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Climate capitalism has emerged over the last two decades as the response of a section
of the global elite to the crisis of global warming. Greater consciousness of threats to the
stability of the global carbon cycle, and thus to the general conditions for capital
accumulation, has led certain members of the global elite to design a project of climate
capitalism, that holds the promise of a smooth transition out of the crisis and into a new
era of accumulation on renewed, ecologically modernized foundations. However, climate
capitalism has been contested from the start. For one, many still do not accept that there
exists any problem that needs addressing in the first place. At the other end of the
spectrum, climate capitalism is challenged on the grounds of its incapacity to reduce
GHG emissions and its complicity with neoliberalism in entrenching existing inequality.
Debates abound around the latter critique. Should climate capitalism be opposed by all
means, or should it be cautiously supported, for want of an alternative that can be
realized rapidly enough? The response to this question crucially depends on whether
support exists among the corporate and other global elites for a climate capitalism that
stands a chance of actually reducing climate impacts in a timely manner. This dissertation
directly addresses the issue of the existence and extent of corporate elite support for
climate capitalism. It asks specifically, what forces support climate capitalism, how and
to what degree they are organized, and how powerful they are relative to the forces of the
status quo.

This study answers the question of the potential of the climate capitalist project to
become entrenched at the core of the neoliberal hegemonic bloc with a qualified yes:
although broad support has not yet emerged, it seems poised to develop in the future as
the global ecological crisis deepens — perhaps as an outcome of the 2015 Paris Climate
Conference. As to the question of the content of climate capitalism, and thereupon the
issue of whether climate capitalism can actually provide a reduction in GHG emissions,
the study finds that the dominant view of climate capitalism is that of a weak ecological
modernization, taking place over the long term. In view of the scientific consensus on the
urgency of massive GHG emissions reductions in the near term, this confirms the
argument put forth by critics that a realistic response to climate change cannot be
founded on climate capitalist principles.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Climate change and industrial capitalism

It is generally recognized today that humanity is undergoing an ecological crisis. Under
the industrial capitalist mode of production that emerged in the eighteenth century, and
especially with its latest developments since the mid-twentieth century, the relationship
between humans and their environment has become highly problematic (Commoner
1974; Daly 1999; Magdoff and Foster 2011; O’Connor 1998; Schnaiberg 1980). The
crisis is such that the impacts of industrial activity now threatens the earth’s main
biogeochemical cycles that support human and other life (Rockstrom et al. 2009; Smith
et al. 2014). Of these, the global carbon cycle on which depends the stability of the
climate system has been one of the most severely disrupted (Falkowski et al. 2000; Le
Quéré et al. 2013; Rockstrom et al. 2009). The physical causes of the phenomenon of
global warming — the tremendous increase in the atmospheric concentration of carbon
dioxide (CO,) and other greenhouse gases (GHGs) ensuing from the burning of fossil
fuels and other processes of industrial production — have been documented for well over
a century (Girvan 2014; Weart 2008). Similarly, the disruption of climatic phenomena
and the increase of sea level resulting from global warming are well recognized (IPCC
2014b). Climate change, like other instances of global environmental degradation, is thus
known to be the consequence of the new way in which humans relate to their
environment since the mid-eighteenth century, that is, the industrial capitalist mode of

production (Altvater 2007, 2011; Clark and York 2005).

Under industrial capitalism, the amount of surplus value extracted from workers is
maximized by substituting constant capital — machines — for variable capital — labour
power, thereby increasing the productivity of labour (Marx 1976 [1867]). In other words,
capitalists seek to increase their profits and thwart competition by keeping the number of
workers to a minimum and instead relying on increasingly more efficient technologies of
production. These technologies of production, machines that enable production of a
greater quantity of commodities per worker, require energy to function, which, since the

generalized adoption of the steam engine in production, has mainly been provided by



fossil fuels (see Hall and Klitgaard 2012; Hall and Ramirez-Pascualli 2013; Huber 2009;
Mitchell 2011; Nikiforuk 2012). As Marx noted a long time ago (Marx 1976 [1867]), the
sources of value are on the one hand human labour, and on the other hand the land, the
territory on which humans live. It is the land that provides humans with energy in the
form of direct solar radiation, flora and fauna, water, wind, and fossil and nuclear fuels

(Hall and Klitgaard 2012).

Many scholars have recently provided detailed accounts of why, despite the fact that
the process of global warming and its human causes are well understood, it appears so
difficult to reduce climate change inducing greenhouse gas emissions. A great amount of
scholarship points to the flawed process of negotiating an international agreement to
reduce GHG emissions and the incapacity of finding a common ground, on the one hand
between the United States and Europe, and on the other hand between countries of the
capitalist core and those of the periphery (e.g. Bond et al. 2012; Depledge 2008; Hurrell
and Sengupta 2012; Oberthiir and Ott 1999; Roberts 2011; Szarka 2012). The
determinants of national negotiating positions, and especially the capacity of large
corporations and elites to influence climate debates, have been widely investigated.
Numerous researchers have given sizeable attention to the climate change denial
movement that, funded by powerful conservative corporate actors, has stalled climate
policy in the United States and elsewhere since at least the early 1990s (e.g. Brulle 2013;
Derber 2010; Dunlap and Jacques 2013; Fisher et al. 2012; Jacques et al. 2008; McCright
and Dunlap 2003; Young and Coutinho 2013). Others have looked at the different ways
the corporate sector exerts power over policy-makers and climate negotiators.
Researchers have thus emphasized on the one hand processes of lobbying, coalition
building and consensus-making among large corporations (e.g. Brown 2000; Downie
2014; Kolk and Pinkse 2007; Levy 1997; Levy and Egan 1998; Levy and Kelley 1997;
Markussen and Svendsen 2005; Meckling 2011; Paterson et al. 2014; Skjaerseth and
Skodvin 2003; Vormedal 2008). On the other hand, they have shed light on the structural
power of capital to determine national and international regulation (e.g. Derber 2010;
Jones and Levy 2007; Matthews and Paterson 2005; M’Gonigle and Takeda 2013;
Newell and Paterson 1998, 2010; Paterson 2001, 2009, 2010), and to shape the very



categories and narratives through which the problem and its solutions are defined (e.g.
Levy and Spicer 2013; Liverman 2009; Wright and Nyberg 2014; see also Bernstein
2002). Finally, scholars also argue that the industrial capitalist mode of production itself,
because it relies heavily on fossil fuels to generate surplus value and sustain economic
growth, is the ultimate determining factor of the failure to reduce global GHG emissions
(e.g. Angus 2008; Bitter 2011; Brunnengriaber 2009; Clark and York 2005; Foster et al.
2009; M’Gonigle and Takeda 2013). Thus, despite the multiple theoretical interpretations
of the relation between capital and climate change, there is widespread agreement that
large corporations, the main actors of today’s capitalism, have played and continue to
play a crucial role both in the exponential increase in GHG emissions and in impeding

political processes that seek to address the problem.

The climate capitalist debate

This relative consensus about the ultimate political economic causes of climate change
starts breaking down when it comes to assessing what the power of corporations and
capital effectively means for climate policy and for proposals to reduce GHG emissions.
A sizeable literature argues that because they play such an important role in causing the
problem, large corporations can and must also contribute in a major way to its solution.
(see e.g. Kolk and van Tulder 2010; Lovins 2010; Lovins and Cohen 2011; Pinkse and
Kolk 2009, 2012; Scherer and Palazzo 2011; Warhurst 2005). These authors argue that it
is possible to bring the interests of a large section of capital in line with climate
protection under a “climate capitalist” regime of production. Climate capitalism would
involve reorganizing the whole capitalist economy around a new energy regime based on
renewable electricity generation, improved energy efficiency in production and other
processes, and the phasing out of fossil fuels (Lovins 2010; Lovins and Cohen 2011;
Newell and Paterson 2010). The transition to climate capitalism would be spurred by
assigning a price to GHG emissions, through the trade of emissions allowances or by
means of a more straightforward carbon tax (see Nell et al. 2011), either of which would
provide the impetus for corporations to adopt less GHG intensive production
technologies, and make renewable electricity more competitive against fossil fuel energy

(Newell and Paterson 2010). More importantly perhaps, Newell and Paterson (2010;



Paterson and Newell 2012) argue that carbon markets are crucial in mobilizing a large
section of capital around the project of climate capitalism. On the one hand, vast numbers
of scholars support climate capitalist policy options enthusiastically and work to develop
various technical analyses to improve the functioning of carbon markets or assess the
best level to set a carbon tax (e.g. Braun 2009; Grubb 2012; Wood and Jotzo 2011; Wu et
al. 2014).

On the other hand though, several critical scholars have also come to give their support
to carbon markets and climate capitalism, albeit reluctantly. They justify this position by
observing that the climate capitalist proposal represents the only option on the table that
(a) stands a chance of getting the wide corporate and state support needed for a rapid
transition and reduction of GHG emissions, and (b) rests on trading relations that have
already become well established, as carbon markets are being rapidly developed
worldwide (Bernstein et al. 2010; Betsill and Hoffmann 2011), and foster interest from
certain sections of capital (Newell and Paterson 2010). They thus urge others to rally
behind this option, which they believe is the only viable trajectory given the current state
of political economic relations and the imminence of climate catastrophe (Hahnel 2012a,

2012b; Newell and Paterson 2010; Paterson and Newell 2012).

The emergence of this latter position among critical scholars shortly after the failure of
the 2009 Copenhagen Climate Summit brought forth strong rebuttals from other critics of
carbon markets. According to these latter voices, carbon markets and carbon taxes do not
actually reduce GHG emissions but only function as a mechanism to transfer wealth to
corporations by dispossessing women, smallholders and indigenous peoples of their
access to the land, while entrenching fossil fuel-based capital accumulation (see inter alia
Bond 2012; Goodman 2009; Isla 2009; Lohmann 2006, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2012b;
M’Gonigle and Takeda 2013; Salleh 2010). Hence, they should be rejected and actively
opposed (Bond 2013; Lohmann 2011, 2012a). Thus and so, the debate around climate

capitalism profoundly divides the community of critical scholars.

This debate is the primary impulse driving this dissertation. As I just explained, the

debate coalesces around three main issues. The first one, whether climate capitalism



would actually reduce GHG emissions enough to avoid catastrophic climate change, is
partly an empirical issue, but is laden with uncertainty. The capacity of climate capitalism
to effectively reduce emissions first depends on what are the actual effects of carbon
markets, the main climate capitalist policy instrument. This eventuality itself crucially
depends on renewable energy’s capacity to effectively displace fossil fuels as a source of
energy, and not simply add to the existing supply. Recent large scale analyses suggest this
is not the case (Li 2009; York 2012), although this issue is far from settled (e.g., see
Harvey 2013; Rosenbloom and Meadowcroft 2014; Sims 2014). However, over the long
term, it appears unlikely that renewable energy alone can fulfil the constantly growing
need for energy associated with the intrinsic necessity of exponential growth that is
characteristic of capitalism (Jackson 2011; see also Hall et al. 2014; Smith 2010;
M’Gonigle and Takeda 2013). Whether climate capitalism can reduce global warming in
a timely fashion also depends on whether it has for its actual goal to replace fossil fuel
use in the short- to medium-term. Here again, a handful of critical authors have also
suggested it may not be the case (Derber 2010; Jones and Levy 2007; Lohmann 2006,
2008a, 2012a).

The second issue relates to the level of support climate capitalism receives from
corporate and other elites. The argument Newell and Paterson develop in support of
climate capitalism rests on their assessment that a climate capitalist coalition, in the sense
of a broad ranging alliance between social forces from multiple sectors — including large
parts of capital —, has formed and is in a position to take the lead on a transition away
from the fossil fuel economy, provided they get support from a large enough section of
civil society (Newell and Paterson 2010; see also Hahnel 2012a). To this, Lohmann
(2011, 2012a) retorts that no such coalition exists at the moment, nor is even possible
given the opposite goals capital and the climate movement have for carbon markets —
with capital interested in accumulation and growth, and the climate movement interested
in a real and rapid reduction of GHG emissions. In his response to Hahnel (2012a) who
makes a similar argument, Bond (2013:54) goes further to add that if there is unity of

purpose to be found, it is rather in the Left’s rejection of carbon trading.



The third determinant issue in the climate capitalism debate is an ethical one. It
involves weighing the uncertain mitigation of the effects of climate change by climate
capitalism against the known impacts of climate capitalism on women, small peasants,

and indigenous peoples referred to above'.

This dissertation directly addresses the second issue, the existence and extent of
corporate elite support for climate capitalism. It asks: what forces support climate
capitalism, how and to what degree they are organized, and how powerful they are
relative to the forces of the status quo. In the context of the climate capitalist debate,
these are key questions, that empirical investigation can illuminate to some extent. This
study will not address the first issue, i.e. the effectiveness of climate capitalism to reduce
GHG emissions, except tangentially. However, it is my hope that a better empirical
knowledge of the potential for climate capitalism to eventually emerge out of the current
social struggles will shed some light on the last issue outlined, the ethical decision to
pragmatically support climate capitalism given the urgency of the climatic situation, or to

oppose it on the grounds of the injustice it brings forth.

The question of climate capitalism as a strategy to address climate change is crucial in
the discourse that circulates in climate politics, especially as interest in the issue is
increasing once again, following the publication in 2014 of the International Panel on
Climate Change’s (IPCC) fifth assessment report (IPCC 2014a, 2014b, 2014c) and the
preparations for the December 2015 Paris Climate Conference. Most of the climate
politics literature presents the whole debate as taking place between on one side those
who deny either that climate change is happening or that anything can be done about it,
and on the other side those who understand that something must be done, this something
being a transition to a climate capitalist regime. Thus, in this simple dichotomous
account, any debates about what is to be done are obfuscated, and the “solution” of
climate capitalism is presented as consensual, even though it might not actually address
the issues at all, or is at the very least heavily contested. My goal in this dissertation is
thus first to highlight these debates and second, to assess on the basis of empirical data

whether there exists an organizational base for supporters of the climate capitalist option

' These impacts are discussed more at length in Chapter 2 (pages 33-36).



to lead a profound change in the foundations of capitalist accumulation, that wo