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Note from the editor

econsoc.mpifg.de

Climate change and 
contested (economic) 
futures
Anita Engels

T his is the second of three is­
sues of the Newsletter that 
will be dealing with the topic 

of climate change. The first issue has 
spurred lively comments – from sur­
prise about the plethora of topics and 
perspectives that economic sociol­
ogy has to offer on climate change, 
through a perceived need to engage 
more in public (economic) sociolo­
gy, to the idea of creating a European 
network of economic sociologists 
working on climate change. Reach­
ing out to invite new authors for the 
next issue was a great pleasure and 
brought me interesting new insights. 

My own work in the past 
months has been dedicated to the 
first version of the Hamburg Cli­
mate Futures Outlook, which will 
appear sometime in the spring of 
2021. For this Outlook, which is 

planned to appear annually, a large 
number of scientists from various 
disciplines1 try to get to grips with 
the question of how plausible it is 
that the Paris climate goals will be 
achieved by 2050. What are the re­
alistic chances that a deep decarbo­
nization of society will have taken 
place by then, leading to a net-zero 
greenhouse gas emission state of 
the world? Economic processes 
play a decisive role in finding an 
answer to this bold question, and 
economic sociology offers a good 
lens to look at the transformative 
(or inhibitive) power of (financial) 
markets and the highly convertible 
face of capitalism at large. 

I am grateful for the contri­
butions to this Newsletter, which 
explore important aspects of these 
economic processes in an ever-
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changing yet conspicuously stable society. The contri­
butions highlight relevant perspectives on climate 
change, namely questions of mitigation, adaptation, 
and compensation. They look at central aspects such 
as re- and devaluation, collective sense-making of cri­
ses, risk management, insurance regimes, and the ge­
ographies of voluntary carbon markets. This Newslet­
ter issue emphasizes the contested nature of the cli­
mate futures that we envision in the present and that 
will be constitutive for the climate future we will expe­
rience in the years to come. In oth­
er words, the contributions to this 
issue demonstrate that economic 
sociology is at its core about social 
conflicts and dynamics of contes­
tation. 

The first contribution is pro­
vided by Véra Ehrenstein (Uni­
versity College London) and Alice 
Valiergue (Maison des Sciences de 
l’Homme du Pacifique, MSHP; 
Center for the Sociology of Orga­
nizations, CSO). For this article, 
the two authors have drawn on 
many years of fieldwork and em­
pirical data on the voluntary mar­
kets of carbon offsetting. Their text 
highlights how these peculiar mar­
kets link, for example, reforestation initiatives in Ken­
ya and filtered water in India with carbon-intensive 
activities of private consumers or corporate actors in 
Europe and North America. The authors suggest that 
the study of these markets can contribute to a broader 
and more critical reflection in economic sociology on 
the rise of private governance and voluntary regula­
tion through the construction of new markets embed­
ded in public policies and moral discourse. For sure, 
these markets are contested, especially because propo­
nents try to constitute them as “concerned markets” 
which align economic activity with some aspects of 
the common good, in this case climate change mitiga­
tion and local development. The authors also highlight 
the selective geography drawn by the development of 
such markets and show how actors who are construct­
ing them look particularly for locations that are “not-
just-yet-sufficiently-developed.” The text provides a 
historic perspective on how voluntary offsetting has 
been constructed as a market in the context of early 
UN climate negotiations, developed a life of its own by 
being adopted as part of corporate sustainability man­
agement practices, and from there has repercussions 
back on the UN framework itself. 

A more programmatic paper comes from a team 
of authors who meet regularly in the scientific net­
work “Towards a society of valuation?” funded by the 

German Research Foundation (DFG). Thomas Frisch 
(University of Hamburg), Stefan Laser (Ruhr Univer­
sity Bochum), and Sandra Matthäus and Cornelia 
Schendzielorz (both from the Humboldt University of 
Berlin) discuss the general contributions that valua­
tion studies can generate when applied to the topic of 
climate change. Valuation studies is an interdisciplin­
ary field that critically reflects the plurality of valua­
tion practices, with close links to and some overlap 
with economic sociology. The text uses the example of 

decarbonization to suggest a number of fruitful re­
search questions on processes of de- and revaluation, 
e.g., in the context of climate-related risks, economic 
value in a decarbonized economy, and recent propos­
als of a “New Green Deal.” The authors come to sug­
gest three analytical perspectives within valuation 
studies that are of particular relevance for the study of 
climate change and its intersections with economic 
themes: investigating the processuality and performa­
tivity of valuation practices, unraveling the material 
embeddedness of value, and engaging with the con­
tested nature of particular valuations.

The third contribution is by Lisa Suckert and 
Timur Ergen (both from the Max Planck Institute for 
the Study of Societies, Cologne). They use the example 
of the first oil crisis in 1973/74 to show how crises can 
be an engine of socioecological transformation if and 
to the extent that they develop a capacity to discur­
sively open up the future – in this historic case, to a 
state-led restructuring of modern society’s energy 
supply systems, particularly in the field of renewable 
energy. The authors rely on extensive archive material 
to reconstruct the “crisis”; however, drawing on eco­
nomic sociology’s emphasis on imagined futures for 
bringing about socioeconomic change, they focus on 
how perceiving a crisis involves engaging with alterna­
tive futures and contesting established expectations. 

Anita Engels is Professor of Sociology at the University of Hamburg. She has worked on the 
topic of climate change since the mid-1990s, when she graduated from the University of 
Bielefeld. Initially she applied the perspectives of STS and the sociology of science to climate 
research, climate discourses in society, and science-policy interfaces. After finishing her 
doctoral thesis in 1999, she switched to the perspective of economic sociology and worked 
on carbon markets. She did empirical research on companies in the EU Emissions Trading 
Scheme and later on the emerging Chinese carbon markets. Her research covers the whole 
spectrum from basic research to transdisciplinary methodologies such as Real World 
Laboratories. Currently she conducts a long-term qualitative panel study on high-emitting 
companies in high-emitting countries, asking if, why, and how fast companies are entering 
pathways towards deep decarbonization. The study is built on a cooperation between 
colleagues from sociology, sustainable finance, business studies, and law. Anita Engels 
co-directs the Hamburg Cluster of Excellence Climate, Climatic Change, and Society (CLICCS, 
DFG EXC 2037) and the German-Brazilian Klimapolis Laboratory at the University of São 
Paulo. anita.engels@uni-hamburg.de; Twitter: @Engels_Klima
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They highlight collective sense-making that is gener­
ated in multilayered interpretative struggles. The out­
comes were numerous experiments with alternative 
structures of modern energy systems – the technolog­
ical, institutional, and ideational linkages of many can 
be found also in the current contested attempts to 
restructure energy systems in response to climate 
change. These reflections on past crises and on how 
crises can open up the future lead the authors to draw 
two conclusions for the question of climate change: 
first, radical transformation in response to climate 
change depends on whether it is collectively interpret­
ed as a “veritable” crisis; second, it is important to 
analyze the multilayered conflicts that emerge around 
the collective sense-making of the causes, consequenc­
es, and remedies of climate change.

David Levy (University of Massachusetts, Bos­
ton) and Nichole Wissman-Weber (University of San 
Diego) present a case study on the organization of cli­
mate adaptation in Boston which reveals the contested 
nature of emerging risk management regimes. Being a 
harbor city, Boston is a highly relevant case for adapta­
tion to urban climate risks, as the city is recognized as 
fourth in the US in terms of value-at-risk, a perception 
which has placed adaptation policies high on the agen­
da of local agencies. Based on observations of meet­
ings and interviews with a range of actors, the authors 
identify competing imaginaries touching on questions 
such as which actors and what frames are engaged in 
the planning and decision-making processes; what 
conflicts arise regarding risk management mecha­
nisms and priorities, for example, between resilience 
and economic growth; and who will benefit from cli­
mate adaptation resources. The authors identify in the 
Boston region an emerging risk regime that they call 
progressive-instrumentalist, which has as its central 
promise the reconciliation of economic growth and re­
silience through technical analysis, consensus around 
scientific assessments, multi-stakeholder governance, 
business and financial innovation, and creative urban 
design. This analysis goes hand in hand with the ear­
lier case presented by Ehrenstein and Valiergue, as it 
also points to the call for a more collaborative ap­
proach by business and government that mobilizes 
and adapts regulations, markets, and private capital.

Finally, Rebecca Elliott (London School of Eco­
nomics and Political Science) turns our attention to 
what happens when neither mitigation nor adaptation 
seems possible, as is the case when dramatic losses oc­

cur and are attributed to climate change via sea level 
rise, floods, or wildfires. In many cases, compensation 
happens – if it happens – via disaster relief or foreign 
aid. Climate activists also try to push for climate litiga­
tion as a means of making energy corporations or oth­
er carbon emitters responsible for anticipated or past 
damages. Elliott introduces the topic of insurance as 
yet another way of providing compensation. She em­
phasizes that the issue of compensation via insurance 
raises questions that are typically dealt with in the 
context of the moral economy of climate change: What 
kind of losses and whose losses are compensated, but 
also what are the limits of compensation? How can a 
sense of security, an emotional connection to home 
and place, be compensated by monetarized values? 
These questions hint at perspectives typical for eco­
nomic sociology such as commensuration, econo­
mization, and valuation as examples of economic 
practices that come into play if insurance for climate 
damages is offered. Similar to the authors before, she 
also links these topics to the question of contested 
boundaries between public and private, state and mar­
ket, and to processes of imagining future markets or 
market-like technologies and arrangements that un­
fold performativity in the present. 

Mitigation, adaptation, and compensation thus 
all have economic processes at their core, they require 
economic practices, and they all involve the construc­
tion of specific climate futures. Even if the many re­
sulting regimes or “solutions” appear technical and 
a-political in the end, they go through a long process 
of contestation and conflict. Dealing with climate 
change is, above all, a political struggle rather than a 
technical application of neutral instruments, and it 
touches upon the relation between the public and  
the private, the role of the state, and different versions 
of moral economies. Economic sociology is well-
equipped to make these conflicts about climate futures 
visible and comprehensible.

Endnote

1	 The group works together in Hamburg in the Cluster of Excellence 
”Climate, Climatic Change, and Society (CLICCS)” (DFG EXC 2037; 
see https://www.cliccs.uni-hamburg.de/).
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Studying a 
(contested/
concerned) 
market in the 
making 
Voluntary offsetting, 
from UN climate talks to 
corporate sustainability 
departments
Véra Ehrenstein and Alice Valiergue

S ince the 1990s, carbon markets have been embraced 
as a policy tool to address climate change. As men-
tioned by Anita Engels in her editorial to the previ-

ous Newsletter, the design of emissions trading markets, 
where companies buy and sell allowances, requires signif-
icant work from legislators and regulators. In economic 
sociology, carbon markets tend to be associated with the 
idea of a “government by markets” 
(Ansaloni, Trompette, and Zalio 
2017) and the task of the sociologist 
is to attend to the interplay between 
market dynamics and political deci-
sion-making (Engels 2006; Macken-
zie 2009; Ehrenstein and Neyland, 
forthcoming). We propose here to 
expand the study of carbon markets 
by looking at the way in which “vol-
untary” offsetting operates. To par-
ticipate in this market, you can visit 
the website of an offsetting organiza-
tion, where a calculator helps you 
quantify how much carbon dioxide 
(CO2) you release into the atmo-
sphere in a year, from the energy 
needed to heat and light your home to your car mileage 
and air travel. The interface then allows you to make an 
online payment in exchange for a certificate, usually re-

ferred to as a carbon offset or carbon credit. You might be 
offered different projects to buy emissions reductions 
from, for example a “reforestation initiative in Kenya,” 
“community projects” financing efficient cook-stoves and 
filtered water in India and Uganda, or a rather generic 
“portfolio of activities in the Americas” (from websites 
specialized in carbon footprint). Our aim in this piece is 
to explore some of the ways in which studying voluntary 
offsetting can contribute to a broader reflection in eco-
nomic sociology on the rise of private governance and 
voluntary regulation based on the construction of new 
markets.

Public authorities do not directly regulate the 
voluntary carbon market, even though, as we shall see, 
its existence is the result of some form of policymak-
ing at the international level. Demand for voluntary 
offsets mostly comes from corporate buyers. These are 
large companies in the energy, banking, and consumer 
goods sectors, headquartered in Europe, North Amer-
ica, and Australia. Compared to other commodities 
like oil, cotton, or specialty coffee, this global market is 
tiny, both in value and volume. It is also saturated with 
moral controversies. Critics argue that this market 
does not address the sources of greenhouse gas emis-
sions, but allows carbon offset sellers to make money 
off the climate crisis as they undertake a highly specu-
lative economic activity, with detrimental conse-
quences (especially in the case of forestry projects 
where land grab can take place, Bisserbe 2011; Yee 
2016). From that perspective, it is a “contested market” 
(Steiner and Trespeuch 2019; Valiergue 2019). But if 
we look at carbon market proponents, they might de-
scribe voluntary offsetting as a “concerned market” 
(Geiger et al. 2014), a market where sellers and buyers 
align an economic activity with a certain understand-

ing of the common good, namely here reduce green-
house gas emissions and contribute to local develop-
ment. Our intention is not to evaluate this market and 

Véra Ehrenstein currently works as an Associate Lecturer (teaching) in the Geography 
Department at University College London. Véra holds a PhD in Science and Technology 
Studies from the Center for the Sociology of Innovation, Ecole des mines de Paris. Her 
research explores climate politics and policy-making in a variety of sites, from the United 
Nations’ COP meetings, to forest governance in Central Africa, to emissions trading in the 
European Union. Her publications include Can Markets Solve Problems? An Empirical Inquiry 
into Neoliberalism in Action (with Daniel Neyland and Sveta Milyaeva, Goldsmiths Press, 2019). 
vera.ehrenstein@ucl.ac.uk

Alice Valiergue carried out her PhD research on the carbon offset market at the Center for 
the Sociology of Organizations (CNRS-Sciences Po Paris). She is now a postdoctoral research-
er at the Maison des Sciences de l’Homme du Pacifique and taking part in a research project 
on the consumption of methamphetamines in French Polynesia and the way it is addressed 
by the public authorities. alice.valiergue@sciencespo.fr
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add to existing critiques. Instead, we want to under-
stand where this market comes from, how it has 
evolved, and what the practices of sellers and buyers of 
voluntary offsets are.

This piece draws on the research we did on car-
bon offsetting at two different moments in the short 
history of this market. Véra Ehrenstein examined the 
turbulent development of carbon offsetting as an in-
ternational market-based policy within United Na-
tions (UN) climate talks since the early 1990s. She car-
ried out fieldwork primarily between 2010 and 2012 
and followed the negotiations regarding whether re-
ducing deforestation and increasing reforestation in 
the Global South should be allowed to yield market-
able offsets – what has come to be referred to as 
REDD+. Her research also included a case study of a 
reforestation project implemented by a local social en-
terprise in a Central African country and ethnograph-
ic observations within the country’s environment 
ministry as it prepared for regulating future offsetting 
projects in the forest sector. Alice Valiergue focused 
on the emergence and consolidation of the voluntary 
offsetting market, in parallel to UN negotiations, from 
the late 2000s onwards. Her fieldwork took place be-
tween 2013 and 2015, when she interviewed a large 
number and diverse range of market participants in 
France, the UK, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Switzerland, and the United States (e.g., companies 
and non-governmental organizations developing proj-
ects and/or selling offsets; corporate clients, auditors, 
standardization bodies, think tanks, public authori-
ties, and consultants). Her research also included case 
studies of three projects – clean cook-stoves, filtered 
water, and forest conservation – developed in an East 
African country. We both engaged in extensive docu-
mentary research as well, to collect the vast documen-
tation through which carbon markets are given effect, 
regulated, and contested. Bringing together these 
multi-sited research projects provides insights into a 
market in the making. Our approach is to study volun-
tary offsetting as an ongoing collective doing (Callon 
2009). 

From compliance to voluntary 
market and back

To understand the emergence of voluntary offsetting, 
we need to turn to its model: the Kyoto Protocol agreed 
by almost all the world’s nations at the UN climate 
talks in the late 1990s. The Protocol committed the so-
called developed countries to meet greenhouse gas 
emissions targets. “Flexibility mechanisms” were es-
tablished to facilitate their task. In particular, the 

Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) allowed for 
projects implemented in a country with no obligations 
under the Protocol (in the Global South) to claim 
emissions reductions, which could be bought and 
used to comply with the emissions targets (in the 
Global North). A UN bureaucracy was put in place to 
operate the CDM, regulate the selection of projects, 
ensure that national governments in host countries 
authorize them, and certify the production of carbon 
offsets eligible to compensate for emissions released in 
buyer countries. The UN treaty and the rise of compli-
ance offsetting contributed to making climate change 
a concern for a wider range of businesses, in Europe, 
North America, and Australia. In places, such as the 
United States, which dropped out of the Kyoto Proto-
col, interest in voluntary offsetting was strong, partly 
in anticipation of potential future legislation. More 
generally, for many Euro-American consumer-facing 
firms, reducing greenhouse gas emissions became 
synonymous with sustainability. In the mid-2000s, 
emissions reporting started featuring pre-eminently 
in corporate responsibility strategies and demand for 
voluntary offsets grew. 

A critique frequently articulated in the press, 
when voluntary offsetting started developing as a po-
tentially lucrative business, concerned the unregulat-
ed nature of the market. The dismissive term “carbon 
cowboys” came to be widely used to refer to organiza-
tions and individuals “looking to make a quick buck” 
(Harvey 2007), committing violence to acquire land 
and forest resources, selling fake offsets, or running 
scams targeting the elderly (in the United Kingdom, 
for example, multimillion pound scams occurred; 
Levene 2011; BBC News 2013; Press Association 
2013). In response to such a bad press, business asso-
ciations (representing corporate offset buyers), offset-
ting companies, and non-governmental organizations 
collaborated to set up voluntary certification systems. 
The CDM provided the blueprint. The Verified Car-
bon Standard, now known as “Verra” and now the 
most widely used scheme, literally built on the CDM 
by de facto accepting its “methodologies” and accred-
ited auditors (more on this later). Borrowing the pro-
cedures of the UN bureaucracy was expected to lend 
credibility to the voluntary standard. 

The interplay between business initiatives and 
UN regulation does not end here. Controversial sub-
jects in the diplomatic arena could find a place within 
the voluntary carbon market. Private regulation based 
on standards consolidated the idea that contested en-
vironmental solutions can be partially contained. Our 
research showed that forest projects (planting trees to 
store carbon or protecting a piece of forest at threat of 
deforestation) are a good illustration of this (Ehren-
stein 2018a). They have been extremely popular in the 
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offsetting market (“people love it,” to quote an offset 
seller quoted in the press, Davies 2007) and relentless-
ly opposed. Their controversial nature dates back to 
the early 2000s and the UN climate talks. As negotia-
tors were negotiating the rules of the CDM, they dis-
agreed on the possibility of selling emissions reduc-
tions from planting trees and protecting forests. Argu-
ments were made about the uncertainty surrounding 
the estimation of carbon storage in living things, 
non-permanence (a fire can destroy the vegetation 
and release the carbon into the atmosphere), leakage 
(a piece of forest might be protected but the deforesta-
tion threat would have moved elsewhere), and con-
cerns about national sovereignty over a strategic re-
source (particularly strong in Brazil). As a result, the 
CDM only authorized afforestation and reforestation 
projects. A couple of years later, a coalition led by the 
delegations of Papua New Guinea and Costa Rica sug-
gested a new UN mechanism that would provide “in-
centives” for “reducing emissions from deforestation 
and forest degradation in developing countries” 
(REDD+). It revived debates about forest conservation 
projects. In the end, the mechanism did not fully ma-
terialize, partly because no consensus was reached on 
whether it could be financed through offsetting (Eh-
renstein 2018b). This, however, did not prevent con-
servationists and offsetting companies from branding 
“REDD” offsets, and some jurisdictions, like Califor-
nia, have considered integrating these credits into 
their carbon market legislation. 

Counterfactuals, costs,  
geographical consequences

To keep carbon cowboys at bay, certification schemes, 
such as Verra and like the CDM, require expertise and 
paperwork. Project developers must complete a 50 to 
100 page-long form, where the envisioned activity is 
detailed: duration, location, type of project, technolo-
gy used, baseline, projected emissions reductions, or-
ganizations involved, groups of people affected, etc. A 
key requirement is to project and anticipate how 
things will happen. In the case of a reforestation activ-
ity, this includes predicting the growth rate of the 
planted trees and their carbon storage capacity. A “vir-
tual forest” is brought about on paper, where a scenar-
io with the project is compared to a baseline without 
the project in a “counterfactual display” (Ehrenstein 
and Muniesa 2013). What is sold in the offsetting mar-
ket is a quantity of CO2 equivalent that has not been 
emitted. To compute such a number, offset producers 
must imagine what would happen if their project were 
not implemented, estimate how much greenhouse gas 

emissions would be released, and that is the baseline. 
The performance of, say, tree planting is calculated on 
that basis, by subtracting the quantity of carbon stored 
in the vegetation that the plantation is replacing. To 
compensate for emissions elsewhere, emissions reduc-
tions must be “additional.” It must somehow be 
demonstrated that without the market offering the 
possibility to sell carbon credits, the activity would not 
have been carried out (e.g., because without the in-
come from the sale it would not be a viable business 
proposition). The language used to describe the base-
line scenario is value-laden. In one of the reforestation 
projects we studied, the current savanna land cover, 
the baseline scenario, was described as “degraded” due 
to the regular spread of fire, a component of a 
well-functioning savanna ecosystem. In this same 
project, the tree planting activity had to be defined as 
reforestation. The developer and the consultants hired 
to complete the paperwork were not able to find suffi-
cient proof that in 1960 the area was not covered with 
trees. They only had a satellite image from the late 
1980s. Consequently, the activity did not fit the affor-
estation category, even though it seemed unlikely that 
there had been a forest there in the past. By valuing 
trees and the carbon they store, the “methodologies” 
used to calculate offsets simultaneously devalue other 
ecosystems, here savannas which are reduced to “de-
graded” land that is to be reforested (for a similar 
point see Collard and Dempsey 2013). 

Paperwork and expertise are costly. Complying 
with the requirements of certification schemes often 
involves feasibility studies, further adding to the cost. 
In an afforestation/reforestation project, for example, 
planting experiments with different tree species might 
be undertaken. In a cook-stove project, laboratory 
tests would be conducted with different stoves to as-
sess their fuel efficiency – the offsetting rationale here 
is that improved stoves reduce fuel consumption and 
CO2 emissions. Another cost incurred throughout the 
project is monitoring, that is, the actions taken to 
measure the climate performance as well as other im-
pacts (cf. the co-benefits below). In a cook-stove proj-
ect, field agents would interview participant house-
holds about their use of the clean stoves and record the 
data on smartphones. In a reforestation project, staff 
would be trained to measure tree diameters and use 
software to estimate the plantation’s carbon storage. 
Offset producers then also need to pay for audits. Fly-
ing auditors from Europe to spend a few days on site, 
in Central or Eastern Africa for example, is how 
third-party verification usually works. Finally, offsets 
must be stored on registers managed by firms special-
ized in financial services, an additional cost borne by 
offsetting firms. Based on our estimates, the cost of 
running the activity (e.g., manufacturing and distrib-
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uting cook-stoves; buying seedlings and planting 
trees) might represent half the total cost of production 
of certified offsets. Anticipating these expenditures 
and the prices at which future credits might be sold, 
cost calculations inform investment decisions. This 
tends to draw the attention of carbon offset producers 
towards certain locations. Places ranking high in 
terms of “country risk,” where projects are expected to 
be associated with high costs, are sometimes chosen. 
For example, the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
hosts a few offsetting projects, even though it provides 
a rather challenging implementation environment. 
But its status as “postwar” makes it worth trying, as 
any initiative there will have “a huge social impact,” 
argued a retailer who was buying offsets from an agro-
forestry project and had already resold them to an 
agribusiness multinational. Our research, however, 
suggests that the development of the voluntary carbon 
market produces a more selective geography, where 
preferred locations can be described as not-just-yet-suf-
ficiently-developed. 

Offset producers draw the contour of the tacit 
category of not-just-yet-sufficiently-developed, when 
they consider where to invest, by taking into account 
a series of characteristics, e.g., local industry relevant 
to the project, business environment, reliable infra-
structures, political security, and available statistics. 
For example, the CEO of an offsetting company ex-
plained why they changed their mind about a clean 
cook-stove project in Niger as follows: “No one had 
ever manufactured improved stoves there.” To calcu-
late certifiable emissions reductions, the stoves must 
be standardized. The energy performance of a single 
stove can then be multiplied by the number of stoves 
used in a project. The corresponding emissions level 
is then compared to what would happen with the use 
of traditional stoves. Before giving up on Niger, the 
CEO even considered importing stoves from China. 
While the idea sounds surprising, its impact in terms 
of CO2 emissions was not the reason why it was aban-
doned. Instead, the developer mentioned the costs, 
risks, and hassle associated with long-distance trans-
port (ceramic stoves break easily) and concerns over 
the arbitrariness of customs controls. In the geogra-
phy of offsetting, East Africa appears, in contrast, ide-
al for such entrepreneurial activities. Offsetting orga-
nizations that are active there evoked several reasons 
for choosing the location: stoves could be manufac-
tured at a low cost locally, infrastructures like elec-
tricity and transport are (more) reliable, and the re-
gion has a dense economic network. Such a geograph-
ical effect, as well as the ecological hierarchy evoked 
earlier, are two aspects of the market that deserve 
more research. 

Buying an imagery 
Carbon offset producers and retailers sell their prod-
ucts wrapped up in communication materials. Offsets 
have increasingly been associated with bundles of lo-
cal positive consequences called “co-benefits.” One 
might argue that what is traded in the voluntary mar-
ket is an imagery. The portfolio manager of a retail 
company listed the following range of useful commu-
nication supports: “It can be a story of a family or a 
video, or it’s an impact report and quantification.” The 
market being under constant public scrutiny, commu-
nication is sensitive, and profitable, territory. In the 
literature, it has been suggested that voluntary offset 
buyers “want to feel a connection,” and while “carbon 
is so abstract,” offsetting projects can be “colourful and 
personable,” involving “real people” (manager of an 
offsetting organization quoted in Lovell and Liverman 
2010, 266). But this connection is a mirage as, on the 
contrary, it is great distance that allows the win-win 
“spectacle” – offsets are good for the climate and the 
poor – to be successfully performed for clients kept 
ignorant of the messy details (Canavagh and Benja-
minsen 2014). Even when they get to see the activities 
“on the ground,” a performance is staged. Therefore, 
despite an apparent diversity of offsets, the stories and 
iconography representing the projects and their 
co-benefits use a limited range of stereotypes (Leh-
mann 2019). Cook-stoves projects, for example, are 
usually described as benefitting poor women in charge 
of their households. Testimonials displayed online by 
certification schemes attest to that: “Using the stove 
has made a big difference to our households. It does 
not emit smoke and is very light, which enables us to 
move it from one location to another as we wish. 
Smoke used to bother us a lot, irritating our eyes, 
chests, and making our kids sick. Now you wouldn’t 
know where was one cooking as there is no soot nor a 
lot of ash.” The quote from “Nadia, a Shagra project 
beneficiary in North Darfur”1 (another “postwar” lo-
cation) is illustrative of the storytelling, and stereo-
types, deployed to sell offsets, which is reminiscent of 
the marketing of Fair Trade, organic, and terroir prod-
ucts (e.g., coffee, see West 2010; on “fair carbon” see 
Howard et al. 2015). 

Thinking of offsets-with-co-benefits as emis-
sions reductions associated with stories and visuals led 
us to turn to the buyers. Companies’ sustainability de-
partments are well aware of greenwashing accusations 
and seldom do they purchase offsets just to improve 
their corporate image. But they do buy an imagery. 
Offsetting is useful to obtain more leverage internally. 
Corporate sustainability officers tend to have a high 
hierarchical position but without the financial means 
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to do their job (Carollo and Guerci 2018). Offsets help 
them draw attention internally to environmental is-
sues, and communication supports were said to be 
particularly useful in this respect. They give flesh to 
climate mitigation. Internal seminars can be organized 
where images of African women forced to walk far to 
get wood might raise awareness among executives, so 
that “they understand it is important for the company 
to invest in the environment,” explained a sustainabil-
ity officer. Executives are expected to make the case to 
shareholders. Offset sellers are sometimes invited to 
narrate the local challenges addressed by the offsetting 
activity from which the company buys emissions re-
ductions. Promotional films are screened, Q&A ses-
sions facilitated. For sustainability departments, buy-
ing offsets-with-co-benefits appears to be an effective 
awareness-raising tool, whether it is to target share-
holders, executives, or employees. It introduces the 
idea that greenhouse gas emissions have a cost. Within 
companies, carbon credits and their stories might then 
lead to doing more and further internalizing the exter-
nality. Offsetting organizations can expand their ser-
vices into setting an internal carbon price or assigning 
emissions reduction targets to departments. Besides 
supporting a discourse of corporate morality (Shamir 
2008), our work indicates that in some cases buying 
offsets helps empower sustainability departments. 
Offsetting, therefore, is not always solely a cost-mini-
mization strategy to offshore climate action – “a spa-
tial fix” of capitalism (Bumpus and Liverman 2008).

Conclusion
Let us consider as economic sociologists how to re-
spond to a question often raised about carbon mar-
kets: Should I offset my emissions? Recent newspaper 
articles ask the same question (e.g., in National Geo-
graphic, Gibbens 2019; The Guardian, Vidal 2019; The 
New York Times, Mock and Tabuchi 2019). In a moral-
ly charged language, the journalists acknowledge that 
voluntary offsetting is hard to navigate. Advice is giv-
en on how to do it properly: by buying certified offsets. 
Our research has highlighted three dynamics that help 
position this answer within a broader (critical) per-
spective. First, being seen as a legitimate business, sell-
ing valuable products, is precisely the effect offsetting 
organizations have sought to have. One sees here how 
“concerned” markets and “contested” markets are two 
sides of the same coin: critiques and disputes that ren-
der the market contested are a concern for market 
agents who do not want to be dismissed as carbon 

cowboys nor accused of greenwashing. To address 
criticisms, concerned market agents try to further le-
gitimize their activity by selling and buying morality 
(co-benefits and associated imagery). Secondly, and 
relatedly, appearing to be morally good relies on ever 
more certification. New standards are created to ad-
dress emerging concerns (e.g., the Climate, Commu-
nity & Biodiversity [CCB] Standards, which aim to 
guarantee that offset producers support, or at least 
consult with, people that might be affected by their ac-
tivity). The development of the voluntary offsetting 
market develops other markets, for certification, au-
dits, and expertise. Buying emission reductions results 
in financing the auditing and consultancy industry 
and many long-distance flights (cf. the high cost of 
certification). Finally, voluntary offsetting is inter-
twined with climate legislation and compliance car-
bon markets. While we saw that, in the mid-2000s, 
nascent private certification schemes imitated the UN 
offsetting mechanism, the trend has now reversed. For 
new market-based climate legislation, building on ex-
isting voluntary standards is an attractive option to 
quickly become operational. But, ultimately, the value 
of offsets still depends on the priority that public au-
thorities give to climate change. More than a decade 
ago, the financial crisis and the economic recession 
had detrimental impacts on voluntary offsetting. The 
2020 coronavirus pandemic might have a similar ef-
fect on both compliance and voluntary carbon mar-
kets, especially as a couple of years ago a new interna-
tional regulation of aviation emissions was agreed, 
and it was envisioned that it would provide a large de-
mand for offsets in the near future (a hybrid of com-
pliance and voluntary market). If economic times are 
enduringly bad, companies in other sectors could also 
cut their sustainability expenditures, including offsets. 
The compensatory, low-involvement logic of offsetting 
might be blamed for undermining the urgency of ad-
dressing climate change. But if businesses, and people, 
continued to willingly bear a cost to offset their emis-
sions, despite economic gloom, it may help make it 
more of a priority. So, should you offset your emis-
sions? Well, that remains an open question. 

Endnote
1	 https://www.goldstandard.org/projects/fuel-efficient-stoves- 

north-darfur-women, last accessed June 6, 2020 (page dis
continued).
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It’s worth the 
trouble. 
On valuation 
studies and 
climate change
Thomas Frisch, Stefan Laser, Sandra Matthäus and  
Cornelia Schendzielorz

Studying climate change through 
the lens of valuation

T his article introduces the field of valuation studies 
and illustrates the theoretical and methodological 
potential it offers for analyzing climate change. 

Valuation studies (VS) is still an emerging, yet fertile re-
search field that explores valuation practices and value 
orders as critical sites of social (trans-)formation (Lamont 
2012). Valuation here can be defined as “any social prac-
tice where the value or values of something is established, 
assessed, negotiated, provoked, maintained, constructed 
and/or contested” (Doganova et al. 2014, 87). In the last 
decade, VS has consolidated as an interdisciplinary field 
of study that critically reflects the plurality of valuation 
practices. The field shares many features with economic 
sociology and brings together several researchers with 
such a disciplinary background. However, the status of 
economic valuation practices – in particular its relation to 
competing value orders, economies of worth and practic-
es as, for example, civic order of worth and practices (Bol-
tanski and Thévenot 2006) – is a controversial point of 
discussion in the field.

Investigating valuation practices helps to attune 
to the economic processes that are at the core of the 
climate crisis, and to exploit one particular avenue 
economic sociology has to offer to unpack climate 
change (Engels 2020), namely to define valuation 
practices as the object of the study. The strength of the 
valuation perspective becomes apparent when exam-
ining, for example, the enduring persistence of a fossil 
fuel-based economy, which – besides other factors 
such as transportation, agriculture, and food (espe-

cially meat), waste – remains the main source of glob-
al greenhouse gas emissions. In this respect, our goal 
is not to present a ready-made theoretical framework 
or agenda but to identify pathways for studying cli-
mate change through the lens of valuation. Therefore, 
we begin by turning to the example of decarboniza-
tion. From a valuation perspective, decarbonization 
can be framed as a complex and powerful process of 
de- and revaluation that triggers a series of questions 
such as: How are climate-related risks measured, ob-
jectified, and translated into economic value? How do 
corporations, investors, regulative bodies, or civil so-
ciety engage in processes of assessing and communi-
cating the value of a decarbonized economy? Which 
value judgments are inscribed and negotiated in re-
cent proposals of a “New Green Deal”? Drawing on 
that discussion, we summarize the valuation perspec-
tive by working out three focal points and illustrate 
their benefits for climate change research. 

Setting the scene: Decarbonization as 
a process of de-, re- and evaluation
The (deep) decarbonization of the economy is one of 
the most prominent answers to the call for mitigating 
the devastating effects of temperature increase, 
sea-level rise, or extreme weather events. In its very 
essence, it requires nothing less than a radical trans-
formation of the energy system away from coal, oil, 
and natural gas towards other sources. History re-
minds us that energy transitions occur over an ex-
tended period of time and at different speeds accord-
ing to the sector or specific regions. Generally, it is not 
a matter of a few decades, but spans over more than a 
century (Fouquet 2010). Decarbonization, in contrast, 
needs to be faster and addressed globally. Particularly 
since the Paris Agreement in 2015 and the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), it has grown into a pow-
erful political project. 

Take, for example, the European Union and its 
programmatic statement, as published in the recent 
communication from the Commission on the Green 
New Deal: “The production and use of energy across 
economic sectors account for more than 75% of the 
EU’s greenhouse gas emissions,” the Commission ar-
gues. From this follows: “A power sector must be de-
veloped that is based largely on renewable sources, 
complemented by the rapid phasing out of coal and 
decarbonizing gas.” (European Commission 2019, 6) 
The European Commission emphasizes two import-
ant things here: fossil fuels are made responsible for 
global warming and they need to be replaced by re-
newable energy sources. This quote illustrates how the 
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valuation of one thing (renewable energy sources) is 
directly related to the devaluation of another (fossil 
fuels). Often, there are implicit valuations apparent, as 
in this context: the devaluation of another alternative, 
namely consuming or trying to consume (radically) 
less energy.

Despite the clarity of this programmatic state-
ment, its translation into concrete policies and practi-
cal matters is confronted by a set of obstacles. For the 
sake of brevity, we will only point to three. First, there 
are different assumptions of what should be classified 
as a “renewable source,” for instance if nuclear power is 
regarded as one. When procedures are put in place to 
assess which energy sources 
are worth considering, thus 
pushing the classifications 
“alternative” vs “regenerative,” 
they implicitly carry evalua-
tions and re-evaluations of 
energy sources. Second, de-
spite a relatively long history 
of climate policy directed at 
decarbonization, fossil fuels 
remain at the heart of energy 
matters. This carbon lock-in 
(Unruh 2000) can be ex-
plained to a large extent by 
the long and cost-intensive 
innovation cycle of most car-
bon-intensive industries but 
also by fossil fuels’ role for 
stabilizing production sys-
tems (e.g., food, agriculture, 
as well as whole ways of liv-
ing and consumption and 
cognitive models). Although 
fossil fuels have been devalo-
rized in decarbonization dis-
course, they are still in use 
and thereby remain an eco-
nomically and financially ex-
ploitable value. Third, a ma-
jor obstacle to a global solu-
tion is presented by the fact 
that the share of greenhouse gas emissions is distribut-
ed unequally between countries and within different 
segments of the population. Under these conditions, 
the effect of carbon inequality and the need for climate 
justice take high priority. The terms of this justice, of 
course, are deeply intertwined with social-economic as 
well as ethico-political values and their justification in 
globally heterogeneous orders of worth.

With these obstacles for political implementa-
tion in mind, it is striking but not surprising that many 
of the “mitigation” or climate policies have failed in 

reducing emissions as required by the calculations of 
climate scenarios, such as the ones published by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 
In the context of this inertia, it is interesting to consid-
er a development that Chiapello (2020) called the fi-
nancialization of climate policy in the last edition of 
this Newsletter. In her analysis of an increasing impor-
tance of financial markets for climate policy issues, she 
understands green finance as the most recent configu-
ration of a progressive privatization of global environ-
mental policy that is full of limitations and far from 
being a universal remedy. Indeed, the delegation of 
responsibility for climate actions from political insti-

tutions to the private sector poses some delicate ques-
tions, including whether it is a good idea to put the 
search for solutions into the hands of those who played 
a large part in causing the current climate crisis. 

Regardless of how these questions are answered, 
it is essential to take a closer look at the role of finan-
cial markets and global corporations, i.e., it is worth-
while investigating how they take action and might or 
might not transform their business models (Wade and 
Rekker 2020). The last two decades saw an exponential 
growth of instruments, such as reporting standards for 
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climate-related activities1, initiatives and coalitions 
among businesses2, and events with diverse stakehold-
ers that all feed into the debate on a (deep) decarbon-
ization of the economy. As a result, we are confronted 
with a highly dynamic field, a proliferation of diversi-
fied actors with distinct interests and manifold inter-
relations between them. Getting back to understand-
ing the call for a decarbonized economy as a process of 
de-, re- and evaluation, we argue that a valuation per-
spective is well-suited for investigating how different 
approaches and understandings of value interact un-
der these complex and uncertain conditions (see also 
Engels and Wang 2018). 

How can valuation studies con-
tribute to climate change research?

The lowest common denominator in the heteroge-
neous field of VS could be described as an awareness 
that the creation and attribution of value(s) is much 
more complex than their linguistic denomination, nu-
merical numbering, or designation by means of key 
figures suggests. The following three analytical per-
spectives from VS could be of particular value to 
studying matters of climate change and their intersec-
tion with economic themes: investigating the proces-
suality and performativity of valuation practices, un-
ravelling the material embeddedness of value, and 
engaging with the contested nature of particular valu-
ations.

First, scholars in the field suggest working out 
the processuality and performativity of value determi-
nation processes. Valuation practices provide an order 
for decision-making processes and establish hierar-
chies. At the centre of such research endeavours are 
hands-on valuation devices, that is, rankings, ratings, 
and prizes. Some scholars, such as Stark (2020), point 
to the fundamentally different logics behind these de-
vices, which inform their specific performativity, i.e., 
their effects as a form of social action. Rankings then 
are the outcome of comparisons, where entities are 
displayed in a clear hierarchy based on predefined 
characteristics. Comparisons work in two ways: they 
aim at producing similarities based on decisions about 
which entities are compared with each other and then 
produce evaluative differences among those entities 
(Sauder and Espeland 2009). Consumers, for example, 
can compare energy suppliers – or better those having 
been categorized as such – based on their prices and 
sustainability commitment, while the new metering 
devices serve as powerful intermediaries that aim to 
rank the consumer’s very own behaviour in real-time 
(Kragh-Furbo and Walker 2018). Ratings are the com-

parative practices at the heart of ranking lists, but they 
can also be mobilized as devices on their own, minus 
putting singularized entities into hierarchies. They, 
like rankings, tend to be assessments, based on previ-
ously made categorizations. For instance, the financial 
performance of a public company can be rated to facil-
itate the decision-making of investors. In this context, 
a growing interest in non-financial performance indi-
cators – such as Environmental, Social and Gover-
nance criteria (ESG) or climate-related disclosure 
practices – presents a perfect empirical example for 
studying how non-economic values (such as biodiver-
sity or the reduction of emissions) are translated into 
economic logics. Prizes, finally, are particular types of 
rankings, where the “winner” of a comparative en-
deavour gets all the attention and praise. VS has pro-
vided various studies on the cultural significance of 
prizes (e.g., regarding movies Helgesson and Muniesa 
2013), but this is also of importance for climate change 
measures, especially considering winner-take-all mar-
kets and the assessments of experts that influence such 
markets (Lamont 2012). Actors work on and with val-
uation devices to stabilize social order. VS suggests 
scrutinizing both the designers and users of these de-
vices. The methodologies thus explored can help to 
reveal the procedure of assessments and thereby en-
able to seize explicitly and implicitly inscribed values 
and interests, and to address possible ambivalences, 
discrepancies or even antagonisms. 

Second, climate change is a very material matter 
(e.g., Latour and Weibel 2020; Knox 2020), which can 
be approached through VS by unpacking values that 
are embedded in natural, technological as well as socio-
cultural environments (Moore and Patel 2018; Geden 
2016). The approach urges scholars to consider mate-
riality and nature as environmental conditions or, in 
fact, as co-producers together with human action, so-
ciality, and its symbolic meaning. This is an endeavour 
to challenge and critically reflect dichotomous fronts 
and asymmetries between subject/object, nature/cul-
ture, and the like. We see this as a constructive per-
spective to grasp an interdisciplinary, multi-sited, and 
highly complex phenomenon such as climate science. 
Various subtle and not-so-subtle valuation practices 
shape the making, consideration, and so-called appli-
cation of climate research. “Carbon capture and stor-
age (CCS)” – i.e., efforts to transport carbon dioxide to 
storage sites in deep underground reservoirs instead of 
the atmosphere – is one compelling example that em-
phasizes this issue. CCS is controversial but also 
charged with hope, for example, when positioned for 
the reappraisal of entire landscapes. Consider the Ruhr 
district in North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany, a for-
mer hub of hard coal mining. It used to fuel the indus-
trialization of a vast economy. After “phasing out” the 
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coal industry and shutting down the last mine in 2018, 
scientists, planners, and investors have been screening 
the old underground facilities from the vantage point 
of carbon-capturing and similar strategies in order to 
redirect or rethink emissions from industrial activi-
ties. However, the discussion is complicated by the 
“storage” and “capturing” of old groundwater, which is 
seen as a constant danger and overshadows “progres-
sive” storage technologies. Some tunnels, deep in the 
earth, are nonetheless already used as thermal energy 
sources to supply offices and homes with heat (see 
www.gw-ruhr.rub.de). The underground infrastruc-
tures have to be shielded to ensure proper functioning, 
while other-than-human interferences are taken into 
consideration via experiments and models. In other 
words, it turns out that different production systems 
and their temporalities are intertwined in a complex 
way, meeting underground. Hundreds of millions of 
years old subterranean mountains of the carbon age 
are, once again, being treated with sophisticated mea-
sures, involving the mobilization of various actors, 
very particular forms of knowledges, and with conse-
quences that are difficult to comprehend. The example 
of the Ruhr district here points to a large, yet still 
sparsely researched topic: wasting practices as essen-
tial parts of economic actions, infrastructures and sys-
tems. Put differently, the entanglements between waste 
and value offer fruitful sites for creative and critical 
investigations (Greeson et al. 2020). VS provides tools 
to examine such processes in detail, but empirical 
studies also help develop the field’s perspective. 

Third, valuation is open to contestation, subject 
to negotiation and fundamental for legitimizing deci-
sions, all of which can be put to the test. For instance, 
from a VS perspective attempts to mitigate climate 
change such as emission trading can be understood as 
a “social process” (Abott 2016) of assessment, in which 
a value is assigned to the assessed object, namely the 
emission unit. Social processes are negotiation pro-
cesses in which different representatives face each oth-
er in their respective roles with their specific interests. 
In general, the interests, goals, and concerns of the 
various participants are in conflict, when for example 
delegates of nation-states, lobbyists of affected compa-
nies, and administrations that organize and align these 
negotiation processes come together. It should not be 
forgotten that these actors also have their own concep-
tions of how these processes can be successfully coor-
dinated and moderated. As these kinds of assessments 

are often deeply embedded in specific socio-material 
contexts, a critical investigation from a VS perspective 
may allow analyzing which values are promoted, con-
tested, and legitimized, which ones interfere with each 
other, and how these values are negotiated and weighed 
against each other in the light of an upcoming deci-
sion. These insights may help to reflect on the design 
and reorganization of climate-relevant assessment 
procedures, such as adaptation expenditures in differ-
ent countries and settings (cf. climaps.eu 2018; see 
also Wissman-Weber and Levy in this Newsletter). 
Here, VS can directly connect with discussions from 
French pragmatism and convention theory, since there 
are plenty of thematic and personal overlaps. In On 
Critique, Boltanski (2011) proposed looking at cri-
tique in two ways: One, social scientists should ana-
lyze and take seriously the actors and their own criti-
cal capacities. Learning from their entanglements is 
presented as an invaluable source for critical reflec-
tion, which in a second step can be used to enlarge 
upon broader normative questions. This two-fold ap-
proach may help to inquire about the performance of 
valuation devices as well as about its legitimacy more 
broadly. In this regard, a sound procedurality to which 
the participants comply, implying the circumspective 
involvement of heterogenous actors, can serve as a 
powerful means to produce and provide legitimation 
for decisions reached. However, such an analysis can 
also contribute to a fundamental redesign or rebuttal 
of proposed reforms, of which there are many in cli-
mate change politics. 

It’s worth the trouble
Valuation Studies offers a promising heuristic for the 
social sciences to engage in climate change transfor-
mation, perhaps even to become involved in the fur-
ther course of the transformation itself. We have intro-
duced three entry points for future research: investi-
gating the processuality and performativity of valua-
tion practices, unravelling the material embeddedness 
of value, and engaging with the contested nature of 
particular valuations. At the same time, the discussion 
provides a solid ground for exploring fundamental 
theoretical-methodological questions that advance 
the social sciences in a more general way. It’s worth 
engaging with the intricacies of climate change, and 
valuation studies may supply means to do so.
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Endnotes

1	 Examples are the Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Protocol, the Carbon 
Disclosure Project (CDP), the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), or 
the Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosure (TFCD).

2	 For instance, the World Business Council for Sustainable Develop-
ment (WBCSD), the Science Based Targets Initiative (SBTi) or the 
We Mean Business Coalition. 
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“Crises” as 
catalysts 
for more 
sustainable 
futures?
The case of the first 
oil crisis and the 
role of multilayered 
interpretative struggles
Timur Ergen and Lisa Suckert

Introduction

“H ow dare you?” Greta Thunberg’s exclama-
tion in front of the UN was shaped by in-
dignation but also disbelief. However, not 

only the young activists of Fridays for Future appear to be 
puzzled about humanity’s difficulties in adequately re-
sponding to climate change. Ample scientific evidence for 
global warming and its causes is available, and potential 
policies for reducing CO2 emissions have long been devel-
oped, evaluated, and tested in practice. So why has the 
catastrophe on the horizon not induced substantial be-
havioral change? Why do we see so little reaction in the 
face of this all-encompassing crisis?

Collective non-action appears even more puz-
zling when we acknowledge that crises have repeated-
ly served as catalysts for socioeconomic transforma-
tion – in environmental as well as other domains: The 
American New Deal, shaping US society since the 
1930s, cannot be explained without the groundbreak-
ing experience of the Great Depression (Gerstle and 
Fraser 1989). Likewise, the European BSE crisis in the 
late 1990s gave way to new agricultural policies and 
sped up the rise of organic farming (Oosterveer 2002; 
Feindt and Kleinschmit 2011; Sutherland and Darn-

hofer 2012). In numerous countries, the politics of nu-
clear energy were remade by the crises of Three Mile 
Island (1979), Chernobyl (1986), and Fukushima 
(2011) (Bernardi et al. 2018; Useem and Zald 1982). In 
a similar vein, the oil crises of the 1970s, which this 
contribution focuses on, are crucial for understanding 
state-led restructuring of modern society’s energy 
supply systems, particularly in the field of renewable 
energy.

How can the transformative potential of crises 
be explained? This paper complements ongoing schol-
arly literature by proposing an approach to crises that 
focuses on their capacity to open up the future. Draw-
ing on economic sociology’s recent emphasis on the 
role of imagined futures for socioeconomic action 
(Beckert 2016; Urry 2016), we focus on how perceiv-
ing a crisis involves engaging with alternative futures 
and contesting established expectations.

Particularly with regard to climate change and 
other environmental challenges, explanations as to 
why crises provoke social change oscillate between 
two poles, which one may call essentialist and con-
structivist. Essentialist accounts of crisis responses 
typically trace patterns of socioeconomic reaction 
back to structural specificities of the given structural 
disruption and their implications for individual inter-
ests. Environmental economists have classically theo-
rized that ecological crises ignite more forceful socie-
tal reactions if they impose more innate and visible 
costs (Downs 1972). This approach also dominates 
psychological accounts of societal inertia in climate 
policy: climate change cannot trigger substantial reac-
tions, it is argued, because its true costs cannot be ex-
perienced yet.

Most sociological accounts of crisis response at-
tempt to go beyond such essentialist notions. For 
many sociologists, the transformative potential of cri-
ses is not inherent to structural features of the given 
shock but is due to the fact that interrupted social rou-
tine requires collective sense-making which may give 
rise to social conflict. Crisis response is thus depen-
dent on social processes and societal “understandings” 
of the given crisis. For example, the sociology of disas-
ters has highlighted pre-crisis events as significant in 
determining post-crisis social processes (Quarantelli 
and Dynes 1977). Similarly, the sociology of social 
movements emphasizes protest trajectories as key me-
diators of collective crisis responses (Rucht 2013). Un-
derlying such approaches is the assumption that crises 
are not “natural” phenomena and must be socially 
constructed in order for societies to respond to them.

The approach we suggest in this paper engages 
with sociological, more constructivist accounts of cri-
ses but complements them with a perspective that 
highlights the role of imagined futures (Beckert and 
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Suckert 2020; Beckert 2016) for bringing about socio-
economic change. While we do acknowledge the role 
of material stimuli, we argue that the transformative 
potential of crises is to a substantial degree dependent 
on discursive engagement with the future. It depends 
on multilayered interpretative struggles in which soci-
eties settle on whether disruptions present real crises – 
or mere accidents, errors, or irregularities. At the heart 
of these struggles, tangible experiences are linked to or 
detached from broader future consequences, potential 
causes are projected into the future or relegated to the 
past, and feasible remedies are conceived or neglected. 
It is in these multilayered in-
terpretative struggles that the 
future is “opened up” – and 
sustainable transformations 
become conceivable in the 
first place.

Building on a historical 
analysis of the first oil crisis 
and respective controversies 
in the United States, we pro-
vide an ideal typical trajecto-
ry of multilayered interpre-
tative struggles and show 
how a tangible disruption 
did become framed as an en-
ergy crisis. Drawing on ex-
tensive archival material, our 
case study indicates how the 
social contestation and construction of a crisis facili-
tated the establishment of long-range energy restruc-
turing as an institutionalized field and opened discur-
sive space for alternative futures.

Crises as a catalyst for  
sustainable futures? 

Crises, understood as exogenous interruptions of rou-
tine, have a central place in economic and psychologi-
cal models of social transformation. To many observ-
ers, environmental awareness and the subsequent ex-
pansion of environmental protection measures re-
quires an “external shock,” i.e., an experience that 
modifies underlying interests. Along those lines, the 
economist Anthony Downs speculated that “the cause 
of the ecologist would … benefit from an environmen-
tal disaster like a ‘killer smog’ that would choke thou-
sands to death in a few days” (Downs 1972, 46–47). By 
contrast, a “more gradually deteriorating situation 
that will eventually pass some subtle ‘point of no re-
turn’” (ibid., 45) – the prime example of which would 
certainly be climate change – is hypothesized to have 

difficulties stimulating enduring public concern. Re-
latedly, psychologists have framed inertia in the cli-
mate crisis as a problem of “unavailable” risks that 
cannot be experienced yet. In this line of reasoning, 
“[for] potentially catastrophic risks whose prevention 
requires long-term investment, there are built-in ob-
stacles to serious regulatory efforts,” in that human 
cognitive operation is hard-wired to focus on “avail-
able” risks (Sunstein 2006, 201). As influentially in-
scribed in the public understanding of political inertia 
by the Stern Report (Stern 2007), the climate crisis is 
seen as inhibiting political responses even if the dan-

gers of non-action are fully understood. As the global 
climate has the characteristics of a common pool re-
source, individual countries will rationally try to ben-
efit from pollution while others shoulder the costs of 
mitigation. Like in the psychological literature, pat-
terns of societal reaction in common pool accounts 
are derived from the structural features of the given 
problem.

In this paper we critically engage with such ap-
proaches that praise environmental disruptions as 
self-evident drivers of sustainable change. The focus 
on the structural strains of “external shocks” obscures 
the complex social processes that practically turn en-
vironmental disruptions into crises and make devia-
tions from past practices imaginable, feasible, and rea-
sonable. Before we turn to the contested construction 
of crises in the next section, we want to briefly sum-
marize how sociological approaches have conceptual-
ized crises and relate their basic approach to the fu-
ture. 

Since its founding era, sociology has depicted 
itself as a “science of crises” (Koselleck and Richter 
2006, 377), first and foremost concerned with dys-
functional societal dynamics. Nevertheless, many so-
ciologists have conceptualized crisis as an ambivalent 
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phenomenon not to be confounded with disaster or 
catastrophe. Most pronounced in Marxist traditions, 
crisis is considered to hold the potential for “progres-
sive” transformation, for counter-hegemonies to 
emerge, and better futures to be brought about. As a 
moment of transition, crisis can be “something posi-
tive, creative and optimistic, because it involves a 
change, and maybe a rebirth after a break-up” (Bau-
man and Bordoni 2014, 3). Sociologists have empha-
sized how crises may change power relations, chal-
lenge dominant institutions, or disrupt social net-
works, thus enabling actors to overcome established 
cycles of reproduction and bring about change. How-
ever, in the context of this paper, we focus on how cri-
ses are interrelated with societal perceptions of the 
future. Indeed, sociological concepts of crisis refer to 
the future in (at least) three important respects. 

First, a crisis is considered an unexpected devel-
opment, a sudden deviation from the predicted “regu-
lar” course of action, from the assumed “normal con-
dition” (Habermas 1973). It can be understood as a 
mismatch between the future as we expect it and real-
ity as it actually unfolds (Mayntz 2019). Considered as 
a turning point (Abbott 2001, 240ff.), a crisis decisive-
ly divides the continuous flow of time into a regular 
“before” and an unexpected “after.”

However, crises differ from other unexpected 
events in the scope of uncertainty they imply. For acci-
dents and errors, even if they may have catastrophic 
effects (Perrow 1984), actors can point at what techni-
cally went wrong, fix it, and prevent it from happening 
again (Engelen et al. 2011, 2–3). We may not be able to 
explain outliers and irregularities, but we consider 
them to be restricted to a particular situation. Their 
scope is limited to their direct context in the present. 
Crises, by contrast, imply a degree of uncertainty that 
projects into the future, as they challenge basic, taken 
for granted principles upon which expectations are 
built. Gramsci (1971) has characterized crisis as an 
“interregnum,” in which the established order is dy-
ing, while “the new cannot be born.” Established 
frames, explanations, and narratives are thus made re-
dundant. Experiencing a crisis involves what Weick 
calls a “cosmology episode,” i.e., an instance in which 
“people suddenly and deeply feel the universe is no 
longer a rational, orderly system. What makes such an 
episode so shattering is that both the sense of what is 
occurring and the means to rebuild that sense collapse 
together” (Weick 1993, 633). In crises, established 
modes of action and familiar responses cannot pro-
vide solutions (Jessop 2013). The experience of the 
past can no longer serve to orient the future. The flip 
side of this extended scope of uncertainty is, however, 
that crises are instances in which the future opens up 
and alternative trajectories become conceivable. 

Finally and equally importantly, the concept of 
crisis involves the notion of an undetermined future 
that is open to agency. Unlike a catastrophe, crisis does 
not involve disastrous automatisms. In line with its 
conceptual origins in the physiological field, crisis re-
fers to a development that can lead to either disaster, 
recovery, or even amendment. It highlights contingen-
cy and hence agency (Emirbayer and Mische 1998).

On the surface, sociological conceptions of cri-
ses seem to mirror popular understandings of them as 
catalysts for change. As crises open up the future, al-
ternative futures become conceivable and space for 
deviant agency is created. However, this “opening up” 
of the future appears as a genuinely social and there-
fore contested process. When assessing the transfor-
mative potential of crises from a sociological vantage 
point it is therefore crucial to understand how crises 
are socially constructed.

“Crisis” as the result of multi
layered interpretative struggles 

How does a crisis emerge? In theory, as for example in 
stylized models of bank runs (Diamond and Dybvig 
1983; Merton 1948), there may be crises that cannot 
be traced back to any material disturbance but are en-
tirely discursively constructed. However, most empir-
ical crises, and particularly the environmental crisis 
that we focus on, entail a “material core,” i.e., a tangi-
ble disruptive development. What is more, how well 
such a material core is suited to be constructed as a 
crisis is not entirely independent of its structural char-
acteristics, e.g., to what degree the experienced devel-
opment actually differs from previous expectations, or 
the scope of turmoil caused by the disruption. Never-
theless, in order to make sense of any disruptive devel-
opment as a crisis, actors need to interpret the materi-
al core and relate it to broader frames. Crisis “is not 
some objective condition,” Colin Hay (1996, 255) 
summarized this argument, but “brought into exis-
tence through narrative and discourse.” We specify 
this perspective in that we argue that crisis discourse is 
a) shaped by multilayered interpretative conflicts in 
which b) perceptions of the future play a critical role.

A first important field of conflict usually con-
cerns the consequences of a disruption and the related 
question of whether it presents a “real” crisis – or just 
an accident or irregularity. To be considered a crisis, 
the material core needs to be discursively linked to 
broader frames that stretch the direct context and 
challenge the established order. Narratives about pos-
sible catastrophic futures and dystopic scenarios are 
crucial in this endeavor, because they spell out what 
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practices, life spheres, populations, or industries might 
be affected in the future – and where this predicted 
future deviates from the previously expected future 
(Weingart et al. 2007). Providing credible narratives 
about the devastating long-term consequences of a 
disruption gives it significance beyond the situation 
(Walby 2015, 19). In contrast, those who oppose inter-
pretation of a disruption as a crisis will renounce the 
scope of the disruption, tying it closer to the present, 
as a temporary problem that will not have conse-
quences for the future. 

A second interpretative struggle then concerns 
the causes of a disruption. Causality surely involves ex-
planations that are oriented towards the past and spell 
out what went wrong. However, framing a problem as 
a crisis requires these assumed causes to be projected 
into the future. Credible crisis narratives need to spell 
out why causes will persist or even become more pro-
nounced in the future. Consequently, disruptions are 
depicted as being bound to happen again or to get 
worse, unless the underlying mechanism is removed. 
In these struggles, which are often substantiated by 
simulations and forecasts, different interpretations of 
what elements of the past cannot be allowed to tran-
scend into the future are at stake. Actors trying to 
avoid the perception of crisis will instead emphasize 
finite causes and portray the situation as a one-time 
accident or refer to contingency and reject causalities 
altogether. As interpretative struggles over the causes 
of a disruption involve attributing blame and respon-
sibility, they can be assumed to be most fierce power 
struggles (Scholz 2016).

Making sense of the causes sets the stage for a 
final type of interpretative struggle concerned with 
possible remedies to a disruption. The discursive frame 
of a crisis is indeed opposed to the notion of deter-
minism but instead involves an element of agency. 
Crises are not catastrophes that need to be endured, 
but developments that can be overcome and to which 
creative solutions are to be sought. Indeed, the crisis 
narrative implies an urge to action, the necessity of a 
remedying response. However, the proposed remedies 
may differ substantially in their time horizons: they 
can be depicted as emergency actions, mitigating im-
mediate consequences and proposing a return to the 
previous normality; or they can be depicted as long-
term solutions that suggest alternative futures (Crouch 
2011). The alternative remedies that can credibly be 
depicted are of course highly interdependent with ac-
knowledged causes and consequences of the crisis 
(Gibson 2012).

Finally, we argue that these distinctive spheres 
of contention constitute layers rather than stages or 
phases of an interpretative struggle in which a crisis is 
constructed (Jessop 2013). Whether a credible crisis 

narrative promoting an alternative future emerges de-
pends on the discursive outcome for each of these lay-
ers. There needs to be a widely acknowledged percep-
tion of consequences, causes, and potential solutions 
to a crisis. Yet, this is not a linear process, as all three 
layers are interdependent and interpretative struggles 
can move back and forth between these layers – or ad-
dress all of them at the same time. Moreover, once es-
tablished interpretations of crises, their consequences, 
causes, or remedies can be challenged again. 

The multilayered construction of 
the first oil crisis, of 1973/74

Today, the first oil crisis, of 1973/74, is unequivocally 
understood as a watershed moment in the history of 
the postwar social order. It has been made responsible 
for grave societal transformations in the fields of eco-
nomic policy, environmental protection, and geopoli-
tics. Our focus here is on the less often discussed his-
torical juncture of the advent of state-led attempts to 
restructure Western energy systems (Ergen 2017) that 
allows us to illustrate our theoretical framework. We 
document how multilayered interpretative struggles 
opened the future for societal coalitions and policies 
deviating from decades of established practice in the 
energy arena and facilitating the emergence of renew-
able energies.

As compared to the climate crisis, the first oil 
crisis made it easy to experience direct disruptions. 
This is despite the fact that the immediate material 
trigger of the first oil crisis was of limited significance. 
It consisted of a four-months-long reduction of oil ex-
ports by a number of Arab oil-producing nations. 
Price reactions to the cutbacks were severe, however. 
Oil prices roughly quadrupled and threw importing 
nations’ economies into economic turmoil. Of high 
symbolic significance were long lines at gas stations 
and a series of rationing emergency measures, such as 
the national speed limit in the US or bans on Sunday 
highway driving in Germany. Especially in the US, the 
effects of the embargo questioned faith in American 
geopolitical supremacy. The embargo constituted a 
political reaction to US support of Israel in the Yom 
Kippur War. While Arab nations made public threats 
to use the “oil weapon” as part of their foreign policy 
arsenal since the 1950s (Yergin 1991), an earlier at-
tempt to put pressure on Western nations through co-
ordinated supply restraints failed in 1967. Explaining 
why exactly the 1973 embargo did not fizzle out in a 
similar fashion, but did in fact affect pricing and sup-
ply behavior, is not an easy task. A common structural 
explanation in the literature is that the US incremen-



economic sociology_the european electronic newsletter Volume 22 · Number 2 · March 2021

19“Crises” as catalysts for more sustainable futures? by Timur Ergen and Lisa Suckert

tally lost its power to act as a “supplier of last resort” 
(Thompson 2017, 95).

Important for our purposes, discourse about an 
upcoming energy crisis emerged a few years earlier 
and provided a fertile narrative ground to frame the 
embargo. At the same time, warnings about a coming 
watershed moment in modern societies’ resource use 
circulated in the environmental movement, the scien-
tific community, and the public sphere. The landmark 
first report of the Club of Rome, The Limits to Growth, 
had been published just one and a half years earlier 
(Meadows et al. 1972) and was intensely debated in 
politics and the public (see, for example, US Congress 
1973). The material disruptions of the embargo were 
discursively related to such dystopic forecasts depict-
ing future consequences. The New York Times in Jan-
uary 1974 described the oil crisis in the following 
words: “[not] since World War II has there been a 
global problem that has threatened to change relation-
ships and ways of life more than the current energy 
crisis” (New York Times 1974a). Similarly, on what we 
have described as the second layer of causes, the oil 
crisis was propagated as a new kind of political eco-
nomic crisis, resulting not from idle capacity, but from 
naturally limited material means: “The current crisis 
stems not from a deficiency of demand but of supply, 
the most dramatic manifestations of which have been 
shortages of food and soaring food prices, and short-
ages of oil and soaring energy prices” (New York Times 
1974). Projecting both the causes and consequences of 
the embargo into the future, it was portrayed as a 
“real” crisis challenging the established order.

Yet, the nature of the embargo as a critical situa-
tion requiring action was repeatedly doubted. In nu-
merous congressional hearings, influential politicians 
charged oil executives with artificially engineering 
shortages to profit from price hikes. The question of 
whether the shortages were “real” was among the ma-
jor points of contention in 1974 (New York Times 
1974d). Securing public legitimacy for crisis policies 
in the energy sector required first and foremost the 
generation of widely accepted knowledge (Graf 2014). 
Reminiscent of today’s Covid-19 crisis, policy-makers 
were afraid that public denial of the severity of the cri-
sis would block political countermeasures. Assem-
bling executives from the major oil companies, mem-
bers of Congress begged the oil industry to supply the 
information necessary to shift public opinion: “Gen-
tlemen, it is your duty to make … as convincing a case 
as needs to be made to convince the American people 
that this is not a phony shortage induced by you. That 
is not only your duty as businessmen …, but it is your 
duty as Americans … There is nothing that we can do 
by legislation that the people can’t undo by simply re-
fusing to go along” (US Congress 1974, 119).

In addition to the reality of the shortages, actors 
doubted if Arab nations could be expected to maintain 
cartel discipline, i.e., whether the causes of the crisis 
would persist in the future. James Akins, an adviser in 
Richard Nixon’s administration, complained publicly 
in April 1973 that belief in the dangers of an oil crisis 
was undermined by theories of natural cartel instabil-
ity: “[T]he common response among Americans has 
been: ‘They need us as much as we need them’; or 
‘They can’t drink the oil’; or ‘Boycotts never work’” 
(Akins 1973, 467). In the public sphere, the economist 
Milton Friedman was among the most vocal critics of 
an understanding of the crisis as a critical juncture. In 
a March 1974 Newsweek op-ed, he lamented that “The 
world crisis is now past its peak. The initial quadru-
pling of the price of crude oil after the Arabs cut out-
put was a temporary response that has been working 
its own cure … World oil prices are weakening. They 
will soon tumble. When that occurs, it will reveal how 
superficial are the hysterical cries that we have come to 
the end of an era and must revolutionize our ener-
gy-wasting way of life” (Friedman 1974).

Such diagnoses refer to both the first and second 
layer of our framework: they describe the embargo as 
an isolated incident without inherent long-term con-
sequences. With a similar narrative, one of Nixon’s 
aides tried to calm demands for government action 
internally: “I urge that we not allow pressures of the 
next month or two, based on a real and immediate 
shortage, seriously compounded by trendiness and 
news-magazine hysteria, to result in unnecessary and 
even counter-productive energy policies … In a few 
months, I suspect, we will look back on the energy cri-
sis somewhat like we now view beef prices – a con-
tinuing and routine governmental problem – but not a 
Presidential crisis” (cited in Yergin 1991, 618). Early 
attempts to downplay the crisis weaved together judg-
ment about the significance of the incident for the fu-
ture with projections about causes. Collectively “sit-
ting the problem out” would unmask the embargo as a 
minor nuisance.

Despite such reservations, the government was 
forced by public opinion, expediency, and Congress to 
initiate a series of emergency measures, among them 
complex price controls and allocation schemes (Jacobs 
2017). Moreover, public and congressional voices de-
manding more encompassing government measures 
put increasing pressure on the administration to take 
a more proactive stance. In May 1974, the New York 
Times – in line with influential congressional forces – 
decried “Anarchy in Energy,” demanding a coordinat-
ed energy policy (New York Times 1974b). 

In light of the escalated Watergate scandal, the 
Nixon administration repeatedly gave in to the de-
mands for a more forceful policy response. Incremen-
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tally it established what it called Project Independence, 
a potentially radical departure from established ener-
gy policy. When Nixon announced the (in 1973 clearly 
absurd) intention to make the United States indepen-
dent from “foreign energy sources,” he used language 
promising a path break: “Today the challenge is to re-
gain the strength that we had earlier in this century, 
the strength of self-sufficiency … I have ordered fund-
ing of this effort to achieve self-sufficiency far in ex-
cess of the funds that were expended on the Manhat-
tan Project” (Nixon 1973).

However, this quest for possible remedies (our 
framework’s third layer) was still intertwined with 
substantial struggles over the causes of the crisis. The 
exact meaning of Project Independence was subject to 
ongoing conflict. Moreover, Nixon repeatedly oscillat-
ed between acknowledging the structural severity of 
the crisis and downplaying its significance for the fu-
ture of American society. In effect, significant parts of 
the conservative administration tried to use the bid 
for a national energy policy as a vehicle to push 
through deregulatory measures in the energy arena 
(Jacobs 2017). In line with Milton Friedman’s thinking 
quoted above, the underlying rationale was that the 
energy crisis was believed not to be caused by energy 
or foreign policy complications, but by government 
measures preventing society from adapting to fluctu-
ating supply conditions. While important factions in 
American society fought for price controls – both to 
ease the pain for consumers and to rein in Big Oil prof-
iting from price hikes – important conservatives 
fought for deregulation and hence for price rises. Nix-
on himself echoed this causal account of the energy 
crisis when he criticized the American public for its 
unwillingness to adapt to new supply conditions: “Our 
deeper energy problems come not from war, but from 
peace and from abundance … in prosperity what were 
once considered luxuries are now considered necessi-
ties” (Nixon 1973). The causal account of the energy 
crisis as being the result of excessive demands of the 
American consumer – for many symbolized by Jimmy 
Carter’s later plea for Americans to please lower their 
thermostats (Carter 1977, 71) – was among the most 
influential positions in the energy politics of the 1970s. 
Crucially, it repeatedly brought together groups in fa-
vor of sectoral liberalization, environmentalists fight-
ing for conservation, and industry groups pleading for 
minimal government interference. In 1975, an oil ex-
ecutive tried to appeal to this coalition when describ-
ing the underlying causes of the shortages: “The fact is 
that people tend to waste what is cheap and plentiful, 
and to conserve what is dear … Because we thought 
petroleum and other fossil fuels were, for practical 
purposes, inexhaustible, we saw no reason to conserve 
them. We were, we see now, mistaken. The system is 

beginning to recognize this mistake by pricing these 
fuels in accordance with their economic scarcity” 
(Bradshaw 1975, 49). This interpretative position was 
highly influential in policy-making throughout the 
decade. The partial rollback of price controls, the de-
regulation of natural gas, and the final deregulation of 
oil under Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan were legit-
imized on the basis of a consumerist-conservationist 
notion of the causes and associated remedies of the 
energy crisis (De Marchi 1981a, 1981b; Jacobs 2017).

Already in the early 1970s, however, deregulato-
ry and moderately conservationist policies were criti-
cized based on false premises and were complemented 
by a third suggested remedy. Since the turn of the de-
cade, networks of environmental activists, firms, gov-
ernment administrators, and researchers accelerated 
activities to develop approaches for moving the energy 
system away from exhaustible fuels (Ergen 2017). A 
key success of these networks was to establish within 
the broader Project Independence a then gigantic new 
federal agency in charge of developing “new” energy 
sources, the Energy Research and Development Agen-
cy (ERDA, later consolidated into the new Depart-
ment of Energy). While a majority of its resources 
were spent on nuclear energy projects, the new agency 
was a seedbed for initiatives throughout the decade to 
commercialize renewable energy technologies. All 
major renewable energy technologies in use today 
have received major kickstarts in ERDA-led programs. 
Even more important, it laid the foundation for imag-
ining alternative ways out of the energy crisis. To give 
a few examples, the American debate about the oil cri-
sis gave birth to Amory Lovins’s proposal of a future 
“soft energy path,” the idea of democratizing energy 
production with the help of renewable energy technol-
ogies (Lovins 1976). A so-called Solar Coalition in 
Congress managed to pass numerous dedicated sup-
port laws and established permanent Federal laborato-
ries. Through ERDA and the Solar Coalition, the idea 
became institutionalized that one of the routine func-
tions of the modern state is to advance the systematic 
development of new energy sources to cut into the re-
liance on politically unstable and exhaustible fuels. To 
this day, mobilization in favor of renewable energy 
development routinely relies on a set of promises 
developed in conflicts over the nature of the first oil 
crisis. 

From the middle of the decade, an increasing 
share of the debate moved to what were then called 
“long-range” solutions – most often targeting “the year 
2000.” A New York Times op-ed in 1976 echoed this 
way of thinking, wondering if it may be in the national 
interest to make the entire world independent of fossil 
fuels, as “even if the United States could become ‘em-
bargoproof,’ this would not make us very secure if 
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some of our chief trading partners were still vulnera-
ble” (New York Times 1976). Congress dedicated ex-
tensive hearings to the problem of long-range energy 
planning, discussing scenarios stretching into the 
2000s (US Congress 1977). The language in these 
hearings had changed significantly from the skeptical 
routine-oriented language found in the early phases of 
the crisis. “We are concerned with such questions as 
these,” Senator Nelson opened the first hearing, 
“Where are our energy assumptions, policies and pro-
grams taking us …? Might we prefer to go somewhere 
else? And, if so, how do we change course? The way 
our society answers these questions will affect employ-
ment, lifestyles, wealth, equity, war, and peace” (US 
Congress 1977, 1). Opening up debate about the long-
range future of the American energy system changed 
planning approaches and led to an increasing legiti-
macy of renewable energy support measures. It led 
Jimmy Carter’s administration to proclaim a national 
goal of a 20-percent share of renewables in American 
energy consumption by the year 2000 and created a 
space to experiment with demand-led support 
schemes (US Department of Energy 1979).

Of course, many of the developments of the 
1970s receded in the following years, most promises 
were hardly kept and many projections and diagnoses 
proved to be flawed from today’s vantage point. None-
theless, the case of the oil crisis emphasizes how the 
interpretation of consequences, causes, and remedies 
is subject to discursive struggles in which different 
perceptions of the future are contested. The social con-
struction as a crisis of American society led to numer-
ous highly significant attempts to experiment with the 
collective restructuring of modern energy systems. 
Most of these attempts, we submit, have had direct 
technological, institutional, and ideational lineages 
into today’s interpretative struggles over the response 
to the climate crisis.

From climate change to  
climate crisis? 

The presented theoretical considerations as well as the 
case study of the first oil crisis indicate that the poten-
tial of crises to foster socioeconomic transformation is 
to a substantial extent dependent on their capacity to 
discursively open up the future. Drawing on an eco-
nomic sociology perspective that emphasizes the role 
of imagined futures, we have shown how interpreta-
tive struggles over the consequences, causes, and rem-
edies of a crisis involve engagement with future expec-
tations and can render alternative futures conceivable. 
Referring these insights back to our point of depar-

ture, what can we learn for the cause of global warm-
ing and the world’s puzzling non-response?

First, while the inherent characteristics of global 
warming (e.g., its long-term build-up and tipping 
points) may not particularly facilitate collective re-
sponse, it is important to acknowledge that such re-
sponses are similarly dependent on the societal inter-
pretation of a disruptive development as a “veritable” 
crisis. In this regard, recent attempts by the Fridays for 
Future movement to actively reframe the underlying 
phenomenon not as climate change or a climate ca-
tastrophe but precisely as “climate crisis” appear both 
remarkable and promising in the endeavor to foster 
transformative social change. 

Second, the various controversies emerging 
around the climate crisis can be understood along the 
three layers we have proposed and illustrated. The 
concept of multilayered interpretative struggles may 
therefore inform further analysis of climate discourse. 
For example, the abysmal scenarios regularly predict-
ed by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
of forthcoming flooding and desertification, famine 
and refugee movement are attempts at credibly por-
traying long-term consequences and showing how 
they disrupt established orders. In media and political 
discourse, such forecasts are then linked to tangible 
present events like droughts, tsunamis, or species ex-
tinction. Weingart, Engels, and Pansegrau (2007) have 
shown how linking the present to disastrous futures 
has been a substantial part of the German climate dis-
course since at least the 1980s. But similarly to what 
we have found for the oil crisis, we also find actors de-
nying climate change by neglecting its relevance for 
the earth’s future (Wright and Mann 2013). Along the 
same lines, on the layer of conflict over the causes of 
the problem we see actors neglecting human life as the 
primary cause of global warming or assuming global 
warming to be a temporary development. And while 
excessive CO2 emissions are indeed widely acknowl-
edged as a substantial cause, a closer look reveals a 
plethora of underlying mechanisms blamed for the 
climate crisis: from illegal forest clearance and capital-
ism to overpopulation and society’s reliance on fossil 
fuels. Like we have seen for the oil crisis, crisis causes 
that need to be reverted in the future remain discur-
sively contested. This is even more true for related 
remedies to climate change that constitute the third 
layer: How the climate crisis can be prevented or at 
least mitigated is subject to fierce conflicts between 
different interest groups as well as industrialized and 
developing nations. Suggested solutions range from 
technological modernization to a substantial transfor-
mation of capitalism to authoritarian control of indi-
vidual behavior (Adloff and Neckel 2019). Moreover, 
for climate change we can currently observe a contro-
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versy that concerns the idea of crisis agency as such: Is 
it still possible to mitigate climate change and focus on 
the causes, or should humanity rather prepare for the 
consequences of global warming and “learn to live 

with it?” The potential for socioeconomic transforma-
tion is shaped by the outcomes of such multilayered 
interpretative struggles and their capacity to open up 
the future.
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Organizing 
for climate 
adaptation: 
Competing 
visions in 
Boston
Nichole Wissman-Weber and David L. Levy

C limate impacts have significant economic, social, 
and environmental consequences for cities to 
consider (Adger et al. 2005). In 2020 alone, cli-

mate-related disasters such as the droughts in East Africa, 
South Asian floods, and wildfires in Australia and the 
American West cost billions of dollars and brought im-
mense suffering. This shifting envi-
ronment, which is creating new, dif-
ficult-to-manage risks (Beck 2009), 
has been designated the Anthropo-
cene (Steffen et al. 2007) – a new ep-
och characterized by human impacts 
on the climate and biodiversity loss 
(Clark 2014). The Anthropocene 
concept is shifting our collective un-
derstanding and response to envi-
ronmental changes, which in turn 
generate material changes to the ur-
ban and natural environments (Gep
hart Jr et al. 2009; Johnson et al. 2014; 
White et al. 2015). 

The Anthropocene thus rais-
es questions regarding how organi-
zations, institutions, markets, and 
governance structures adapt. Al-
though environmental problems are frequently framed 
as narrow managerial–technical problems amenable 
to simple solutions, the Anthropocene provides “the 
opportunity for a re-politicisation of environmental 
challenges” and to explore “many futures – imaginar-
ies about worlds that would be good to live in and 
ways of reaching them” (Lidskog and Waterton 2016, 
399). This exploration questions the path of continu-

ous economic growth, casts doubt on optimistic ren-
ditions of scientific progress, and probes the power 
relations vested in structures for defining, managing, 
and distributing risk (Beck 2009; Cable et al. 2008). 

Contending with climate change through adap-
tation Coastal cities in the northeastern US began 
planning in earnest for climate adaptation following 
Hurricane Sandy in 2012, which caused widespread 
death and economic losses and was linked to climate 
change by the scientific community and the mass me-
dia (Trenberth et al. 2015). These cities are leading the 
way because they have substantial assets at risk and 
possess the administrative capacity and resources to 
engage in adaptation (see Shi et al. 2015). The media 
have struggled to convey the unprecedented size and 
intensity of the storm systems, the record rainfall and 
flooding in Houston, and the scale of devastation in 
Puerto Rico. 

Most cities are in the early stages of planning: 
they are establishing initiatives, such as Climate Ready 
Boston (CRB), to assess and model likely physical im-
pacts; estimate future costs under various scenarios; 
conduct cost–benefit analyses of adaptation measures; 
and explore financing mechanisms. They are forging 
local networks of stakeholders that include govern-
ment agencies at multiple levels, community groups, 
and the private sector – primarily property develop-
ers, insurance companies, and consultants (Adger et 

al. 2009; Anguelovski and Carmin 2011). Adaptation 
measures under consideration vary across temporal 
and spatial scales, ranging from multibillion-dollar 
harbor protection schemes to smaller-scale projects to 
protect neighborhoods and changes to zoning and 
building codes (Kirshen et al. 2008). Major founda-
tions are funding studies of new financial mechanisms 
for resilience. 
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This process of organizing for adaptation raises 
several questions: How do organizations make sense 
of the risks associated with the Anthropocene? Which 
actors and what frames are engaged in the planning 
and decision-making processes? How do new process-
es and structures evolve to “manage risk”? How are 
these response processes affected by differential power 
and interests? What conflicts arise regarding risk man-
agement mechanisms and priorities, for example, be-
tween resilience and economic growth? And who will 
benefit from climate adaptation resources? 

Risk regimes: Organizing for  
the unprecedented 
We develop the concept of a “risk regime,” building on 
earlier work on risk society (Beck 2009; Beck et al. 
1992), value regimes (Levy and Spicer 2013; Levy et al. 
2016), urban regimes (Mossberger and Stoker 2001; 
Whitehead 2013), and organizational management of 
risk (Linnenluecke et al. 2012; Whiteman et al. 2011). 
We use this risk regime concept to examine the inter-
action of physical risks with economic, political, and 
discursive forces and the ways in which new processes 
are emerging that shape the construction, manage-
ment, and allocation of risk. We illustrate the frame-
work with a case analysis of climate adaptation in Bos-
ton.

The Anthropocene concept suggests that risks 
have become “less readily identifiable, more problem-
atic, less easily managed, and more anxiety-provok-
ing” (Gephart Jr et al. 2009, 192), and thus cannot be 
objectively assessed (Holt 2004). Critical perspectives 
on risk management questions draw attention to the 
political economy of risk and the ways that percep-
tions of environmental risks are shaped by cultural 
context (Beamish 2001). Risk perceptions are actively 

contested and shaped by organizations with economic 
interests, for example, over nuclear power (Cable et al. 
2008) or genetically modified food (Schurman and 
Munro 2009). Indeed, “risks emerge from the very or-
ganizing processes through which they are assessed 
and managed” (Maguire and Hardy 2013, 232). Orga-
nizational pressures of hierarchy and cost control can 
exacerbate risks and silence concerns about them (Ge-
phart Jr 2004; Perrow [1984] 2011). Nyberg and 
Wright (2016) describe how agents define and cement 
particular risk framings and develop market processes 
that monetize risk, translating physical into financial 
risk that can be controlled and transferred. 

The concept of a risk regime describes the con-
figuration of actors, rules, markets, and norms that is 
emerging to address urban climate risk. The contesta-
tion over risk definition and management is driven by 
competing imaginaries (Levy and Spicer 2013; Taylor 
2004), which provide a shared sense of meaning “to 
articulate strategies, projects and visions oriented to 
these imagined economies” (Jessop 2010, 345). These 
imaginaries provide some coherence regarding the na-
ture, extent, and manageability of risk, the role of reg-
ulatory and market institutions, the distribution of 
burdens and benefits, and the priority accorded to ur-
ban development, social equity, or environmental 
goals. “Such imaginaries anticipate and invite a signif-
icant restructuring of economic, social, cultural and 
political arrangements, and hence are often highly 
contested” (Munir et al. 2018).

Theories of urban environmental regimes are 
particularly relevant for climate adaptation. White-
head (2013) argues that cities represent “the spatial 
manifestation of the complex of economic and politi-
cal processes … that shape and condition the urban 
experience.” These processes create tensions when “ur-
ban carbon control must be synchronized within a 
seemingly perpetual imperative for urban growth” 

Figure 1: Risk regime conceptual framework
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(1352). The traditional “growth coalition” of property 
developers, financial institutions, and city govern-
ments (Harding 1994) is likely to dominate climate 
urban adaptation policy.

Our risk regime framework suggests how a net-
work of actors structures the way that risk is defined 
and managed. Figure 1 depicts the economic, gover-
nance, and discursive configurations that constitute a 
regime, and the dialectic between the destabilizing po-
tential of physical risks, the structure and processes of 
the regime, and potential outcomes. The economic 
dimension of the regime concerns mechanisms of val-
ue creation, market structures, and business models at 
the firm and city levels; the discursive dimension re-
lates to the semiotic systems that structure concep-
tions of risk and appropriate responses; and the gover-
nance dimension includes formal and informal rules, 
power relations, and organizations with authority 
(Levy et al. 2015).

Managing climate risks in Boston, 
Massachusetts 

Boston has been considered a leader in planning for 
both climate mitigation and adaptation. Various re-
ports have signaled a growing awareness of climate 
risks, a more sophisticated knowledge of specific im-
pacts, and a move toward adaptation and implementa-
tion. For example, “A Climate of Progress” (Boston 
2011) recognized the need to “give adaptation the 
same priority as mitigation,” and documented social 
and economic inequities associated with climate risks. 
The region also has an active community of nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs), university research-
ers, consulting firms, and investors engaged on climate 
issues.

Hurricane Sandy in 2012 placed adaptation on 
the agenda of policymakers and business, even though 
Boston narrowly avoided major damage because the 
storm hit at low tide. The Rising Tide (2013) report 
included the first vulnerability assessment of flood 
risk in Boston and urged flexible adaptation strategies 
across agencies and sectors. Subsequent assessments, 
including the CRB reports, provided a more granular 
picture of risks. Boston is fourth in the US in terms of 
value-at-risk (Hallegatte et al. 2013) partly because 
large swathes of the city were built on filled-in harbor 
areas (Boston 2016). Reports paint a challenging fu-
ture as the century progresses:
… almost 20 percent of Boston’s land area will be inundat-
ed by a 1% flood, exposing almost 90,000 residents and 
$90 billion worth of real estate to flooding and 10 percent 
of Boston will be at risk of chronic stormwater flooding … If 

these climate hazards are not addressed, they will threaten 
Boston’s livability and economic viability, and they will dis-
proportionately impact socially vulnerable populations … 
(Boston 2016, 1)
Boston has experienced substantial development in 
vulnerable waterfront areas of the city, and significant 
flooding affected the Seaport district and other coastal 
areas during two “100 year” storms in early 2018. En-
during inequality has also been a source of tension. 
Boston has one of the highest levels of inequality for a 
major US city (Berube and Holmes 2016) and com-
munity groups highlight the intersection of climate 
risks with other vulnerabilities, such as low-quality 
housing, poor healthcare, and lack of insurance. Busi-
ness groups have begun to evaluate the impact of cli-
mate risks on real estate, tourism, insurance, and op-
erations. A Better City, a local group of 130 companies 
in multiple sectors including retail and property, has 
expanded its work from emissions reductions to adap-
tation and resilience. 

Organizing the risk regime:  
Three imaginaries 

Our immersion in Boston’s adaptation process in-
volved attending many meetings and interviewing a 
range of actors. Analyzing this data helped us identify 
three imaginaries that represent distinct approaches to 
understanding and managing risks. The imaginaries 
are performative in that they represent how actors 
think the regime ought to be structured and inform 
strategies that actors pursue to realize them. The actu-
al positions taken by various actors, as well as the tra-
jectory of the emerging regime in practice, draw ele-
ments from several of these imaginaries.

The business as usual imaginary emerged as a 
cautious approach that stresses uncertainties in fore-
casts of climate impacts, the high cost of resilience in-
vestments, and concern that ambitious initiatives 
might disrupt existing business models and power re-
lations. While acknowledging that climate risks exist, 
advocates for this imaginary emphasize the need for 
flexibility as the future unfolds and the risks of expen-
sive and unnecessary actions. The key actors advocat-
ing for aspects of this imaginary are private sector ac-
tors, particularly property developers, but also some 
city officials concerned with the tax base.

The existing governance of the physical devel-
opment of the city is largely in the hands of private 
property developers and investors, but constrained 
and guided by municipal zoning, planning, and per-
mitting. The business community feared that rising 
concerns over climate risks would lead to stricter reg-
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ulatory policies and higher construction and insur-
ance costs. One real estate sector representative stated 
that: “One-size-fits-all building codes will be expen-
sive; they don’t reflect the specific vulnerabilities and 
risks of each location and type of building. I am skep-
tical about requirements. The market is driving energy 
efficiency, and will drive resilience. Forcing developers 
to do the right thing assumes they are ignorant.” An-
other developer argued for an approach based on re-
turn on investment (RoI): “We are building to an un-
certain sea-level future. We need careful investing but 
not overinvesting. Risk and cost has to balance out. 
One has to be careful, we should start with smaller 
measures.”

The property development sector did not deny 
climate risks, and was beginning to be concerned 
about property values declining as awareness of risks 
grew. It was therefore open to large-scale technologi-
cal fixes that might enable business to continue as usu-
al in the city and keep insurance costs down – as long 
as most of the cost was borne by federal and state 
funds. One adaptation project under consideration 
was a harbor barrier that could cost $8–$15 billion. 

The innovative models and finance imaginary in-
volved the transformation of physical risks into tech-
nical and financial problems amenable to manage-
ment, perhaps even revealing new business opportu-
nities. This imaginary goes beyond “trusting the mar-
ket,” as in the business as usual imaginary, relying 
more on innovation and entrepreneurship to create 
new markets and business models. Risks are acknowl-
edged in this imaginary, but they are tamed and con-
trolled through models that purport to convey with 
precision the extent and cost of flooding with particu-
lar probabilities at various times decades hence. These 
risks would then be amenable to cost–benefit analysis 
and to the development of sophisticated financial in-
struments, supported by a new raft of resilience met-
rics and disclosures that attempt to capture the “value” 
of investments that reduce future losses. 

Cities and towns were enchanted by the promise 
of technical expertise and market solutions that re-
lieved them of the financial and political costs of adap-
tation. This promise also helped secure finance and 
insurance companies an influential seat at the policy 
table. Advanced analytics and innovative financial and 
insurance mechanisms, such as catastrophe and per-
formance bonds, were proposed as innovative solu-
tions to cities lacking the capital for adaptation invest-
ments. One global insurance executive stated: “Insur-
ers can work for cities. Once we’ve got the modeling, 
you can create the rules of the game for finance – resil-
ience investment and catastrophe bonds. It isn’t all bad 
news, there is a real business and city level dividend 
with climate risks.” The focus on models and moneti-

zation, however, made it difficult to include social fac-
tors such as equity in adaptation planning. A consul-
tant in a risk modeling firm remarked: “You have to 
put a number on equity and social issues, unfortunate-
ly – you have to make sure it’s monetized if you want it 
to be included in adaptation. If you don’t monetize, 
then it won’t be included.’

In the radical change imaginary, the Anthropo-
cene was considered too unstable for climate risks to 
be manageable with technical and financial instru-
ments, however innovative. Proponents of this imagi-
nary were typically environmental activists and com-
munity groups, who often express awareness of their 
vulnerabilities and marginalization from deci-
sion-making processes. The radical change imaginary 
also questioned underlying structures of governance, 
the primacy of economic values, and relationships at 
the human–nature interface. One community non-
profit director stated: “We can use this time to rede-
sign how planning happens in the city and reimagine 
who gets to make what decisions over the long-term, 
and really democratize climate and displacement.”

The radical change imaginary also envisages 
more radical changes to the material urban form and 
its boundaries with nature. In contrast to the notion of 
a harbor barrier as a sharp boundary wall protecting 
the city from the dangers of nature, the “Boston Living 
with Water” discourse has been promoted, through 
design competitions in Boston and New York, as a 
more progressive concept that blurs urban boundaries 
with nature and can address multiple goals. One local 
design idea suggested “Boston as Venice,” with a net-
work of canals allowing storm-surge to penetrate the 
city without causing damage. The vision is to achieve a 
climate future that is “economically and socially sus-
tainable, inclusive and equitable, and beautiful” (Liv-
ing with Water 2015). Though primarily located in the 
design community, this integrative vision resonates 
strongly with community groups. Community organi-
zation members called for a broader conception of re-
silience that considers equity, people, and place. One 
leader passionately argued that: “The land underneath 
you has become more valuable than you. Investment 
needs to be about people, private and public spaces in 
the neighborhood.”

The emerging risk regime:  
The progressive instrumentalists

Our study suggested that the trajectory of the emerg-
ing regime is being shaped by competition and 
cross-fertilization among three imaginaries, which 
constitute visions of future risk regimes, but are rooted 
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in actors’ interests, interpretive frames, and institu-
tional locations. These are multiple competing visions 
regarding the desired contours of the emerging re-
gime. For example, a risk regime could be driven pri-
marily by public agencies and regulations or by mar-
kets and private business. It could envisage large-scale 
region-wide engineering projects such as a harbor 
barrier, or a more incremental approach. It could en-
tail a more profound reconsideration of the human 
and urban interface with nature, or an extension of the 
traditional view that natural risks can be modeled, 
tamed, and managed.

We characterize the risk regime we observe ac-
tually emerging in the Boston region as progressive-in-
strumentalist, with close parallels to Stone’s (1993) 
“middle-class progressive urban regimes.” It reflects a 
degree of convergence among the core actors and has 
hegemonic appeal in its apparent promise to reconcile 
economic growth and resilience through technical 
analysis, consensus around scientific assessments, 
multi-stakeholder governance, business and financial 
innovation, and creative urban design. It also rep-
resents a process of compromise and accommodation, 
as business and government recognize the need for a 
collaborative, systemic approach that mobilizes and 
adapts regulations, markets, and private capital.

As a hegemonic accommodation, however, the 
progressive-instrumentalist regime does not reflect all 
stakeholder interests and viewpoints equally. Techni-
cal and financial actors, interests, and models are priv-
ileged and dominate the key decision-making meet-
ings. Although equity concerns are noted occasionally 
in official reports, the radical change imaginary has 
largely been marginalized, being vocalized and repre-
sented in separate fora and with quite different lan-
guage and norms. The regime is also riven with inter-
nal tensions. For example, while the need for new gov-
ernance mechanisms to address the systemic character 
of climate risks is recognized, there is also evident re-
luctance to change decision-making processes in more 
structural ways. 

In the economic realm, it is unclear how inno-
vative finance and insurance markets will generate the 
resources needed, given the scale of investments re-
quired and elusive returns on resilience investments. 
The political struggles over who pays and who is pro-
tected have yet to play out. Crucially, the models and 
assessments used to tame, monetize, and manage risk, 
thereby keeping stakeholders at the table, run the risk 
of serious “misfires,” for example, by omitting more 
severe scenarios. Reconciling resilience with continu-
ing coastal development may prove illusory; the 
emerging risk regime could well be inadequate to pre-
vent disastrous climate-related impacts.

Climate adaptation in the  
Anthropocene 

Climate adaptation is the organized effort to grapple 
with emerging and unprecedented climate impacts. 
Our study illuminates how a network of professionals, 
business managers, policymakers, and community 
members is working to develop the organizational and 
knowledge infrastructure to manage risks. In studying 
the actors, processes, and discourses entailed in grap-
pling with adaptation in the Boston region, we bring a 
grounded and decidedly organizational lens to con-
ceptualize the Anthropocene. 

The Anthropocene also opens an opportunity to 
explore “many futures – imaginaries about worlds that 
would be good to live in and ways of reaching them” 
(Lidskog and Waterton 2016, 399). Yet the recognition 
that the Anthropocene presents unprecedented and 
unpredictable impact stands in sharp contrast to the 
emergent technocratic risk regime that purports to 
reconcile climate change with preserving the econom-
ic and political status quo. It might be more accurate 
to say that the Anthropocene itself is being construct-
ed within this organizational process, in that the con-
tested process of structuring a risk regime molds our 
understanding of planetary risks as well as the materi-
al responses to it. Approaching adaptation from the 
perspective of the Anthropocene and risk society 
demonstrates the discontinuity between the historical 
stability of the climate – and the social and economic 
institutions that evolved within it – and an unstable, 
unpredictable future in which our institutionalized 
mechanisms for managing risk are inadequate. More-
over, society is locked into climate disruptions for gen-
erations to come (League et al. 2019). While the Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change repeatedly 
calls attention to the narrow window of opportunity 
for reducing emissions, they are still rising (World 
Meteorological Organization 2020). 

The events of 2020 – a pandemic, unprecedent-
ed climate-related disruptions, social movements de-
manding racial justice, and political upheaval – have 
brought wider attention to human vulnerabilities and 
to the inequalities associated with environmental and 
public health crises. As society contends with these 
challenges, there are emerging opportunities to ad-
dress the structural social and economic rifts that 
shape the nature and distribution of risks, as well as 
the differential benefits and costs of public action. 
Fundamentally, the way in which we understand and 
manage risks to remain within planetary boundaries 
will reconfigure our relationship with the natural envi-
ronment.
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The problem of 
compensation 
and moral 
economies of 
climate change
Rebecca Elliott

T he climate crisis is here. Wildfires, running hotter 
and longer, burn homes to ash. Storms dump 
more water, faster, onto areas that have been paved 

over and built up, submerging private property and public 
infrastructure. Already-observed sea level rise has eaten 
away at coastal shorelines and generated “sunny-day” 
flooding from high tides, disrupting normal routines. So 
who pays for all this loss and damage, and how much? 

By now, economic sociology has taught us a 
great deal about economic approaches to accounting 
for and mitigating future or further climate change, 
that is, the ways various actors have 
marshalled markets and market tech-
nologies to measure, price, and ex-
change emissions, and the politics 
thereof (e.g., Engels and Wang 2018; 
Liu 2017; Lohmann 2009; Lovell 2014; 
MacKenzie 2009). We know a good 
deal less about complicated questions 
related to the economic implications 
of climate change’s effects – effects which are no longer 
hypothetical but rather are already being felt and ad-
dressed, in uneven ways, around the world. 

In the spirit of strengthening the engagement of 
economic sociology with this particular dimension of 
climate change, here I sketch out contested issues of 
compensation for climate change, where processes fa-
miliar to economic sociologists – commensuration, 
economization, valuation – reveal the play of econom-
ic techniques and rationalities, configurations of 
knowledge and political power, murky and contested 
boundaries between public and private, and cultural 

understandings of worth and worthiness. I raise and 
illustrate some ways economic sociology might pro-
ductively examine compensation for climate change 
by situating the discussion first in the empirical do-
main of insurance: the arena I study and one in which 
actors are already involved in sorting these issues out 
as a matter of economic practice (Elliott 2021). I then 
take the questions about compensation that arise in 
the insurance context and consider how they might be 
ripe for examination in other emergent arenas of com-
pensation. And because processes of compensation 
typically involve designations of responsibility, I con-
clude with some discussion of how tracing those pro-
cesses yields insight into moral economies of climate 
change. 

Compensation for climate change 
with or without “climate change”

Compensatory arrangements already exist and func-
tion to distribute funds to those who find themselves 
affected by floods, storms, droughts, and wildfires – 
events that climate scientists view as influenced by cli-
mate change. Some of these arrangements are orga-
nized through insurance institutions, which pay out 
claims to people for such losses whether anyone is 
talking about climate change or not. I once asked the 
president of a U.S. insurance trade association how his 
member firms were preparing for climate change and 
he explained to me that they didn’t need to account for 
climate change per se. They were, after all, in the busi-
ness of assessing, pricing, and protecting against risk, 

with contracts typically written on a year-to-year ba-
sis. If the risks of various perils were indeed changing, 
insurance operations would adapt as they always had: 
by updating their assessments, premiums, and terms 
of contracts accordingly. As and when policyholders 
suffered losses, they would make their claims as usual 
and be compensated for the losses they experienced.

One task for economic sociologists then is to 
trace how and with what effects climate change – de-
composed into its constituent hazards – is channeled 
through existing financial institutions and particularly 
those that establish arrangements for risk-spreading, 

Rebecca Elliott is Assistant Professor in the Department of Sociology at the London 
School of Economics and Political Science. Her research examines the intersections of 
environmental change and economic life as they appear across public policy, adminis-
trative institutions, and everyday practice, with a particular focus on the governance of 
climate change. Her first book, Underwater: Loss, Flood Insurance, and the Moral Economy 
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risk-transfer, indemnification, property valuation, and 
redistribution (Grove 2010; Johnson 2015; Taylor 
2020; Weinkle 2019), even where frontal engagements 
with “climate change” may appear inconsistently or 
not at all. Through risk assessment and actuarial tech-
niques, insurance economizes the natural hazards that 
are intensifying with climate change, and in doing so 
defines and distributes the costs of climate change. As 
economic sociologists well know, these processes of 
risk assessment and economization, however arcane, 
technical, and objective they might appear, involve 
human judgments of what is or is not relevant to vari-
ous calculations. These judgments in turn mobilize 
particular social models and values, as well as reflect 
organizational decisions and constraints. Risk assess-
ments and economizations don’t simply solve pre-ex-
isting problems, but instead work to define problems 
in the first place, in this case setting the financial terms 
upon which compensation for climate change can be 
secured. Furthermore, through setting the terms of 
contracts and selling policies, insurers decide what 
losses to include or exclude, as well as whose risks to 
include or exclude. These decisions effectively consti-
tute climate communities of fate, creating specific ob-
ligations and entitlements vis-à-vis collective resourc-
es that pay for the losses faced by members (Heimer 
1985; Lehtonen and Liukko 2015). By tracing how 
monetary amounts are estimated and disbursed, and 
to whom, economic sociology can provide insight as 
to how different people will fare as the climate chang-
es. 

Other important economic sociology questions 
emerge where the elegant logic of “normal” insurance 
compensation, as outlined by the trade association 
president, has begun to break down. Mounting cata-
strophic losses have in fact strained the ability of some 
insurance institutions to compensate policyholders; 
catastrophic losses have become routine losses. This 
has unsettled prevailing distributions of responsibili-
ties across the state, the market, and individuals. In the 
U.S., the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP), a 
public, federal program that insures most homes and 
small businesses, has been tens of billions of dollars in 
debt to the U.S. Treasury since Hurricane Katrina in 
2005. Claims vastly outstripped premium revenues 
and, despite having large portions of its debt forgiven 
by Congress in the years since, the NFIP has never 
been able to claw its way out of the red. When cata-
strophic losses occur one after the next, the NFIP’s 
duty to compensate policyholders implicates budget-
ary constraints, public liabilities, and taxpayer obliga-
tions (Elliott 2021). 

This has not just been a problem for public in-
surance institutions. In October 2020, a few private 
property insurers in Florida went into receivership 

due to the stresses of recent hurricane seasons and 
storm losses, shedding policies that are likely to be 
picked up by the state’s public insurer. In California, 
private insurance claims related to wildfires in recent 
years have also driven several insurance companies 
out of business, leaving policyholders reliant on public 
backstops. Other insurers responded by “pricing in” 
the changing risk, but higher premiums put insurance 
coverage effectively out of reach for those who could 
no longer afford to buy their way into private networks 
of risk-sharing. Some companies have refused to re-
new policies at all because they no longer expect to be 
able to meet their potential liabilities. The problem of 
compensating catastrophic loss can in these ways lead 
to the creation of “protection gaps,” where people have 
uneven access to financial security as they confront a 
warming and more volatile world (Jarzabkowski et al. 
2019; Johnson 2015). What all this might inspire for 
economic sociologists is an examination of how com-
pensation for climate change reveals or troubles the 
boundaries between public and private, state and mar-
ket, as well as how actors imagine that markets, or 
market-like technologies and arrangements, can or 
ought to work to manage the potentially enormous 
losses of climate change (Christophers 2019; Gray 
2017; Hirschman and Popp Berman 2014; Mitchell 
1999).

Compensation for climate change 
beyond insurance

Economic sociologists might transport concerns that 
arise in the world of insurance, about how and with 
what effects costs are estimated, attributed to climate 
change or not, and distributed, to other emergent are-
nas of compensation for climate change. After all, in-
surance is one way of compensating loss and damage, 
but there are others (O’Malley 2003). Disaster relief 
and foreign aid, often raised through tax revenues, do 
the same thing. Here the redistribution of resources, 
domestically or internationally, makes compensation 
possible. For decades now, small island states and de-
veloping countries have been trying to secure redistri-
bution from the rich world explicitly to compensate 
them for climate change, in light of the fact that they 
will suffer worst from the effects of global warming 
but have contributed the least to global emissions. 
There have been steps toward this, despite the resis-
tance of rich countries and particularly the United 
States. The United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) enacted the Warsaw In-
ternational Mechanism for Loss and Damage Associ-
ated with Climate Change Impacts at the 19th Confer-
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ence of Parties in 2013. This “L&D” mechanism con-
cedes that there are limits to adaptation and that some 
losses are now unavoidable (Tschakert et al. 2017). As 
currently written, the mechanism includes language 
that loss and damage “does not involve or provide a 
basis for any liability or compensation,” but legal 
scholars and policy actors have begun to consider how 
it might nevertheless create paths to financial support. 
Part of that project is to establish credible chains of 
attribution, directly connecting specific, observed, 
quantified loss and damage first to climate change and 
then to emissions from the rich world. We might fol-
low these policy developments, and the calculations 
therein, as a way to gain insight into how differently 
positioned actors marshal and mix economic styles of 
reasoning with other forms of expertise, as well as di-
verse logics of worth (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006) in 
order to justify or refuse projects of global redistribu-
tion for climate change’s effects. 

Lawsuits are another way to secure compensa-
tion for loss. In recent years, U.S. cities, states, and 
children have brought lawsuits against fossil fuel com-
panies, seeking to hold those companies accountable 
for the damages caused by climate change. As of date 
of writing, several challenges continue to make their 
way through the courts. As Marion Fourcade’s (2011) 
study of litigation to compensate damage from oil 
spills teaches us, the adjudication of damages in the 
court systems provides a context for social actors to 
arrive at various valuations of nature, in which they 
work out the worth of what has been lost or damaged 
in monetary terms. Where climate change has begun 
to figure in court cases, economic sociologists might 
be attentive to how climate science and other forms of 
expertise, organizational and institutional histories, 
and cultural attachments to nature come together in 
ways that shape if and how compensation is awarded. 
We might also examine how the pursuit of compensa-
tion through litigation reveals the articulation of dif-
ferent kinds of “communities of fate,” where people are 
brought together not through insurance solidarity but 
through identification as injured parties, claimants, or 
victims. 

In insurance, global governance, the courts, and 
beyond, the matter of compensation for climate 
change also raises questions about the larger place of 
money in responding to climate change. Economic so-
ciologists might engage with the inevitable limits of 
compensation to leave people “made whole” when 
they face some of the losses of climate change. Mone-
tary compensation can restore property and other 
things that can be assessed in monetary terms. But a 
flood, fire, drought, or storm can disrupt and destroy 
things that cannot be commensurated and econo-
mized so easily: a sense of security, a rhythm of life, an 

emotional connection to home and place. Money may 
be an inadequate or only partially adequate response 
to the losses of some things that matter, that are worth 
something to people, inviting further exploration of 
how monetary compensation might in fact “distort the 
stakes of a decision for different groups,” as Wendy Es-
peland (1998, xiii) puts it, and shape the kinds and 
amounts of compensation that people desire and find 
acceptable. 

Compensation and moral  
economies of climate change

The questions of who pays for climate change and how 
much are conspicuously questions of responsibility. 
Processes of compensation attribute responsibility, in 
multiple senses of the word: responsibility for causing 
a loss, responsibility for doing something about a loss, 
responsibility that we have to each other (Baker 2002). 
In the face of further climate change, contestation over 
compensation will involve claims-making around 
what is right, deserved, and fair, and the success of 
these claims will influence the material resources that 
are ultimately made available to recover from the im-
pacts of climate change, and to whom they are made 
available. 

Ideas about what is prudent and fair will also 
shape how people think about what compensation 
does or should do. For example, perceptions that in-
surance compensation enables people to continue to 
rebuild unwisely in harm’s way have fed a growing 
chorus of voices – coming from inside and outside 
governments – calling for different incentives and re-
quirements that would push people out of floodplains, 
storm-exposed coasts, and the wildland-urban inter-
face, rather than allow them to “get back to normal.” 
This is regarded not only as prudent, because it looks 
something like adaptation to climate change, but also 
as fair to taxpayers who don’t live in those areas, but 
who do bear the burden of disaster relief that covers 
uninsured losses, pays to rebuild public infrastructure, 
and fills the gap when insurance institutions can’t meet 
their claims. 

By following developments in compensation for 
climate change, where various attributions of respon-
sibility are contested, economic sociology can illumi-
nate facets of emergent moral economies of climate 
change. This is to say: through tracing the imbrication 
of stated and unstated moral commitments and nor-
mative visions of climate futures with economic ar-
rangements, we can deepen understanding of how 
precisely climate change is constituted as an economic 
problem, and for whom. 
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In their new book, 
Péter Mihályi and 
Ivan Szelényi ad-
dress the issue of 
rents, increasingly 
perceived to play a 
major role in driv-
ing inequalities to-

day (Ryan-Collins et al. 2017; Ward 
and Aalbers 2016). However, dif-
ferently from the writings dealing 
with the negative consequences of 
the deregulation of the extraction 
of land rent in the past half centu-
ry, the authors analyse rent from a 
novel perspective to explain recent 
socio-political dynamics in the 
highest-income countries of the 
world.

The authors define rent as 
the income “stemming from own-
ership of any asset [inaccessible 
by] other economic actors” (p. 64). 
Mihályi and Szelényi’s most signif-
icant innovation is that, in their 
interpretation, not only do legal 

owners of scarce assets receive rent 
(exploitation rent) but also actors 
enjoying privileges. For example, 
industrial labourers in the high-
est-income countries receive high-
er wages than they would if their 
company did not enjoy a prefer-
ential position on the market due 
to protectionist regulations, or if 
the workers themselves were not 
better protected by collective bar-
gaining or restriction of immigra-
tion (solidarity rent) (Chapter  3). 
Furthermore, the higher wages 
paid by companies in oligopolistic 
positions also include a significant 
share of rent. 

The authors’ main argument 
outlined in Chapter 6 is that while 
the rent generated through the 
protection of industries in core 
countries is decreasing due to glo-
balization-induced deregulation, 
rents produced in oligopolistic 
industries benefitting from global-
ization, e.g., the financial sector, 
increase. The rise of nationalist 
leaders propagating protectionism 
(such as Donald Trump) is fuelled 
by the fear in large parts of the 
population of the loss of their rents 
due to globalization. On the other 
hand, it is exactly the loss of these 
rents that mitigates inequality on 
the global scale through increasing 
productivity in the periphery. 

This argument of the au-
thors, albeit resembling findings of 
Milanović (2016), provides a very 
different perspective from inter-
pretations that narrow their focus 
to core countries and rents gen-
erated by asset-owners: rents, dis-
tributed unevenly across the globe 
but more evenly among classes 
within countries in the past, are 
becoming more equally distribut-
ed geographically today. This ar-
gument of the authors is very pow-
erful and will definitely find reso-
nance among scholars concerned 
with global inequality rather than 
that within core countries. 

However, it is rather sur-
prising that the authors apply this 

expanded notion of rent quite se-
lectively without explaining the 
restrictions they apply. For ex-
ample, is an individual’s wage not 
also influenced by the dominance 
of specific race, gender, cultures 
and languages over others, ac-
tively facilitated by (some) na-
tion states over the past centuries 
(e.g., through investments in cul-
ture and knowledge production)? 
The authors mention racial and 
gender-based inequalities as non-
capitalist forms of inequalities 
(pp. 36–40) and mention “cultural 
anxiety” as the materialization of 
efforts to preserve rents (pp. 119–
23), but do not include them in 
their concept of rent seeking, while 
they do include positive discrimi-
nation (p. 65). The authors should 
have described in greater detail the 
range of privileges that can be con-
sidered as rent-generating assets 
and explain the restrictions that 
they apply.

The other main argument 
of the book outlined in Chapter 
4 is that the upper-middle class, 
the top quintile of the population, 
is turning into a new nobility in 
core countries, hindering upward 
mobility from the lower classes. 
This occurs through the genera-
tion of an increasing amount of 
their wealth through rent-seeking, 
which takes the form of the inher-
itance of assets, advantages in ac-
cess to elite education, and assorta-
tive mating. Since the wealth of the 
top 20 % is gained in the form of 
rent, they tend less to invest their 
money in economically produc-
tive ways, facilitating growth and 
the increase of wages in the lower 
quintiles. Even though this top-
ic is indicated to be a focus of the 
book in its title and the introduc-
tion, this part of the work is under-
pinned by surprisingly little empir-
ical evidence. The authors seek to 
support their argument with only 
a few references to works about 
inter-class mobility, the decreasing 
share of interclass marriages, and 
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a description of the process of he-
reditary admission to universities 
in the US.

Though the authors intro-
duce Ricardo’s land rent theory at 
length in their discussion of the 
major concepts of rent (pp.  28–
30), and briefly mention that most 
of inherited wealth is linked to 
the spatially uneven appreciation 
of real estate in recent decades 
(p.  80), it is unfortunate they do 
not dedicate more attention to the 
connection between the two pro-
cesses and do not address the issue 
of the financialization of housing, 
a topic widely discussed in the so-
cial sciences since the crisis (Aal-
bers 2016; Ryan-Collins et al. 2017; 
Wijburg 2020). The wealth of the 
top 0.1% is not only important be-
cause people envy it, as the authors 
note in their critique of Piketty 
(2014) (p. 135), but also due to the 
fact that that wealth is increasingly 
invested through mortgages into 
real estate (i.e., land), appreciating 
housing and significantly affect-
ing productivity (Aalbers 2016; 
Ryan-Collins et al. 2017). 

Considering Szelényi (1983) 
has already dedicated significant 
attention to housing inequalities 
generated during state-socialism, 
while Mihályi (1981) advocated 
the cessation of public housing 
construction and the give-away 
privatization of the existing stock 
in Hungary in the 1980s, the au-
thors’ perspective on changes in 
the extraction of land rent and 
their effect on inequality generat-
ed through housing over the past 
few decades in Central and East-
ern Europe would have been ex-
tremely interesting. However, the 
authors mostly discuss the region 
through rather traditional forms of 
rent extraction via political pow-
er in Chapter 5. While this part of 
the book is rich in anecdotes and 
provides an interesting overview of 
the twists and turns of the politi-
cal-economic transformation these 
countries have been undergoing, it 

does not seem to add much to the 
discussion of the authors’ expand-
ed notion of rent outlined in other 
chapters of the book. 

Despite its limitations, in-
cluding the unusually high num-
ber of typos, Rent Seekers provides 
an intriguing narrative and a con-
vincing explanation of current po-
litical-economic dynamics in the 
world that will hopefully trigger 
discussion about the materializa-
tion of rent and its social conse-
quences today. 
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Freedom and complexity:  
The intellectual power of Karl 
Polanyi’s double movement theory

Capitalism in Trans­
formation: Move­
ments and Counter­
movements in the 
21st Century is a 
collection of theo-
retical and empir-
ical reflections on 
Karl Polanyi’s life 

work, mainly the double move-
ment theory presented in his 
book, The Great Transformation 
published in 1944. Polanyi’s best-
known book defines the dynamics 
of capitalism as double movement: 
a continuous interplay between 
market forces (movement) and 
forces of social protection (coun-
termovement) seeking to protect 
society from the deleterious effects 
of market expansion. The volume 
edited by Roland Atzmüller, Bri-
gitte Aulenbacher, Ulrich Brand, 
Fabienne Décieux, Karin Fischer, 
and Birgit Sauer shows that Karl 
Polanyi’s work still inspires resear
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chers to conceptualize the transfor-
mations of capitalism through the 
tensions of the double movement. 

The book is divided into 
three sections. The first sections in-
clude an interview with the political 
economist Kari Polanyi-Levitt, Karl 
Polanyi’s daughter (interviewed 
by Brie and Thomasberger, 2019), 
who emphasizes Polanyi’s devotion 
to freedom and complexity and the 
historical-personal context of his 
work. Chapters 3 to 6 are theoreti-
cal reflections on Polanyi’s double 
movement theory. Chapters 7 to 12 
are case studies about contempo-
rary developments of capitalism and 
as such mainly analyze the right-
wing-nationalist shift in contempo-
rary European politics and its links 
with global financial capitalism. 
Chapters 13 to 20 focus on the dy-
namics of transformation including 
the transnationalisation and digita-
lization of work, and the commodi-
fication of care and knowledge. 

The two key concepts in the 
interview with Kari Polanyi-Levitt 
are freedom and complexity. It is 
these two concepts that sets the 
context and brings together the 
chapters that offer very different 
theoretical and empirical reflec-
tions. The chapters focus on cap-
italist transformations relying 
on Polanyi’s concepts of move-
ment and countermovement but 
with different understandings of 
how to conceptualize the double 
movement itself. Some chapters 
concentrate on the dynamics of 
tensions and contradictions pro-
duced (such as Silver 2019; Cang-
iani 2019), others on the principles 
and concepts of market and ficti-
tious commodity (Deutschmann 
2019; Jessop 2019), while others 
focus on the paths that could be 
produced by the double move-
ment (Bohle and Greskovits 2019, 
for example). It would have been 
interesting to read a concluding 
chapter that sums up the different 
analytical approaches towards the 
double movement as a global force 

that is channeled through nation-
al contexts, as a contradiction or 
tension between principles, and as 
a complex force that always has to 
be understood in specific histori-
cal-national contexts.

This would be particularly 
useful because there seems to be a 
variety of factors that interact with 
the double movement dynamics, 
such as the context of post-social-
ism and the specific constellations 
of key political actors (Bohle and 
Greskovits 2019), the limitations 
of social protection in Eurozone 
countries (Markantonatou 2019), 
and the intersections of global and 
national labor and care regimes 
(Aulenbacher and Leiblfinger 
2019; Weicht 2019). These con-
texts influence both market expan-
sion and social protection, and the 
national and local answers to mar-
ketisation and commodification. 
However, no analytical consensus 
seems to emerge from the chapters 
about what constitutes the national 
context and what constitutes mar-
ket expansion as a global phenom-
enon. At the same time, the chap-
ters discuss market expansion in 
the era of globalization/neoliberal-
ization as a global phenomenon. It 
would be interesting to reflect on 
the different analytical perspec-
tives because the blurred bound-
aries between market expansion 
and the answers to it could as well 
be one of the main contradictions 
caused by the double movement.

This is especially striking 
in the analysis of the emergence 
of the populist right (Bohle and 
Greskovits 2019; Atzmüller and 
Décieux 2019; Becker and Dörre 
2019; Sauer 2019), political Islam 
(Buğra 2019), and the globaliza-
tion and commodification of care 
(Aulenbacher and Leiblfinger 
2019; Weicht 2019). In these cases, 
conservative nationalist-familialist 
answers to the movement ultimate-
ly contribute to market expansion 
and even the rejection of forms 
of social protection (claims of 

equality) against it (Atzmüller and 
Décieux 2019). From the chapters 
analyzing rightwing populism and 
familialism promoting market ex-
pansion, a shared pattern emerges 
in line with Polanyi’s analysis of 
fascism. However, it is less openly 
discussed whether these answers – 
if they ultimately strengthen mar-
ket expansion and remove social 
protection  – should be identified 
as countermovement forces at all. 

The definition of social pro-
tection does not only have a theo
retical relevance, but also affects 
the ways transformation could be 
imagined and achieved. Polanyi 
was interested in change and for-
wardlooking, but not only from an 
analytical point of view. Conceptu-
alizing social protection is there-
fore not only relevant for revising 
double movement as a concept, 
but for identifying potential paths 
of change. Therefore it would have 
been interesting to include more 
cases of social protection and dou-
ble movement dynamics such as 
the chapters about social move-
ment organizing against land grab 
as soy expansion (Fischer and 
Langthaler 2019) and progressive 
changes in housing and urban in-
frastructure (Novy, Bärnthaler, 
and Stadelmann 2019) to potenti
ally identify shared patterns in 
social protection dynamics that 
do not result in the promotion of 
market expansion.

While teasing the shared 
patterns and contradictions out 
more would have benefitted the 
book, the book illustrates very 
well why a Polanyian understand-
ing of capitalism is still so relevant 
for many researchers: it is because 
of the freedom and complexity 
offered by Polanyi’s theory high-
lighted in the interview with Kari 
Polanyi-Levitt. Polanyi’s work al-
lows researchers the intellectual 
freedom to analyze the complex 
interactions between market, soci-
ety, and the environment, and such 
intellectual freedom is in itself an 
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act of social protection in the era of 
neoliberal knowledge production. 
Such analytical freedom is neces-
sary to capture the complexity of 
capitalist transformation(s), but 
it would have benefitted the book 
if it also offered an overview of 
the analytical approaches through 
which this can be achieved.
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Turkey plays a strate
gic and geographi
cally significant role 
in the northern he
misphere with its 
territory adjoining 
continental Europe 
and Asia. Over the 
millennia, Turkey’s 

location as pathway between the 
Occident and Orient has been 
both a blessing and a curse to the 
people of Turkey. Most readers will 
remember the tales of greatness 
and conquest at the peak of the Ot-
toman Empire, which saw Turkey 
become a world power during the 

medieval and early modern peri-
od. The Ottoman Empire started 
to decline towards the end of the 
eighteenth century as a result of 
wars and the gradual loss of terri-
tories, ending in the establishment 
of the Republic of Turkey in 1923. 
Modern Turkey has gone through 
many institutional and political 
reforms and backlashes. Its wish 
to join the European Union has to 
date been unsuccessful. The book 
reviewed here may hold some in-
direct answers as to why leading 
European powers are resistant to 
granting Turkey EU membership.

Overall the book provides 
an impressive empirical overview 
of the illicit economy in Turkey by 
focusing on key organized crime 
and terrorist activities. It starts 
with an exhaustive history of the 
emergence of criminal networks 
in Turkey. What caught my eye is 
the discussion of social banditry 
as one of the precursors of mod-
ern organised criminal networks 
and emergence of corrupt patron-
age networks involving politically 
connected and business elites. The 
prominent role of Robin Hood-
type figures who distribute goods 
and services to the poor goes a 
long way in explaining how cor-
rupt systems become entrenched 
not only in Turkey but elsewhere 
in the world, including South Af-
rica from where I write this review.

The second chapter explains 
the illicit economy by pointing 
to historical, geographic, institu-
tional, and structural factors that 
enabled the growth and firm an-
choring of criminal networks in 
modern Turkey. Its geographic 
proximity to the notorious Balkan 
Route offers a smuggling highway 
from opium-producing regions in 
Asia to European markets. Nucle-
ar materials, cigarettes, and people 
have also been smuggled along this 
route. In combination with a weak 
judicial system and the social legit-
imacy of smuggling among local 
communities, smuggling has be-

come a way of life for many rural 
dwellers in some border regions 
of Turkey. What is clear from the 
insightful quotations from smug-
glers is that the lines between le-
gal and illegal and legitimate and 
illegitimate economic activities 
are moving targets with many grey 
areas being exploited by criminal 
actors. 

The remainder of the book 
is structured around specific ille-
gal markets and terrorist activities. 
Chapters 3 to 5 look at illicit mar-
kets for drugs, people smuggling 
and trafficking, cigarettes, oil, 
pharmaceuticals, antiquities, and 
nuclear materials. Cengiz and Roth 
provide detailed analysis of the 
different markets, their structure 
and functioning, and the societal 
impacts. Turkey is often a source, 
transit, and consumer country in 
markets for a variety of illegal eco-
nomic activities. The chapters are 
clearly written from a state-centric 
crime control perspective. While 
the authors discuss the dismal 
performance of the Turkish health 
system in dealing with drug addic-
tion and treatment briefly, they do 
not mention the detrimental im-
pacts of drug control upon drug 
users and low-level rural cannabis 
growers, who are treated in the 
same way as cross-border heroin 
traffickers. Alternative crime fight-
ing models such as harm reduc-
tion or legalization appear to find 
little favour with the authors. In 
fact, the authors make reference to 
“recidivism” being “quite common 
among drug users” (p. 48). Recidi-
vism is usually associated with the 
tendency of a convicted offender 
to reoffend. Labelling drug users 
as offenders is not only unhelp-
ful but also deeply problematic as 
evidenced elsewhere in the world, 
most notably in the US where 
black men are routinely arrested 
for drug use or low-level dealing. 
Another strange assertion is the 
claim that in countries “where 
prostitution is either legal or at 
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least tolerated, the demand is high 
for human trafficking victims who 
can be exploited in the sex sector” 
(pp. 34–35). The authors base this 
claim on Feingold’s seminal article 
(2005), which debunked human 
trafficking myths including that 
legalizing prostitution increases 
prostitution (Feingold 2005:  28). 
The erroneous interpretation of 
Feingold’s work may explain why 
the section on sex trafficking ap-
pears to conflate prostitution with 
sex trafficking. This conflation may 
arise from the popular contention 
that people who engage in sex 
work lack agency or free will to do 
so. The well-researched case study 
on the investigations in Iğdir City 
suggests, for example, that some 
“trafficking victims” chose to re-
turn to their place of work after 
deportation, suggesting that they 
may not have been forced into 
prostitution. The authors make 
the normative claim that “victims 
who return voluntarily to work in 
the sex sector are still considered 
victims.” In spite of the normative 
stance taken, the chapters provide 
rich data and are peppered with 
fascinating details and observa-
tions which, no doubt, stem from 
Cengiz’ decades-long career in the 
Turkish Anti-Smuggling and Or-
ganised Crime Department. 

Scholars of corruption and 
political authoritarianism will find 
chapters 6 and 7 interesting as 
these chapters provide invaluable 
insights into the various forms 
of corruption and state capture 
during the Erdoğan regime and 
the resultant hollowing out of law 
enforcement and judicial insti-
tutions. Cengiz and Roth make a 
convincing argument that the po-

liticization of the criminal justice 
system, the entanglement of state 
with the ruling political party and 
the concomitant purges of law en-
forcement, intelligence and judicial 
officers laid the foundation for the 
criminal capture of the state, which 
has created loopholes for criminal 
and terrorist organisations. The re-
maining chapters of the book deal 
with terrorist actors (Chapter 8), 
the Syrian crisis (Chapter 9) and 
money laundering (Chapter 10). 
A huge chunk of these chapters is 
devoted to the Kurdistan Workers 
Party (PKK) and ISIS (Islamic State 
in Iraq and Syria). The Kurdish 
struggle for independence and/or 
autonomy has a long and terrifying 
history. In reading the sections on 
the PKK in the book, I felt uneasy 
with the terrorist labelling by the 
authors without acknowledgment 
of the systemic marginalisation 
and state-sponsored violence by 
Turkish authorities against Kurds. 
The Turkish army destroyed 3,000 
villages between 1992 and 1996, 
displacing 384,793 (Turkish statis-
tics 2002) or between an estimated 
1.5 million to 2 million (Human 
Rights Watch 2002, Jongerden 
2021) Kurds over the following de-
cade. One person’s terrorist is an-
other person’s liberation fighter. 

In concluding, the book is 
informative and provides rich nar-
rative descriptions based on trian-
gulated data. It is unclear whether 
there is an overarching theoretical 
or conceptual approach. The ear-
ly chapters suggest an organized 
crime angle while later chapters 
appear to support of Shelley’s the-
ory of dirty entanglements of state 
and non-state actors by way of 
corruption in the perpetration of 

criminal and terrorist activities. I 
would have wished for more en-
gagement with the interface be-
tween legality and illegality. Much 
of the book points to the “under-
world” of organised crime and ter-
rorists as fuelling “underground” 
markets. Based on the chapters 
on corruption and dirty entangle-
ments, it would appear that it may 
not be so easy to differentiate be-
tween “upperworld” and “under-
world” actors.

Cengiz’ intimate knowledge 
of Turkish law enforcement oper-
ations and shortcomings as well as 
the extensive empirical research on 
illicit markets are a golden thread 
throughout the book. I am hop-
ing for an ethnographic follow-up 
book or article that documents the 
difficulties of career law enforce-
ment officials holding the blue line 
during state capture and the sys-
temic hollowing out of criminal 
justice institutions. 
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Bitcoin used to en-
tail the promise of 
a world with de-
centralised money, 
freed from states 
and central banks 
as well as from 
private banks and 

financial intermediaries. It has fos-
tered hopes of overcoming the cur-
rent financial and monetary sys-
tem and building a new one based 
on free and decentralised inter
action. At least this hope had been 
widespread ten years ago, when 
Satoshi Nakamoto’s white paper 
was written and Bitcoin was cre-
ated. Slightly more than a decade 
later, Bitcoin appears to be mere-
ly a highly speculative asset, cele-
brated by libertarians and mod-
ern crypto gold bugs. It attracts, it 
seems, only those that believe in 
an old-fashioned monetary theory 
that perceives commodity mon-
ey as the outcome of barter, and 
that is driven by concern about 
the power of governments to cre-
ate money and increase its supply. 
At least, it seems, the emancipa-
tory and liberating power of Bit-
coin is rarely seen anymore. Also, 
time has not served Bitcoin well as 
the hottest topic in money: it has 
been overtaken by modern mone-
tary theory and a renewed interest 
in the state with its capacities for 
monetary and financial policy. In 
a sense, Bitcoin’s fate somewhat 
resembles the development of 
views on the internet as a whole. 

Early hopes that it would serve as 
an egalitarian means to connect 
free and autonomous individuals, 
and to decentralise power and the 
economy, have long had their day. 
Instead, the internet has facilitated 
corporate control, Big Data quasi-
monopolies, and enriched banks 
and multinational companies. It 
appears that the ethos of decen-
tralization has failed in these cases.

Against this backdrop, Paris-
based philosopher Mark Alizart 
offers a provocative intervention, 
arguing that Bitcoin does in fact 
provide the possibility to actually 
put communism into practice. In 
his reading, Bitcoin indeed has the 
capacity to create a new econom-
ic system without banks and cor-
porate control. Decentralised and 
consensual data technology frees 
us from surveillance and allows us 
to become truly autonomous. The 
book’s programmatic title under-
lines that Alizart does not envision 
a libertarian anarchist world, but 
cryptocommunism. Bitcoin (or, to 
be more precise, the blockchain 
technology), as he puts it, enables 
“a collective appropriation of the 
means of monetary production” 
(p. 47). 

The stimulating book is 
structured in three parts, each di-
vided into four short chapters. The 
different parts build upon each 
other and reflect respectively on 
Bitcoin as a means of decentralised 
yet consensual governance (part I), 
as a form of money (part II), and as 
a tool to organize life beyond mon-
ey (part III). 

The main theoretical foun-
dation of Alizart’s argumentation 
lies in a particular reading of Marx 
through the lens of the insights of 
thermodynamics that culminates 
in the astonishing statement that 
“Bitcoin is Marx’s dream become 
reality” (p.  28). Alizart’s account 
is based on the conviction that 
the laws of thermodynamics gov-
ern not only nature but also the 
economy. He stresses that this was 

Marx’s view too. Alizart therefore 
is in line with recent approaches 
that elaborate on close links be-
tween Marxian thought on one 
hand, and ecological materialism 
in general and thermodynamics 
in particular on the other (see, for 
example, Burkett and Foster 2006). 
Such thermodynamic accounts of 
the economy highlight dynamics 
and crises (partly reflecting entro-
py) and reject the notion of New-
tonian equilibria that is at the heart 
of conventional economics. It is 
likely that some readers will not 
agree with the way Alizart equates 
the earth and the economy as both 
“subjects of the laws of thermody-
namics” (p. 106). Yet the book is a 
must-read for everyone interest-
ed in thermodynamic accounts of 
Marx and Marxian thoughts, even 
if Alizart’s reading of Marx, and 
the underlying broader implica-
tion for social theory as being reli-
ant on thermodynamics, might be 
disputed. 

I will leave those issues aside 
here, and, instead, I would like to 
draw attention to selected issues 
concerning Bitcoin and the way 
Alizart posits it as a mechanism to 
solve the problem of socialist plan-
ning. Alizart embraces crypto-
currencies because they uniquely 
combine decentrality and consen-
sus. The blockchain as a decentral, 
distributed ledger creates consen-
sus, without giving up individuali-
ty and autonomy. It is important to 
note that issuing currency is only 
one basic implementation of the 
protocol’s capacities. Smart con-
tracts enable “automating automa-
tion” (p. 92) by connecting objects 
that exchange tokens without hu-
man interference. Bitcoin as a cur-
rency therefore does not even fulfil 
the potential of blockchain that 
lies in smart contracts, entailing 
information on quantity and qual-
ity, and beyond. It therefore is the 
blockchain protocol that entails the 
power to set free a cryptocommu-
nist world in which access and dis-
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tribution of goods is arranged from 
each according to their ability, to 
each according to their needs.1 

There is a major reason why 
Bitcoin as such does not have the 
potential to lead us into crypto-
communism. Here I am refer-
ring, most notably, to the idea of 
scarce money that is encoded in 
the protocol. This is arguably one 
of Bitcoin’s key features. The total 
number of Bitcoin is just over 21 
million, in order to ensure value 
stability – or, more precisely, defla-
tion. This feature reflects the fact 
that Bitcoin rests on a commod-
ity theory of money that regards 
money as something scarce and 
given.2 Alizart is sceptical of such 
theories, and in fact he devotes 
one chapter – “fools gold” – to ad-
dressing problems that arise from 
the idea of constructing Bitcoin 
as “digital gold.” He acknowledg-
es that it is in great part this par-
ticular feature that results in the 
well-known libertarian fascination 
with Bitcoin. Alizart’s negative as-
sessment of the scarcity element 
in Bitcoin is unequivocal; he per-
ceives the idea “that the value of 
money can be fixed forever” as 
being “simply infantile” (p. 70). 
Such a form of money might well 
serve as a store of value, but not 
as a general means of exchange. 
In his view, the creation of money 
should have been freed up in the 
Bitcoin protocol instead of being 
forced to stick to one rule that em-
braces scarcity. Here, Alizart refers 
to credit theories of money, and to 
Schumpeter in particular, and ar-
gues that economic activity is nec-
essarily dependent on an endoge-
nous money supply. Moreover, the 
rule-based scarcity idea (derived 
from Hayekian thought) does 
simply not work. Creating money 
out of nothing is “always possible” 
and “perhaps the most fascinating 
thing about money” (p.  68f). Ac-
cording to Alizart, it is sufficient 
that two people mutually agree on 
what money is – provided certain 

rules exist and counterfeit is prac-
tically difficult.3 This perspective 
resonates with those approaches 
to money that shed light to mon-
ey’s plurality and diversity, and 
that acknowledge various actors 
as being quite capable to create 
monetary circuits (cf. Bandelj et al. 
2017, Dodd 2014). Alizart briefly 
discusses all different kinds of ac-
tors and organisations – individ-
ual people, entrepreneurs, states 
and so on  – that are able to issue 
their own currency. He criticizes 
the conception of a single curren-
cy that can be controlled by large 
monopolistic entities, be it central 
banks or commercial banks. He 
therefore discusses the idea that 
monetary biodiversity would pro-
tect the economy, as proposed by 
the economist Bernard Lietaer, an 
influential activist for monetary 
pluralism and diversity. Referring 
to his thermodynamic conception, 
Alizart concludes that an economy 
with two opposite currencies  – 
“hot” and “cold” – would consti-
tute an “antagonistic equilibrium” 
(p. 78). In this recognition of mon-
etary plurality, Alizart does not 
follow Marx, who had been high-
ly critical of Proudhon’s or Owen’s 
experiments with alternative cur-
rencies.

Whereas Alizart discusses 
the role of monetary theory and 
of thermodynamics as social the-
ory, he leaves one issue strikingly 
underexposed given our current 
crises – that of the amount of ener-
gy necessary for maintaining and 
using the blockchain technology. 
Bitcoin is directly coupled to the 
material world via the energy that 
is consumed in “mining“ process-
es. For Alizart, this does not ap-
pear to be problematic. After all, in 
his thermodynamic world, energy 
consumption is not a problem but 
a simple necessity. Alizart may be 
convinced (in fact he certainly is) 
that the issue of overconsumption 
of energy and natural resources 
will (and can only) be solved via a 

technical solution. In this view it is 
only a matter of time for solutions 
to be found. However, readers 
might wonder to what extend this 
assertion holds or to what extent 
we should base our practices and 
policies on such a hope.

All in all, the intellectual 
journey that Alizart takes us on is 
as intriguing as it can be. The ques-
tion of how exactly cryptocurren-
cies might serve as “a collective ap-
propriation of the means of mone-
tary production” (p. 47), however, 
seems still not to be solved. Its 
technology might entail the pos-
sibility of decentralised consen-
sus that in turn could constitute a 
“successful version of Soviet ‘dem-
ocratic centralism’” (p.  34). Yet it 
seems quite unclear who would 
actually form the collective that 
organizes the socialization of the 
means of production. It is unlike-
ly that it will (only) be humans. 
At the least, smart contracts and 
automated automation will surely 
mean that non-humans take deci-
sions in a decentral and consensual 
way. In a world of smart contracts 
that increasingly become smarter, 
non-human entities are in fact like-
ly to play a much bigger role than 
humans. Alizart briefly mentions 
Bruno Latour and his proposal of 
a parliament of things and suggests, 
“we will learn to live with [non-hu-
mans, machines, PD] symbiotical-
ly” (p.  93). Yet the actors, or ac-
tants in the terms of Latour and 
Callon, that collectively negotiate 
the distribution of the means of 
production (and that of products), 
might not take the well-being of 
humans as a main reference point. 
This would, however, be necessary 
for a cryptocommunist world for 
humans. To further elaborate on 
such important issues, actor-net-
work-theory might be fruitfully 
employed. The book, at least, offers 
a fresh and fascinating proposal of 
how to merge science and social 
theory that shows some proximity 
to Latour. 
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Readers might sharply dis-
agree whether the kind of crypto-
communism that Alizart describes 
seems to be a utopian or rather 
a more dystopian vision – it is a 
world where we might “imagine 
that our destiny is to become the 
neural network of the new life 
form that Bitcoin will be” (p. 102). 
Alizart clearly places himself in the 
tradition of the futurologist Nor-
bert Wiener, one of the founders 
of cybernetics, in the belief that 
automation and decentralisation 
will facilitate true democratic gov-
ernance (p. 18f). It is quite proba-
ble that not everyone will embrace 
technology in general, and block-
chain in particular, in the same way 
as Alizart does. However, he pow-
erfully reminds us that we should 
not too easily disregard Bitcoin 
and the blockchain technology 
as nothing but a libertarian play-
ground for a bunch of digital gold 
diggers. This alone is a very good 
reason to engage with the book. 
Furthermore, it raises questions – 
and gives intriguing if provoca-
tive answers – of how to conceive 
horizontal social relations free of 

domination, built on mutuality, 
decentralism, and consensus in a 
future world driven by smart tech-
nology. For economic sociologists, 
the book appears to be a timely 
invitation to become more closely 
engaged with these issues. 

Endnotes
1	 It might be somewhat confusing that 

Alizart, although he rejects so many of its 
core features, constantly praises Bitcoin, 
instead of other cryptocurrencies that do 
not encode scarcity into their blockchain 
protocols. In the end, the vision of truly 
decentralised and consensual blockchain 
technologies in a cryptocommunist 
world seems to depend on some sort of 
“alternative blockchain” that overcomes 
Bitcoin’s highly unegalitarian and central-
ist design (cf. Dodd 2018). Somewhat op-
posed to his own critical stance of Bitcoin, 
Alizart even states there are too many 
alternative, leftist blockchain projects (in 
a footnote on p. 129).

2	 The question whether or not Alizart, in 
his rejection of a commodity theory of 
money, follows or contradicts Marx, shall 
not be raised here. It is, however, quite 
unclear if and in what sense Marx com-

mits to a commodity theory of money. 
At least, as Derpmann (2018) argues, the 
Marxian perspective does not necessarily 
rest on such a monetary theory.

3	 In this regard, Alizart rejects those mon-
etary theories that assert first and only 
the state to be in a position to guarantee 
money’s value (by accepting it as a means 
for settling obligations with the state, i.e., 
to pay taxes).
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