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Abstract  

As the climate crisis intensifies, the military is emerging as the central actor in protecting 

a climate-changed world. Climate change has been securitized, which means that it is being 

presented as a threat to national security. The launch of Canada’s first NATO Centre of 

Excellence, the Climate Change and Security Centre of Excellence (CCASCOE), exemplifies the 

institutionalization of climate change security. Informed by Buzan, Wæver and de Wilde’s (1998) 

theory of securitization, this study integrates Foucault’s (1980) concept of discourse through the 

identification of subject positions, knowledge effects and power relations in a specific instance of 

securitization. Van Dijk’s (1993; 2001; 2015) critical discourse analysis is applied to a sample of 

NATO and CCASCOE’s climate change security reports, website content, articles and 

CCASCOE’s Third Montreal Climate Change Security Summit from the time period between 

2022 to 2024. This cross-sectional case study explores how a discourse of national security has 

been used to securitize climate change in the context of the implementation of Canada’s NATO 

Climate Change and Security Centre of Excellence. Findings reveal the main discursive 

strategies that securitize climate change work to naturalize military action as climate action. I 

argue instead that securitization reinforces conflict-driven, profit-motivated, colonial, extractive 

and frontier logics which exacerbate climate instability through the systematic identification of 

discursive silences. The conclusion discusses the possibility of imagining climate solutions that 

focus on climate justice, demilitarization and desecuritization.  

 

Keywords: Climate Change Security, Securitization of Climate Change, NATO’s Climate Change 
and Security Centre of Excellence, CCASCOE, Militarization of Climate Change, Critical 

Discourse Analysis, Green Militarism, Climate Change, Arctic Climate Security, Climate Justice  
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Chapter One: Introduction  

The military is emerging as the central actor responding to climate-related challenges in 

an increasingly volatile climate-changed world. An environmental phenomenon, climate change 

is being repositioned as a national security threat (CCASCOE, 2024, para. 6). In 2024, Canada’s 

first NATO Centre of Excellence, the Climate Change and Security Centre of Excellence 

(CCASCOE), became fully operational (Government of Canada, 2022, para. 1), evidencing the 

securitization of climate change and positioning NATO as the “leader in climate change 

initiatives” (Archipelago, 2023, p. 15).  

As climate challenges intensify, understanding what and who requires protection and 

imagining the solutions to neutralize the risks of climate change are being seized by the military. 

The securitization of climate change represents an ideological and political struggle over how 

climate change and environmental action are conceptualized and executed. This research aims to 

understand how securitization produces our environmental reality. This thesis analyzes NATO’s 

securitization of climate change through the development of CCASCOE, which operates to 

create and share knowledge of climate change’s security impacts. Informed by Buzan, Wæver 

and de Wilde’s (1998) securitization theory, and Foucault’s (1980) conceptualization of 

discourse, this thesis enriches limited scholarly literature in Communication Studies and explores 

how a national security discourse transforms climate change from an environmental problem to a 

national security threat. The central research question is: how has a discourse of national security 

been used to securitize climate change in the context of the implementation of Canada’s NATO 

Climate Change and Security Centre of Excellence (CCASCOE)? 

To answer this question, this thesis examines NATO and CCASCOE’s climate change 

security reports, website materials and CCASCOE’s Third Montreal Climate Security Summit 
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(MCSS). The sample’s timeframe (2022 to 2024) aligns with CCASCOE’s institutionalization of 

climate change security, spanning its development, launch and early operations. Given ongoing 

updates to CCASCOE’s content as the organization’s international presence develops, 

CCASCOE’s updated 2025 website content is beyond this study’s scope, though this information 

is supplemented in my sample by CCASCOE’s Third MCSS and Archipelago’s (2023) report.  

Henceforth, chapter two establishes how climate change has been securitized through 

findings developed within the literature, by NATO and the Government of Canada’s (2023) 

Adaptation Action Plan. This literature review situates climate change security research within 

Communication and Media Studies, identifying gaps in scholarship that this thesis addresses. 

Chapter three outlines the theoretical and methodological foundations of this study, expanding on 

Buzan, Wæver and de Wilde’s (1998) securitization theory and Foucault’s (1980) theory of 

discourse. It details my sample, sampling method and application of Van Dijk’s (1993; 2001; 

2015) Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). 

 Chapter four presents my critical discourse analysis of NATO’s securitization of climate 

change by detailing the main discursive functions and silences that operate to legitimize NATO’s 

military organization as the protagonist of climate action, the enhancement of the military 

industrial complex and its expansion in a climate-vulnerable front. My thesis concludes with a 

critical discussion of NATO’s securitization of climate change, addressing the implications 

associated with the world’s increasing militarization and the military’s seizure of environmental 

action. This study exposes that militarized climate responses against environmental crises need 

to cease; security is not enhanced, but exacerbated by the military industrial complex.  
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Chapter Two: Background and Literature Review 

 

Introduction  

Climate change, an environmental phenomenon, has been securitized, that is, politically 

presented as a threat to national security as the climate crisis worsens. This chapter examines 

Canada’s heightened vulnerability as an Arctic nation to present its unique position as the host 

country of CCASCOE. Furthermore, this chapter details the second-order effects of climate 

change, the Canadian Federal Government’s (2023) Adaptation Action Plan and NATO’s 

recently inaugurated Climate Change and Security Centre of Excellence (CCASCOE). It also 

explores the Canadian security implications of climate change that have repositioned climate 

change as a national security threat. Understanding this background is essential to reveal the 

communicative foundations underlying the securitization of climate change.  

In addition, I review studies from political geography, international relations, law and 

critical security that analyze the securitization of climate change to establish its theoretical 

foundation. The chapter highlights how Canada’s role in NATO and its Arctic geography 

position the nation at the intersection of climate and security as CCASCOE’s host country, 

revealing a gap in the literature that studies the communication, or discursive articulation, of 

climate change as a national security issue. Currently, there is no in-depth qualitative, 

Canadian-focused, critical discourse analysis (CDA) that studies the securitization of climate 

change. I therefore position my thesis within this gap by conducting a CDA of the opening of 

Canada’s NATO CCASCOE, a foundational communicative moment in Canada’s securitization 

of climate change that indicates the institutionalization of climate change security.  
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Canada and Climate Change  

Life in the twenty-first century no longer reflects the relatively stable climate of the past. 

Climate change — long-term shifts in Earth's average temperatures and weather patterns 

(Government of Canada, 2019, para. 9) — has caused Canada’s average land temperature to rise 

by 1.7 degrees Celsius since 1948 (Cohen et al., 2019, p. 430), experiencing double the global 

average temperature increase (Bush and Flato, 2019, p. 5; Casselman, 2023, para. 12; Cohen et 

al., 2019, p. 431; Library of Parliament, 2020, p. 1). Canada’s Northern geography and vast 

landmass make it particularly vulnerable to these changes. While climate change develops from 

environmental occurrences, human activities have significantly intensified naturally occurring 

changes (Government of Canada, 2019, para. 14, 15). Thus, human-induced climate change, a 

result of industrialized economies driven by fossil-fuel consumption, is marked as the “main 

driver of climate change” (Department of National Defence and Canadian Armed Forces, 2023, 

p. 32).  

The surge in greenhouse gases (GHGs) released into the atmosphere has altered the 

climatic conditions that enabled human societies to thrive, exceeding the thresholds within  

which current social and geographic systems materialized (Greaves, 2021, p. 184). International 

efforts like the Paris Climate Agreement aim to hold global average temperature increases to 

between 1.5 to 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels (Bush and Flato, 2019, p. 11; 

Library of Parliament, 2020, p. 1), but even urgent mitigation efforts will not reverse the climate 

harm incurred (Greaves, 2021, p. 184). Global warming continues to accelerate, hindered by 

competing economic, political and nationalistic interests. The resulting onset of rapid climate 

change is becoming the catalyst of far-reaching social, economic, environmental and geopolitical 

tensions. 
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The Second-Order Effects of Climate Change in Canada and the Arctic  

 The changing physical environment triggers a chain of second-order effects across 

environmental, health, social, economic and political domains (Dalby and Lawrence, 2021, p. 2; 

Vogler, 2023, p. 9). Second-order effects threaten socio-economic structures and governmental 

capacities, straining the standard of living. In Canada, natural disasters such as heatwaves, 

wildfires and drought have intensified, resulting in interconnected, second-order consequences 

such as: the spread of infectious diseases, increased cardiovascular and respiratory illnesses, 

disrupted food supply chains, degraded air quality and the reduction of freshwater (Bush and 

Flato, 2019, p. 5; Government of Canada, 2023, pp. v, 24, 25; Heffernan and Murphy, 2024, para. 

4; Hicke et al., 2022, pp. 1931, 1968, 1969; Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2021, 

pp. 29, 236; Library of Parliament, 2020, pp. 3, 15, 21; Shea, 2022, p. 2; Watts et al., 2018, p. 

2482). Other climatic phenomena, such as increased precipitation, flooding and rising sea levels, 

threaten infrastructure and individual financial security (Bush and Flato, 2019, p. 5; Government 

of Canada, 2022, para. 3; Government of Canada, 2023, p. v; Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change, 2021, pp. 5, 8, 19; Library of Parliament, 2020, pp. 2, 21, 29; Shea, 2022, p. 2). 

The second-order effects of climate change impose a significant financial burden, with projected 

annual losses of $25 billion by 2025, equal to half of the country’s projected GDP growth 

(Government of Canada, 2023, p. v).  

Canada’s unique position as a Northern Arctic nation adds to the challenges brought by 

second-order effects. The Arctic, covering 40% of Canada’s landmass and 75% of its coastlines, 

faces rapid environmental degradation, including melting sea ice, thawing permafrost, shrinking 

glaciers and lessened snow cover (Bush and Flato, 2019, p. 5; Dalby and Lawrence, 2021, p. 5; 

Government of Canada, 2023, p. 10; Greaves, 2021, p. 192). The Arctic is an area referred to as 
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“the ‘front line’ of climate change” (Library of Parliament, 2020, p. 22), where global warming 

accelerates competition over natural resources (Heffernan and Murphy; 2024, para. 3). Mapping 

out these second-order effects reveal climate change as “one of the greatest threats facing 

humanity” (Government of Canada, 2023, p. 7) and “one of the greatest challenges humankind 

has faced” (United Nations, n.d., para. 8). Climate change compounds cumulative destructive 

effects, creating profound social, political, environmental, health and economic instability. 

Altogether, these dynamics affect the security of a nation.  

 

Climate Change Adaptation as a Security Response: NATO’s Climate Change and Security COE  

As climate change reshapes the biosphere and destabilizes societal systems, it demands 

comprehensive adaptation strategies. Currently, governmental responses to climate change reveal 

two main policy approaches: mitigation and adaptation. While climate change mitigation focuses 

on reducing GHG emissions to prevent the impact of climate change from becoming any more 

severe (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014, p. 125), climate adaptation 

acknowledges the altered climatic reality and aims to build resilience against its effects. Defined 

as the process through which organizations or systems reduce vulnerabilities and adjust to 

climate impacts (Government of Canada, 2023, p. 14), adaptation represents a critical survival 

mechanism for society. 

Adaptation and securitization parallel each other; to protect society from the threat of 

climate change is to adapt our way of living. Essentially, adapting to the new reality brought by 

climate change demands a rethinking of our ecological, social and economic systems (Smit et al., 

2018, p. 879). This is a communicative process, where language constructs the meaning that 

articulates climate change adaptation as a security response. It is imperative to be critical of 
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limiting climate change action to the security domain. Such communication needs to be analyzed 

to study whether securitization is a process that positively supports environmental reform, or 

deflects the focus of humanity’s role in bringing about the destructive effects of the 

Anthropocene. As Dalby (2018, p. 102) notes, living in the Anthropocene requires reconsidering 

climate-induced threats. The securitization of climate change has rearticulated the context of 

adaptation to ‘secure’ ourselves against climatic change and its second-order effects. 

Canada’s 2023 National Adaptation Strategy, and its first ever Adaptation Action Plan 

(Government of Canada, 2023, pp. vi, 48) in particular, exemplifies the link between climate 

change adaptation efforts and national security by prioritizing the security implications of 

climate change. Particularly, Action 70 of Canada’s Adaptation Action Plan is informed by 

NATO’s 2030 agenda, Proposal 7, to “combat and adapt to climate change” (NATO, 2021, p. 3, 

emphasis added) by creating “an ambitious new NATO Action Plan on Climate Change and 

Security” (NATO, 2021, p. 3). Thus, the Government of Canada’s (2023, p. 82) Adaptation 

Action Plan’s Action 70 outlines the establishment of the NATO Climate Change and Security 

Centre of Excellence (CCASCOE) in Montreal. Opened in late 2023 and fully operational at the 

end of 2024, this establishment is Canada’s first NATO Centre of Excellence (Government of 

Canada, 2022, para. 1; Government of Canada, 2023, p. 80; Prime Minister of Canada Justin 

Trudeau, 2021a, para. 15). NATO COEs are international military organizations that are funded 

and run by NATO Allies, such as Canada, to provide expertise in one subject area that empowers 

NATO’s longevity and strategy (NATO, 2024, para. 1, 2; Prime Minister of Canada Justin 

Trudeau, 2021a, para. 15). Led by Global Affairs Canada and the Department of National 

Defence, Canada’s CCASCOE is designed to integrate expertise on climate change and security 

under an adaptive objective, reflecting NATO’s ambition to lead global responses to 
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climate-related security challenges and preserve the power of the Euro-Atlantic sphere 

(CCASCOE, 2024, para. 12; Government of Canada, 2023, p. 82; NATO, 2021, p. 3; Risi, 2024, 

para. 10). 

CCASCOE marks a pivotal moment in advancing climate change adaptation as a national 

security measure. As Prime Minister Justin Trudeau shared: “(c)limate change is one of the 

defining challenges of our time… A Canada-hosted COE on Climate and Security would 

respond to an identified Alliance priority to better understand, adapt to and mitigate the security 

implications of climate change” (2021b, para. 4, emphasis added). Implicating the security nexus 

of climate change, Canada’s leadership in hosting NATO’s CCASCOE underscores a shift in the 

discourse on climate change under adaptation by reconstructing an environmental issue into a 

national security threat. This rearticulation highlights the need to analyze the emerging 

communication of climate change as a national security threat through Canada’s CCASCOE.  

The opening of Canada and NATO’s CCASCOE presents a unique opportunity to 

examine the contemporary securitization of climate change, as NATO remains central to 

Canada’s defense policy, transatlantic stability and international security (Prime Minister of 

Canada Justin Trudeau, 2021b, para. 1). Despite Canada’s leadership in addressing climate 

change and security through NATO’s CCASCOE (Dalby and Lawrence, 2021, p. 5), there has 

been little qualitative content analyses of Canada’s national security discourse on climate change 

(Dalby and Lawrence, 2021, p. 1), or within NATO’s framework. Furthermore, the securitization 

of climate change is privileged by studies that focus on political geography, international 

relations, security and law. In what follows, I will ground the security implications of climate 

change within its discursive framework to emphasize the importance of employing a qualitative 

communication approach. Moreover, I will introduce the concept of securitization and examine 
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key findings present in climate change securitization studies to contextualize the background of 

my study and reveal gaps within this body of work.  

 

The Securitization of Climate Change 

Linking Climate Change to a National Security Discourse 

​ Understanding how security is linked to climate change requires examining how it has 

been communicated and conceptualized in the new global security environment. The escalating 

climate crisis and its widespread second-order effects have increasingly linked climate change to 

a national security discourse, positioning it as a “non-traditional security threat that transcends 

borders” (Library of Parliament, 2020, p. 21, emphasis added), a driver of “new security 

challenges” (Government of Canada, 2024, p. 3, emphasis added) and the “world’s first global 

security crisis” (Shea, 2022, p. 3, emphasis added). Canada has embraced constructing climate 

change as a national security threat, through the implementation of NATO’s CCASCOE and the 

integration of climate change in its national security frameworks, such as Strong, Secure, 

Engaged, Our North, Strong and Free, the Climate Resilience and Environmental Sustainability 

Strategy and the Defence Climate and Sustainability Strategy (Government of Canada, 2022, 

para. 4). Evidently, climate change is being elevated as a security issue and is included within a 

discourse of national security in today’s Western political agenda.  

The national security discourse that now surrounds climate change is not purely reactive 

to its second-order effects; such discourse works to construct knowledge that shapes political 

action for the future. This shift in discourse is rooted in meaning-making processes that redefine 

security in the face of environmental transformation. In what follows, I argue that the integration 

of climate change within a national security discourse triggers the securitization of climate 
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change; this is evident within Canada and NATO’s contemporary geopolitical strategies as well 

as political science, international relations, law and critical security studies. By analyzing how 

climate change is communicated as a national security issue, this study seeks to examine the 

process of securitization, analyzing the socio-political dimensions of threat identification that 

transforms an environmental phenomenon into a national security concern. This is a deliberate, 

constructed and above all, a communicative event. Accordingly, I define this process of 

securitization and examine its literature to highlight the communicative gaps regarding the study 

of securitization’s discursive, theoretical foundation.  

 

What is the Securitization of Climate Change?  

The securitization of climate change is the discursive construction of climate change as a 

national security threat. The concept was first introduced by the Copenhagen School’s 

Securitization Theory, developed by Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver and Jaap de Wilde. The theoretical 

term, ‘securitization’, refers to a “speech act” (Buzan et al., 1998, p. 40) that elevates an object, 

phenomenon, or person to an “existential threat” (Buzan et al., 1998, p. 21) level, legitimizing 

the actions taken to prevent an entity, such as a person or a territory, against the newly 

constructed threat (Farrell, 2014, pp. 20, 21; Gordeeva, 2022, p. 8; Martin, 2022, p. 249). 

Therefore, securitization involves the discursive construction of a phenomenon such as climate 

change to become known as a threat. This process enables political and security strategies to be 

mobilized to protect those endangered by this constructed threat. In this climate change security 

relationship, what is attempting to be protected are the “human enterprises” (Trombetta, 2009, p. 

595) that are vulnerable to climate change. Importantly, climate change security is less about 
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safeguarding the biosphere and more about protecting human systems from climate-induced 

insecurities. 

Connecting this logic to Canada’s CCASCOE, NATO’s securitization of climate change 

positions climate change as a threat to Euro-Atlantic powers and Western security. As climate 

change alters the physical landscape of the Arctic, climate change threatens Canada’s national 

security. Traditionally, the Arctic has been a “zone of international peace and cooperation” 

(Library of Parliament, 2002, p. 22). This area existed as non-securitized, representing “a zone 

free from military threats” (Government of Canada, 2024, p. 4). However, the warming effects of 

climate change have drastically altered the Arctic’s biome, melting its protective ice into waters 

that are easier to navigate (Government of Canada, 2024, p. vii). It is estimated that “(b)y 2050, 

the Arctic Ocean could become the most efficient shipping route between Europe and East Asia” 

(Government of Canada, 2024, p. 4). This accessibility has introduced new Western insecurities, 

including an increased Russian military presence and growing Chinese interest in Arctic trade 

routes (Dalby and Lawrence, 2021, p. 6). Consequently, today’s second-order effects have 

prompted NATO to securitize climate change within a Canadian-Arctic context (Balkan Şahin 

and Çetiner, 2024, p. 94). 

 

The Securitization of Climate Change: Framing, Mass Media and Discourse   

Studies of climate change security predominantly emerge from international relations, 

law and political geography (Albert, 2023; Arias, 2022; Balkan Şahin and Çetiner, 2024; 

Greaves, 2021; Martin, 2022; McDonald, 2013; Trombetta, 2009; Vogler, 2023; Warner and 

Boas, 2019). Throughout evolving geopolitical contexts and time periods, scholars agree that 

climate change continues to be securitized (Albert, 2023, p. 535; Balkan Şahin and Çetiner, 
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2024, p. 83; Lentschig, 2024, p. 2; Martin, 2022, p. 250; McDonald, 2013, p. 42; Schäfer et al., 

2016, pp. 77-78, 84, 86; Trombetta, 2009, pp. 585-586, 591, 592, 593, 594; Vogler, 2023, pp. 2, 

4; Warner and Boas, 2019, pp. 1474, 1481). Specifically, Balkan Şahin and Çetiner’s (2024) 

critical security analysis of strategy documents, Arctic and climate change policy statements, 

Secretariat General reports and NATO secondary sources evidence that NATO has securitized 

climate change in the Arctic through a military, political and energy security lens (2024, pp. 83, 

85, 94).  

Although most literature on the securitization of climate change lies outside 

communication studies, the analysis of the securitization of climate change often adopts the form 

of content analysis, such as framing. In studying the securitization of climate change, framing is 

used to understand how climate change is framed or represented as a national security threat. 

Vogler (2023) applies an inductive content analysis to 310 National Security Strategy Documents 

from 93 countries, published between 2000 and 2020, to assess the prevalence of climate security 

frames (pp. 1, 2, 8). Vogler’s study draws on Watson’s conceptualization of the Copenhagen 

School’s securitization theory as “a subfield of framing” (2012, p. 281). Specifically, Watson 

(2012) argues that the linguistic, meaning-making process through which security threats are 

constructed, accepted by their audience and contested by power relations are similar to framing 

theory (pp. 283, 285, 286). Therefore, integrating securitization within the theoretical lens of 

framing provides a more comprehensive understanding of how the securitizing actor selects 

aspects of the reality of climate change to construct it as a threat (Watson, 2012, p. 283). Vogler’s 

findings indicate that environment-focused security frames concentrate on the biophysical 

consequences and second-order effects of climate change as culminating in a national security 

issue (2023, pp. 2, 4, 5). These science-based climate frames are entrenched in national security 
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publications across the world, operating to naturalize the occurrence of climate disaster while 

omitting its human-induced causes (Vogler, 2023, pp. 4, 5, 6). Framed as a naturally-occuring 

threat, the underlying political and social causes of climate insecurity go unnoticed (Vogler, 

2023, p. 8). 

Studies that use the Copenhagen School’s securitization theory focus on the emergency 

and crisis measures that are legitimized from framing climate change as a security issue. Vogler’s 

(2023) study cautioned against the heightened power that securitization provides political actors, 

which downplays the need to address climate change’s foundational causes to achieve true 

climate security (pp. 2, 7-8). Albert’s (2023) analysis of climate emergency frames seeks to 

understand if the executive power and enhanced military presence that securitization enables can 

be tempered, so that climate emergency movements can protect the democratic ideals of climate 

justice while preventing against a slide into eco-authoritarianism (pp. 534, 535). Hence, Albert’s 

study remains optimistic towards the potential in securitizing climate change while mirroring 

Vogler’s caution; this finding indicates how securitization remains a contested domain of 

meaning-making that is rife with ideological risks. Albert’s recognition of securitization’s 

constructive nature is integral to realizing the “democratic potential” (2023, p. 544) of 

securitization’s emergency framework for further critical, qualitative analysis. As such, 

understanding the power relations within a national security discourse can shed light on whether 

elevating climate change to a threat/emergency/crisis solely reinforces hegemonic forms of 

power, or if it has potential to reform environmental action. 

Secondly, Warner and Boas (2019) examine crisis framing in two European case studies: 

the UK’s UN Security Council’s response to climate security and the Dutch Delta State Advisory 

Commission addressing rising sea levels (pp. 1472, 1473). Warner and Boas (2019) view 
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securitization as a political process that attempts to invoke the cataclysmic nature of crisis 

framing on its audience to mobilize action, but find it can amplify insecurity when applied to an 

intangible threat like climate change (pp. 1472, 1473, 1474). These studies highlight the role of 

framing within the Copenhagen School’s securitization theory, as Watson posited (2012), 

examining how climate change is categorized within the cognitive structure of a ‘crisis’ or 

‘emergency’ to influence policy actions and audience responses. Framing theory exists within the 

field of media effects because it examines the narrow security lens through which climate change 

has been presented in the media — including a broad range of communication platforms and 

political institutions. The literature continues to exist within the academic domain of media 

effects, including agenda-setting theory.  

Agenda-setting theory, a subgroup of media effects (Watson, 2018, p 283), is central to 

Arias’ (2022) international relations study. Arias (2022) applies Buzan, Wæver and de Wilde’s 

(1998) process of securitization as a tool that states use to control political agendas by reframing 

climate change as a security issue (pp. 1, 2). Conducting the first quantitative content analysis of 

securitization within climate politics, Arias analyzes speeches from high-level state 

representatives in the General Debate of the United Nations General Assembly from 1970 to 

2014, using this data set to measure the number of state actors harnessing the language, or 

discourse, of securitization regarding climate change (2022, pp. 1, 2, 3, 6). However, the use of 

statistical analysis is a method that emphasizes the frequency of speech acts over the nuanced 

qualitative process of meaning-making in discourse. 

This emphasis on framing and agenda-setting theory is prevalent in international 

relations, political geography and security studies because it allows the analysis of the political 

implications of securitizing climate change. Warner and Boas (2019) highlight that the choice to 
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securitize climate change is a political one, elevating the issue into “an untouchable space of 

urgency, over and above politics” (p. 1472). These studies primarily focus on the enhanced, 

external visibility that climate change gains to political actors through its framing within high 

politics; the level of politics where climate change reaches an extraordinary status of threat, 

enabling the possibility of extreme measures to be taken (Albert, 2023, p. 535; Lentschig, 2024, 

p. 2; Vulgar, 2023, pp. 7-8; Warner and Boas, 2019, p. 1472). Arguably, securitization is a 

complex communicative process that does not simply reframe climate change as a national 

security issue through imbuing the term with the salience of crisis and emergency frameworks, 

but involves an intricate internal network of discursive formations that shape its meaning. Thus, 

a qualitative, critical discourse study is needed to explore the internal communicative dynamics 

driving the enhanced political visibility of climate change as a national security issue.  

Moreover, for climate change to enter high politics, its framing as a national security 

issue has been studied through audience effects. While Warner and Boas’ European case studies 

examine whether the audience of the UN Security Council and the Dutch Delta State Advisory 

Commision accepted this security framing (2019, p. 1483), the literature lacks a theoretical focus 

on the communicative processes that construct and legitimize such knowledge beyond the 

audience. To fully understand the implications of climate change securitization requires 

examining the interplay of power and knowledge that precedes audience engagement. Notably, 

there is a dearth of qualitative, critical discourse studies regarding the securitization of climate 

change within a Canadian context, despite Canada’s role in NATO, its hosting of CCASCOE and 

its Arctic connections.  

Schäfer et al.’s (2016) study is one of the few in communication and media literature. 

Employing a comparative quantitative content analysis of over 101,000 newspaper articles 
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published between 1996 to 2010 throughout nine countries, this study examines the mass media’s 

role in the securitization of climate change (pp. 76, 77, 83, 84, 90). Another quantitative study, 

Schäfer et al. identifies a qualitative gap in communications literature, noting the limited 

academic focus on securitization beyond institutionalized politics (2016, p. 81). This identified 

narrow academic focus of securitization aligns with my critique of framing studies, which often 

concentrate on climate change’s elevation to high politics.  

Schäfer et al. (2019) advocate for future research to focus on the linguistic and semantic 

features of the logics within climate change securitization that legitimize climate change as a 

security threat, including its political context (2016, p. 90). In response, this thesis aims to 

address these gaps by analyzing securitization as an articulation of discourse; using qualitative 

methods to examine discourse through the multiple levels of its construction regarding linguistic 

text, socio-political context, ideological structures and the maintenance of power relations. While 

both Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and framing examine the role of language in shaping 

meaning, CDA seeks to uncover hidden power structures and ideologies that are embedded in 

language, while framing narrows analysis to one interpretative frame of ‘security’. Whereas 

framing analysis focuses on the selection of information to conclude its salience, CDA is 

concerned with how these linguistic features are linked to broader societal and ideological 

structures to bring awareness to potential power imbalances.  

​ While no known communication literature on securitization employs critical discourse 

analysis, the Copenhagen School’s securitization theory is emphasized as socially constructivist, 

where securitization exists as a discursive process (Balkan Şahin and Çetiner, 2024, p. 83; 

Trombetta, 2009, p. 591). Further, Trombetta (2009) and McDonald’s (2013) studies use 

discourse analysis to examine the security relationships articulated within climate security 
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discourses. Trombetta’s (2009) study applies securitization theory to qualitatively examine how 

environmental language influences security discourse (pp. 585, 587, 588). Rather than focusing 

on how security language reframes climate change, Trombetta’s focus on international affairs 

analyzes how environmental language reshapes security logics (2009, p. 587). Trombetta’s 

analysis concludes that the application of environmental discourse to the field of security 

harnesses symbolic elements of the environment that enables a non-material entity, such as 

climate change, to be mobilized as a threat, extending state authority and surveillance (2009, pp. 

596, 599). This insight prompts the need for a contemporary, critical discourse analysis that 

investigates the environmental implications of prioritizing a national security discourse, rather 

than the security consequences of employing environmental discourse.  

McDonald’s political geography study (2013) identifies four main climate security 

discourses: national, international, human and ecological security (p. 42). Drawing on Hajer 

(1995) and Foucault’s (1977) concepts of discourse and power, McDonald prioritizes Hajer’s 

theory of discourse to examine how non-hegemonic climate security claims made by states and 

international organizations are socially constructed and compete for influence; departing from 

Foucault’s focus on hegemonic discourse (2013, pp. 42, 4344). The study employs Buzan, 

Wæver and de Wilde’s (1998) securitization theory to analyze the actors, motives, and linguistic 

practices shaping the knowledge of these climate security discourses (McDonald, 2013, pp. 44, 

45). Although McDonald notes the role of discourse in legitimizing knowledge, the study does 

not explore the complex, communicative process that enables the hegemonic knowledge of 

national security to elevate and silence certain climate and security meanings. Understanding the 

communicative intricacies of the dominant discursive process is essential to interrogate how 

cognitive factors, like ideology, legitimize climate change as a primarily national security threat.  
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While McDondald’s study prioritizes the nuanced, competitive and interconnected nature 

of Hajer’s conception of discourse, this neglects Foucault’s analysis of truth. If discourses remain 

in flux, society accepts only one as truth (Foucault, 1980, p. 131); this hegemonic discourse 

needs to be fully interrogated in order to create space for counter hegemonic discourses to be 

recognized. Fundamentally, securitization is a communicative process that produces knowledge 

and power that construct climate change as a national security threat in a rapidly changing 

geopolitical landscape. Current studies have yet to explore the full theoretical potential of 

discourse as a communications epistemology to interrogate how meaning is produced, what the 

knowledge of national security triggers, and how this knowledge potentially seeks to uphold a 

certain kind of state power and way of life by silencing non-hegemonic ideas. Thus, the 

securitization of climate change as a national security issue must be studied through a qualitative 

CDA that interrogates the structural conditions of knowledge and power. Such research is 

particularly necessary in an ever-changing environment and security landscape as Canada 

assumes a leading role in climate change security.  

 

Conclusion 

Climate change is no longer a distant, reversible environmental concern, but a rapidly 

escalating crisis with global primary and second-order consequences, particularly for Canada and 

the Arctic. At a time of climate crisis and an intensely evolving security environment, it is 

necessary to analyze the national security discourse being produced around climate change that 

seeks to communicate humanity’s place in a risk-inducing biosphere. The opening of NATO’s 

CCASCOE and Canada’s 2023 Adaptation Action Plan evidence that climate change is 

becoming increasingly securitized. Specifically, NATO’s securitization of climate change 
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socially constructs climate change as a national security threat. This move to securitize climate 

change attempts to protect the Western social, political and economic enterprises which have 

flourished under twentieth-century climate stability, such as NATO’s scope of Euro-Atlantic 

power, from the vulnerabilities of a rapidly changing physical environment and geopolitical 

landscape. However, current studies on the securitization of climate change have not explored 

the full theoretical potential of discourse nor engaged the constructive foundations of its defining 

theoretical tradition, the Copenhagen School’s Securitization Theory.  

 

 

Chapter Three: Theory and Methodology  

 

Introduction  

This chapter outlines the theoretical approach, sample and methodology that will guide 

this thesis. First, as the literature on securitization has primarily concentrated on framing and 

agenda-setting theory, I introduce and define Michel Foucault’s (1980) concept of discourse to 

emphasize its importance in examining structures of meaning. Then, I share the main tenets of 

Baryy Buzan, Ole Wæver and Jaap de Wilde’s (1998) securitization theory, including what a 

speech act, securitizing actor, securitizing move, securitized object and referent object are. I 

argue that these elements represent the constitutive parts of discourse and evidence 

securitization’s theoretical alignment with discourse. As such, I lay out the theoretical framework 

through which my study applies securitization theory as an articulation of discourse. Further, I 

discuss my theoretical approach alongside Foucault’s view of discourse regarding productive 

power, knowledge effects and subjective positions. After identifying my sample as a speech act, I 
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outline my method by detailing the steps of my data analysis that are inspired by Teun A. Van 

Dijk’s (1993; 2001; 2015) Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA).  

 

Theory 

What is Discourse?  

​ The transformation of climate change from an environmental phenomenon into a national 

security concern is a question that underlies the theoretical process of discourse. Discourse 

reveals communication as a productive process where language produces shared meanings of the 

world, constructing social reality (Fairclough, 2001, p. 123; Graham, 2005, p. 4). Beyond the 

linguistic, micro-layer of words and syntax structures (Fairclough, 2001, p. 123; Van Dijk, 1993, 

p. 261), Foucault (1980) emphasizes that socio-political contexts, positions of subjectivity and 

relations of power produce knowledge effects that shapes discourse (pp. 69, 93, 97; Gordon, 

1980, p. 245). These components of discourse have material consequences towards politics and 

understandings of climate change that constitute knowledge effects (Foucault, 1980, p. 94). 

Understanding knowledge effects is integral to analyze the social reality that language produces 

as the taken-for-granted assumptions about society. Power structures rely on their control of 

language to legitimize a certain meaning as society’s dominant discourse — which Foucault 

describes as the ‘truth’ inherent to social reality (Foucault, 1980, p. 131; Gordon, 1980, p. 245; 

Van Dijk, 2015, p. 472). In the context of this study, the notion of discourse explains how 

language constructs climate change to become known as a threat to national security. 

​ Speakers deliberately use the language of national security not merely as a linguistic 

convention, but to elevate climate change beyond normal politics to be constructed as an 

extraordinary threat. Hence, considering the discursive articulation of securitization is integral to 
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identify its shaping of how environmental action is perceived. As Arias (2022) notes, the 

“theoretical and empirical applications of securitization theory have largely focused on the 

attention-enhancing results of securitization” (p. 2). Particularly, existing securitization studies 

have focused on the analysis of framing (Albert, 2023; Vogler, 2023; Warner and Boas, 2019). 

My review of the literature notes how these framing and agenda-setting theories neglect 

examining the structural conditions of the discourse that securitizes climate change. In the 

following section, I propose the Copenhagen School’s securitization theory as a discursive 

articulation. This theoretical framework guides my efforts to understand how climate change has 

been securitized regarding Canada and NATO’s CCASCOE.  

 

The Copenhagen School’s Securitization Theory: Securitization as a Discursive Articulation 

In the context of securitization, security threats are communicatively “produced in 

discourse” (Stengel, 2019, p. 295). In this section, I argue that the securitization of climate 

change is the discursive articulation through which climate change is transformed from an 

environmental problem to a national security concern. Thus, to securitize is to generate discourse 

through a communicative event, otherwise known by the Copenhagen School as a speech act. 

Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde’s (1998) book, Security: A New Framework for Analysis, 

introduces a constructivist framework for analyzing how issues became securitized in the 

post-Cold War era, as security expanded from its traditional military and political focus to 

encompass social, economic and environmental concerns (pp. vii, viii, 1, 2). Buzan, Wæver and 

de Wilde move beyond the traditionalist view of security tied to the military and the state (1998, 

p. 1) to provide a method of analysis — securitization — that explores how security is a 

“particular type of politics applicable to a wide range of issues” (Buzan et al., 1998, p. vii). 
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Therefore, Buzan, Wæver and de Wilde provide a theoretical framework to explore security’s 

connection to social, economic and environmental issues.  

 Buzan et al. (1998) highlight that “the way to study securitization is to study discourse” 

(p. 25), as securitization theory posits that security issues are socially constructed through a 

“speech act” (Trombetta, 2009, p. 588). The idea of a ‘speech act’ was initially conceptualized 

by John Austin, who identified the linguistic and phonetic utterance of “saying something” (Cerf, 

2011, p. 353) as a speech act. The Copenhagen School defines a speech act as triggering the 

securitization of an object. Essentially, the speech act of securitization represents a category of 

discourse constituted by national security language conventions that produce power structures 

and knowledge. The speech act of securitizing climate change, as analyzed in this study, is 

represented by the forms of media that communicate and establish climate change as a national 

security threat. Thus, analyzing the securitization of climate change requires a theoretical 

framework that acknowledges the process of securitization as an articulation of discourse. 

The process of securitization can be explained by detailing the elements of its 

communicative situation. A speech act of security is initiated by securitizing actors (Buzan et al., 

1998, p. 40); language users who attempt to control the topic of climate change (Van Dijk, 2001, 

p. 356; Van Dijk, 2015, p. 468) by positioning it within a discourse of national security. 

Securitizing actors are often those who hold political power, such as figures of government, who 

can legitimize assigning climate change to the elevated threat status of national security (Buzan 

et al., 1998, p. 21; Van Dijk, 2015, p. 470). Because climate change has already been politically 

distinguished as an environmental crisis, securitization operates as a discourse to elevate this 

crisis to a national security threat which grants a heightened level of political power to 
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securitizing actors that would otherwise be inaccessible without assigning climate change to the 

security agenda (Buzan et al., 1998, p. 12).   

Next, a speech act securitizes climate change by defining it as the object of securitization 

(Gordeeva, 2022, p. 8). Constructing climate change as the object of securitization establishes it 

to be an extraordinary national security threat through a securitizing move that elevates climate 

change beyond normal politics in the securitizing actor’s attempt to protect the referent object. 

As highlighted in the literature review, the insecurity that climate change’s second-order effects 

pose to Canada and to NATO’s alliance nations threatens transatlantic socio-political systems of 

power, or the survival of Western, democratic states as world leaders (see p. 17). The referent 

object is the “preservation of the nation-state in the context of a problem that seems to precisely 

challenge the relevance of territorial borders” (McDonald, 2013, p. 45). Climate change’s 

territorial ambiguity spurs consequences that challenge Western sovereignty, its population, 

physical infrastructure and democratic, political system (Martin, 2022, pp. 249, 250). 

Additionally, climate change imposes limitations on Anthropogenic ways of life which 

encompass human-generated activities, including economic structures associated with 

industrialization, resource extraction and capitalism.  

The success of securitizing climate change does not mean that elevating this issue to high 

politics will necessarily lead to extraordinary measures, but allows for climate change to be 

prioritized amidst the nation’s competing concerns. Amongst the plethora of domestic and 

international interests that each state faces, ‘high’ politics refers to the domain of national and 

international security, where issues within the high politics realm of security receive ample 

attention and financial support because they challenge the survival and political stability of the 

nation (Arias, 2022, p. 2; Lentschig, 2024, p. 1; McDonald, 2013, p. 43). However, the elevation 
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of climate change to high politics as a threat to national security does not automatically lead to 

certain political action (Stengel, 2019, p. 305), such as immediately triggering the succession of 

extraordinary measures. Specifically, this study focuses on the knowledge constructed upon 

including climate change within a national security discourse, but does not claim that such 

discourse activates certain actions in the minds of its audience. While other studies may analyze 

securitization through audience studies (see p. 21), this thesis focuses on the knowledge effects 

produced by securitization.  

​ Foucault’s (1980) concept of truth highlights how discourse produces tangible impacts on 

social reality (pp. 88, 93), known as knowledge effects, which shapes geopolitical, social, 

economic and environmental understandings. Foucault’s theory acknowledges that the 

production of discourse will have knowledge effects, material consequences that impact politics 

and our vision of the climate. The knowledge produced by a discourse of national security is not 

only a construction of reality, but a mechanism of power that secures NATO’s Western military 

hegemony. It is therefore within the theoretical scope of Foucault (1980) to analyze the “effects 

of truth” (p. 94) separate from the study of audience reception. Henceforth, the analysis and 

discussion of ‘effects’, ‘knowledge effects’ and ‘truth’ within my thesis will follow Foucault’s 

definition. In the following section, I argue that viewing securitization as discourse reveals social 

power relations that necessitate the inclusion of Foucault’s theory of knowledge, power and 

subjectivity.  

 

Foucault’s Theory on Discourse: Knowledge, Power and Subjectivity  

The discursive articulation of climate change as a national security issue is shaped by a 

specific knowledge-power system. Power is central to securitization, as securitizing actors seek 
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to produce knowledge that securitizes, or attains legitimacy in presenting climate change as a 

security concern. This study’s theoretical framework applies Foucault’s notions of discourse to 

explore how a discourse of national security produces power, knowledge and subjective positions 

(Foucault, 1980, p. 93) to control how climate change is understood and acted on. The study of 

discourse requires the examination of social reality, focusing on the structures of meaning and 

the social relations that attempt to form a dominant truth that enables climate change security 

measures, while marginalizing other ways of knowing. 

This study seeks to analyze the structural dimensions of the social reality produced by 

national security as a dominant discourse. The structural dimensions of discourse refers to an 

analysis of the elements that shape and construct what is produced, or made to be known within 

the discourse of national security. Identifying “society’s regime of truth” (Foucault, 1980, pp. 93, 

131) reveals how certain issues and subjectivities are privileged by the production of society’s 

dominant security discourse.  

As discussed earlier, discourse as knowledge is both an articulation of power and a 

producer of subjective positions (Foucault, 1980, p. 97; Eriksen et al., 2015, p. 525). Subject 

positions refers to how individuals understand their reality through the knowledge defined by the 

power relations of discourse. The dominant discourse legitimizes the “natural order of things” 

(Eriksen et al., 2015, p. 252, emphasis added) by constructing subject positions. Foucault 

emphasizes how power operates in the subtle ways of shaping how social reality is understood 

through the identities that actors are made to occupy. Specifically, society’s understanding of 

climate change, its altered reality and how individuals adapt to its threats and govern themselves 

are subject positions controlled by the dominant discourse of national security (Eriksen et al., 
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2015, pp. 525, 527). As such, Foucault’s discursive theory focuses on examining the 

normalization of a national security discourse. 

 

Methodology  

Sample and Sampling Method  

This study offers a qualitative analysis of climate change as a national security discourse, 

focusing on the securitization of climate change through a cross-sectional case study of the 

opening of NATO’s CCASCOE in Canada. As such, this study aims to examine the national 

security knowledge produced by the securitization of climate change, the social context and 

power structures involved and the subjective positions constructed. It also explores how NATO’s 

authority legitimizes climate change as a national security issue and aims to reveal the alternative 

knowledge that has been silenced. This thesis asks, “how has a discourse of national security 

been used to securitize climate change in the context of the implementation of Canada’s NATO 

Climate Change and Security Centre of Excellence?” Six sources were purposively selected for 

their relevance to CCASCOE and Canadian national security. The units were selected because 

they are representative of the Canadian discourse of securitization, possessing thought leadership 

and political influence in linking national security with climate change. The sample focuses on 

the period between 2022 to 2024, when climate change security was incorporated into Canada’s 

Climate Change Adaptation Strategy and until the moment NATO’s CCASCOE was launched 

and operationalized, marking the institutionalization of climate change security. 

The sample includes CCASCOE’s website (as of Fall 2024), Archipelago’s NATO 

Climate Change and Security Centre of Excellence Workshop Report in collaboration with 

Global Affairs Canada and the Department of National Defence and NATO’s 2024 Climate 
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Change and Security Impact Assessment. It also includes the third Montreal Climate Security 

Summit (MCSS) organized by CCASCOE and the Conference of Defence Associations Institute 

and two informational websites discussing climate change and Canadian security, one written by 

the Conference of Defence Associations Institute and the other funded by the Department of 

National Defence. This sample discusses climate change security through the lens of NATO’s 

CCASCOE, introducing the discourse of political institutions and military organizations that 

articulate expertise in climate change and security issues as stakeholders with a responsibility 

towards ensuring Canada’s national security. Altogether, the units of the sample represent the 

speech act through which NATO and the Canadian Federal Government communicate climate 

change as a national security issue. The sample represents the time frame (2022 to 2024) within 

which climate change became securitized by these institutions.  

Given the thesis’s narrow time frame, the purposive sampling method limits findings to 

the specific context of climate change’s securitization in Canada and through NATO. However, 

this study offers initial insight into an underexplored area. As well, this sample’s focus on 

Canada and NATO shares a limitation observed in the literature on securitization: a frequent 

scholarly focus on Western contexts and supranational institutions in climate change discussions 

(Schäfer et al., 2016, p. 80). Yet, it is as a result of the West’s adverse, industrialized impact on 

the climate that a Western military alliance like NATO now seeks to securitize climate change. 

The central role of Western powers in environmental destruction is the reason why this analysis 

focuses on how Canada and NATO communicate and attempt to make sense of their role in 

securitizing the climate.  

The interpretivist stance of CDA requires acknowledging my own reflexivity. My 

subjective experiences have been shaped by the knowledge structures I seek to deconstruct. This 
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limitation is mitigated by the goal of my research: to identify the production of discourse by 

locating and analyzing it within the context of the sample. As well, Trombetta (2009) argues that 

the analysis of securitization is constrained by fixed, realist views of security (p. 600). Therefore, 

this study’s interpretive epistemology aids in the analysis of context that goes beyond viewing 

security as a value-judgement and instead as a socially constructive process that shapes the 

meaning behind security issues (Trombetta, 2009, p. 588).  

 

Van Dijk’s Critical Discourse Analysis  

This thesis employs Teun A. Van Dijk’s Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). CDA 

focuses on critiquing how dominant systems of communication are reproduced and legitimized, 

offering tools to challenge these structures (Van Dijk, 2015, p. 469). Van Dijk’s qualitative CDA 

deconstructs the social and linguistic elements of discourse that securitizing actors seek to 

control. This approach traces both the macro- and micro-structures of discourse to understand 

social cognition, the mental knowledge structure of meaning underlying language (Lee and 

Ostsuji, 2009, pp. 3, 4; Van Dijk, 2015, pp. 467, 468, 470). Securitizing actors define national 

security within discourse through their “specific mental processes” (Van Dijk, 1993, p. 259), 

merging the linguistic dimensions of language to make sense with social reality (Van Dijk, 1993, 

pp. 251, 259; Van Dijk, 2015, p. 469). This mode of cognition is informed by the securitizing 

actor’s mental properties, or attitudes, ideologies, goals and opinions (Van Dijk, 2001, p. 356).  

I will analyze my sample first by identifying the macro-elements of the national security 

discourse. Van Dijk outlines these macro-elements as the members, or securitizing actors, who 

produce the discourse’s meaning (Van Dijk, 2015, p. 468). To examine the securitizing actor’s 

intent to communicate climate change within security, their “mental representations” (Van Dijk, 
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2001, p. 356), which shape the discourse produced, will be analyzed in the texts of the sample. 

Evidence of the mental representations embedded in the discourse of the sample will be 

identified through indicators like the existence of ideologies, topic selection and excluded 

explanations, recurring themes, distinct word choices and metaphorical expressions, 

organizational patterns that permit the inference of certain assumptions and how the groups 

discussed within the sample are portrayed. These elements constitute the “goals, knowledge, 

opinions, attitudes, and ideologies” (Van Dijk, 2001, p. 356) of the securitizing actors.  

The analysis will also identify the social acts of a national security discourse. This 

includes studying how the securitizing move elevates climate change to the high politics of the 

nation’s security agenda through the construction of both the securitizing object that poses a 

threat to national security (climate change) and the referent object (the Western, democratic 

nation-state, its citizens and societal systems) in need of protection. As Van Dijk (1993; 2001; 

2015) highlights, the social acts of individuals reveal knowledge structures through their intent to 

act, or securitize climate change, in connection to their membership within organizations or 

institutions (2015, p. 468). Further, the “context-social structure” (Van Dijk, 2015, p. 469) of the 

sample will be examined to understand the historical and contemporary setting shaping the 

discourse. Examining the discourse of national security requires analyzing the time, place, and 

setting in which it exists (Van Dijk, 1993, pp. 259-260). Understanding the historical and 

contemporary political, social and environmental context of climate change and national security 

reveals the context within which the discourse has been and is constructed, allowing for insight 

into how the knowledge produced has been controlled overtime.  

Altogether, analyzing the macro-structure of discourse provides my study with the data to 

analyze how knowledge is constructed through the personal, social and institutional contexts of 
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securitizing actors. Secondly, my analysis of data will shift from the macro-structure elements of 

discourse to the “more detailed, micro-level and expression forms of text and talk” (Van Dijk, 

1993, p. 261). As such, the text within my sample will be examined for the existence of these 

micro-elements, including the linguistic features of word order, rhetorical figures and text/lexical 

style (Van Dijk, 2015, p. 472). Analyzing the micro-elements of discourse is an essential 

component in the formation of language (Van Dijk, 2015, p. 468). These linguistic markers 

include headings, word meanings, intonations and communicative strategies such as rhetorical 

devices, metaphors, understatements and storytelling (Meyer, 2001, p. 26; Van Dijk, 1993, p. 

264; Van Dijk, 2015, pp. 471, 472). To address the limitations of a purely linguistic analysis, my 

method includes examining visuals and their contribution to the production of meaning. Visual 

sources, like imagery and graphics included within the sample, are an important element of 

discourse that evoke symbolic meanings and contribute to the construction of social reality. 

Third, my method integrates these macro- and micro-structure findings to analyze how 

they jointly construct the securitization of climate change. This step examines the silences that 

occur through the existence of the dominant discourse, identified by interrogating the network of 

power relations within its macro-structure. This method deconstructs the securitization of climate 

change and critically evaluates the knowledge linking climate change to national security. 

Through this identification of silences, CDA examines the discourse’s knowledge structure to 

highlight alternative knowledge that is often marginalized as “improper, unworkable, immoral, or 

irrational” (Stengel, 2019, p. 350). This third step overcomes the criticism levied towards using 

CDA as a method, which is that CDA assumes the dominant discourse under study operates only 

as an oppressive power structure, by integrating analysis with non-hegemonic, alternative 

knowledge to fully examine the power relations of the discourse. To bridge my analysis from 
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linguistic structure to knowledge effects, I will draw on Foucault’s concepts of knowledge, 

power and subjectivity as discussed. Lastly, I acknowledge the subjective limitations of CDA, 

mitigating personal bias through outlining and following a systematic approach to my method. 

Additionally, my sample includes multimodal communication platforms — a video conference, 

websites, blogs, and reports — which addresses CDA’s usual text-centric focus by incorporating 

visuals and video into this thesis’ discourse analysis (Lee and Ostsuji, 2009, p. 9). 

 

Conclusion  

Securitization is a discursive process where climate change comes to be articulated as a 

threat to national security. Specifically, securitizing actors such as NATO, the Canadian Federal 

Government, the Department of National Defence, Global Affairs Canada, think tanks, NATO 

Military Authorities and institutes for security studies (Archipelago, 2023, pp. 4, 8, 38; 

CCASCOE, 2024, para. 2; CDA Institute, 2022, para. 1; Heffernan and Murphy, 2024, para. 1, 8; 

NATO, 2024, p. 5), utter a speech act that positions climate change as a securitized object to 

promote security measures that aim to protect the referent object: Western national security and 

its social systems. This study proposes a qualitative CDA that focuses on climate change security 

as articulated by NATO’s CCASCOE. Based on the Copenhagen School’s securitization theory 

and Foucault’s view of knowledge, power, truth and subjectivity, this study focuses on examining 

the layers of meaning that make-up the language within a national security discourse. A 

comprehensive understanding of the discursive elements of national security is essential to 

realize who and what is being protected from climate change and how our relationship to a 

permanently altered world is being constructed in order to adapt.  
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Chapter Four: Critical Discourse Analysis 

 

Introduction 

The following chapter examines the main discursive strategies used within the sample 

that evidence how NATO uses a discourse of national security to securitize climate change. The 

sample units include: CCASCOE’s website (from Fall 2024), CCASCOE’s third MCSS, NATO’s 

2024 Climate Change and Security Impact Assessment, Archipelago’s NATO Climate Change 

and Security Centre of Excellence Workshop Report and two online articles — one from the 

Conference of Defence Associations Institute and the other funded by the Department of 

National Defence. Altogether, this sample represents the speech act through which CCASCOE, 

NATO and the Canadian Federal Government securitize climate change. I return to my main 

question which asks “how has a discourse of national security been used to securitize climate 

change in the context of the implementation of NATO’s Climate Change and Security Centre of 

Excellence?” In each of the discursive functions outlined, I evidence the knowledge effect 

resulting from the securitization of climate change: NATO naturalizes military action as climate 

action. 

 In my analysis, I first identify how NATO reorganizes subject positions, particularly the 

construction of climate change as an ‘antagonistic’ force threatening national security and NATO 

as the ‘protagonist’ protecting allied nations. I also discuss how NATO legitimizes military 

intervention as climate action by linking climate change security to peace, reinforcing its 

traditional role as a deterrent, peacekeeping force while advancing ‘green’ defence technologies 

under the guise of sustainability. Lastly, I examine the staging of the securitization of climate 

change within the Arctic, where the national security fears of authoritarian adversaries justify 

NATO’s military expansion as necessary defence in a climate-changed region. Throughout these 
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discursive functions, I explore the silences of the discourse with findings that illuminate the 

military’s environmental degradation, green militarism and settler colonialism.  

 

Subject Positions: Climate Change as the Antagonistic Force of Conflict and NATO as the 

Climate Change Security Protagonist  

To securitize climate change, NATO relies on the constructed subject positions of a 

national security discourse that establishes an ‘antagonistic force’ and a ‘protagonist’. These 

subject positions, conceptualized by Foucault, reveal the power of discourse to construct 

subjectivity and, thus, in this way organize and control the knowledge of what is categorized as 

the aggressor of conflict [i.e. climate change as the securitized object], the entity requiring 

protection from this threat [i.e. Euro-Atlantic democratic states, societal systems and its citizens 

as the referent object], and who is called forth as the protagonist to neutralize this threat. The 

protagonist’s intervention to protect the referent object against the constructed security threat is 

justified, operating as the main purpose of securitization.  

CCASCOE positions climate change as a “threat multiplier” (2024, para. 6, 7; CDA 

Institute, 2022, para. 3), portraying climate change’s impacts as the antagonistic forces or 

“catalysts for inequality, political instability, violence and mass displacement” (CCASCOE, 

2024, para. 12, emphasis added). Hence, “climate change exacerbates” (NATO, 2024, pp. 7-8, 

emphasis added) conflict by compounding “second and third order” (NATO, 2024, p. 7) social, 

economic, political, health and environmental effects that destabilize Euro-Atlantic security 

(Archipelago, 2023, p. 9; CCASCOE, 2024, para. 6, 7; NATO, 2024, p. 12). By stating that 

“(c)limate change will have severe impacts on Allied security and collective defence” (2024, 
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para. 6), CCASCOE calls forth NATO’s presence as the protagonist, safeguarding national 

security to deter the threats produced by climate change.  

This antagonist characterization anthropomorphizes climate change as a ‘consciousness’ 

enemy that “poses a threat” (Heffernan and Murphy, 2024, para. 4) to Euro-Atlantic security 

through its second-order aggressions. Evidently, “(t)he changing climate also amplifies the risk 

of environmental disasters” (Heffernan and Murphy, 2024, para. 4, emphasis added) where “the 

dry and scorching weather depleted water reservoirs” (NATO, 2024, p. 13, emphasis added). A 

conscious threat, “climate change increasingly shapes the geopolitical landscape” (Heffernan and 

Murphy, 2024, para. 7). Furthermore, this autonomous, conscious climate change antagonist is 

described in discussions at CCASCOE’s Third MCSS where “they [farmers] are fighting an 

almost unbeatable enemy, called increasing drought” (Middendorp, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 

2024, 3:14:00-3:14:40, emphasis added). Thus, climate change is categorized as “an increasing 

driver of shortages and tensions, and of future conflicts” (Middendorp, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 

2024, 3:00:02-3:00:05) that NATO must deter to maintain security. In what follows, I explore 

how a discourse of national security operates to not only produce the securitization of climate 

change, but constructs specific subject positions that legitimize the military’s dominance. 

Unlike traditional security threats, climate change’s antagonist subject position is 

characterized by an “actor-less” body (Maddox, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 41:15-41:19). As 

an intangible, border-less force, climate change is a “non-traditional security challenge” (NATO, 

2024, p. 6), as it does not fit the conventional knowledge of a national security enemy where the 

military is designed to counter conscious, actor-based and therefore physically ‘fightable’ 

adversaries. Confined to an actor-less body, climate change is the ultimate threat to national 

security because it is constructed as an “abstract” (Middendorp, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 
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3:02:00), incorporeal aggressor that seems ‘almost [but not quite] unbeatable’. The fight against 

climate change requires a powerful actor-based hero, or protagonist, like NATO whose “military 

capabilities will be needed to respond to climate-related insecurity” (Archipelago, 2023, p. 33). 

CCASCOE’s positioning of NATO as the protagonist to lead the fight against climate change is 

evident in the CDA Institute’s claim that NATO is “a natural global leader to promote strategies 

to protect mankind [the referent object] from the harms of the climate catastrophe [the 

securitized object]” (2022, para. 4, emphasis added). NATO, as an international military alliance, 

legitimizes itself as the seemingly only “leading voice” (Archipelago, 2023, pp. 20, 29, 30, 31) in 

climate-security solutions.  

By informing the discussion of climate change through the discourse of national security, 

CCASCOE’s construction of climate change as an antagonistic force, where “(r)ising 

temperatures, melting ice caps, extreme weather events, and changing precipitation patterns pose 

direct threats to the country’s environmental, economic, and social stability” (Heffernan and 

Murphy, 2024, para. 2), is an attempt for NATO’s military organization to achieve legitimacy as  

a climate change solution. The securitization of climate change is therefore the knowledge effect 

of this discourse; military action is naturalized as climate action because the solution to deter the 

onset of climate change’s threats is confined to the narrow lens of military expertise. This 

military expertise asserts the power of NATO to shape the truth of its protagonist position. 

Arguably, these subject positions need to be challenged for what they are: a discursive 

construction that empowers the interests of the military industrial complex. Climate change, as 

an actor-less threat, lacks the agency to ‘threaten’ national security, making NATO’s defensive, 

protagonist positioning flawed. Moreover, if climate change is perceived as an antagonistic 

subject that can “exacerbate conflicts” (Heffernan and Murphy, 2024, para. 7), its 



42 

characterization is devoid of a backstory that could point to its root causes. Rather than an 

antagonistic force, a changing climate is itself ‘victim’ to the harms, conflict and vulnerabilities 

exacerbated by the military industrial complex.  

 

Who Threatens Who? The Military as the True Antagonistic Force of Climate Change Insecurity 

CCASCOE’s reorganization of climate change as the antagonist force of insecurity is 

undermined by its masking of NATO’s direct and indirect contribution to environmental 

degradation. The only direct mention alluding to the full scope of NATO’s environmental impact 

in the sample is the Archipelago’s report (2023) brief statement that “(m)ilitary carbon impact is 

larger than the carbon impact of some countries” (p. 14). Beyond this single sentence, indirect 

references regarding the military’s potential to “(r)educe [its] carbon footprint” (Archipelago, 

2023, p. 26) and NATO’s opportunity to align with society’s “net-zero emission targets” 

(Archipelago, 2023, p. 15) lack statistics or concrete evidence of NATO’s goals and the detail 

needed to divulge the true scope of the organization’s contribution to environmental damage 

(Archipelago, 2023, pp. 14, 15, 26, 36, 43; CCASCOE, 2024, para. 3; CDA Institute, 2022, para. 

5; Frantzen, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 52:30-53:00; NATO, 2024, p. 4). The sustainability 

strategies outlined for NATO to ‘adapt’ and ‘mitigate’ refers to actions that are taken against the 

climate change threat, instead of the organization’s own lessening of its environmental impact. 

Evidently, “NATO remains determined in its collective ambition to better understand, adapt to 

and mitigate the effects of climate change on Allied security” (NATO, 2024, p. 4, emphasis 

added). The sample normalizes NATO’s major contribution of GHG emissions by positing that 

the military will reduce their emissions in tandem with “civilian sectors” (Archipelago, 2023, p. 
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26). This masks the military’s drastic influence on climate insecurity as a sort of every-day, 

business-like activity. 

Overall, the sample erases NATO’s subject position as an ‘antagonist’ of climate 

insecurity. In reality, NATO emits approximately 205 million tCO2e annually, making it the 

world’s 40th largest polluter of carbon when compared to the carbon footprint of entire countries 

(Edwards, 2023a, pp. 9, 10; Lin et al., 2022, p. 4). NATO’s direct carbon emissions contradict the 

organization’s claim to be an “internationally recognized” (CCASCOE, 2024, para. 1) leader in 

climate change security when its very existence actively exacerbates climate insecurities. As 

Buxton shares, “(r)ather than looking to the military as a solution to the climate crisis, it is more 

important to examine its role in contributing to the climate crisis” (2021, p. 18). The 

securitization of climate change disassociates NATO from the harm it perpetuates.  

Beyond NATO’s direct carbon emissions, I challenge NATO’s ‘protagonist’ subject 

position by reversing climate change’s ‘threat-multiplier’ label onto NATO itself. Climate 

change is not an autonomous antagonist that “shape(s) breeding grounds for extremism… [and] 

create(s) migration flows” (Middendorp, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 3:07:55-3:08:07), but the 

intensified result of environmental, social, geopolitical and economic insecurities that are largely 

produced by the military. As such, the military is the force of threat-multiplication, not climate 

change. The Geneva Environment Network (2024) highlights that war has historically devastated 

the ecosystem: “as humanity has always counted its war casualties in terms of dead and wounded 

soldiers and civilians, destroyed cities and livelihoods, the environment is often a hidden victim 

of war” (para. 2, emphasis added). With this, an inverted subject positioning is exposed: military 

organizations like NATO are a climate change threat-multiplier that produce “fossil fuel 

emissions, toxins and hazardous wastes, deforestation, soil erosion, wetland and habitat loss, 
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water contamination, [and] noise and dust pollution” (Edwards, 2023a, p. 9). Here, the 

environment is exposed as the very referent object needing protection to fully achieve true 

climate change security.  

Within the threat construction produced by a discourse of national security, the 

environment has been traditionally excluded from the ‘actor-based’ list of casualties of conflict. 

In counting victims, the environment has been one of the “systemic blind spots” (Archipelago, 

2023, p. 14) amongst military forces because climate change has not been naturally associated 

with its position as a victim of conflict. This silence of the environment’s victimization in the 

narrative of conflict reinforces its constructed role as the antagonist of “the next war” 

(Middendorp, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 3:19:51-3:19:55). The securitization of climate 

change highlights climate change as a “multifaceted threat” (Heffernan and Murphy, 2024, para. 

7) to national security while silencing the military’s role in environmental harm. The omission of 

climate change’s subject position as a victim made insecure by conflict is intentionally silenced 

within the sample as a function of discourse (Graham, 2005, p. 10) to perpetuate the 

naturalization of “develop(ing) NATO’s role in dealing with the effects of climate change” 

(Middendorp, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 3:04:23-3:04:27). Hence, the “complex” (NATO, 

2024, p. 4), ephemeral nature of the climate change threat is noted within the sample to avoid the 

discussion of climate change’s root causes, stating “the need to manage multiple complex ‘fronts’ 

on climate change makes it difficult to assess and identify primary threats or root causes of 

issues” (Archipelago, 2023, p. 14, emphasis added). 

While NATO’s discussion of its environmental impact is drastically underdeveloped, the 

sample emphasizes Russia’s invasion of Ukraine as an environmental catastrophe. Canada’s 

Foreign Affairs Minister, Mélanie Joly, notes that “the environmental impacts of the invasion of 
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Ukraine are [sic] huge, be it the chemical waste or dam destructions, [and] will have impact for 

decades to come” (2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 5:55-6:14). NATO (2024) further states that 

“(m)ilitary conflict is a significant driver of climate change and environmental damage. Russia’s 

war of aggression is a vivid example” (p. 28). Poignantly, the emphasis on traditional 

authoritarian threats as “NATO’s potential adversaries” (NATO, 2024, p. 8) is used to divert 

attention from NATO's environmental harm onto Russia. This authoritarian threat logic of 

national security reinforces NATO’s role as the protagonist because NATO does not create 

conflict like Russia, but deters aggressive forces through its “defence posture” (CCASCOE, 

2024, para. 3, 4, 12; CDA Institution, 2022, para. 4; NATO, 2024, pp. 4, 14). Thus, NATO masks 

its military’s contribution to environmental insecurity, including the environmental impact of its 

missions in the Middle East and Afghanistan (Al-Marashi and Causevic, 2023, p. 46). NATO’s 

defensive action is naturalized as climate action, deterring both the threats of climate change and 

the environmental destruction caused by authoritarian militarties.  

 

Climate Change Security as Peace-Building: NATO’s Justification for Green Defence 

In the previous section, I explored the silences within the sample to expose NATO’s 

antagonist position as an actor who exacerbates socio-political conflicts and leaves the 

environment a silent victim of war. Hence, CCASCOE’s securitization of climate change is 

entangled within the power-relations of the military industrial complex, which faces tension in 

naturalizing NATO’s military actions as climate action. To reinforce NATO’s role as the 

‘protagonist’ of climate change security, the securitization of climate change attempts to equate 

climate change security with peacebuilding. Evidently, Archipelago (2023) highlights this 

constructed link, where “climate action and peace building need to be aligned” (2023, p. 38). In 
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connecting “climate action with development gains and peace-building” (Archipelago, 2023, pp. 

23, 25, 26), NATO’s traditional “deterrence” (Archipelago, 2023, p. 14; CCASCOE, 2024, para. 

3, 4, 9; NATO, 2024, pp. 4, 8, 14) function “as the leading contributor to peace and security on 

the international stage” (NATO, 2023, para. 1) is maintained when addressing threats to climate 

change security as it does with threats to peace. Thus, the knowledge effect of climate change’s 

securitization is the legitimization of military deterrence as climate action.  

This connection between climate change security and peace is a discursive construct that 

attempts to legitimize militarism, as evidenced in Archipelago’s (2023) statement that “(t)here 

may be opposition to the idea of the military in environmental peace building” (p. 34). The 

securitization of climate change positions NATO’s “core objectives of defence and deterrence” 

(CCASCOE, 2024, para. 9) as military action that is necessary to achieve climate change 

security, reinforcing the political lens of peace that is focused on protecting “liberal 

democracies” (CDA Institution, 2022, para. 6). Here, peace is influenced by national security, 

defined as the stability of democratic states rather than the stability of the climate itself. To 

uphold this Western national security vision of peace through its newly constructed connection 

with climate change security, NATO must adapt its assets and equipment to withstand the 

aggressions of climate change that “can weaken NATO’s capacities in personnel, equipment, 

weaponry, tactics and infrastructure” (CCASCOE, 2024, para. 8). This discursive connection 

produces the knowledge that the military’s action of sustainable innovation is climate action that 

upholds the peace-making promise of climate change security.  

The military equipment that guarantees the peace prioritized by Western national security 

is described within the sample as being ‘attacked’ by climate change, where “(s)torm surge and 

sea-level rise endanger coastal military infrastructure” (NATO, 2024, p. 15, emphasis added), 
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“(w)armer winters… damage roads and other military infrastructure” (NATO, 2024, p. 20, 

emphasis added), “(t)he heavy snow and freezing rain that struck” (NATO, 2024, p. 12, emphasis 

added) and “(t)he fires destroyed the electric grid… incinerated power… and damaged base state 

site infrastructure” (NATO, 2024, p. 12, emphasis added). By positioning climate action as 

peace-making, these climate-driven threats undermine NATO’s deterrence capacity by reducing 

its operational effectiveness (NATO 2024, pp. 12, 14, 15, 20) in a changing “security landscape” 

(CCASCOE, 2024, para. 12).  

To maintain its strength and resilience as the climate change security protagonist, the 

sample emphasizes NATO’s need to adapt to the threats of climate change (Archipelago, 2023, p. 

10; CCASCOE, 2024, para. 4; NATO, 2024, pp. 4, 7, 10, 25), with CCASCOE stating, “(e)arly 

investment in climate change adaptation is crucial for long-term resilience… and enhancing 

military effectiveness” (2024, para. 10). In this instance, ‘threat-proofing’ NATO’s equipment by 

innovating more military assets that are resilient to “the security impacts of climate change” 

(Archipelago, 2023, p. 9) is military action disguised as climate action. Specifically, 

‘threat-proofing’ NATO’s military assets is NATO’s “opportunity to future-proof its 

organization” (Middendorp, 2023, p. 10, emphasis added) and maintain its power. Therefore, 

preserving the organization’s deterrent, peace-building function propels military action to 

become known as a climate change solution.  

By securitizing climate change, NATO co-opts sustainability language like ‘adaptation’, 

‘mitigation’, and ‘resilience’ to reinforce its protagonist position. CCASCOE’s Third MCSS 

discusses how “addressing these challenges [climate change’s second order effects] required 

NATO to integrate climate adaptation and resilience into its defence strategies” (Schoonen, 2024, 

as cited in CPAC, 2024, 2:04:24-2:04:29). Utilizing sustainability language like “adaptation” 
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(Archipelago, 2023, pp. 4, 9; CCASCOE, 2024, para. 4) and “resilience” (CCASCOE, 2024, 

para. 6), NATO asserts its protagonist positioning as an organization that does not cause or 

antagonize conflict, but will respond to any threat by ensuring its “military readiness” 

(CCASCOE, 2024, para. 3).  

Against the threat of climate change, NATO can guarantee its “strengthened deterrence 

and defence posture” (NATO, 2024, p. 8) through “green defence” (CDA Institute, 2022, para. 5, 

emphasis added), “green investments” (Archipelago, 2023, p. 19) and “green technologies” 

(Archipelago, 2023, p. 19). The securitization of climate change produces the knowledge effect 

that military action is climate action as NATO’s defence capacities respond to the threats of 

climate change by adapting to greener technologies. This language of sustainability is 

technologically determinist, channeling optimism about NATO’s technological innovation 

(Archipelago, 2023, pp. 19, 20, 25, 41; CDA Institute, 2022, para. 2) that promises a ‘greener’ 

military will build a more ‘peaceful’ and ‘climate secure’ world. In contrast, I argue that military 

action is climate action because NATO utilizes green innovation to “build on what already 

exists” (Archipelago, 2023, pp. 19, 24, 38), moreso to “‘seek to secure what exists’ - that being 

‘an unjust status quo’” (Buxton, 2021, as cited in Edwards, 2023, p. 15). As such, the 

securitization of climate change allows the military industrial complex to “adapt our military 

capabilities and our societal resilience to ensure our continued operational effectiveness and 

prosperity” (NATO, 2024, p. 4) through the control maintained by green militarism.  
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‘Greening’ the Military: Promoting Environmental Sustainability or Sustaining the Military 

Industrial Complex?  

The securitization of climate change legitimizes the ideas that machines of conflict can be 

made sustainable to adapt to the threat of climate change. Exposing the camouflage of green 

militarism, NATO’s technologies, equipment and assets still cause conflict, generate disputes and 

instigate violence when necessary. The notion that NATO’s “deterrence” (CCASCOE, 2024, 

para. 9) capacity does not cause conflict because defence is a retaliatory mechanism does not 

remove NATO from a conflict-driven path to peace based on the promise of a weapons-based 

response. NATO promotes military action as climate action only by masking the innate violence 

of military equipment through its deterrent identity in order to promote investments towards 

“green defence” (CDA Institute, 2022, para. 5) as normal.  

Regardless of claims to become sustainable, the military industrial complex remains 

dominant, with emissions reductions dependant on “new contracts” (Buxton, 2021, p. 25) and 

“(g)reen investments [tied] toward a healthy economic environment” (Archipelago, 2023, p. 19). 

This ‘green’ economic environment sustains the military, rather than protecting a truly green 

environment through demilitarization. Essentially, militarized relations of power permeate “the 

formation of a social reality” (Gordon, 1980, p. 245) where the ecological boundaries of the 

world experience rapid change, but the dominance of the military industrial complex remains 

unchallenged. NATO’s “net-zero” (Cormier, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 3:25:16-3:25:18) 

capacity is constrained by ineffective carbon-capture solutions, the increased fossil-fuel need of 

new military equipment to maintain its military edge and the environmental risks of alternative 

energy (Akkerman et al., 2022, pp. 25-26, 27). As Edwards argues, achieving true climate 

change security would be to “decrease the reliance on weapons production” (2023a, p. 19), not to 
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promote a ‘greener’ version of the military. Ultimately, green defense sustains the “core business 

of the military” (Middendorp, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 3:19:22-3:19:25), turning the 

climate crisis into an investment opportunity for the military industrial complex.  

The securitization of climate change sustains militarism in a form that is greener, more 

resilient and continues to be seen as the solution for addressing climate insecurity. This 

expansion of the military’s power diverts financial resources from non-military, alternative 

climate change solutions (Akkerman et al., 2022, p. 1; Durin, 2024, para. 3) that would reverse 

the climate insecurities produced by a militarized world (Peace Boat, 2023, para. 11). As such, a 

discourse of national security co-opts the knowledge of sustainability to reinforce the military's 

regime of dominance rather than pursue transformative climate change solutions.  

Bankoff (2019) highlights that the conservative nature of sustainability’s adaptation 

language “functions to preserve the status quo rather than encourage more radical solutions that 

might threaten existing social and political systems” (p. 231). Archipelago’s (2023) report 

acknowledges that CCASCOE’s green initiatives can expect “high failure rates but one or two 

big impact successes” (2023, pp. 28, 43). CCASCOE does not promise that such technological 

innovation will be successful, but appeals to technological optimism to justify military growth 

based on “finance and incentive opportunities” (Archipelago, 2023, p. 26). This boosts funding 

towards research (Archipelago, 2023, pp. 19, 20) that allows the military industrial complex to 

preserve its reputation as the protagonist or “role model to address climate security challenges” 

(Archipelago, 2023, p. 14). Archipelago’s (2023) statement reveals that the promises of 

sustainability are just that — promises that only legitimize enhanced militarization. As such, 

“(g)reening the military means further empowering the very forces that brought the planet to the 

precipices that military sectors now argue they can save us from” (Edwards, 2023a, p. 28). 



51 

Viewing climate change through a lens of national security is problematic because it assumes 

that more military power, especially when it is ‘sustainable’, leads to a safer world. The next 

section examines how NATO strategically securitizes climate change in a climate-insecure front 

to legitimize its expansion, expressing a militarized social reality. 

 

Old Authoritarian Insecurities and a New Resource Frontier: The Arctic 

The securitization of climate change reinforces NATO’s protagonist role in mobilizing 

against climate-related insecurities with sustainable assets. Of particular interest to NATO’s 

securitization of climate change is Canada’s Arctic connection, as Joly states “as an Arctic 

nation, Canada has a unique perspective to address climate and security challenges in the North” 

(2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 6:53-6:58). The space where the securitization of climate change 

plays out is emphasized as the “North-American Arctic” (Rhodes, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 

58:23-58:25) which emerges as a key defence zone deemed to represent “transatlantic 

importance” (Frantzen, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 1:15:14-1:15:22).  

The Arctic’s extreme vulnerability to climate change drives the focus of NATO’s 

securitization of climate change. Throughout the sample, the geophysical landscape of the Arctic 

is described as being acutely threatened and ravaged by the force of climate change’s “extreme 

weather events” (NATO, 2024, p. 14). The Arctic’s melting ice (Heffernan and Murphy, 2024, 

para. 3; NATO, 2024, pp. 6, 17) weakens its natural security barrier, as Joly warns, “the Arctic 

sea ice is no longer offering us the protection that it once did” (2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 

7:04-7:12). Evidently, the securitization of climate change in the Arctic reveals that climate 

change security is not about addressing root environmental causes, but about NATO asserting 

power in a “melting Arctic” (NATO, 2024, p. 18) security terrain.   
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Visual representations in the sample depict the climate-changed geophysical landscape of 

the Arctic as vast, empty and wild territory (Figure, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5). Within the sample, images of 

the Arctic are used as the background context to describe NATO’s climate change security 

landscape (Figure 1, 2, 4), the geophysical representation that exemplifies the “rapidly changing 

global security environment” (Archipelago, 2023, p. 10) (Figure 3) and depicts the High North’s 

“altered ocean environment” (NATO, 2024, p. 16) (Figure 5). In Figures 1-5, the Arctic is 

illustrated as a dark region (Figure 1) of thinning ice (Figure 3) with vast and now traversable 

waterways (Figure 5) for “new maritime routes” (Joly, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 7:18-7:20), 

represented through a pristine, wild beauty illustrated by the size of icebergs (Figure 1), pure 

colouration of the snow and water (Figure 3, 4, 5) and the marvel of the Aurora Borealis (Figure 

2). Most importantly, these images are emptied of evidence that communities exist in the Arctic, 

depicting the region primarily through its changing landscape and the presence of military 

structures as the only signs of human civilization (Figure 4, 5).  

This imagery is echoed by NATO, describing the Arctic as a climate-changed, vulnerable 

region marked by “broken ice, high wind speeds, strong tidal currents… long distances, 

darkness, [and] remoteness” (2924, p. 17). The visualization of the Arctic’s wild, vast, remote 

and dark territory is embedded within the knowledge of national security as a ‘forgotten’ region. 

For instance, discussions during CCASCOE’s Third MCSS conveyed that “geographically 

during the Cold War [and].... For the quarter-century or so after the Cold War… the Arctic again 

was kind of the forgotten part of the world” (Rhodes, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 57:19-57:51, 

emphasis added). Empty of civilization and once protected by the fortification of ice, the Arctic 

was ‘forgotten’ from the scope of NATO’s security foresight but now demands its attention as a 

climate-vulnerable region. 
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Figure 1 

Melting Iceberg 

 

Note. Depicts the Arctic’s dark, empty and melting environment. From Archipelago [Image], 
2023, Homepage  
(https://aodnetwork.ca/global-affairs-canada-nato-climate-change-and-security-centre-of-excelle
nce/). 
 

Figure 2 

Northern Lights 

 

Note. Illustration of the Aurora Borealis focuses on the Arctic’s vast and dark landscape that is 
void of civilization. From CCASCOE [Image], 2024, p. 76 (https://ccascoe.org/our-story/). 

https://aodnetwork.ca/global-affairs-canada-nato-climate-change-and-security-centre-of-excellence/
https://aodnetwork.ca/global-affairs-canada-nato-climate-change-and-security-centre-of-excellence/
https://ccascoe.org/our-story/
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Figure 3 

Arctic Ocean 

 

Note. Image emphasizes the Arctic’s vast, melting and uninhabitable territory. From Archipelago 
[Image], 2023, p. 9 
(https://aodnetwork.ca/global-affairs-canada-nato-climate-change-and-security-centre-of-excelle
nce-report/). 
 
Figure 4 

Arctic Frontier 

 

Note. Representation of the Arctic’s pristine snowy landscape inhabited only by military 
infrastructure. From CCASCOE [Image], 2024, Homepage, by Taylor Congdon (Canadian 
Armed Forces) (https://ccascoe.org/).  
 

https://aodnetwork.ca/global-affairs-canada-nato-climate-change-and-security-centre-of-excellence-report/
https://aodnetwork.ca/global-affairs-canada-nato-climate-change-and-security-centre-of-excellence-report/
https://ccascoe.org/
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Figure 5 

Northwest Passage - A New Maritime Route  

 

Note. Illustration emphasizes the increasing accessibility of the Arctic by ship and its large, 
uninhabited territory. From NATO [Image], 2024, p. 16, by STO CMRE 
(https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2024/7/pdf/240709-Climate-Security-Impact.
pdf). 
 

As Arctic waterways open, Russia and China gain proximity to the West as “the 

North-American Arctic is also increasingly being tested and probed by Russia and China, 

sometimes acting in concert with one another” (Rhodes, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 

58:25-58:41). Invoking the old Cold War-era role of NATO as the protector against authoritarian 

threats is revived under the guise of a climate-changed, Arctic frontier. NATO’s existence, 

originating “at the dawn of the Cold War (1949) as a Western alliance to defend against the 

Soviet Union and its allied Warsaw Pact countries” (Linh et al., 2023, p. 5) is now justified. 

NATO is compelled as the protagonist to protect a climate-vulnerable region (Heffernan and 

Murphy, 2024, para. 3) from “Russia’s aggressions” (NATO, 2024, p. 4) and the “growing 

competition from authoritarian states, including the People’s Republic of China” (NATO, 2024, 

p. 6). Evidently, military action is justified as climate action, validating NATO’s mobilization to 

https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2024/7/pdf/240709-Climate-Security-Impact.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2024/7/pdf/240709-Climate-Security-Impact.pdf
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militarize the melting Arctic ‘frontline’, stating “we’re on the frontlines of this new geopolitical 

reality in the Arctic” (2024, p. 18, emphasis added). By constructing the truth of the Arctic as a 

climate-changed, empty and vulnerable region to authoritarian foes, it becomes logical that the 

Arctic’s melting frontline be secured by NATO. This discursive construction imposes NATO’s 

version of the Arctic’s reality as truth, emptying the Arctic of its communities to emphasize its 

weakened natural defence from authoritarian threats. The Arctic’s climate-vulnerable frontier has 

been produced through the discursive logic of Western national security that legitimizes NATO’s 

paternalistic resource-grab. 

 

The Arctic is Melting: Extractive and Settler Colonial Logics Uncovered  

​ The securitization of climate change — the expansion of NATO’s military presence in the 

empty, underdeveloped, authoritarian-vulnerable Arctic — is the social reality that has been 

constructed and legitimized by a discourse of national security. NATO’s militarization of an 

autonomous, sovereign region like the Arctic is harmful and regressive, relying on Orientalist 

discursive formations that produce colonial depictions (Said, 1978, pp. 10, 48) of the Arctic as  

forgotten, empty, dark, wild and vast territory. The goal of this discursive Orientalization of the 

Arctic is Western control of the region, its peoples and its resources. NATO’s representations of 

the Arctic (Figure 1, 2, 3, 4, 5) rely on intentionally ‘forgetting’ the Indigenous peoples who live 

there. 

While NATO claims unfamiliarity with the Arctic’s geography, it emphasizes Russia’s 

superior adaptation to Arctic conditions, stating that “Russia has adapted to [the Arctic’s] cold, 

dark and harsh conditions” (2024, p. 8). NATO’s Arctic unawareness ignores the Canadian 

Federal Government’s — as a NATO alliance member and host of CCASCOE — colonial 
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involvement in Inuit High Arctic relocations during the middle of the Cold War (Grant, 2023, p. 

1). The Arctic is not unknown to the Government of Canada, and host of CCASCOE, who forced 

16 Inuit families to relocate and live in the Arctic to expand Canadian sovereignty in the territory 

(Grant, 2023, p. 1). NATO’s ‘forgetfulness’ of the Arctic’s inhabitants and its empty visualization 

of the territory purposefully constructs the region as ‘untouched’. It is this conscious and 

dominant social reality of the Arctic as a once empty, ice-fortified and therefore forgotten region 

that has allowed the severe insecurities of Canada’s Arctic, Northern communities, such as 

high-risk drinking water (Bradford et al., 2016, p. 1), food insecurity (Ford et al., 2019, p. 550) 

and a lack of basic infrastructure (Foster and Bates, 2024, para. 5) to go unresolved. This erasure 

of Indigenous peoples enables NATO's militarization of the region, while neglecting the real 

insecurities that Arctic communities have long endured. Though the Archipelago report mentions 

the need for CCASCOE to include Indigenous perspectives and collaborate with Indigenous 

peoples in its climate change security strategies (2023, pp. 8, 21, 23, 25, 26, 39), the nuances of 

these settler-colonial histories are absent from CCASCOE’s Arctic discussions. 

Lisa Quiluqqi Koperqualuk, President of the Inuit Circumpolar Council of Canada, spoke 

during the MCSS’ Regional Focus Panel on the Arctic and exposed the hegemony of national 

security. Highlighting the social and economic inequities experienced by Arctic communities as 

the threat-multipliers of insecurity, Koperqualuk challenges CCASCOE’s prioritization of 

‘climate change’ security (2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024,1:05:50-1:06:22). Many challenges 

destabilize national security, where Koperqualuk shares that “the lack of sustained attention to 

these [social-economic] issues and the lack of funding to Arctic communities is as much a threat 

to Arctic security as climate change” (2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 1:07:09-1:07:19). 
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Evidently, the securitization of climate change represents the prioritization of a crisis that best 

positions the military as the protagonist to sustain and expand its operations. 

Lastly, by invoking the national security language of the Arctic as a ‘frontline’, NATO 

asserts its defence, and therefore its control, over the Arctic’s “valuable natural resources” 

(Heffernan and Murphy, 2024, para. 3) and “critical minerals” (CCASCOE, 2024, para. 13). It is 

important to highlight that militarized conflicts often arise from the need to control 

“resource-rich regions” (Buxton, 2021, p. 18). As such, the Arctic’s melting geophysical 

landscape prompts the military’s grab for its hydrocarbons, raw materials, minerals and oil and 

gas reserves (Buxton et al., 2022, p. 29; Silva, 2022, para. 6, 20). Settler colonialism is 

camouflaged by the securitization of climate change; the military attempts to represent its power 

no longer as colonial hegemony but as the guarantor of climate change security and peace that 

acts against the perils of climate change. While military action is recast as climate action through 

the securitization of climate change, exposing this ideology of extractivism within a discourse of 

national security reveals the military’s continued role in perpetuating the occupation and 

exploitation of Indigenous lands. This extractive and settler colonial hegemony is silenced 

through the securitization of climate change.  

 

Conclusion  

My CDA of NATO’s securitization of climate change reveals the subject positions, 

knowledge effects and rationalization of military power produced by a discourse of national 

security. I have deconstructed the main functions of a national security discourse which operate 

to position NATO as the climate change security protagonist, synergize the pursuit of climate 

change security within NATO’s traditional peace-making capacity to deter and defend — thereby 
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legitimizing the need for green militarism — and expand its military frontier in the 

climate-changed Arctic. This discourse legitimizes the social reality of conflict-driven, 

profit-motivated, extractive, settler-colonial and frontier ‘solutions’ to climate change.  

By exposing the tensions and silences within NATO’s securitization of climate change, I 

argue that military action is not climate action because NATO can neutralize the effects of 

climate change, become greener or ‘save’ the melting Arctic. Military action is climate action 

because climate change has been militarized. Evidently, the knowledge effect of the 

securitization of climate change is produced through the power of the military and in turn 

operates to preserve the natural, status-quo acceptance of the military’s dominance.  

 

 

Chapter Five: Conclusion 

 

The Militarization of Climate Change  

The securitization of climate change normalizes a social reality where the military is seen 

as the solution to environmental insecurities like climate change. Identifying, deconstructing and 

challenging the subject positions of NATO’s securitization of climate change is imperative to 

expose how increased militarism is justified. By positioning climate change as an antagonistic 

force, NATO legitimizes its expansion into climate-vulnerable regions under the guise of green 

defence. Left unchallenged, the discourse of national security naturalizes a social reality of 

conflict, instability and legitimizes the military industrial complex as the guardian of peace and 

climate change stability, seizing environmental action as a power grab to advance NATO’s 

military agenda.  
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NATO’s securitization of climate change must be questioned, as the knowledge of 

national security that is mobilized obscures the violent, destructive relations of NATO’s power 

and its drastic contributions to the very insecurities it claims to be able to mitigate (NATO, 2024, 

p. 4). The protection of NATO’s alliance member’s national security is prioritized (CCASCOE, 

2024, para. 2, 6; NATO, 2024, p. 6), sidelining alternative climate change solutions and diverting 

financial resources towards empowering the military industrial complex instead of 

climate-change-proofing societies. As Buxton (2021) points out, climate change security 

strategies seek to justify the power of the military by relying on the naturalized security response 

to instability (p. 8). Climate change security, then, is not climate justice. Climate change security 

does not seek a stabilized environment and a peaceful world built on non-conflict driven 

solutions and adaptation that challenges military hegemony. Climate change security latches onto 

the pervasive insecurities materialized by climate change to bring forth more militarization that 

sustains the hegemony of the military industrial complex.  

Militarism is the “mental model” (Van Dijk, 2015, p. 472) that is constructed by a 

discourse of national security, representing the world through a constant lens of insecurity that 

justifies the military’s knowledge and therefore sustains its institutional power. As Bankoff 

(2019) highlights: “(t)here seems to be no escape from remaking the world again and again in 

accordance with a particular cultural image. No revival discourse seems ready yet to challenge 

Western hegemony in the language and metaphor of international governance” (p. 234). 

Promoting NATO as the “leader” (Archipelago, 2023, p. 18) of climate change security, the 

military remains the endlessly essentialized actor that normalizes the constant preparation for 

war as desirable and effective, even against actor-less entities like climate change. Society’s 

reliance on the military absolves the need to challenge the capitalist, conflict-driven ways of 
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living entrenched within this reality that have exacerbated climate change, promoting 

militarization above all other forms of expertise.  

 

Alternative Discourses: Climate Justice, Demilitarization and Desecuritization 

Instead of linking climate action with military action, climate justice prioritizes 

environmental security through demilitarization (Edwards, 2023a, p. 28). Climate justice 

advocates for “peaceful and non-violent forms of conflict resolution” (Buxton, 2021, p. 33) that 

resolves the second-order insecurities of a changing-climate without military intervention. 

Climate justice solutions are best positioned to neutralize the insecurities of climate change 

because it secures the climate from the environmental harm exacerbated by the military itself. A 

peaceful environment is not an objective achieved through territorial control and militarization. 

On the contrary, a social reality that prioritizes climate justice demands demilitarization and 

desecuritization.  

Demilitarization promotes the understanding that the military is not the only, nor the 

natural leader, that can “make the world a safer place” (Baratolotti, 2023, para. 19). The 

discourse of climate justice works to demystify the security promises made by the military to 

“keep our people safe” (Archipelago, 2023, p. 9) by revealing the military’s own 

threat-multiplier subject positioning. Desecuritization reverses the climate change security 

phenomenon and calls to remove climate change from the security agenda (McDonald, 2013, p. 

44). As such, there is a crucial need to diversify understandings of what a truly secure and 

peaceful world looks like and how it can be achieved beyond the rationale that a militaristic, 

national security discourse provides. A changing climate is not a threat to national security, but 

necessitates the prioritization of environmental justice solutions. As Koperqualuk highlights in 
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their discussion of Arctic security, “a more secure world is a more equitable world” (2024, as 

cited in CPAC, 2024, 1:05:50-1:06:22).  

 

Securitizing Climate Change: What Now? 

While some, particularly military experts, may warn against a demilitarized and 

desecuritized world, I am not advocating for the complete erasure of the military from society. 

Political conflicts persist, requiring military responses. Instead, I challenge how the securitization 

of climate change justifies expanding military power in an already over-militarized world. 

Research shows that NATO’s total defence spending reached $1341 billion dollars in 2023, about 

55% of the world’s military spending (Tian et al., 2024, p. 1), where NATO outspends any and 

all nations combined. NATO is set to further its military investments as member states strive to 

meet the alliance’s 2 percent GDP military spending goal (Akkerman et al., 2022, p. 10; Lin et 

al., 2023, p. 3; Tian, 2024, p. 1; Reuters, 2023, para. 1). Today, military spending is at an all time 

high; higher even “than at the height of the Cold War” (Akkerman et al., 2022, p. 10).  

Climate justice, demilitarization, and desecuritization challenge the necessity of NATO’s 

increased military spending. If each NATO member reached these spending targets by 2028, 

“NATO would spend an estimated additional $2.57 trillion” (Lin et al., 2023, p. 4). This 

expenditure would “create as much additional greenhouse gas pollution as the annual output of 

Russia” (Noir, 2023, para. 15). Interestingly, the same investment could fully cover the minimal 

climate financing needs of low- and middle-income countries for seven years, according to 

estimates by the United Nations Environment Programme (Lin et al., 2023, p. 4; Noor, 2023, 

para. 10, 15). Climate change security would be achieved by supporting vulnerable nations’ 
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climate-proofing efforts to protect citizens, economies and infrastructure while diverting an 

entire countries’ output of GHG emissions from further destabilizing climate change.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

The discursive articulations that attempt to naturalize the military’s role in climate change 

solutions are constantly evolving by securitizing actors’ need to “develop the right narrative 

around climate and security” (Middendorp, 2024, 3:04:50-3:04:55). As climate change security 

strategies develop, there continues to be an academic need to critically examine the discursive 

strategies that securitize climate change. CDA focuses on a detailed, qualitative analysis derived 

from a small sample. This study’s limited sample thereby invites future research to expand on 

this case study of NATO’s climate change security, with a continued focus on CCASCOE as the 

organization expands its international influence through conferences, policy doctrines and 

research (Archipelago, 2023, p. 11, 19, 22, 26, 28, 30, 39, 40, 43). Comparative analyses of 

climate change security throughout military alliances and their member nations could contribute 

to scholarly knowledge of securitization strategies. 

While this thesis focuses on NATO’s securitization of climate change through 

CCASCOE, these findings provide a foundation for bridging military and environmental 

discourse analyses in communication studies. An important area of future research are discursive 

strategies that invoke nationalist insecurities of resource scarcity and increased migration as 

prominent second-order threats of climate change (Archipelago, 2023, pp. 14, 25, 37; 

CCASCOE, 2024, para. 6, 12; Heffernan and Murphy, 2024, para. 3, 7; NATO, 2024, pp. 7, 8, 

13), the military’s self-positioning as a humanitarian institution (Archipelago, 2023, pp. 33, 37, 

41; NATO, 2024, pp. 7, 14), the military’s use of climate change security to further police 
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national borders and deter migrants who “create a breeding ground for terrorism” (CCASCOE, 

2024, para. 6), and the promotion of AI-generated, strategic foresight analysis (Archipelago, 

2023, pp. 22, 24, 28, 38, 40, 43; Schoonen 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 2:01:47-2:02:15, 

2:05:18-2:05:30; Middendorp, 2024, as cited in CPAC, 2024, 3:08:30 - 3:08:50) that prioritizes 

simulated “worst-case” (NATO, 2024, p. 11) climate change scenarios.  

 

Final Takeaway 

NATO’s power to naturalize its role in climate change security needs to be redirected 

towards climate justice solutions. It is necessary to challenge the power, dominance, “‘security’ 

solutions” (Akkerman et al., 2022, p. 8) and profit opportunities that the military introduces as 

best practices against environmental degradation. This thesis aimed to deconstruct the national 

security discourse that securitizes climate change within the context of NATO’s CCASCOE, 

challenging a social reality reliant on military power. The question to be asked from examining 

the securitization of climate change is,“(w)hen will enough be enough?” (Durin, 2024, para. 1). 

Under the discursive logics that securitize climate change, the answer is that there will never be 

enough threats, frontiers, or crises for the military industrial complex to finally cease its 

expansion. There is no ceasefire to be had in a battle waged on the climate; the military industrial 

complex prevails in a threat of their own making.  
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