrative by offering concrete incentives for
decarbonization. These include tax credits for clean energy investments, incentives for
producing electric vehicles, and the construction of energy-efficient infrastructure. This
concept demonstrates a combination of economic pragmatism and regulatory ambition, as it
highlights how the law can appeal to both industry lobbies and environmental advocates,
and ultimately to the electorate at large. By moving in a direction where climate action is
integrated with economic opportunities, the administrative framework also effectively shapes
the interpretation of environmental regulation, demonstrating the resulting political
legitimacy.*°

Here too, the direct involvement of the media and civil society has been crucial. Progressive
media outlets show how the IRA's involvement has been crucial in creating jobs while
simultaneously mitigating climate risk. On the other hand, conservative media frames the
climate issue as excessive public spending. Civil society groups, on the other hand,
advocate for more ambitious measures, often linking national climate initiatives to global
concerns about equity and justice. This general framework shows how political legitimacy is
derived from the intersection of legislation, fueled by ideas, identities, and institutional

authority.

2.5.3 New Discursive Strategies and Impact on Political Consensus
Biden's environmental policy is characterized by an administration approach focused on
emphasizing political discourse with the aim of achieving greater political consensus. Unlike
Trump's handling of environmental policy, which was based on a nationalist, at times
populist, stance, Biden is pursuing an inclusive policy, capable of integrating economic,
environmental, and social objectives. As policies implemented for environmental protection
are justified and strengthened by the direct consequence of increased jobs, as well as strong
technological innovation and global leadership, the administration is seeking to align
previously divergent interest groups, from industrial stakeholders to environmental

advocates.*’
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The strategy employed demonstrates how ideas, along with norms and identity
constructions, according to the constructivist approach, are capable of shaping political
outcomes, as well as material conditions. Political leaders, in turn, are capable of actively
influencing how the collective deems desirable, feasible, and even legitimate*?. To do this,
they use rhetoric to mobilize support and effectively counter opposition. If we consider the
United States, a country with strong partisan polarization, we can see how narratives have a
particularly powerful influence. This is made possible by the fact that economic and
technological interests are emphasized and shared, along with the resulting environmental
responsibilities, by the administration, which seeks to narrow partisan divisions in favor of a
broader consensus on climate policy actions.

The media, interest groups, and civil society are the main actors driving this process forward.
The same sources that promote Biden's vision also contribute to legitimizing policies and
seek to increase public support. Independent lobbyists, on the other hand, are capable of
providing greater regulatory pressure and technical expertise. Through constructivist theory,
we can see how legitimacy is relational, grounded in the interaction between leaders,
institutions, and social actors, ensuring it is not imposed hierarchically. The discursive
approach found in the Biden administration illustrates how communication, along with
ideational leadership, is strategic and therefore crucial in expanding the political space to
allow the emergence and development of multiple ambitious climate initiatives.*®

In summary, the transition from the Trump to Biden administrations has demonstrated the
crucial role played by political discourse in shaping environmental policies. Despite the
importance of institutional constraints and material conditions, the interpretations and
resulting narratives generated by political leaders can shape how environmental issues are
understood, prioritized, and addressed. This chapter explores the foundations of the broader
discourse, encompassing policy implementation and case studies related to the topic.
Specifically, the analysis will focus on the automotive industry, particularly how it intersects

with discourse, regulation, and economic transformation.
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2. 6 The U.S. Green Deal and the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA)
The US Green Deal and the IRA are key tools in translating Biden's ambitions from

discourse to concrete action. These ambitions include decarbonization goals, incentivized
economically for both industries and citizens themselves, further highlighting the
interdependence between environmental sustainability and economic growth. With specific
reference to the IRA, we see how this institution operates with the aim of introducing tax
credits to encourage the purchase and investment in electric vehicles as well as in energy
infrastructure and domestic battery production, positioning itself as a benchmark for
"state-enabled market governance"*. Analyzing the context: From a discursive perspective,
the Green Deal and the IRA are two instruments that present a joint plan in which climate
protection action is compatible with competitiveness, innovation, and international
leadership. This creates an environment that allows for greater economic stimulation,
leading to a progressive reduction in regulatory uncertainty and encouraging investment in
clean technologies. In this way, the regulatory and incentive framework proves to be a key
tool in building legitimacy for environmental policies.

Comparing American environmental policy initiatives with the European Green Deal, some
divergences are still evident, but following the US administration's change of direction,
numerous convergences are also beginning to emerge. The common goal of the two
countries regarding the ecological transition is to guide this process through the
implementation of integrated policies. In the American context, the focus is more oriented
towards economic and industrial instruments, while in Europe, the central objective is

binding regulation and regulatory harmony*.
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2.7 New discursive strategies and impact on political consensus
A defining characteristic of Biden's politics is the president's ability to use political discourse

to gain consensus and legitimacy. Unlike Trump, who polarized the debate with nationalist
and populist theories, Biden integrates economic, environmental, and social elements into
his rhetoric, making the climate issue and the actions taken in this area understandable and
shared by multiple stakeholders.*®

The discursive strategy involves the media, think tanks, and civil society becoming active
players in determining whether a given policy is legitimate or not. Progressive media tend to
amplify all positive narratives regarding a given issue. Civic groups, on the other hand, seek
to exert regulatory pressure, ensuring transparency and accountability. Consensus arises
from discourse, particularly when faced with a highly polarized political context. In this way,
diverse interests can be aligned to shape a coherent environment for the success of more
complex environmental policies, such as the energy transition. Drawing on constructivist
theory, this process emphasizes how collective perception and shared narratives regarding a
specific issue are crucial to the success of a given policy—environmental in this case—by
shaping how risk is perceived, as well as how opportunities are perceived, and ultimately

how regulatory legitimacy is perceived.
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Chapter 3 - the European case: the Green Deal and climate leadership

3.1 Political discourse as a tool for legitimizing environmental policies

The role played by political discourse is multifaceted. On the one hand, it serves to educate
by translating scientific knowledge into accessible contexts, thereby facilitating
communication, legitimacy, and understanding by a broader public regarding the adoption of
environmental protection regulations. On the other hand, political discourse can act as a
bridge to how these policies are received by citizens and institutions, seeking to shape
aspects of feasibility, equity, and necessity. With respect to the field of environmental
governance, however, political discourse plays the role of an interpretive tool. It is important
because it transforms technical and scientific information into narratives that enable more
active citizen engagement, thus mobilizing greater public support and providing credible
justification for political choices, as their influence determines how they are implemented and
the direction they ultimately take*’*8.

The issue of climate change initially emerged in the early 1980s as a major issue in global
public and political debate. This subsequently increased the authority of climatology, which
was subsequently consolidated by the work of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC)*, which ensured that ecological threats and resulting environmental risks
were no longer treated as mere problems, but became fully-fledged economic, social, and
security concerns®. Thus, the environmental issue became even more prominent, thanks
also to the media's efforts to emphasize the political discourse surrounding this topic.
Despite the enormous work done by the agencies, scientific consensus alone proved
insufficient to establish coordinated political action at the global level. This instead resulted in
the strengthening of the role played by the climate change discourse, which allowed a
collective governance project to be built around it, along with a long-term political
commitment®'.

To address the environmental issue, the Kyoto Protocol was adopted in 1997, a document
that represented the first attempt to institutionalize the urgency of this emerging problem®.
This protocol framed the issue of climate change as a responsibility that must be shared

globally, while also allowing for a differentiation between the duties of developed and
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developing countries®. In Europe and the United States, the Protocol sparked intense
political debate, highlighting the inherent differences between the various realities and
connecting divergent national identities and differing economic interests, factors that
influenced the different climate commitments adopted by the various countries. In Europe,
the climate issue developed in tandem with economic modernization and the emerging role
of European leadership, which was becoming multilateral. In the United States, however, the
environmental issue was associated with concerns about the country's sovereignty,
competitiveness, and domestic employment rates.

In 2015, the Paris Agreement on Climate Change was established. These agreements
further emphasized the discursive divergence between Europe and the United States
because, unlike the Kyoto Protocol, they leverage all those objectives that are binding on the
participating countries and also place greater attention on national contributions, thus
highlighting a general shift in the problem toward characteristics such as flexibility,
inclusiveness, and an ever-increasing shared sense of urgency. The framework defined by
the Paris Agreement brings with it a vision of the climate issue as an immediate and
universal challenge, which therefore requires action from both states and more defined
entities such as markets, cities, and civil society itself***®°. In this sense, political discourse
has been very important in normalizing the fact that environmental governance is no longer
just a marginal issue, but instead concerns multi-factor planning—economic, industrial, and
political—on an international scale.

The way the European Union has strengthened its presence on the environmental issue has
further affirmed its role as a leader in global environmental governance, demonstrating its
ability to translate the urgency brought about by the climate crisis into action and diplomatic
commitment®®. In contrast, the United States has presented a different response to the same
environmental stimuli®’. The country has integrated the environmental issue with internal
debates that have been highly polarized and have resulted in interpretative frameworks that
view the environmental issue as an illegitimate constraint on national authority®®. Looking at
the issue from a broader, global perspective, we see how discourses on the environmental

issue influence one another, thus prioritizing the issue on the global level and demonstrating
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that the urgency of climate change is constantly being constructed and renegotiated by the
way actors discuss and act on it®.

Political discourse seeks to frame the environmental issue as a current collective risk, thus
allowing the terms within which political intervention can be envisioned, making the latter
legitimate and inevitable®. In this way, constructivist theory is grounded in the idea that
environmental governance is influenced both by actual material threats and by how these

threats are interpreted and utilized at the political level.5'

3.2 Discourse as a performative tool

Starting from a constructivist perspective, political discourse is not only based on a
descriptive concept, but is also capable of actively producing political realities. As Wendt
argues®, Ideas and narratives are factors that contribute to building the social structures that
define what actors perceive as legitimate and desirable, something therefore achievable. In
environmental policies, discourse shapes the very definition of the problem. Climate-related
data can be considered part of an imminent global emergency, a still manageable risk, or, on
the other hand, a politically exaggerated issue, depending on how the problem is described
by political leaders and political institutions themselves..The concept of storyline®,
understood as the concept that refers to simplified narratives that allow for the better
organization of complex information, providing interpretative frameworks aimed at action.
These passages are key to legitimizing decisions made in environmental policies, as they

make the issues they address, which are normally abstract, tangible and relevant.
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3.3 Framing environmental issues

Political discourse works through framing and selecting specific aspects of a given problem,
downplaying others that are considered, momentarily, less relevant.®. lIn environmental
policy, the framework within which a problem is defined also shapes the public's perception
of the problem and its urgency, as well as the resulting risks and responsibilities associated
with climate change, which can also be considered within the broader concept of ecological
degradation. A notable example is the case of the United States, where, during the Trump
administration, the environmental debate often viewed climate change as a minor issue,
instead giving greater prominence to issues such as economic risks and national
sovereignty. In contrast, the Joe Biden administration viewed the environmental issue as a
moral and technological imperative, one that goes hand in hand with sustainability and
economic opportunity. At the same time, it also believed there was a common thread
between environmental policies and the innovation and increased global leadership of the
United States.®®. The just concluded concept, demonstrates how discourse is not only the
voice of adopted policies, but actively builds the perceived legitimacy of environmental

action.

3.4 Discourse, legitimacy, and policy adoption

Environmental policies often derive their legitimacy from their correlation with prevailing
social norms, values, and political narratives. Representatives of various political movements
tend to use discourse strategically to foster greater consensus around the policy measures
they seek to adopt, which would likely encounter greater resistance. For this reason, public
support for environmental regulations is rarely based solely on a rational calculation of their
potential costs and benefits.®®Rather, it is shaped by political narratives that define
environmental problems and their solutions. The European Green Deal represents a set of
regulatory measures, as well as a narrative and an example of European leadership and
collective responsibility aimed at actively addressing climate change.®’. By ensuring that
politics is understood in a convincing discourse, the European Union must strengthen the

perceived legitimacy of climate initiatives in both a national and supranational context.
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3.5 Role of media and institutional actors

Political discourse has many facets that make it a much broader field, including media,
interest groups, and institutions. Media coverage has the ability to enhance certain
interpretative frameworks, shaping public opinion and ultimately influencing political
priorities®®. In the United States, polarizing the media has been a key step toward better
understanding climate risk. This has also influenced public reception of the issue.®.
Similarly, it is possible to see how institutions such as the European Commission use the
tool of discourse in a strategic way, managing to produce reports, communications and
political documents aimed at strengthening the legitimacy of environmental initiatives,

consequently aligning national policies with the international ones of the European Union. 7°.
3.6 The Construction of the European Sustainability Narrative

3.6.1 The European Green Deal and EU Leadership in Combating Climate
Change

In December 2019, the European Commission presented the environmental protection
project better known as the "Green Deal." With the establishment of this project, there is the
desire to represent one of the most ambitious environmental strategies ever presented at the
international political level. The goal of the pact is to make Europe the first climate-neutral
continent by 2050. This will be achieved through a combination of new regulations,
significant public and private investments, and policy innovations in the economic, energy,
agricultural, and transport sectors. The Green Deal builds on Europe's historical role as a
promoter of global climate action, also being at the forefront of blocking environmental
negotiations agreed upon since the 1990s. As reported by Sgrensen et al. (2022), the
objectives promoted at the international level by the European Union often involve the
intersection of material policies and regulatory objectives. In the case of global governance,
the Green Deal is a clear example of this.”

The leadership exercised is political and conceptual in nature. Through the Green Deal, the
EU seeks to position itself as an economic player, aiming to advance innovation in
renewable energy and low-carbon technologies, but also as a regulatory power capable of
influencing and shaping global standards and international environmental governance
structures. The EU broadens the concept of "regulatory power" by exporting its values

through policy frameworks that facilitate the intersection of ethical commitments and
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regulatory design. In doing so, the Green Deal becomes both a political and international
diplomatic instrument.”? Its scope is considered highly ambitious, as it encompasses
everything from sustainable food systems to the broader topic of the circular economy. In
this way, Europe positions itself as a player capable of leading the global transition to
sustainability based not only on domestic measures but also on the rules of global
competition, particularly through initiatives such as the Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism (CBAM).™®

Despite what has just been reported, the leadership of the European Union is neither
undisputed nor unequivocal. Many scholars emphasize that the implementation of the Green
Deal must navigate complex political realities, such as often divergent national interests,
internal resistance from carbon-intensive sectors, and criticism from the Global South, which
finds itself espousing issues such as equity and historical responsibility”. The impact of the
Green Deal as a discursive tool is undeniable, as in its narrative function, it represents a
story of transformation of European identity. This is intended to explain an identity oriented
toward a concept of a sustainable future, innovation, and broader global responsibility. All of
this elevates climate action, transforming it from a simple political objective to a distinctive
feature of European identity and geopolitical strategy.”

By successfully integrating the climate neutrality project into the European socio-economic
model, the continent thus expresses a long-term vision capable of integrating environmental
protection with economic competitiveness and social inclusion. In these terms, it is possible
to see how the Green Deal is a project capable of encompassing an emblematic ideological
project that, as reported by Sgrensen et al. (2022), shapes the behavior of various countries
and the international order, under the concept of "institutionalized ideas."® In this way, the
awareness that the climate crisis is not just an environmental concern, but a truly global
challenge that requires the right coordination between political action, cultural change, and

leadership in defining the acceptable direction of global development is highlighted.
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3.6.2 Environmental Regulation as a Tool of Soft Power

The European Union relies on regulation to project its power globally, a strategy that the
literature has dubbed the "Brussels Effect” ’’. This effect refers to the EU's ability to influence
global markets by imposing its own regulatory standards, standards often adopted by
multinationals to maintain a direct link to the European internal market. Environmental policy
is a key area where this dynamic is highlighted. It is through mechanisms such as the
Emissions Trading System (ETS), legislation on vehicle emissions, and directives on
industrial pollution that the European Union has succeeded in establishing itself as a
regulatory hub, establishing benchmarks applicable to all countries around the world.

Over the years, environmental regulation has become one of Europe's main instruments of
soft power. Unlike hard power, which relies primarily on coercion and military force, soft
power relies on three main pillars: persuasion, attraction, and influence’®. By successfully
establishing rigorous environmental standards, the European Union is able to push its own
goals while also influencing the behavior of other actors, thus exporting European
preferences globally. A clear example is the automotive sector, where European emissions
standards are so stringent that they force foreign manufacturers to adapt to the Union's
production processes, thus triggering a process of technological innovation and promoting
the production of vehicles deemed cleaner on a global scale.”

At the same time, Europe's regulatory approach has geopolitical implications. The
introduction of measures such as the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) in
2021, a policy that imposes a carbon tariff on imports from countries with lower
environmental standards, is often seen as a protectionist measure by trading partners.
These types of measures are justified by the EU as a means of preventing carbon leakage
by ensuring fair competition in a broader arena where stricter environmental standards
exist®. All of this demonstrates how using environmental standards to protect national
industries is a strategic tool capable of simultaneously strengthening the European Union's
global environmental standards.

In this regard, the criticism raised in the literature on this topic is the question of whether
European environmental policies truly represent soft power or are instead a form of
"regulatory imperialism,"®' as some critics maintain. Constructivist theories demonstrate that

what matters is not only the purely material outcome, but the power of the narratives behind
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these actions®. The European Union is expanding its international legitimacy by being
recognized as a global player, guiding the rules for the benefit of the planet. It is no
coincidence that environmental governance is interdependent on questions of political
authority and cultural identity, so much so that European environmental regulation is
promoted to shape global narratives regarding all behaviors that contribute to reducing

emissions.

3.6.3 The Narrative Coherence of the European Union

The coherence of the European Union's sustainability narrative is crucial to its effectiveness
as a global player. This is driven by the idea that Europe is a space where economic
modernization, environmental protection, and social well-being are pursued simultaneously.
This is reflected in the projects articulated in previous European treaties, such as the Lisbon
Treaty of 2009 and the Europe 2020 Strategy of 2010, linked to development strategies,
which emphasize the importance of sustainability and social inclusion as central objectives
of European integration.®

The environmental discourse coherently reconciles Europe's internal policies while
simultaneously strengthening soft power externally. The Green Deal project was born as an
agenda for environmental promotion and protection, but also as a "new growth strategy,"
aimed at transforming the European economy into a modern one, capable of using
resources efficiently and competitively. Growth driven by sustainability allows the EU to
maintain and sometimes increase the support it receives from member states through
different economic structures and political priorities, while simultaneously pursuing important
and decisive systemic reforms. Finally, we can see how international actors are able to draw
legitimacy both from material capabilities and from the ability to offer narratives that are both
credible and coherent for the future.?

The coherence of environmental policies appears to be a response to domestic political
dynamics. Green parties, especially in countries that best reflect the ideal of sustainable
environmental policy, demonstrate that there is growing consensus among citizens that the
EU's environmental narrative can also be seen as a response to domestic political dynamics.
The rise of Green parties, especially in countries like Germany and the Netherlands, reflects
a growing European desire to intervene on climate change, believing the issue to be
increasingly urgent, which has translated into concrete political power at both the national

and European levels. New political movements, emerging precisely with the aim of
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promoting environmental activism, especially among young people in Europe, are bringing
climate issues to the center of public debate. The most prominent movement is Fridays for
Future, which, by stimulating grassroots pressure, has allowed climate objectives to be
integrated into the system in all policy areas, thus creating a coherent sustainability narrative
that connects institutions to social issues.

However, the plan presented carries some contradictions, as the European Union continues
to base many productive sectors on the use of fossil fuels, which is why the transition to
carbon neutrality will require difficult compromises. Ideas and interests often clash in political
practice, and this is why the EU's narrative coherence is constantly challenged by these
tensions.®

In light of the above, the EU's narrative coherence remains one of its greatest strengths. The
EU has created an environmental identity capable of equating domestic ambitions with
international objectives. In international politics, the coherence provided by the EU's
environmental identity is strengthened by Europe's ability to act as a regulatory entrepreneur,
successfully reinterpreting and adapting expectations regarding what is truly possible and

legitimate in the context of climate governance.®
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3.7 The comparison with the U.S. case

3.7.1 Divergent Institutions, Converging Ideas: EU-US Approaches to Climate

Policy
Europe and the United States are pursuing a policy of market and international cooperation.
Fueling this divergence are institutional structures. Although both Europe and the United
States recognize the environmental problem and the need to address it as a strategic
challenge with both geopolitical and economic implications, the two powers differ in their
management of the issue in terms of policy instruments, regulatory philosophies, and
discursive frameworks.
In terms of regulation, the European Union has always relied on regulatory frameworks that
govern environmental issues, successfully integrating climate objectives into a broader
context of directives, regulations, and long-term goals. This process is embodied in the
European Green Deal, which successfully combines effective legal obligations with market
mechanisms aimed at ensuring a just ecological transition, provided by instruments such as
the Emissions Trading System. This reflects a governance that is based on rules and
institutionally rooted, characteristics that allow the European Union to have a supranational
character®’.
Unlike the European context, the United States has a more fragmented approach to climate
action. It is no coincidence that environmental regulation relies on executive authority and is
therefore subject to constant change due to ongoing political turnover. The transition in
American government from Obama to Trump and finally Biden clearly demonstrates the
radical shifts in political orientation regarding climate action. Biden adopted rather ambitious
climate measures, such as the Inflation Reduction Act, which relies primarily on economic
incentives and industrial policies rather than comprehensive regulations. It is thus clear that
American policymakers prefer to adopt decisions that lead to market-based solutions rather
than more extensive regulation, which is rooted in liberal economic traditions and
constitutionally established constraints.8
Although Europe and the United States have divergent views on climate change, in recent
years they have both begun to embrace the issue as an economic opportunity, focusing on
the relationship between innovation and decarbonization, along with competitiveness and
the resulting employment growth. In particular, the European Union is placing greater
emphasis on green growth, while the Biden administration is evaluating climate-driven

industrial redevelopment from a shared perspective of environmental sustainability, which
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develops hand in hand with economic performance. This phenomenon is most evident in
sectors such as renewable energy, electric automotive, and clean technologies, areas where
transatlantic cooperation is most intensified.

As the constructivist perspective argues, these convergences arise from the growing
alignment of interpretations. Policy coordination is only possible when an idea regarding a
problem is shared by multiple actors. Thus, the increasingly widespread consensus based
on the shared importance of the climate issue allowed the diffusion of ideals of sustainability,
technological leadership, and long-term economic tenacity on a transatlantic scale. However,
convergence is destined to remain present, albeit partial and contingent, due to institutional

and cultural differences between countries.

3.7.2 The Weight of National Identities in Climate Policy-Making
As constructivist theory emphasizes, political action is driven by socially constructed

identities, which define how actors perceive both themselves and their role in the global
context. This is why national identities have the capacity to shape all the political decisions
made with regard to environmental and climate protection, both by the European Union and
the United States. Climate policy thus becomes a more complex framework where broader
narratives regarding national objectives, responsibilities, and legitimacy intersect.
Considering the European case, it is clear that environmental protection has acquired
increasing importance over time within the broader framework of the European Union's
self-understanding as a normative and civil power. The climate issue is now framed as an
extension of the Union's founding values, which also include multilateralism and governance
based on rules and social solidarity. As previously mentioned, the European Green Deal is
not merely a tool intended to serve a political agenda, but constitutes a genuine political
account of the transformation Europe has undergone, in which sustainability has become a
defining characteristic of the European identity. It is no coincidence that the European Union
is often seen as capable of drawing influence internationally by projecting shared values and
norms deemed desirable and legitimate®®.

Within the context of identity, it is possible to explain the stability of climate policy achieved
at the European level over the years. Despite the continued presence of internal
disagreements, climate policy generally enjoys broad cross-party support from all political
divisions and from all countries participating in the European Union institutions. The primary
objective, regarding the environmental field, is unequivocally less vulnerable to political
changes than in the United States, a country where the climate issue is constantly linked to

the concept of party identity. It is no coincidence that climate change has become a marker
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of the country's identity, particularly in the early 2000s, when a conservative political identity
went hand in hand with skepticism stemming from the first scientific findings in the climate
field and the resistance encountered in its regulation. Conversely, a liberal identity found
greater support in environmental activism and support for international cooperation.

The Trump administration clearly demonstrates how national identity can shape politics, and
in this case, US climate policy. Trump's nationalist political discourse frames environmental
regulation as a kind of imposition driven by external factors intended to threaten American
sovereignty and freedom, particularly in the economic sector. Under Trump, the United
States views climate agreements as constraints imposed by global elites, which are
therefore incompatible with the vision of American supremacy. With Joe Biden's arrival as
president, there has been an attempt to reframe climate action in a patriotic and
economically advantageous way for the country itself. This effort promised to rebuild national
identity in a global context that also takes into account rather ambitious environmental goals,
with the aim of redefining identity narratives and expanding legitimate political options®.

The comparison between Europe and the United States highlights the fact that, while Europe
is moving toward a policy of strengthening environmental protection, the United States tends
to limit it. This creates difficulties regarding the durability and credibility of climate protection
commitments. From a constructivist perspective, the coherence provided by a country's
identity allows for the adoption of stable policies, while a weak, fragmented identity makes

policies more unstable.

3.7.3 The Geopolitical Dimension of the Energy Transition

The climate issue has become a significant issue not only in domestic politics but also in
geopolitical competition, adapting all power relations between various countries and trade
patterns to new needs, resulting in existing strategic dependencies. Although both Europe
and the United States continue to diverge in their priorities and capabilities, both recognize
that environmental protection is increasingly closely linked to broader issues of global
security.

The European Union sees a close correlation between energy transition and strategic
autonomy, which is why the goal of reducing the Union's dependence on fossil fuels from
geopolitically sensitive regions has intensified and increasingly prioritized the issue of
renewable energy. In this regard, it is clear that the Green Deal responds to environmental
objectives on the one hand, but also addresses broader security issues on the other, a topic

that has become increasingly heated following the triggering of the Ukrainian energy crisis
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following the Russian invasion. The changes brought about by the global energy system
present broad-spectrum challenges for international power structures®!, altering the
importance that different states and regions assign to the issue.

The European Union is moving to expand its geopolitical influence, seeking to leverage its
regulatory influence on global markets and standards. Some instruments, including the
Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBM), are an example. These mechanisms aim to
align trade policy with environmental protection objectives and, to do so, offer European
industries the opportunity to enjoy protection. Constructivist theory highlights the fact that the
European Union is increasingly capable of adopting an ever-increasing approach to
international politics and, consequently, of shaping it more easily.

Unlike what has just been said about the European Union, the United States instead
presents an approach in which the geopolitics of the energy transition is viewed through the
lens of technological-industrial competition, with particular reference to the case of China.
Biden's view, based on what has been reported, is that American leadership can be
maintained at a high standard if efficient investments are made in clean energy, such as
hydrogen, battery, and electric vehicle sectors. Referring to the Inflation Reduction Act, it is
possible to see how this instrument is capable of connecting climate policy on the one hand
with national competitiveness on the other, highlighting even more clearly the extent to which
the American state is based on a more state-centered conception of economic power and
with ad hoc strategies.

Although Europe and the United States have fundamental differences on climate change,
both recognize that leadership in this field is increasingly a source of geopolitical legitimacy.
The fact that both Europe and the United States participate in international climate initiatives
and support the energy transitions faced by developing countries, as well as supporting the
leadership provided by global forums such as the G7 and G20—tools used to assert
responsibility and influence—demonstrates how environmental governance is based on
factors such as authority and trust at the international level®. This is why the United States
and Europe are working to cooperate simultaneously with the aim of shaping the norms and
institutions that will govern a low-carbon future.

By placing the two actors, the United States and Europe, in a comparative perspective, it is
possible to see how the latter derives value from the ability to articulate a coherent
regulatory vision, while, in the case of the United States, it presents an advantageous

economic dimension and innovative capacity. The interaction created between these two
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approaches allows us to outline a fundamental role in shaping the energy transition on a
global scale. This chapter therefore presents the link between the comparative analysis of
European and United States policies, which will be further clarified in the sectoral case study
that follows, which will allow us to see how both ideas and identities can concretely translate

into both economic and technological transformations.
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Chapter 4 - The Case Study

The Automotive Sector between Regulation and Innovation

1. The Paris Agreement and Emissions Regulations

The automotive sector is the most damaging to the environment in terms of emissions,
making it the most critical sector for the implementation of environmental protection policies.
The Paris Agreement places the issue of emissions within specific regulatory frameworks
that create binding trajectories for countries with the common goal of reducing emissions,
although these regulatory frameworks are not subject-matter specific. In particular, Article 4
of the Agreement stipulates that those who have ratified this treaty must adhere to the
objectives set, through mitigation pathways, with the common goal of keeping global
temperatures below 2°C if possible®. This standard has had significant implications for the
regulation of automotive emissions, particularly in the automotive industry. The automotive
sector is the one most at odds with the concept of ecological transition, due on the one hand
to the magnitude of its emissions and on the other to its role in the economic landscape of
the most advanced countries. On the one hand, the automotive industry represents
technological and industrial progress, while on the other, it mirrors the national identities and
policies that dominate the overall landscape. For this reason, it represents a sort of
laboratory in which to observe how international norms, national regulations, economic
incentives, and social narratives interact. If we take constructivist theory as a basis for
reasoning®, we can see how industrial and environmental policies always emerge from
complex processes of social construction in which material and ideal-normative interests
take shape, giving final decisions the task of becoming objects of importance in the broader
field of shared narratives.

Always taking the constructivist perspective into account, the Paris Agreement not only
serves as a legal instrument but also effectively provides a regulatory framework capable of
adapting and making acceptable the behavior pursued by the industrial sector. International
agreements allow society to define responsible state action through the construction of
common interests®. Considering the automotive sector, this translates concretely into
gradually making emissions standards more stringent, particularly within the European

Union, a country that has a deep sense of and respect for climate objectives.
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The European Union has been able to fulfill all its commitments under the Paris Agreement.
This was possible thanks to stringent CO. emission standards, particularly for cars and vans,
gradually tightening them and introducing heavy penalties for non-compliance. The
restrictions mentioned above are not limited to climate change, but also serve as an
excellent starting point for technological transition. This is particularly true for the automotive
industry, as this sector is the one that best enables the European Union to demonstrate its
regulatory and legislative capacity in the environmental field, given that the actions required
for the automotive sector propose a regulatory framework that is far more comprehensive
than the framework outlined by the European Green Deal.

In the United States, the Paris Agreement has led to a more uneven outcome with respect to
automotive emissions regulation. During the years of the Obama and Biden administrations,
the two presidents managed to achieve domestic emissions alignment consistent with the
Paris Agreement. Under Trump, however, the regulatory framework was rejected, and the
standard for fuel economy and emissions was scaled back. The fluctuations caused by this
shift demonstrate how regulations can shape outcomes when a political system adopts
them®. This, in turn, highlights the extent to which the automotive sector is the arena where
international standards clash with national interpretations reflecting sovereignty and

economic interests.

2. The Role of Incentives in the Transition to Electric Vehicles

Incentives serve both regulatory purposes and the process of accelerating the transition from
internal combustion engines to electric vehicles (EVs). Incentives also underpin policies that
seek to provide guidance on how political actors should approach market behavior, oriented
toward a different interpretation. Governments of different countries should be able to tailor
incentives to private investment and collective climate goals rather than directly imposing
constraints.

The European Union integrates incentives into a broader regulatory framework that
prioritizes long-term structural change. Subsidies for the purchase of electric vehicles,
investments in charging infrastructure, and support for battery innovation go hand in hand
with decarbonization objectives and ultimately aim to strengthen the European political
narrative toward a more coordinated transformation where industrial competitiveness draws
its strength from environmental responsibility and vice versa, resulting in a balanced
approach.

In the American case, incentives have gained greater importance, particularly under the

Biden administration, as the Inflation Reduction Act, which remains the leading example of
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what is defined as state-enabled market governance®, has seen an increase in tools for
economic recovery and climate change mitigation, including tax credits for electric vehicles,
domestic battery production, and supply chain localization. It is through this approach that
we seek to reconcile climate policy with the now established identities that reflect an
orientation to American political culture.

To return to the approach taken by constructivist theory, we note how incentives not only
serve as economic instruments, but also allow for the delineation of political priorities and the
redefinition of expectations within the sector under consideration. Policymakers can
therefore integrate climate objectives with economic opportunities and thus influence how
companies perceive and consequently interpret risk, innovation, and competitiveness. The
rapid shift in electrification seen by the automotive sector in recent years demonstrates both
technological feasibility and a sort of reconfiguration of the framework within which

companies make decisions.

3. EU-US Differences in Regulatory Strategies

The main differences in European and US regulatory strategies lie in the fact that Europe
has a preventative and coherent approach, based on long-term objectives and highly precise
institutional coordination, factors that make Europe the main global rule-maker. In contrast,
the United States relies on a more fragmented system, with federal standards coexisting with
state initiatives. The decentralization just described highlights how climate regulations owe
their legitimacy to the coherence of the narrative and political stability®.

Although Europe and the United States have fundamental differences, both argue that
electrification is the best path to reducing emissions, even in this context, the meanings
attributed by the two nations to this phenomenon are different. In Europe, there is a basic
project that envisions a process of ecological modernization and consequent regulatory
cohesion, while in the United States, the perception of the need to defend industrial
competition and technological sovereignty persists. All this confirms the central tenet of
constructivist theory, namely, that political outcomes owe their success only in part to
material or technological conditions and that, rather, what makes them so powerful and gives

them affirmation on the collective stage are shared norms, narratives, and expectations.
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4. Automotive as an Arena of Clashing Political Narratives
The automotive world represents a field where different political narratives converge and
seek confrontation. The automobile itself, and therefore the entire automotive sector,
embodies the concept of individual freedom, closely linked to that of mobility and a country's
industrial strength. In this regard, environmental policies born with the aim of protecting
against evident and incessant climate change succeed in creating grounds for political
contestation between the concept of environmental protection and the development of the
automotive sector.
In the United States, the automotive sector often represents the working class and,
consequently, the nation's industrial supremacy. Donald Trump's administration viewed
environmental regulation as a threat to American industry and supremacy, particularly in the
automotive industry and the American economy itself. Environmental policies were seen as
purely elitist, a concept that is therefore far removed from the true needs of the American
state as a productive state. Among the effects of this narrative are the legitimization of
regulatory rollbacks, the weakening of the adoption of standards established by
environmental policies, and a necessary influence on the strategies adopted by companies
at the production level.
This type of discursive construction allows for the active construction of reality, as political
narratives allow us to interpret interests, but they also function to produce them by ensuring
that certain political options are feasible compared to others that are instead classified as
unfeasible. The current that moves against electric mobility is simply the reflection of that
symbolic conflict that expresses the concepts of progress and modernity and is not the sole
result of economic calculations.
In the European context, the automotive sector is constantly being revisited within a
narrative that takes greater account of the ecological transition and the resulting sustainable
innovation. The automobile is no longer simply a symbol of mass production and subsequent
consumption, but now symbolizes a much broader project that encompasses a more
competitive and sustainable policy, with regulatory leadership geared more toward
environmentally friendly development. This policy is reflected in the comprehensive nature of
the European Union, which acts as a global player committed to promoting ambitious

environmental standards and disseminating a long-term and sustainable development plan®.
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Comparing the two currents allows us to see how the automotive sector has become a
symbolic setting where capitalist ideas collide with those of environmental governance. In
this case, the narrative can influence public policies, industrial strategies, and even the
speed with which technological transition spreads, ensuring that constructivist ideology
confirms the fact that the spheres of politics and economics are strongly interdependent and

linked to shared ideas.

5. The Weight of Public Perception in Industry Choices

The strategies adopted by companies at national level, which then spill over into an
international context, are increasingly defined by how society perceives a given stimulus.
The electric automotive sector requires, on the one hand, significant technological
investments, but also solid support from the society in which it operates, as it entails
changes in the attitudes of end buyers and their daily habits, as well as for society itself, and
in the infrastructures enabling this transition. In this sense, we see how public opinion plays
a central and active role in guiding the ecological transition, both industrially and
technologically.'®

Considering the European context, it is clear how public sector support for the climate
protection process has been crucial in providing stability to corporate action, also helping to
reduce regulatory uncertainty. Thus, companies are more likely to be supportive of
regulations aimed at protecting the environment, leading to greater investment in electric
vehicles, charging infrastructure, and research into batteries for use in this sector. In
contrast, the United States presents a consistent trend in which political polarization and the
instability of public opinion, which is therefore not homogeneously shared, lead to an
increase in regulatory risk, forcing companies to adopt different strategies to best protect
their technological interests from constant regulatory fluctuations.'"

What has just been said demonstrates how the preferences expressed by society in the
economic sphere are by no means neutral, but rather, are so important that they can modify
and shape political action. Society's perception of environmental sustainability is therefore a
variable capable of shaping the evolution of the automotive sector, altering its trajectory,
intensity, and speed of development. This influence makes society a strategic variable for

the given industrial sector.
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6. Implications for the Global Competitiveness of the Automotive Industry
The automotive sector, as demonstrated, is directly influenced by political narratives,
regulations, and how civil society perceives and behaves with respect to a given issue—in
this case, environmental protection and the consequent development of the electric car
industry, including its competitiveness. How a sector adapts to the economic transition and
adapts its choices and strategies accordingly depends minimally on the available
technological and financial resources, but mostly on the stability created by the regulatory
system and the coherence provided by the policies adopted in this field, which are therefore
aimed at steering climate change in a shared direction.'®
This process, and therefore the ability to operate according to a defined and shared
approach, means that the European Union faces significant expenditures in a relatively short
period of time. At the same time, it benefits from underlying strategic clarity and
well-established social support, allowing the country to adopt regulations early. The EU's
rigorous and consistent standards not only guide and constantly advance innovation, but
also influence global regulations and strengthen its leadership in this specific sector.
The American case, unlike the European context, is characterized by constant regulatory
instability and political polarization, leading to growing uncertainty among the American
people regarding investment, thus slowing down industrial development based on long-term
planning. Despite this, however, the United States is working on a long-term plan to orient
industrial policy toward greater global competitiveness. To achieve this, the United States
continues to demonstrate its commitment to projects such as the Inflation Reduction Act, as
well as placing greater emphasis on policies aimed at increasing the visibility of the industrial
and technological sectors, with the aim of reaffirming American sovereignty in these
sectors.'®
The automotive sector demonstrates how the ecological transition process is closely tied to
the symbolic and cultural identity of politics. While factors such as costs, technologies, and
market demand shape industrial decisions, what legitimizes the economic transition is the
ability of both political and social actors to construct political ideologies that legitimize and
transform the political process underlying the climate transition. This reaffirms the fact that
the success of environmental policies is closely linked to the ideas and discourses shared by
a society, as well as the material and institutional conditions that allow the ecological
transition to develop optimally, thus ensuring legitimacy and consensus among global

stakeholders.

2 Sgrensen, G., Jackson, R., & Mgller, B. (2022). Introduction to International Politics (5th ed.). Oxford
University Press pp 256-260
03 Sgrensen, G., Jackson, R., & Mgller, B. (2022). Introduction to International Politics (5th ed.). Oxford
University Press pp 210-214
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Conclusions

Overall, the finding is that the climate governance adopted is not only understood in
economic or institutional terms, but rather that environmental policies themselves emerge
from the interaction between material factors and structures of meaning. The Paris
Agreement does not have direct convergence effects, but allows them to be filtered through
a defined national identity and internal political debates. This does not mean that discourse
is the only relevant variable, just as material dimensions are not secondary factors. What
emerges is that the effectiveness and stability of climate policies depends primarily on the
coherence between regulatory objectives, economic interests, and shared ideologies. Where
these characteristics are weakly aligned, policies are more vulnerable to changes in political
governance. Where this alignment is stronger, however, the transition is integrated into
long-term political projects.Overall, the finding is that the climate governance adopted is not
only understood in economic or institutional terms, but rather that environmental policies
themselves emerge from the interaction between material factors and structures of meaning.
The Paris Agreement does not have direct convergence effects, but allows them to be
filtered through a defined national identity and internal political debates. This does not mean
that discourse is the only relevant variable, just as material dimensions are not secondary
factors. What emerges is that the effectiveness and stability of climate policies depends
primarily on the coherence between regulatory objectives, economic interests, and shared
ideologies. Where these characteristics are weakly aligned, policies are more vulnerable to
changes in political governance. Where this alignment is stronger, however, the transition is
integrated into long-term political projects.

The thesis presented, analyzed the comparison of European and US policies through a
constructivist approach. The aim was to understand how political narratives define the
content, direction, and stability of environmental policies. Specifically, the proposed analysis
focused on the political discontinuity brought about in the American context by the Trump
and Biden administrations and how the coherence of European climate leadership and the
automotive sector proved to be an empirical case study for the application of transition
policies. The theoretical framework used for the analysis is based on the constructivist
approach, according to which interests, identities, and political preferences are not givens,
but rather result from processes of social construction. The structures of international politics
revolve around shared meanings that allow for the influence of actors' behavior'®. Similarly,
state identities emerge through discursive practices that stabilize certain interpretations of

political reality '%°. By using this type of approach in the field of climate governance, we see

104 Wendt, A. (1999). Social theory of international politics. Cambridge University Press. pp. 231-234
195 Hopf, T. (2002). Social construction of international politics: Identities & foreign policies, Moscow, 1955 and
1999. Cornell University Press. pp. 5-8
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how the variability of environmental policies is expressed in material and institutional terms,
as well as depending on the ways in which the phenomenon of climate change is expressed
and legitimized by policies. Considering the case of the United States, the analysis
highlighted the discursive oscillation between the Trump and Biden administrations. During
the Trump administration, the issue of climate change was subordinated to what was
considered the then president's political priority: economic growth and national sovereignty.
Donald Trump's most significant act was withdrawing from the Paris Agreement in 2017, a
moment that marked a phase of reinterpretation of the multilateral commitments made by the
United States, as the agreement was viewed by the president as a potential constraint on
domestic economic interests. This case highlights the fact that international norms are
capable of producing political effects only when they are connected to narratives compatible
with prevailing national identities'. Examining the historical period during which the United
States was governed by the Biden administration, however, it was possible to observe a
clear shift in the way the climate issue was understood. Under Biden, the country rejoined
the Paris Agreement and then adopted the Inflation Reduction Act, which allowed climate
policy to be placed within a framework that combined industrial competitiveness,
technological innovation, and international cooperation. In this way, Biden managed to
reestablish the pre-Trump order, also managing to redefine the concept of ecological
transition and establish it as a fundamental component of the more general US economic
strategy. This reaffirms the constructivist assumption that economic interests and political
priorities are actively influenced by the discursive context within which they are articulated.
The European context presents entirely different characteristics from the American case.
The analysis shows how the European Union's ability to maintain continuity and coherence
in climate leadership makes this characteristic a defining feature of the Union itself. The
European Green Deal is a tool that allows the scientific narrative to be translated into binding
regulatory objectives. In doing so, the European Union operates along a path according to
which the power granted by the international political economy is increasingly expressed
through the definition of rigorous standards and shared norms'®’. In this way, the regulation
adopted for the purpose of promoting environmental protection is not simply a matter of
achieving and satisfying internal objectives within the Union, but rather the ability to build an
entire international role based on the regulatory factor.

The comparison between the United States and the European Union highlights two distinct
approaches. In the United States, the easily polarized politics has led to greater variability in

climate narratives, a factor that leads to greater instability in the resulting policies. In the

% Sgrensen, E., Jackson, P., & Mgaller, J. (2022). Global environmental governance and political narratives (5th
ed.). Routledge. pp 137-141
7 Sgrensen, E., Jackson, P., & Maller, J. (2022). Global environmental governance and political narratives (5th
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European Union, however, the convergence of institutions, political leadership, and public
opinion has allowed for stabilization and consequently, the easy integration of environmental
policies into the strategic agenda. This difference is further clarified when considering that
the stability of environmental policies depends on the ability to construct "storylines" %
capable of bringing together diverse actors around a shared interpretative framework.

In conclusion, the work demonstrates the importance of constructivist theory in interpreting
environmental policy. Climate governance emerges as a combination of normative, symbolic,
and identity dimensions, characteristics that thus take on greater relevance. The
divergences emerging between Europe and the United States are the result of different
interpretations of the role played by the state, as well as that of international cooperation and
environmental regulation. Any future developments in climate policy will depend on
technological evolution, economic constraints, and the ability of political actors to construct
coherent and legitimate narratives regarding the issue. The discursive dimension therefore
remains a fundamentally important element in identifying and outlining the trajectory that

environmental policies may take in countries with democratic governments.

198 Hajer, M. (1995). The politics of environmental discourse: Ecological modernization and the policy process.
Oxford University Press. pp. 56-57
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