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Dissertation Summary 
 
Title: “Three Essays on the Political Economy of Global Inaction on Climate Change” 

 
The 2015 Paris Agreement sought to minimize the risk of future climate devastation by committing 
governments to limiting the rise in global average temperature to 1.5-2 °C above preindustrial levels.  In 
the years since, governments in all regions of the world have continually failed to act at the scale and 
pace necessary to achieve this target.  My dissertation contributes three essays on understanding the 
political economy of global inaction on climate change and how to overcome it.  
 
Essay 1: “A Political Economic Framework to Analyze Global Inaction on Climate Change” 
 
I begin by critically reviewing the main theoretical frameworks of environmental political economy used to 
analyze climate change inaction, and developing an alternative.  I argue that existing frameworks suffer 
from applying general theories of how economic activity leads to environmental degradation to the 
specific crisis of climate change.  Analyzing the political economy of climate inaction requires 
disaggregation and context-specific analysis of both sustainability and the economy, i.e., discerning the 
particular requirements for solving climate change within historically-specific variants of capitalism.  My 
proposed framework treats capitalism itself as a constraint in the short to medium term, and specific 
institutional structures of capitalist economies, e.g., the energy system, as malleable.  Identifying and 
analyzing obstacles to climate stabilization in this framework focuses on material, ideological, and political 
interests, and the institutions that impinge upon climate politics. 

 
Essay 2 (Job Market Paper): “Stranded Assets and Reduced Profits: Analyzing the Economic 
Underpinnings of the Fossil Fuel Industry’s Resistance to Climate Stabilization” 

 
This paper explores one key constraint on global action to combat climate change: resistance mounted by 
the fossil fuel industry.  The economic losses that the fossil fuel industry is likely to incur from a transition 
to clean energy include stranded assets (i.e., the devaluation of fossil fuel reserves and capital goods) 
and reduced profitability.  Using a methodology that emulates the expectations and valuation procedures 
used by fossil fuel firms, I estimate the magnitude of wealth losses from stranded assets for the upstream 
fossil fuel industry (i.e., the firms and governments involved in fossil fuel extraction) under 2 °C and 1.5 °C 
climate stabilization scenarios.  I estimate the distribution of these losses by region, between private firms 
and governments, and among the oil and gas majors.  I also compare profits, profit margins, and market 
capitalization between fossil fuel and renewable energy firms for the period 2010-2019. 
 
Results show that fossil fuel reserves will suffer a devaluation of 37%-44%, amounting to $13-$15 trillion, 
while losses due to stranded investments in capital goods will be comparatively trivial.  Together these 
imply a strong economic incentive for industry to continue on the path of resisting climate stabilization.  
About half (45%-63%) of the reserve devaluation stems not from fuels left in the ground but from price 
decreases for fuels that will still be extracted and sold during climate stabilization, leading to the 
conclusion that even low-cost producers stand to bear large losses.  Three-quarters of stranded assets 
belong to governments, implying more formidable political obstacles to climate stabilization policies in 
nations with nationalized fossil fuel ownership.  The energy industry comparison reinforces these findings, 
showing that fossil fuel firms remain substantially more profitable than renewable energy firms. 
 
Essay 3: “A State-level Analysis of the Variation in Climate Policy Strength in the USA” 
 
My last essay explores how two interrelated trends have contributed to climate change inaction in the 
U.S.: (1) the rise of the climate change counter-movement (CCCM), encompassing misinformation 
campaigns and political lobbying; and (2) the increasing levels of inequality and accompanying economic 
insecurity for the lower and middle classes.  Theoretically, inequality shifts the balance of power toward 
those who benefit most from the fossil fuel economy.  Economic insecurity further depresses the power of 
the potential coalition for climate stabilization by lowering climate change as a political priority and 
enervating and dividing this coalition.  Using state-level panel data, I test how the CCCM, rising economic 
and racial inequality, and rising economic insecurity affect climate policy strength. 


