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Introduction 

 

As Timmons Roberts, a professor of environmental studies and sociology at Brown 

University, notes “[t]he U.S. is seen by the world as the country most needing to take on 

commitments on climate change,” but has long been among “the least willing to do so.”  As a 

result, the U.S. has given “excuses to all the other foot-dragging nations to do as little as 

possible” (as cited in Phillips, 2015).  Why has the U.S. been so unwilling to take on 

commitments to reduce its greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions?  As I show in this thesis, such 

reluctance on the part of the U.S. is due neither to material nor normative international 

constraints, nor a desire on the part of the U.S. to maximize either its security or its aggregate 

economic welfare.  Indeed, when one holistically considers the net economic effects of GHG 

emissions reduction policies, as well as the negative security implications of climate change, it 

becomes apparent that the U.S. could increase both its aggregate economic welfare and its 

security by more aggressively reducing its own GHG emissions, regardless of what other states 

do.  It is a key argument of this thesis that U.S. foreign policy in the issue area of climate change 

is constrained (but not determined) by a domestically generated preference to avoid ratifying an 

international treaty mandating GHG emissions reductions, or to enter into any binding 

commitment to reduce its emissions that cannot be unilaterally implemented by the executive 

branch of the U.S. government. 

The central argument of this thesis, however, is not simply that a preference to avoid 

international commitments exists, and acts as a binding constraint on U.S. policy, but that this 

preference is the result of the actions of domestic societal actors who oppose the very idea of the 

U.S. government requiring GHG emissions reductions.  Further, it is my contention that these 
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domestic actors are able to influence the policy objectives the U.S. government pursues in this 

issue area by strategically exploiting the structure of the U.S. political system.  This loose 

coalition of actors primarily consists of the fossil fuel industry and related sectors, as well as a 

large segment of the U.S. conservative movement, particularly its most rightwing elements.  The 

opposition of the former is the straightforward result of the fact that such policies would 

seriously threaten their material economic interests.  In contrast, the opposition of the latter is 

due to what I call the climate denial system of signification. The origins of this matrix of ideas 

can be traced back into the period of the Cold War – the origin and formative source for the 

construction of  key aspects of the identity of U.S. conservatives.  The climate denial system of 

signification exerts constitutive influence on how many (but not all) U.S. conservatives interpret 

and construct their ideational interests regarding climate change and climate policy, and is a 

function of their ideologically-based opposition to such policies.   

In other words, I argue that the constitutive effects of the Cold War on U.S. conservative 

identity, the material interests of corporations in the fossil fuel sector and related industries, and 

the institutional structure of U.S. politics are the three factors whose dynamic interaction best 

explains what one might call America’s anti-commitment preference in the issue area of climate 

change.  In turn, it is this ideologically generated anti-commitment preference which constitutes 

a binding constraint on the willingness of the U.S. to make commitments to reduce its GHG 

emissions, rather than any systemic factor.  As such, my findings suggest that a change in the 

configuration of U.S. preferences in this issue area that favors maximizing U.S. security and/or 

economic welfare would lead to substantially more action on the part of the U.S., even without 

any changes in systemic factors.  This is significant, since as the aforementioned Roberts quote 

makes clear, U.S. reluctance to commit to substantive GHG emission reductions has been a 
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major impediment to creating meaningful international cooperation on this issue.  When one also 

considers the influence the U.S. wields as the current global hegemon, this in turn suggests that 

such a reconfiguration in U.S. domestic preferences could lead to substantively different 

outcomes in the international politics of climate change. 

Theoretical and Analytical Framework 

Preferences and U.S. Climate Foreign Policy Commitments 

Clearly, the concept of preferences is central to my analytical framework, and thus 

warrants some elaboration.  I define the term preference (or state preference) in the same way as 

the liberal IR theorist Andrew Moravcsik.  In his formulation, “state preferences” are “the 

fundamental social purposes underlying the strategic calculations of governments” which “are by 

definition causally independent of the strategies of other actors and, therefore, prior to specific 

interstate political interactions” (1997, p. 513, 519).  Moreover, though Moravcsik refers to such 

preferences as state preferences, these are not preferences that states develop themselves as 

independent actors.  Indeed, for him “the state is not an actor but a representative institution 

constantly subject to capture and recapture, construction and reconstruction by coalitions of 

social actors” (Ibid., p. 518).   

As such, states “represent some subset of domestic society, on the basis of whose 

interests state officials define state preferences” (Ibid.).  Consequently, “states do not 

automatically maximize fixed, homogeneous conceptions of security, sovereignty, or wealth” 

(Ibid., p. 519).  Indeed, “[w]hen political representation is biased in favor of particularistic 

groups, they tend to ‘capture’ government institutions and employ them for their ends alone, 

systematically passing on the costs and risks to others” (Ibid., p. 530).  As such, “[i]t is not 

uncommon for states knowingly to surrender sovereignty, compromise security, or reduce 
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aggregate economic welfare,” if doing so serves the interests of those able to shape state 

preferences (Ibid., p. 520, 530-1). In other words, state preferences in a given issue area tend to 

reflect the interests of powerful domestic groups or coalitions, and not necessarily the best 

interests of either the state or the society as a whole. 

However, this should not be taken to mean that any single powerful domestic coalition 

will always be able to determine or dictate state preferences in an issue area unopposed.  In fact, 

the configuration of state preferences in any given issue area may reflect the interests of 

domestic coalitions that oppose one another to varying degrees.  As Moravcsik points out, “the 

ways in which domestic institutions and practices aggregate” the demands of various social 

actors together, that is, “the mode of domestic political representation” is causally important for 

determining not only who is represented, but “how [emphasis added] they are represented” (Ibid., 

p. 519, 530).  Though he himself does not fully develop this point, his argument implies that 

even if a domestic coalition is unable to outright “capture” the government and make state 

preferences in an issue area an exact reflection of its own interests, they may still be able to 

shape state preferences by strategically exploiting the ways in which a state’s representative 

institutions and practices function.
1
  Hence, the influence of a domestic coalition may create a 

state preference that constrains the ability of the state to represent the interests of other domestic 

groups, or to advance the best interests of the state as policymakers conceive them, rather than 

outright determining what it is that the state “wants.” 

I believe this last point is especially important, as it allows us to relax Moravcsik’s 

theoretical abstraction that the state (or rather, the government) is not itself an actor, but only a 

“representative institution” that has no interests of its own, while still granting significant causal 

                                                           
1
 For the purposes of this thesis, I follow Moravcsik in defining representation as encompassing all “stable 

characteristics of the political process, formal or informal, that privilege particular societal interests” which includes 

but is not limited to the structure and design of formal state institutions (1997, p. 518). 
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importance to the power and machinations of domestic actors.  As Christian Downie points out, 

leaders and government agencies often do have their own preferences which are independent of 

the preferences of (other) domestic groups.  Even though the former have to respond to the 

political demands of the latter, their own ideas and conceptions about what is best for the state 

can have independent causal impacts on the overall configuration of state preferences and thus 

impact state behavior (2013).
2
  Thus, even if one assumes that, all else being equal, states will try 

to maximize their security and/or aggregate economic welfare, powerful domestic coalitions can 

still generate “state” preferences that constrain the abilities of states to do so.  

In this thesis, I am interested in analyzing how such powerful domestic coalitions have 

influenced the configuration of the U.S.’s preferences in the issue area of climate change and 

how they have constrained the willingness of the U.S. to make binding commitments to reduce 

its GHG emissions.  As such, insofar as I discuss U.S. foreign policy behavior in the issue area of 

climate change, I operationalize this concept in terms of U.S. climate foreign policy 

commitments.
3
  Specifically, for the purposes of this thesis, I define a U.S. climate foreign policy 

commitment as one that either involves 1) the ratification of a legally binding international treaty 

by the U.S. that requires it to reduce its GHG emissions, or 2) a commitment on the part of the 

U.S. to reduce its GHG emissions whose implementation is mandated by a U.S. federal law or 

regulation.
4
  Thus, for the purposes of this thesis, I do not consider pledges to meet non-binding 

                                                           
2
 This is one of the reasons why I focus my analysis on the period when Barack Obama has been president, in order 

to control for variations in leader preferences. 
3
 The one exception to this is my brief consideration of the U.S.- China “joint announcement” (which because it is 

non-binding, does not qualify as a climate foreign policy commitment by my definition) the two countries made in 

November 2014, which I have found useful for shedding light on the nature of U.S. preferences in this issue area.  

This still remains within the bounds of my analytical framework, as I treat the joint announcement as a data point to 

help determine what U.S. preferences are, not as a dependent variable to be explained. 
4
 The second category arguably bleeds into domestic policy, but given the inherently “intermestic” nature of a 

commitment to reduce its GHG emissions, as well as the fact that any such commitment on the part of the U.S. 

would likely be meant to influence the behavior of other states, I consider this to constitute a foreign policy 

commitment (even if it also qualifies as a domestic policy action).   
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emission reduction targets to constitute a U.S. climate foreign policy commitment.  Indeed, since 

the U.S. has never ratified a treaty requiring it to reduce its GHG emissions, the only 

commitment the U.S. has made to date under this definition is the one implicit in the 

Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) Clean Power Plan, which I discuss in chapter 1. 

The Interests of Domestic Actors and the Nature of Power 

 Two types of interests are essential to explaining the motivations of what one might call 

the anti-climate policy industry-conservative coalition: material interests and ideational interests.  

I consider the concept of material interests to be straightforward: it refers to the value actors 

place on gaining or controlling tangible forms of wealth, power, and/or security, as well as the 

value they place on gaining or controlling resources that can help them achieve these ends.  

Thus, the material interests of corporations in the fossil fuel industry and related sectors
5
 refers to 

both their ultimate goal of maximizing profits, as well as their intermediate interest in ensuring 

that they have access to the best means possible of doing so, as well as staving off threats to their 

bottom line.  Since reductions in U.S. GHG emissions would of mathematical necessity largely 

come from reduced use of fossil fuels, I consider the fact that such actors have a material interest 

in opposing such policies to be both self-evident and a sufficient explanation of their motives.  

As such, I take such material interests to be given and make no effort to explain or analyze their 

origins. 

                                                           
5
 I consider the “fossil fuel industry” to refer to firms whose primary business is the extraction and/or refining of 

fossil fuels, i.e., coal, oil, and natural gas.  By “related sectors” I mean such industries as electric utilities and 

companies that provide ancillary services to the fossil fuel industry.  Arguably, it also covers industries that are 

highly dependent on fossil fuels, perhaps such as the automotive industry and energy intensive manufacturing 

industries, but recent technological advances and cost declines in renewable energy, electric vehicles, and 

electrochemical batteries has severely decreased the degree to which the material interests of these industries are tied 

to the material interests of the fossil fuel industry.  As such, what specific sectors qualify as “related” to the fossil 

fuel industry in the sense of being “dependent” on fossil fuels has changed over time and is continuing to shift.  

Indeed, avoiding the potential confusion caused by the fact that what constitutes being “related” to the fossil fuel 

industry is currently in flux is the main reason why I use the term “related sectors” without specifying the exact 

industries that fall into this category. 
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 However, I do not consider this to be true of ideational interests, which I define as 

interests that derive from an actor’s interpretation, or construction, of the meaning of their 

ideology and/or identity.  By stressing this process of interpretation, I mean to call attention to 

the fact that one cannot simply assume the nature of an actor’s ideational interests, particularly 

their ideational interests regarding specific issue areas, based solely on their identity or their 

adherence to a given ideology.  As I show in this thesis, when it comes to the issue area of 

climate change, different American conservatives, despite sharing the same over-arching identity 

and general ideology, have developed vastly different and even opposing ideational views and 

interests regarding climate change and GHG emissions reduction policies.
 6

   

 This conception of ideational interests, however, reveals a shortcoming in Moravcsik’s 

theoretical framework, at least from the standpoint of this research project.  Though Moravcsik 

does not hold “a ‘pre-social’ conception of the individual,” for the purposes of his theory he 

nonetheless assumes that “individuals define their … ideational interests independently of 

politics and then advance those interests through political exchange and collective action” (1997, 

p. 517).  As such, his theory lacks any mechanism to address how the content of actors’ 

ideational interests may in part be endogenous to political interaction or to analyze the causal 

significance of this possibility.  For my purposes, this is a problem, as I argue the key reason that 

many conservatives oppose policies to reduce GHG emissions is due to the fact that climate 

                                                           
6
 More precisely, they share the same general ideology of free market conservatism and identity as American 

conservatives; it is possible that these two factions adhere to or hold different variants of this ideology and identity.  

However, especially from a methodological perspective, I think it is very difficult to distinguish between holding 

different variants of a given ideology and identity or interpreting a given ideology and identity in different ways.  

Indeed, one might even argue that “holding different variants of an ideology/identity” and “interpreting an 

ideology/identity in different ways” are different ways of describing the same thing.  Likewise, one could also argue 

that the act of interpretation itself produces a new ideology or identity (or at least a new version thereof) by 

definition.  That said, I am interested in how the productive power of systems of signification (concepts which are 

defined below) affects the process of interpretation, and how it leads different individuals who hold the same general 

ideology and identity to markedly different political positions.  As such, for the purposes of this thesis, I find 

thinking of the relationship between ideational interests and ideology/identity in terms of interpreting what is more 

or less the same underlying ideology or identity in different ways to be the more useful formulation. 
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denial, as a system of signification (defined below), influenced how they interpreted their 

identity and ideology into specific ideational interests.  Furthermore, I will also argue that the 

origins of the climate denial phenomenon lie primarily in the constitutive crucible of the Cold 

War and the historically contingent circumstances of its end had on many American 

conservatives, particularly the extremely conservative scientists that Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. 

Conway have dubbed the “Merchants of Doubt” (2010). 

As such, for the purposes of this thesis, I will relax Moravcsik’s assumption that 

ideational interests are exogenously given.  Instead, I synthesize his liberal framework for 

explaining the formation of state preferences with insights derived from social constructivism, 

which as Christina Rowley and Jutta Weldes note, “understands interests as constituted in 

relation to identity” (2012, p. 180), a perspective which I have already incorporated into my 

definition of ideational interests.  Moreover, explicitly recognizing that there is a constitutive 

process of interpretation that mediates between an actor’s identity and/or ideology and the 

ideational interests which guide their political actions allows us to rigorously consider how other 

actors may exert power  by influencing this process of interpretation.  Indeed, such influence can 

enable one actor to shape the ideational interests of another actor, thereby causing the latter to act 

in the interests of the former “automatically,” without any further direct exertion of power on the 

former’s part.   

Most importantly, focusing on how power influences this process of interpretation 

enables us to partly endogenize the ideational interests of societal actors into Moravcsik’s 

framework of competing individuals and groups who seek to alter the configuration of state 

preferences via political action to their own benefit.  I say “partly endogenize” because I largely 

explain the origin of climate denial via what is more or less a purely constructivist analysis 
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without making extensive use of Moravcsik’s theory.   When I do make use of Moravcsik’s 

theory, I take the prior existence of climate denial, and the fact that there are a few conservative 

climate deniers as a given, and then analyze how these actors use the productive power of the 

climate denial system of signification as a means to influence the configuration of U.S. state 

preferences – largely by influencing how other conservatives interpret their ideational interests.  

In order to facilitate this integration of social constructivism with Moravcsik’s liberalism, 

I draw on Michael Barnett and Raymond Duvall’s concepts of compulsory power, productive 

power, and systems of signification.  Compulsory power refers to “the direct control by one actor 

over the conditions of existence and/ or the actions of another” through the use of “identifiable 

resources” one actor deploys to persuade, bribe, cajole, coerce, constrain, or otherwise influence 

another (Barnett & Duvall, 2005, p. 12, 14).  In other words, an actor exercising compulsory 

power uses some resource at their disposal to directly compel another actor to change their 

behavior or to directly change the conditions under which another actor goes about his or her 

business.  Such resources can include material assets like wealth, but also less tangible things 

such as political access and connections, access to media, public respect, as well as “expert, 

moral, delegated, and rational-legal authority” (Ibid., p. 15).  Consequently, Barnett and Duvall 

classify compulsory power as an “interactional” form of power, as it operates through the 

“[i]nteractions of specific actors” (Ibid., p. 9, 11-2). 

In contrast, productive power is a form of power that “works through diffuse constitutive 

relations to produce the situated subjectivities of actors” (Ibid., p. 11).  That said, it is hard to 

comprehend the exact nature of productive power, without linking it to the concept of a system 

of signification.  I define a system of signification as a socially constructed understanding of 

and/or discourse about the world, or some aspect thereof, “through which meaning is produced, 
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fixed, lived, experienced, and transformed” and which thus “shape(s) actors’ self-understandings, 

and perceived interests” (Barnett & Duvall, 2005, p. 20).  Thus, the mechanism by which 

systems of signification shape actors self-understandings and perceived interests is productive 

power.  Productive power is itself a constitutive form of power that operates via “social relations 

that analytically precede the social or subject positions of actors and that constitute them as 

social beings with their respective capacities and interests” (Ibid., p. 9).   As such, for the 

purposes of this thesis, I operationalize the concept of productive power as the mode of power 

that works by either influencing how an actor interprets his identity and/or ideology into specific 

ideational interests, or by reconstituting the nature of that identity. 

 It is also important to note that I consider systems of signification to be the only entities 

that directly exert productive power; human actors are only able to purposively exert productive 

power via the indirect means of employing compulsory power to propagate systems of 

signification. This is mainly because, as Barnett and Duvall note, the concept of productive 

power emphasizes “structural relative to purposeful agency” (Ibid., p. 13), and as such I consider 

the idea of an actor directly employing productive power to be theoretically incoherent.  

Moreover, this formulation draws attention to how an actor’s ability to command resources and 

thus exert compulsory power can be an important determinant of how far a system of 

signification can propagate and thus how effectively an actor is able to (indirectly) wield 

productive power.  Finally, this also resolves the ambiguity of how to classify the type of power 

an actor employs when he utilizes a resource at his disposal (e.g., media access) in order to shape 

how others conceive of their ideational interests.  Namely, because the actor is employing a 

resource to directly shape the conditions of existence of another by exposing them to a particular 
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system of signification, the actor is employing compulsory power, while the system of 

signification itself exerts the actual productive power. 

Methodology and Structure of the Thesis 

Overview of Methodology 

 Methodologically, the argument of this thesis proceeds by a process of hypothesis testing.  

This is reflected in the structure of the thesis, as Chapters 1 and 2 are devoted to disproving the 

hypothesis that systemic IR
7
 theories can explain the limited U.S. willingness to take on climate 

foreign policy commitments.  Thus demonstrating that the limiting factor on U.S. ambition in 

this issue area must be domestic in origin.  Likewise, my argument that the domestically-

generated state preference that constrains U.S. ambition in this issue area is the result of the 

political opposition of (some) conservatives as well as the fossil fuel industry and related sectors 

to government policy aimed at reducing GHG emissions in part rests on ruling out alternative 

hypotheses, in addition to providing direct evidence of their influence.  That said, I do also 

employ a process-tracing approach to argue that the origins of the climate denial system of 

signification lie in the Cold War, and that its constitutive effects on many U.S. conservatives’ 

interpretation of their ideational interests is the driving force behind their opposition to climate 

policy. 

Case Study Period 

 The case study period in which I analyze the dependent variable outcomes (i.e. U.S. 

preferences regarding climate foreign policy commitments) is the period of time from President 

Barack Obama’s inauguration in January 2009 to the present date (Spring 2015).  I chose this 

                                                           
7
 Strictly speaking, I mean no purely systemic IR theories, because Moravcsik’s theory (which I believe explains 

U.S. behavior quite well) contains a systemic component as well as a domestic component.  However, for 

simplicity’s sake, I use the term systemic IR theories to refer to IR theories that have no domestic components, such 

as neoliberal institutionalism or neorealism. 
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period partly in order to hold leader preferences constant.  More importantly, it also allows me to 

rule leader preferences out as a source of the anti-commitment state preference, as President 

Obama favored an economy-wide federal cap and trade program that would effectively commit 

the U.S. to significant unilateral cuts in its GHG emissions (Pooley, 2010).  In combination with 

this, the fact that the Obama Administration has been the most activist U.S. Administration to 

date on climate change makes this a “least likely” point in time for domestic factors to have 

constrained the U.S. from making climate foreign policy commitments.  This is also why I 

particularly focus on the 2009-2010 period, when in addition to having a Democrat in the White 

House, the Democratic Party controlled large majorities in both houses of Congress.  However, 

when it comes to analyzing and tracing the development of the climate denial system of 

signification, I of necessity also consider events during the late Cold War the 1990s, and the 

2000s prior to Obama’s inauguration. 

Chapter Overview 

In Chapter 1, I show how the existence of co-benefits from GHG emission reduction 

policies as well as the economic gains the U.S. could capture from the practice of “revenue 

recycling” in carbon pricing systems means the U.S. can unilaterally increase its private 

economic welfare by committing to more aggressive GHG emission reduction policies.  In doing 

so, and contrary to one of the central premises of most neoliberal institutionalist and neorealist 

analyses of (the relative lack of) international cooperation on climate change mitigation, I 

establish that reducing GHG emissions is an impure public good, not a pure public good.  This 

fact significantly alters the nature of the climate change cooperation problem structure, and as I 

show in Chapter 2, once this is taken into account, no systemic IR theory is able to explain the 

U.S. reluctance to make climate foreign policy commitments.   
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In chapters 3 and 4, I shift to analyzing the causes of the U.S.’s anti-commitment 

preference in the issue area of climate change.  Specifically, in Chapter 3, I trace the origins of 

climate denial and the ideational interest many U.S. conservatives have in opposing climate 

policy to the constitutive effects the Cold War, and its end, had on their identity formation.  I 

also discuss the roles various actors—the Merchants of Doubt, conservative think tanks, 

corporations, business groups, as well both the mainstream and conservative media—played in 

propagating climate denial through the analytical lens of compulsory and productive power.  In 

Chapter 4, I analyze how the dynamic interaction between the climate denial-inspired 

conservative ideational interests, the material interests of the fossil fuel industry and related 

sectors, and the structure of representation in the United States created and perpetuated the 

U.S.’s anti-commitment preference.  Part of this is an analysis of how conservative think tanks 

and the fossil fuel industry were able to utilize both compulsory and productive power to induce 

many Congressional Republicans to internalize the climate change denial system of signification.  

The main focus, however, is a detailed case study of the politics surrounding the Waxman-

Markey bill, which reveals how even under “least likely” conditions, opponents of climate policy 

were able to maintain the U.S.’ anti-commitment preference.  In the conclusion, I briefly discuss 

some of the implications of my findings, as well as comment on certain limitations inherent in 

this thesis. 
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Chapter 1: The Significance of Co-Benefits and Revenue Recycling 

 

When analyzing international negotiations on climate change most IR scholars, 

particularly neoliberal institutionalists and neorealists (as well as many game theorists), see 

mitigating climate change as a severe collective action problem.  This is because a state that 

reduces its greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions incurs the full costs of doing so, while every other 

state in the world benefits from that state’s action, even if they make no effort to curtail their 

own emissions.  As such, it is generally assumed that an individual state such as the U.S. 

maximizes its net material gains (or at least minimizes its net material losses) by engaging in as 

little emissions abatement as possible, while trying to free ride off the efforts of others.   

However, this perspective overlooks two important aspects of mitigation policy.  The first 

is that climate mitigation policies can have substantial environmental, health, and economic co-

benefits (also known as ancillary benefits) that a state can almost entirely capture for itself on 

short time scales that are roughly on a par with abatement costs (Nemet, Holloway, & Meier, 

2010).  The second is the fact that carbon pricing policies that “recycle” the revenue they collect 

through corresponding decreases in other tax rates, or by providing lump-sum rebates to the 

general population, can offset much of, or potentially even outweigh, the economic costs of 

mitigation policies (CBO, 2013, p. 11; Nystrom & Luckow, 2014).  When we take these factors 

into account, it becomes clear that even the most ambitious GHG emissions reduction policies 

and target goals the U.S. has implemented or set during the Obama Presidency—the most activist 

Administration on the issue to date—are insufficient to maximize the U.S.’ own private material 

welfare.   
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To begin with, consider the magnitude of the co-benefits the U.S. could enjoy from 

reducing the more conventional forms of air pollution that result from many of the same 

processes that generate GHG emissions, such as the combustion of fossil fuels.  According to 

one literature review by Michelle L. Bell, et al., “[i]n spite of differences in approaches, choice 

of climate change policy, etc., the wealth of evidence from multiple studies provides a broad 

consensus
8
 [emphasis added] that … the short-term public health and economic benefits of 

ancillary benefits related to GHG mitigation strategies are substantial” (2008).  A second 

literature review by G. Nemet, T. Holloway, and P. Meier likewise concurs that “[a] large set of 

studies now makes clear that the magnitude of AQ [air quality] co-benefits of climate change 

mitigation are non-trivial”  (2010, p. 2).  Moreover, they also note that the evidence presented by 

these myriad studies demonstrates that the value of these co-benefits is similar in magnitude to 

estimates of GHG emission abatement costs (Ibid., p. 1).  In other words, the magnitude of the 

benefits that states can capture for themselves from pursuing GHG emissions reductions is 

comparable to the private costs of reducing emissions.
9
  This is a bold, and perhaps at first glance 

seemingly far-fetched claim, yet consideration of the non-climate related external costs
10

 of 

GHG producing activities in the United States shows that is it quite plausible.   

                                                           
8
 The existence of such a broad consensus means the co-benefits literature stands in sharp contrast to the literature 

on the economic benefits of reducing the magnitude of future climate change.  This is largely because there is 

inherently much less uncertainty about the health and economic impacts of current air pollution, which are 

observable, unlike future impacts of climate change, which are not.  Similarly, as Bell, et al., note, “assessment of 

ancillary benefits requires estimates of pollution levels a few years into the future, not several decades, and thus is 

not marred by uncertainties that plague many other forms of climate-related research” (2008).  Consequently, even 

different co-benefit studies that use “widely varying methods … consistently indicate significant ancillary health 

benefits from GHG policies. Similarly, estimates of the social cost of air pollution policies were found to be quite 

insensitive to choices in the uncertainties of costs and benefits” (Ibid). 
9
 That said, this only remains true up to a certain point, as “[a]t higher levels of greenhouse gas (GhG) abatement, 

abatement costs rise but AQ co-benefits remain constant” (Nemet, Holloway, & Meier, 2010, p. 2). 
10

 External costs, also known as negative externalities, are costs the production or provision of a good or service 

imposes upon a third party or parties, that is, those who are neither producing nor consuming the good or service in 

question.  Thus, external costs are also the difference between the private cost of providing a good or service and its 

full social cost (i.e., the cost of the good or service to society as a whole).  As external costs are not considered by 

the private actors buying and selling the good in question, their existence leads to a sub-optimal allocation of 
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To begin with, take the case of coal-fired electricity generation, one of the most 

significant sources of GHG emissions.  A 2011 study by Nicholas Muller, Robert Mendelsohn, 

and William Nordhaus found that not only is “coal-fired electricity generation … [t]he largest 

industrial contributor to external costs” in the United States (p. 1649), the external costs it 

imposes are more than twice the economic value it adds to the U.S. economy, even without 

considering the effects of the GHG emissions it produces (Ibid., p. 1670).  That is, when 

accounting for its negative effects on public health and other sectors of the economy, the costs of 

U.S. coal-fired power plants to the U.S. alone far outweigh the benefits it provides to the U.S. 

economy.  Even more surprisingly, the Muller, Mendelsohn, and Nordhaus study, which takes a 

broad brush approach and calculates external costs for many different sectors, likely significantly 

underestimates the size of coal’s non-climate related external costs.  Indeed, another 2011 study 

by Paul Epstein, et al., which focused solely on the external costs of coal, found that the non-

climate-related external costs of U.S. coal-fired electricity generation likely total $206 billion per 

annum (p. 91), almost three times greater than Muller, Mendelsohn, and Nordhaus’ estimate of 

$73 billion per annum (2011, p. 1670).
11

  That in turn, suggests that the total external costs coal-

fired power plants impose on the U.S. economy are actually about six times greater than the total 

value it adds to the U.S. economy. 

Yet even that is not the end of the story, as this does not take into account the additional 

external costs created by mining, refining, and transporting the coal power plants burn.  

Including these costs brings the total non-climate related external costs of coal-fired electricity 

generation to about $309 billion per annum (Epstein, et al., 2011, p. 91), equivalent to about 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
resources that reduces total economic output and/or welfare from what it would have been had such costs been 

factored (or “internalized”) into the economic decision-making of the aforementioned private actors. 
11

 In order to make sure this comparison was not thrown off by inflation, I converted both figures to 2014 dollars 

using the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ (BLS) CPI inflation calculator (2014).  All other adjustments for inflation in 

this paper also use the BLS calculator. 
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1.9% of the $16.245 trillion worth of GDP the U.S. economy produced in 2013 (World Bank, 

2014).   In terms of the average external cost per unit of coal-produced electricity, this works out 

to $0.16 per kWh in 2014 dollars (Ibid., p. 92).  This is significant, because that is higher than 

the total cost of electricity from emission-free wind and solar power plants, even without 

considering the additional private costs coal-fired power plant operators do have to pay.  

Specifically, at the end of 2013 the average unsubsidized cost of utility scale solar photovoltaic 

(PV) energy in the United States was only $0.11 per kwh (U.S. Department of Energy, 2014),
12

 

and as of 2012 the cost of unsubsidized wind energy in the United States ranged from about 

$0.06 to $0.11 per kwh (Wiser, Lantz, Bolinger, & Hand, 2012, p. 28).  Taken together, this 

suggests that even if one completely ignores the costs of future climate change, the United States 

could unilaterally achieve significant material gains by replacing a substantial portion of its coal-

fired electricity generation—one of the most significant sources of GHG emissions—with 

electricity produced by carbon-free wind and/or solar power.
13

 

Though coal is the single largest source of non-climate related external costs, it is far 

from the being the only GHG-producing activity in the United States that does so.  Cumulatively, 

such negative externalities are estimated to cost the U.S. economy $123 billion (in 2014 dollars) 

                                                           
12

 Though this article does not itself specify that this is the unsubsidized cost of utility-scale PV electricity, it does 

explicitly state that its level dropped from the 2010 average cost of $0.21 per kwh, which corresponds to the middle 

of the range of the cost of unsubsidized utility-scale PV electricity for 2010 listed in the Department of Energy’s  

SunShot Vision study (U.S. Department of Energy, 2012, p. 76).  The article also cites the $0.11 per kwh price as 

meaning utility scale PV electricity prices are already 60% of the way to the SunShot goal of utility-scale PV 

electricity prices of $0.06 per kwh, which the SunShot Vision Study likewise specifies is a goal for unsubsidized 

prices (Ibid., p. 113).   Thus logically, this means the cited $0.11 per kwh must also refer to unsubsidized utility-

scale PV electricity prices.  
13

 Of course, due to the intermittent nature of wind and solar power, they are not perfect substitutes for coal-fired 

electricity generation, at least not without energy storage that would likely increase their cost substantially.  Thus, 

some might argue that this conclusion does not necessarily hold true.  However, Cory Budischak, et al. calculate that 

even at 2008 technology costs with no energy storage, the average social cost of electricity would be about a third 

lower in the PJM Interconnection regional grid (which covers all or most of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Delaware, 

Maryland, Virginia, West Virginia, and Ohio, as well as parts of North Carolina, Kentucky, Indiana, Illinois, and 

Michigan) if over a full 60% of its annual electricity supply was generated by wind power, even when accounting 

for wind’s own external costs (2013, p. 66, 68).  This strongly suggests that my conclusion holds even when 

accounting for the fact that renewables sans energy storage are not perfect substitutes for coal. 
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in lost GDP per annum
14

 (DARA & Climate Vulnerable Forum, 2012, p. 49), which roughly 

amounts to a 0.8% reduction in U.S. GDP (based upon the aforementioned World Bank figure 

for U.S. GDP in 2013).  Thus, it is not surprising that Tammy Thompson, Sebastian Rauch, 

Rebacca Saari, and Neolle Selin find that the economic co-benefits arising from improved air 

quality alone as a result of a potential national cap-and-trade program that reduces U.S. carbon 

dioxide (CO2) emissions by 10% by 2030 below a 2006 baseline would likely be a full order of 

magnitude larger than the abatement costs the program would impose on the economy (2014, p. 

918).  Moreover, they find that increasing the stringency of the cap to a 20% reduction would 

likely more than double the net benefits (i.e., the value of the co-benefits minus the abatement 

costs) resulting from the cap and trade program.
15

  Nonetheless, it is instructive to compare these 

figures with the Obama Administration’s proposed Clean Power Plan, which in addition to being 

“the most significant move any U.S. president has made to curtail carbon pollution” would also 

be “the first-ever [federal] action to reduce carbon pollution from an existing source in U.S. 

history” (Koronowski, 2014).
16

  The Clean Power Plan calls for CO2 emissions from U.S. power 

plants to be reduced by 30% below 2005 levels by 2030 (EPA, 2014d), but since electricity 

                                                           
14

 One might notice that Epstein, et al.’s figure for the annual external costs associated with the U.S. coal industry 

alone is more than the net loss of GDP from the all non-climate related external costs of GHG producing activities 

in the U.S.  This because the gross external costs of an activity are both distinct from, and should generally be 

expected to be larger than, the net losses they impose on the economy in terms of GDP.  This is due to two reasons.  

The first is that resources spent dealing with negative externalities (for example, increased spending on health care 

in order to treat respiratory problems that stem from air pollution) still contribute to GDP.  Secondly, activities that 

create external costs themselves provide partially offsetting contributions to GDP.  However, the sub-optimal 

allocation of resources that result from failure to internalize external costs into economic decision-making ensures 

that GDP levels will still tend to be significantly lower than they otherwise would have been. 
15

 Note, however, that since CO2 emissions only account for 82% of U.S. GHG emissions (EPA, 2014a), these caps 

would in effect reduce total U.S. greenhouses by about 8.2% and 16.4%, respectively, assuming U.S. emissions of 

other GHGs remained constant. 
16

 Considering the U.S. Congress has yet to pass any legislation explicitly mandating GHG emission reductions, the 

Clean Power Plan is thus the only action the U.S. has taken to date that can conceivably qualify as a commitment on 

the part of the U.S. to reduce its GHG emissions whose implementation is also mandated by U.S. law.  Likewise, 

since the U.S. has not ratified any international treaty requiring it to cut its GHG emissions, the Clean Power Plan’s 

requirement that electric utilities cut their GHG emissions is thus the most significant “foreign policy” commitment 

the U.S. has made in the climate change issue area under my operational definition of U.S. climate foreign policy 

behavior. 
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generation accounts for only 32% of total U.S. GHG emissions (EPA, 2014c), this means that the 

Plan would reduce overall U.S. GHG emissions by less than 9.6%.
17

  As such, the emissions cuts 

it would entail are roughly comparable to those of Thompson, Rausch, Saari, and Selin’s less 

ambitious cap and trade program.  Given the fact that they show a cap and trade program that 

would cut twice as many emissions to date would more than double the net benefits the U.S. 

would capture for itself, this means the most ambitious commitment the U.S. has made to reduce 

its GHG emissions is insufficiently stringent to maximize its own private welfare. 

Even the non-binding target of reducing its economy-wide GHG emissions by 26-28% 

below a 2005 baseline which the U.S. stated in its recent “joint announcement” with China 

would likely fail to maximize its private material welfare, when we also consider the economic 

benefits the U.S. could capture from recycling the revenue it could raise from a potential carbon 

pricing system.  In the present context “revenue recycling” refers to the practice of a government 

transferring the funds it raises through a carbon pricing system—either via a carbon tax or a cap-

and-trade system in which the emission permits are sold or auctioned off—to the general 

population and/or private companies, rather than keeping the funds and spending them itself.  

This can be done either through implementing offsetting cuts in marginal tax rates (e.g., personal 

and/or corporate income taxes) or by directly distributing the money via lump-sum rebates or 

“dividends” to households in the “fee-and-dividend” model.  Such “recycling” of the revenue 

serves to counteract both the negative effects of higher energy prices on overall output and (at 

least if the revenue is recycled via lump-sum rebates or cuts in the taxes individuals pay) 

households. 

                                                           
17

 It would be less than 9.6%, because although CO2 “makes up the vast majority of greenhouse gas emissions from 

the sector … smaller amounts of methane (CH4) and nitrous oxide (N2O) are also emitted” (EPA, 2014c), and the 

Clean Power Plan only covers CO2 emissions (EPA, 2014d). 
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Indeed, Scott Nystrom and Patrick Luckow demonstrate that a carbon tax sufficient to cut 

U.S. CO2 emissions in 2025 to about 3.5 billion metric tons would, if 100% of the revenue raised 

were recycled, actually increase annual U.S. GDP by tens of billions of dollars while also 

creating millions of additional jobs in the U.S. economy (2014 p. 8, 20-1).  Given that in 2005 

U.S. CO2 emissions were a little over 6 billion metric tons (EPA, 2014b), this would have 

amounted to a 42% cut in emissions from the 2005 baseline. Again accounting for the fact that 

CO2 emissions only comprise 82% of U.S. GHG emissions, this would mean the total reduction 

in U.S. GHG emissions below the 2005 baseline would only be 34%, but that is still higher than 

the emission reduction target stated in the U.S.- China bilateral agreement.  As such, even if the 

U.S. were to meet this target, it is highly likely that it would still not be cutting its emissions 

sufficiently to unilaterally maximize its private gains, especially since Nystrom and Luckow’s 

main analysis does not even consider co-benefits.
18

 

The primary reason that revenue-recycling policies have such positive economic effects, 

independent of reductions in negative externalities, is that by refunding the revenue the carbon 

tax generates to the general American population (through either direct payments or lower 

income taxes), consumers end up with more money than they had before the tax was 

implemented, and consequently have more money to spend.  This increased consumer spending 

increases demand for more goods and services, which causes firms to hire more workers (thereby 

increasing employment levels), as well as increasing purchases of capital and intermediate goods 

(thereby causing upstream firms to expand and hire more workers as well) to meet the increased 

consumer demand.  Since workers are also consumers, rising employment levels and the 

accompanying increases in wages and salaries mean consumers collectively have even money to 

                                                           
18

 They do separately calculate the co-benefits of reduced emissions of NOX and SOx emissions, and find these 

amount to an additional $80 billion worth of benefits per annum by 2025 (Nystrom & Luckow, 2014, p. 42). 
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spend, which helps to create a multiplier effect in which the overall level of consumer spending 

is able to increase beyond the level directly enabled by the lump-sum payment or decrease in 

income tax rates.  The net result is an increase in aggregate demand which acts to push the 

macroeconomy toward a state of higher output and employment.  

 Of course, the higher energy prices associated with a carbon tax also create an income 

effect
19

 that, ceteris paribus, would in turn decrease consumer spending.  Moreover, since energy 

is also an input for private firms, increases in energy prices also lead to higher input costs for 

firms, thereby creating a cost shock that decreases aggregate supply.  The key point, however, is 

that when the revenue generated by the tax is refunded to consumers, the “ceteris paribus” 

condition no longer holds, as the additional income provided by such a “carbon dividend” will 

tend to cancel out or even overwhelm the income effect.  At the same time, this policy design 

preserves the substitution effect of higher prices for carbon intensive energy, which causes the 

opportunity cost of all other goods in terms of carbon intensive energy to fall.  This means that 

after the tax is implemented, consumers can buy more of most any other good for each unit of 

carbon-intensive energy they refrain from consuming than they could before the tax was 

implemented.  This in turn makes it possible for consumers, by reducing their carbon intensive 

energy usage while receiving a “carbon dividend,” to actually consume more overall than they 

did before, and in the process induce more economic activity.  In the terminology of a 

macroeconomic aggregate demand-aggregate supply (AD-AS) model, this means the effect of 

the rightward shift in aggregate demand from the increased consumer spending enabled by the 

carbon dividend can overwhelm the leftward shift in aggregate supply resulting from the cost 

                                                           
19

 “Income effect” refers to the phenomenon in which a change in the price of a good affects the “real” income of 

individuals and households by changing how much buying power their money has.  All else being equal, an increase 

in the price of a good (such as gasoline or electricity) decreases the buying power of consumers and thus their “real” 

income, as they are now no longer able to buy as much overall as they could before.  A decrease in the price of a 

good would of course have the opposite effect.   
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shock of increased prices for carbon-intensive energy and goods.  As a result, the macroeconomy 

would then achieve equilibrium at a higher level of output and employment. This is indeed what 

seems to happen in the scenario modeled by Nystrom & Luckow, as they project higher 

consumer spending, GDP, and employment, following the introduction of a revenue-neutral 

carbon tax, even if the tax is simply refunded via a fee and dividend approach without any 

reductions in the rates of distortionary taxes.
20

 

 Admittedly, the notion that such a revenue neutral carbon tax could result in net 

economic gains even before considering co-benefits is not an uncontroversial conclusion.  As a 

literature review by the United States Congressional Budget Office (CBO) notes, “various 

studies that have looked at different types of tax swaps have concluded that a well-designed 

swap would significantly lower [emphasis added] the economic costs of a carbon tax, and a few 

studies have concluded that a tax swap could lead to a net increase in output” (2013, p. 11).  That 

is, the general consensus is that revenue recycling would indeed counteract out much of the 

negative economic effects of emissions abatement, but there is disagreement as to whether or not 

it would overwhelm the negative effects.  Of course, even if revenue recycling could “only” 

significantly lower the economic costs of GHG emissions reductions, much deeper cuts in 

emissions would likely maximize U.S. net private gains from climate policy than consideration 

of co-benefits alone would indicate.  That said, we risk underestimating the extent to which the 

U.S. is foregoing opportunities to realize private material gains from more aggressive mitigation 

                                                           
20

 Reducing distortionary tax rates that provide disincentives to work (in the case of payroll and income taxes) or 

invest (in the case of corporate or capital gains taxes) would also serve to directly induce greater economic 

productivity and thus increase aggregate supply.  However, reducing the corporate or capital gains taxes would do 

very little to increase aggregate demand, as cuts in these taxes do not result in ordinary consumers gaining much in 

after-tax income (though income and payroll tax cuts would).  Still, Nystrom & Luckow find that recycling the 

revenue raised from a carbon tax via an “across-the-board” cut in income, payroll, and corporate income taxes 

would lead to larger GDP gains than the fee-and-dividend approach of handing out lump-sum rebates to households 

(2014, p. 45-7).  This suggests that, at least for this particular configuration of tax cuts, the economic gains from the 

additional boost to aggregate supply more than compensates for the reduction in aggregate demand (relative to the 

fee-and-dividend strategy) created by not recycling all the money directly to households. 
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policy if we fail to consider which set of studies’ underlying assumptions are more likely to 

reflect empirical reality. 

 Based upon the CBO’s language and Nystrom and Luckow’s results, the most significant 

difference between the more pessimistic and optimistic studies seems to be whether or not the 

“demand side” effects of the potential carbon tax explained above are considered.  Indeed, many 

studies of the effects of revenue neutral carbon taxes only seem to consider the “supply-side” 

effects of increased incentives to work and invest resulting from lower marginal tax rates.  The 

rationale for this is that standard macroeconomic theory holds that when the economy is in 

“long-run equilibrium” all available resources and factors of production (i.e., labor and capital) 

are employed and the economy is unable to produce more output unless something acts to 

increase aggregate supply.
21

  Put simply, such a methodology axiomatically assumes that 

increases in aggregate demand, such as that caused by increased consumer spending, are unable 

to increase long-term economic growth rates.  When combined with the additional assumption 

(or at least abstraction) that the economy is always in long-run equilibrium, many of the existing 

studies that examine the macroeconomic impact of revenue-neutral carbon taxes in effect assume 

a priori that the demand-side effects of revenue recycling systems have a null effect on output.  

Indeed, this is the view the authors of the CBO review themselves uncritically adopt. They assert 

without further argument that “unlike using carbon tax revenues to reduce … marginal tax rates 

… lump-sum payments … would not provide benefits to the broader economy under normal 

economic conditions, because those payments would not increase people’s incentives to work or 

invest and thus would not lead to greater economic productivity” (2013, p. 12). 
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 For example, if something such as technological innovation increases the productivity of labor or capital, or if the 

supply of labor or capital increased in response to lower marginal tax rates being levied on them. 
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 However, as the economist Amitava Dutt points out, despite the fact that demand-side 

effects on long-term growth are usually not considered in standard macroeconomic models, in 

reality “[i]t is only with extreme assumptions [emphasis added] … that aggregate demand has no 

effect in determining long-run growth” (2006, p. 332).  Consequently, “it is possible for income 

distributional improvements,” like those created by a carbon pricing system that achieves 

revenue neutrality through lump-sum rebates,
22

 “to increase the rate of economic growth” (Ibid.). 

This in turn explains Nystrom and Luckow’s finding that the purely demand-side effects of 

lump-sum rebates overwhelm the negative economic effects of the carbon tax and produce a 

noticeable boost to GDP.  By virtue of taking a highly econometric (i.e., empirical) approach, 

which neither assumes that the economy is in long-term equilibrium nor that aggregate demand 

shocks are incapable of influencing long-term economic growth, they are able to account for the 

fact that increased consumer spending (caused by either lump sum payments to households or 

income and payroll tax cuts) would tend to increase GDP.
 23

  Consequently, they determine that 

though lump-sum payments and cuts in marginal tax rates “have differences in their welfare 

effects and short- and long-term incentives … each still leads to a massive jump in aggregate 

consumer spending that dictates much of the macroeconomic results with a boost to the output of 

labor-intensive and service sectors” (2014, p. 47).  In other words, not only would the demand-

                                                           
22

 As James Hansen, et al., note, in the fee and dividend model, “about 60% of the public, especially low-income 

people, would receive more money via a per capita 100% dispersal of the collected fee than they would pay because 

of increased prices” (2013, p. 19).  This is essentially the policy design Nystrom and Luckow model, which “would 

take 100% of the revenues and send them … to households in the form of monthly checks or direct deposits. Rebate 

eligibility would be on a per capita basis for adults (over 18) with half-credit for dependent children in each 

household (under 18) up to a maximum of two” (2014, p. 6). 
23

 On the other hand, Nystrom and Luckow’s finding that this boost to aggregate demand results in a lasting increase 

in GDP may still be consistent with the view that positive demand shocks can only increase output/real GDP and 

employment in the short run, and that the long run aggregate supply curve is vertical.  This is because even a short-

term or “one time only” boost to real GDP increases the starting point for future growth, such that even if the long-

term growth rate remains unchanged, real GDP (and thus employment as well, at least to the extent the two are 

correlated) will be higher in each subsequent year than it would have been in the baseline scenario.  If so, this would 

only serve to increase the robustness of this finding. 
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side effects of a revenue neutral carbon tax be non-negligible, they would also be more 

significant than any potential supply-side effect.
24

 

 In view of the theoretical and econometric evidence favoring the hypothesis that 

consumer-spending driven increases in aggregate demand can lead to increased economic growth 

even in the long-term, I consider the results of the more optimistic revenue-neutral carbon tax to 

more convincing.  In other words, it seems more likely than not that a well-designed revenue-

neutral carbon pricing system would provide the U.S. with net economic benefits even before 

consideration of co-benefits.  As noted above, this would unambiguously make even the U.S. 

targets laid out in the recent bilateral agreement with China insufficient to maximize the U.S.’ 

own material welfare, even without considering co-benefits.  Moreover, even the comparatively 

pessimistic findings of economic studies that neglect the demand-side effects of revenue-

recycling still find that the supply-side effects alone would offset a significant fraction of the 

gross cost of a carbon pricing regime.  

 This in turn suggests that the combined economic gains from revenue recycling and the 

co-benefits of GHG emission reduction the U.S. could capture from such a policy likely makes 

such a conclusion robust even if the magnitude of its demand-side effects is substantially less 

than what Nystrom and Luckow project.  Thus in the issue area of climate change, the U.S. is in 

all probability failing to maximize its own material welfare, even within the limits that 

international systemic constraints impose on it.  As I shall show in the next chapter, this in turn 

means that systemic IR theories are unable to satisfactorily account for U.S. behavior in this 
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 To clarify, Nystrom and Luckow still find that the supply-side effects of reducing taxes that create disincentives to 

work and invest matter, and as such, “[a]djusting marginal rates leads to higher GDP and productivity (essentially 

the same quantity of labor for additional output) than relying on F&D [fee and dividend, i.e., lump-sum rebates] by 

itself” (2014, p. 47). 
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issue area, and that by extension, such behavior is primarily driven by domestically-generated 

preferences that override considerations of aggregate material welfare or national security. 
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Chapter 2: Why Systemic IR Theories Cannot Explain U.S. Behavior 

 

As I demonstrated in the last chapter, the U.S. has forgone opportunities to achieve 

absolute material gains by opting not to implement GHG emission reduction policies stringent 

enough to maximize its net gains from co-benefits and revenue recycling.  Moreover, as I show 

in this chapter, the U.S. would exclusively enjoy almost all the material gains that co-benefits and 

revenue recycling would create.  When one considers that the material benefits created from the 

global public good of reduced GHG emissions would be diffusely distributed amongst a 

multitude of states—of which the U.S. itself would enjoy a non-negligible share—the U.S. has 

also foregone opportunities to capture relative gains in addition to absolute gains.  Furthermore, 

climate change creates, or at least exacerbates, international security problems about which one 

would expect the U.S., in its capacity as the world’s current hegemon, to be particularly 

concerned.  As such, the existence of co-benefits and revenue recycling pose significant 

challenges to explanations of U.S. foreign policy in this issue area that are rooted in either 

neoliberal institutionalism or neorealist theories that stress collective action problems and 

concerns regarding relative gains and national security.  Additionally, normative theories that 

focus on the international level, such as systemic constructivism, are unable to provide a 

satisfactory explanation for U.S. foreign policy in this issue area.  Together, this evidence 

strongly suggests that U.S. foreign policy in this issue area is at least in part, and quite likely 

primarily, the result of domestically-generated preferences which override concerns about the 

U.S.’s aggregate material welfare or security. 

Before proceeding, however, I should make absolutely clear that I am not claiming that 

such systemic theories outright fail to provide useful insights about some aspects of U.S. 
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behavior in this issue area, that domestic factors alone fully explain U.S. behavior in this issue 

area, or that co-benefits and revenue-recycling completely eliminate systemic-level barriers to 

international cooperation in the climate change issue area.  Instead, I claim that a myopic focus 

on just the gross economic costs of GHG emissions abatement and the international public good 

of a reduction in the severity of future climate change has led many IR and foreign policy 

scholars to greatly exaggerate the severity of the collective action problems with which U.S. 

foreign policy has to contend in this issue area.  As such, even though some IR theorists, most 

notably Robert Keohane and David Victor (2013), at least tacitly acknowledge that U.S. 

domestic politics play a role in shaping U.S. foreign policy in this issue area, they place far too 

much explanatory weight on systemic factors.  By extension, this also leads them to implicitly 

underestimate the causal importance of potential domestic political changes in the U.S. to 

international outcomes in this issue area. 

To be fair, what one might call the “conventional IR view” on climate change is in fact 

quite plausible, when we restrict ourselves to considering only the gross economic costs of 

emissions abatement and the benefits of a reduction in magnitude of future climate change.  A 

more stable climate is a non-excludable good, and as such “cooperating” states that pay the costs 

of reducing their emissions cannot prevent “defecting” states that refuse to pay the costs of doing 

so from enjoying the benefits of the formers’ sacrifice. Thus, even if all states prefer the 

cooperative outcome produced by all states cutting their emissions, any individual state would be 

better off not reducing its emissions, regardless of what other states do (in game-theoretic terms, 

this is a classic “prisoner’s dilemma” situation in which the dominant strategy is to defect).  

Under such conditions, international cooperation to reduce GHG emissions would be extremely 

difficult. 
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In more formal IR (specifically, neoliberal institutionalist) terms, Keohane and Victor 

characterize this situation as “entrenched discord” (2013, p. 101).  This is because not only does 

the subject of potential cooperation focus on a public (i.e., non-excludable) good, it is a good in 

which there is a high degree of conflict over the distribution of gains and losses (Ibid.).  The 

latter is a key point, because forging international cooperation can still be fairly easy to attain 

even when the good in question is non-excludable, provided that either the gross cost of 

providing the good is fairly negligible, or is less than the size of the benefits a state can capture 

for itself even if other states fail to cooperate.  This is especially true in the neoliberal 

institutionalist framework, which assumes states are primarily concerned with absolute gains; 

realists would contend that an additional necessary condition for cooperation on public goods 

provision is that the states providing the public good must not experience any significant (i.e., 

security-relevant) relative losses as a result of doing so.  Indeed, for neorealists such as Frank 

Grundig, the main barrier to international cooperation on climate change mitigation is not that 

defection is generally the best strategy for maximizing absolute gains given the problem 

structure, but that reducing emissions would result in “security-relevant” relative losses for 

countries that chose to do so (2006). 

Of course, the problem with this conventional view is that it completely overlooks the 

existence of co-benefits and the cost offsetting effects of revenue recycling in carbon pricing 

systems detailed in the last chapter.  Unlike the non-excludable public good of mitigating climate 

change, such benefits are essentially private goods, and that substantially affects the nature of the 

cooperation problem structure, because its makes GHG emissions reductions an “impure” public 

good (Pittel & Rübbelke, 2008; Nemet, Holloway, and Meier, 2010.)
 25

  As Karen Pittel and Dirk 
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 In economics, an impure public good is a good that provides private benefits to the consumer who pays for it, 

while also generating positive externalities that benefit the public (Kotchen, 2004).  Because at the international 
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Rübbelke phrase it, “privatizing effects are … inherent in climate policy itself, since climate 

policy regularly generates ancillary benefits, which can exclusively [emphasis added] be enjoyed 

by the country hosting a climate protection measure,”
 26

 (2008, p. 218) as a state can only get the 

full benefits of reduced local pollution if it cuts its own emissions.
27

  The same is also true of 

revenue recycling.  Although, due to international trade, some of its positive effects would likely 

“leak out” of a national economy, the vast majority of the benefits would only accrue to the state 

that actually implemented  carbon pricing system with revenue recycling. Thus, it is hardly 

surprising that Pittel and Rübbelke find that “[i]n a game–theoretical setting … the inclusion of 

ancillary benefits into the reasoning of decision-makers can strongly affect the outcome of 

international negotiations” (Ibid.). 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
level, the gains from co-benefits and revenue recycling are essentially private benefits to individual states, reducing 

GHG emissions are thus an impure global public good. 
26

 They themselves immediately point out that this fact “is regularly ignored … in analytical investigations of 

international negotiations on climate change” (Pittel & Rübbelke, 2008, p. 218).  This however raises an interesting 

question: Why do IR scholars routinely fail to account for co-benefits, as well as the gains from revenue-recycling?  

Though the answer is unclear, I would suggest the most likely cause is the fragmentation of the relevant areas of 

academic research, which seems to have left their respective findings sitting in separate disciplinary or sub-

disciplinary “silos.” Indeed, it is interesting to note that Pittel and Rübbelke are not IR scholars who published their 

findings in an IR journal, but economists who published their findings in an economics journal. Though they do not 

focus on IR analyses per se, Nemet, Holloway, and Meier (2010) discuss at length possible reasons why climate 

policy discourse in general, and economic assessments of climate mitigation policies in particular, tends to sideline 

co-benefits.  In part, they blame “[i]nstitutional barriers” that “discourage [the] inclusion of co-benefits,” specifically 

the fact that “the networks of institutions and individuals contributing knowledge on air quality have little overlap 

with those on climate change” (Ibid., p. 6).  Reflecting this, there also seems to be very little integration between the 

economics literature that deals with the cost-benefit analysis of mitigating climate change per se and the economics 

literature that addresses co-benefits.  Likewise, the literature discussing revenue recycling is separate from both the 

climate change cost-benefit analysis literature and the co-benefits literature.  In the few instances where these 

separate literatures do try to speak directly to one another and combine findings, they rarely do so systematically or 

quantitatively.  As such, it is quite possible that due to this fragmentation, most IR scholars who analyze climate 

change are simply ignorant of the findings of the co-benefits and revenue recycling literature.  This would be 

understandable, as not being specialists in the economics of environmental issues, most would probably not 

recognize the need to look beyond the main climate change cost-benefit analysis literature.  Moreover, this need not 

be simply due to ignorance of important work in other fields of study; perhaps IR scholars are vaguely aware of this 

literature and the existence of co-benefits (and revenue recycling), but incorrectly assume their impact on the 

structure of the cooperation problem to be negligible. 
27

 In practice, a minor exception would be the case of emissions reductions from facilities near international borders, 

when such reductions result in the reduction of trans-boundary pollution.  However, the U.S. would likely capture a 

far greater share of the benefit of its own pollution reduction measures than would either Canada or Mexico.  

Besides, the U.S. is unlikely to be worried that Mexico or Canada might somehow utilize the minimal material gains 

they could realize from the slight improvements in their air quality to threaten U.S. national security. 
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Moreover, since co-benefits and the fruits of revenue recycling are essentially private 

goods that the U.S. would exclusively enjoy, this means that the U.S. could actually experience 

not just absolute, but also relative gains from implementing more stringent GHG emission 

reductions.  Because the U.S. itself would share in the (widely dispersed) benefits of the 

reduction of future climate change, the fact that other countries would also benefit does not 

necessarily change this fact.
28

  So long as the value of the co-benefits and the economic gains 

from any potential revenue recycling mechanism exceeded the abatement costs of reducing its 

GHG emissions, the U.S. would almost certainly experience relative gains.   

This directly undermines the central argument of the standard neoliberal explanation for 

the relative lack of international cooperation on climate change, at least insofar as it pertains to 

U.S. foreign policy behavior.  Neoliberal institutionalism treats states as if they are rational, 

unitary actors that seek to maximize their own utility functions according to exogenously given, 

and thus static, interests (Keohane & Martin, 2003; Eshanov, 2008).  In this view, states are 

concerned mostly with absolute gains, though neoliberal theory does also predict that states also 

consider relative gains when a “substantially unequal distribution of the benefits of cooperation 

could provide one partner with the wherewithal to fundamentally change the nature of the game” 

(Keohane & Martin, 2003, p. 88).  Thus, Keohane and Victor contend that the reason why states 

like the U.S. have not committed to binding GHG emission reduction targets is because  

Adhering to these targets would be very expensive in economic terms, and leaders 

who took action would capture almost none of the material benefits.  Limiting 

climate change is a public good because CO2 emissions affect Earth’s climate–a 

public good that is available to (and potentially tarnished by) all peoples. Making 

                                                           
28

 Since estimates suggest that the U.S. itself is likely to bear 7-10% of the total global damages that result from 

climate change (Marron & Toder, 2014, p. 564), one could extrapolate that the U.S. would itself captures 7-10% of 

the climate benefits of reduced greenhouse gas emissions.  Thus, the U.S. arguably captures a relatively high share 

of the global public good of climate stability, which makes it unlikely that the distribution of its benefits will 

disadvantage the U.S. in a relative gains sense, at least not to any degree that would be security-relevant. 
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matters worse, future generations would be the major beneficiaries, but present 

generations would pay the cost. (2013, p. 104). 

 

Thus, the “nature of state interests” in maximizing their material gains creates “intense 

distributional conflict” in this issue area and as such “incentives for states to make commitments 

are low” (Ibid.).  Indeed, Keohane and Victor argue that this is “[t]he most important reason” 

there is no coherent international regime for addressing climate change. 

 Of course, as the previous chapter demonstrated, more than one premise of this argument 

is untrue, at least in the case of the U.S.  The existence of co-benefits and revenue recycling 

means that limiting climate change is an impure public good, as leaders who take action would 

capture the lion’s share of the material benefits, even enough to outweigh the private costs of 

certain levels of action.  Likewise, the fact that co-benefits and revenue recycling gains provide 

returns in the short term also means that present generations would not necessarily be paying any 

net economic costs for GHG emissions reduction.  This in turn also renders the categorical 

assumption that such action must be “very expensive” in net economic terms invalid.  As such, 

under the assumption that states such as the U.S. are rational, unitary actors who seek to 

maximize their material gains, the climate change problem structure does not inherently pose the 

severe barriers to international action that Keohane and Victor presume. 

 To be fair, Keohane and Victor also cite the sovereignty costs of entering into legally 

binding international agreements and uncertainty as additional reasons explaining why 

international cooperation on climate change “has been halting at best” (2011, 2013, p. 99).  

Regarding uncertainty, however, the existence of co-benefits and revenue-recycling again 

undercut the neoliberal argument. Despite the fact that states such as the U.S. “may be highly 

uncertain about the gains they will accrue” from limiting future climate change, as well as 

“whether other countries will make and honor promises to implement comparable efforts” to 



33 
 

limit emissions (Keohane & Victor, 2011, p. 9, 12-3), the fact that countries can still experience 

net private material gains from reducing GHG emissions make such concerns inconsequential.
29

  

This is because, as explained in the previous chapter, there is far less uncertainty about the value 

of co-benefits than there is about the value of reducing future climate change.  Though there is 

uncertainty about the extent of the positive effects of revenue recycling (especially because their 

magnitude depends on the specific details of the carbon pricing policy), there is still a general 

consensus that such benefits are quite substantial, with the distinct possibility that such benefits 

are large enough to more than offset the entire gross cost of emissions reductions.  As such, a 

state such as the U.S. can confidently expect to benefit materially in both absolute and relative 

terms from well-designed GHG emission reduction policies, a point which makes uncertainty 

about other states intentions, and/or the extent of the future benefits of reducing climate change, 

weak explanations for a lack of cooperation. 

 That said, Keohane and Victor do raise the issue of another source of uncertainty, which I 

do find to be a fairly compelling reason for a relative lack of cooperation.  Specifically, they 

point out that 

As cooperation deepens, governments are increasingly unable to make reliable 

promises about exactly what they will be willing and able [emphasis added] to 

implement, since large shifts in domestic policy necessarily require highly 

capable systems of public administration and affect important national interest 

groups [emphasis added] in ways that are hard to predict with precision … As a 

result, even when the structure of a cooperation issue would seem to call for a 

large and broad regulatory regime, uncertainty can lead to smaller cooperative 

structures that vary in membership (2011, p. 9). 

 

However, because this argument opens up the “black box” of the state by invoking domestic 

factors—such as “national interest groups”—it is by definition is not a systemic explanation that 
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 Or more precisely, they are inconsequential up to the point at which a state maximizes its private material gains 

from GHG emissions reduction policies, as past that point such concerns would indeed matter. Once again however, 

the fact that current U.S. GHG reduction targets are insufficient to maximize its net private gains means that such 

uncertainty cannot be the limiting factor on U.S. ambition in this issue area. 
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falls within standard neoliberal theory, as the latter assumes that states are unitary actors.  

Indeed, the argument even admits that such domestic factors can override the logic of “the 

structure of a cooperation issue,” leading to a different causal outcome than one would expect 

from analyzing systemic factors alone.  As such, if anything, this variant of their uncertainty 

argument supports my claim that domestic political factors have a greater causal effect on the 

foreign policy of the U.S. in the issue area of climate change than do systemic constraints.
30

 

As for sovereignty costs, I grant that in principle this is a plausible explanation for why 

the U.S. would be reluctant to enter into binding agreements that legally obligated it to reduce its 

emissions.  However, under the abstraction that the U.S. is a rational, unitary actor, it is a bit 

dubious that there are systemic factors that would make the global hegemon of all countries 

reluctant to accede to a legally binding treaty in this issue area.  After all, such a treaty would not 

need to limit the ability of the U.S. to act unilaterally in the military and security realms, or in 

any way constrain its freedom of action on any other major international political issue, and, due 

to co-benefits and revenue recycling, compliance may not even entail net economic costs.  

Moreover, given both the U.S.’s international position as well as the mathematical necessity of 

getting the U.S. to reduce its GHG emissions for any international regime to achieve a 

meaningful result, the U.S. has enormous power with which to shape any such treaty, and ensure 

it does not threaten U.S. interests.  As such, it seems highly unlikely that concerns about 

sovereignty costs are a causally important constraint on U.S. foreign policy in this issue area. 

Consequently, neoliberal theory is unable to provide a compelling explanation for why 

the U.S. has neither formally agreed to any binding treaty (either within or outside of the 

UNFCCC framework) to reduce its GHG emissions, nor committed to do so unilaterally.  
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 The fact that comparable domestic factors in other countries deepens U.S. uncertainty about their willingness and 

ability to carry out their own emission reductions does not change this conclusion for the previously mentioned 

reasons regarding U.S. uncertainty about other countries’ intentions generally. 
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Furthermore, the fact that the existence of co-benefits and revenue recycling enables the U.S. to 

capture relative as well as absolute gains by implementing more ambitious GHG emission 

reductions regardless of what other states do, likewise renders Grundig’s neorealist
31

 argument 

that concerns over security-relevant relative losses from reducing GHG emissions inapplicable in 

the U.S. case.  Indeed, if anything, realist concerns over relative gains and security make the 

U.S.’s lack of action to mitigate its GHG emissions all the more perplexing.   

The first reason for this is the fact that efforts to reduce GHG would likely reduce 

demand for oil, thereby reducing oil imports (CEA, 1998, p. 72; Hansen, et al., 2013) and thus 

enhancing U.S. energy security (The White House, 2014).  In other words, taking action to 

reduce its GHG emissions would inherently reduce U.S. vulnerability to the potential efforts of 

other states to inflict economic damage and/or undermine its strategic power by reducing its 

access to foreign sources of oil.  The second reason is that a growing literature also demonstrates 

that climate change has contributed and is likely to continue to contribute to increased 

geopolitical instability, and thereby exacerbate and/or create a variety of security problems, some 

of which threaten U.S. security interests. (CNA Military Advisory Board, 2007, 2014; Campbell, 

et al., 2007; Dyer, 2010; Department of Defense, 2010, 2014b; Kelley, et al., 2015). 

Indeed, there has been mounting concern over the security implications of climate change 

within the U.S. national security establishment in recent years.  For example, the U.S. 

Department of Defense stated in its 2010 Quadrennial Defense Review, “[a]ssessments 

conducted by the intelligence community indicate that climate change could have significant 

geopolitical impacts around the world, contributing to poverty, environmental degradation, and 
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 Neorealism shares many similarities with neoliberal institutionalism.  Most notably, they both conceive of states 

as rational, unitary actors who attempt to maximize their utility according to an exogenously given set of fixed 

interests.  Neorealism’s main difference lies in the overriding emphasis it places on states’ desire for security, and as 

such neorealists tend to assume states have an overriding preoccupation with relative power, which in turn makes 

considerations of relative gains and losses much more significant than absolute gains and losses in neorealist theory. 



36 
 

the further weakening of fragile governments” and thus “act as an accelerant of instability and 

conflict” (Department of Defense, 2010, p. 85).  The 2014 Quadrennial Defense Review again 

reiterated these concerns, stating that “[t]he pressures caused by climate change … are threat 

multipliers that will aggravate stressors abroad such as poverty, environmental degradation, 

political instability, and social tensions – conditions that can enable terrorist activity and other 

forms of violence” (Department of Defense, 2014b, p. 8)   More recently, Chuck Hagel, the U.S. 

Secretary of Defense,
32

 similarly stated that climate change “will intensify … global instability, 

hunger, poverty, and conflict” and thus “exacerbate many of the challenges we are dealing with 

today – from infectious disease to terrorism. We are already beginning to see some of these 

impacts” (Department of Defense, 2014a).  Given that national security is the core realist 

concern, neorealist theory would suggest that such concerns should further motivate more 

ambitious action to address climate change on the part of the U.S. 

The fact that the U.S. is currently the global hegemon, and perhaps more importantly, 

possesses a national role conception in which it sees itself as the legitimate hegemon of the 

international order (Maull, 2011), makes it all the more odd that such security concerns have not 

motivated more action on the part of the U.S.  Hegemonic stability theory
33

 contends that 

hegemonic states have an interest in providing international public goods, particularly when the 

benefits of providing the public good in question to the hegemon alone outweigh the costs of its 
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  Hagel was Secretary of Defense at the time he made these remarks. 
33

 Though I incorporate insights from hegemonic stability theory here, I want to make clear that I do not agree with 

its claim that hegemony is a necessary condition for the provision of international public goods (or for that matter, 

the implication in some strands of the theory that hegemony is necessarily desirable from a normative standpoint).  

As Grundig points out, there is a “lack of convincing evidence for the theory of hegemonic stability,” at least in the 

sense that hegemony is a necessary condition for resolving problems of public good provision (2006, p. 791).  

However, since there is plenty of evidence that the exercise of hegemony can help facilitate international 

cooperation in issue areas involving public goods, I think a more modest version of the theory, one that only claims 

that hegemonic powers can increase the probability of international cooperation on such issues, has greater validity.  

In other words, “[h]egemonic leadership is … best characterized as a catalyst,” not a requirement, for international 

cooperation (Ibid.). 
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provision (Snidal, 1985).  The fact that GHG emissions reductions constitute an impure public 

good due to co-benefits and revenue recycling means that this condition is met even in a narrow 

economic sense.   

But more importantly, because “hegemonic states provide an international order that 

furthers their own self-interest” they also have a vested “interest in providing a generally 

beneficial order so as to lower the costs of maintaining that order” (Ibid., p. 587, 589), which by 

extension also entails an interest in both preserving international stability and in keeping the cost 

of doing so low.  Insofar as the material harm climate change inflicts on other states creates 

increased instability, and especially in view of the fact that such instability increases the power 

of violent non-state actors, that material harm is directly detrimental to U.S. security interests.
34

  

By extension then, reducing the extent that climate change inflicts destabilizing material losses 

on other countries is actually a benefit to the U.S., as it decreases the costs of maintaining 

international stability and its hegemonic role.  Thus, in a certain sense, the benefits of avoided 

climate damage in other countries are also benefits to the U.S. itself.  This in turn suggests that 

the U.S. should be willing to pay an additional premium to reduce GHG emissions beyond what 
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 The Syrian civil war is probably the best example to date of the climate-security link and the role climate change 

can play as a “threat multiplier.”  Though the most important underlying causes of the civil war are social and 

political, the severe and unprecedented drought—which was almost certainly made far worse by anthropogenic 

climate change (Kelley, et al., 2015)— that began in the winter of 2006/2007 certainly played a crucial role in 

catalyzing the rebellion against the Assad regime (Ibid.)  The drought resulted in the internal displacement of as 

many as 1.5 million rural Syrians after they “suffered from zero or near-zero [crop] production” and lost “nearly all 

of their livestock herds” at the same time as Bashar Al-Assad continued to cut “the fuel and food subsidies on which 

many Syrians had become dependent” (Ibid., p. 3242).  The vast majority of these displaced Syrians ended up living 

in the urban peripheries of the country’s cities, alongside an additional 1.2-1.5 million Iraqi refugees, in areas “that 

became the heart of the developing unrest” (Ibid.).  According to Collin Kelley, et al., “human influences on the 

climate system are implicated in the current Syrian conflict” (Ibid., p. 3241).  In turn, the chaos caused by the Syrian 

civil war has facilitated the rise of the so-called Islamic State, which has subsequently risen to the top of both the 

U.S. and the international community’s list of security concerns (along with the Syrian conflict itself).  Additionally, 

as the 2014 Quadrennial Defense Review points out, “instability in the Middle East and civil war in Syria have 

enabled al Qa’ida to expand its global reach and operate in new areas” (Ibid., p. 8). 
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would maximize its material gains in a narrow economic sense, a fact which only further serves 

to rule out neoliberal and neorealist explanations for U.S. behavior in this issue area.    

If neoliberal institutionalism or neorealism cannot explain the relative lack of U.S. action 

on climate change, can another system-level IR theory, such as systemic constructivism or the 

English School?  Once again, the answer is no.  Consider first the fact that a systemic 

constructivist theory such as Alexander Wendt’s would focus on the influence global norms have 

on constituting state interests (Wendt, 1992; Klotz, 1995).  Yet one would expect in that case that 

the causal effect of such norms would be to cause states to define their interests in a way that 

would lead them to pursue more aggressive mitigation policies, if one takes the language of the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) as representative of what 

the relevant global norms are.  Indeed, the Convention’s first principle states that “Parties should 

protect the climate system … in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities 

and respective capabilities” (UNFCCC, 1992, p. 4).  Though the language is vague, and 

intentionally avoids specifying or mandating what practical actions states should take, one would 

imagine that such a duty would at minimum require that states do all they can to curtail their 

emissions without adversely affecting their own welfare.  However, U.S. climate policy is failing 

even to attempt this, and systemic constructivists are unable to explain why.  At best, they are 

only able to allude to the importance of interaction between systemic and domestic level policy 

norms (Bernstein, 2002), thereby implicitly acknowledging that a systemic level explanation 

cannot account for the behavior of states by itself. 

 Determining what a potential English school explanation might be is complicated by the 

fact that, as Richard Little argues, English school theorists are methodological pluralists that 

“like the cuckoo, are often seen to nest within and then commandeer well-defended sites that 
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have been built by other theorists” (2000, p. 397).  However, one can focus on the school’s most 

well-known and arguably most important theoretical contribution: the concept of an international 

society.  The concept of an international society embodies the English school’s proposition that, 

at least to a certain extent, “states are ‘conscious of certain common interests and common 

values’ and they also ‘conceive of themselves to be bound by a common set of rules in their 

relations with one another, and share in the working of common institutions’” (Ibid., p. 408).   

Seeing as how the UNFCCC was signed by 166 sovereign states, including the U.S., 

within a year and a half of being adopted by the United Nations (UNFCCC, 2014), one would 

expect its language to be representative of how states as members of the same international 

society conceive their common interests in the issue area of climate change.  Indeed, the first line 

of the Convention states “that change in the Earth’s climate and its adverse effects are a common  

concern of humankind” (UNFCCC, 1992, p. 1), and as mentioned above, its first principle holds 

that states “should protect the climate system” according to “their common but differentiated 

responsibilities” (Ibid., p. 4).  In essence then, the international society formally decided that 

climate protection was both a common interest and a common responsibility of all states.  Thus, 

to the extent that the existence of international society is supposed to have a causal impact on 

state actions, and/or the formation of state interests, one would have expected it to have led to 

higher levels of mitigation and climate action, but these have not occurred.  English School 

scholars are able to offer little more than that “the international society formed by the UNFCCC 

process is thin” (Palmujoki, 2013, p. 191-2).   

 In conclusion, no account based purely on systemic IR theories is able to offer a 

satisfactory explanation of U.S. foreign policy behavior in the issue area of climate change once 

one accounts for the significance of co-benefits and revenue recycling.  Indeed, in the context of 
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these often ignored features of the climate change cooperation problem, as well as the growing 

evidence for and recognition of the security threats posed by climate change, many systemic IR 

theoretical perspectives seem to actively suggest the U.S. should be doing more than it is in this 

issue area.  This divergence between the theoretical predictions of systemic IR theories and the 

actual behavior of the U.S. in turn constitutes strong evidence for the proposition that U.S. 

behavior in this issue area is influenced by domestically-generated preferences that override 

concerns about security and aggregate economic welfare, and that such influence is causally 

significant.  In the next two chapters, I will demonstrate that such preferences do indeed exist, 

identify and explain their origins, and analyze the causal pathways by which they have 

constrained U.S. climate foreign policy, even under the Obama Administration—the most 

activist U.S. administration on this issue to date. 
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Chapter 3: Climate Change Denial as a Ghost of the Cold War 

  

 In this chapter, I argue that contrary to what is often implicitly suggested by many 

analyses of the climate denial phenomenon, belief in free market conservative ideology does not 

foster an inherent tendency to oppose government policies to mitigate GHG emissions, let alone 

outright reject the very idea of anthropogenic climate change (ACC).  Rather, conservative 

opposition to such policies results from the manner in which the productive power exerted by the 

climate denial system of signification influences the ways in which (some) conservatives 

interpret their ideology as well as formulate their identity.  For it is on the bases of these 

foundations that (some) conservatives have constructed their specific ideational interests 

regarding climate change as a political issue.  Thus, the ultimate sources of conservative 

opposition to policies to reduce GHG emissions—which as I shall show in the next chapter had a 

profound impact on the configuration of U.S. preferences in the issue area of climate change—

must be sought in the historical context which led to the emergence of climate denial in the first 

place. 

As such, after establishing that the motivations for climate denial and ideologically-based 

conservative opposition to GHG mitigation policies are social phenomena that need to be 

explained, I proceed to the main argument of this chapter, which is that their roots lie in the Cold 

War.  More specifically, I will argue that the sources of climate denial lie in the Cold War and its 

manner of resolution, which fundamentally shaped the identities and understandings of large 

swathes of the American Right.  But most importantly they shaped the world view of a few 

prominent, right-wing U.S. scientists that Oreskes and Conway (2010) have termed the 

“Merchants of Doubt.”  Furthermore, although Cold War-inspired identities and understandings 
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acted as both permissive causes and catalysts for the broader social phenomenon of climate 

denial, the conscious efforts of the Merchants of Doubt to strategically construct and evangelize 

this system of signification were crucial to its development.  As such, understanding climate 

denial’s origins, characteristics, and subsequent diffusion through a process-tracing approach 

requires paying careful attention to the role of both compulsory and productive forms of power, 

as well as the interplay between them. 

Climate Denial and Contemporary American Conservatism 

 Before proceeding however, I should clarify what I mean by the term climate denial.
35

  I 

define climate denial—or at least its outward behavioral manifestations—as either: a) denying 

that climate change is happening at all, b) accepting that climate change is real but denying that it 

is caused by humans, or c) accepting that climate change is real and caused by humans, but 

denying the evidence that its impacts will be harmful.  Though these three variants constitute 

what are technically mutually exclusive beliefs about the world, they all involve the denial of 

scientific evidence and justify the political position that nothing should be done to reduce 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (Dunlap & McCright, 2011, p. 144).  Moreover, climate 

deniers have been known to change their position between these categories—for example, 

Singer, one of the four main Merchants of Doubt profiled by Oreskes and Conway (2010), 

shifted from claiming that global warming was not happening at all in the 1990s, to claiming that 
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 I use the terms “climate denial” and “climate denier” rather than “climate skepticism” and “climate skeptic,” 

because as John S. Dryzek points out, “[a] true skeptic is someone who takes nothing on trust, requiring evidence 

and argument to be convinced,” but for climate deniers, “climate change cannot be allowed to exist [emphasis 

added], and no amount of science can possibly induce organized climate change deniers to change their mind.”  

Thus, “[t]he term ‘skeptic’ … is a misnomer” when “used to describe those who think anthropogenic (human-

caused) climate change does not exist … In subordinating science to politics, truth for the organized deniers 

becomes a subcategory of power.  The organized denial movement therefore embodies extreme post-modernism, 

destabilizing the idea that there can be any such thing as scientific truth that is not driven by a political agenda” 

(2013, p. 68). 



43 
 

it was caused by purely natural factors in the 2000s (Pooley, 2010, p. 36).  Moreover, as Eric 

Pooley notes, at the Heartland’s Institute’s major climate denial conference in March 2008,  

there were presenters …. to support whatever stage of climate denial an attendee 

happened to be in: it’s not happening; it’s happening and it’s unstoppable, since 

we’re not the cause; it’s happening and we’re the cause but it won’t be so bad. 

What united these positions was the conviction that nothing should be done. The 

older men who made up the majority of attendees were unanimous in their hatred 

for the proposed solutions: regulation and intervention in the markets was an eco-

socialist conspiracy, led by the climate profiteer Al Gore, to control the energy 

supply and stifle free enterprise … When it came to climate, their thinking moved 

from effect to cause—they loathed the solutions so much that they had decided 

there was no problem to be solved. (Ibid., p. 37-8).   

 

As such, while recognizing that there are nuances in the precise form climate denial can take, 

given the fact that the political implications of its various forms are virtually identical, and the 

evidence that each variant shares the same underlying social-psychological motivation, for the 

purposes of this thesis, these particular nuances are unimportant. 

 However, the above passage from Pooley raises another issue that I should address before 

proceeding with the analysis of climate denial as a socially constructed system of signification: 

the notion, implicit in much of the literature on climate denial, that free market conservatives 

must necessarily hate the policy solutions to climate change.  One can perhaps see this notion 

most clearly in John S. Dryzek’s assertion that  

On the face of it, it seems odd that these Prometheans
36

 [or more precisely, free 

market conservatives] should attack the science and argue climate change is not a 

problem—rather than show that it is a problem that could be solved by human 

ingenuity and markets.  But the issue may be that the organized climate denial 
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 Dryzek uses the term “Promethean” to broadly refer to anyone who has an “unlimited confidence in the ability of 

humans and their technologies to overcome any problems—including environmental problems” that essentially 

constitutes a “denial of environmental limits” (2013, p. 52).   As such, the Promethean stance tends to downplay the 

severity of environmental problems and celebrate the power of the market, and is thus attractive to free market 

conservatives opposed to environmental regulation.  Not surprisingly then, Dryzek clearly classifies climate deniers 

as Prometheans—but he also notes the existence of Prometheans who are not climate deniers and even what he calls 

“Promethean environmentalism” which has “little faith in self-regulating markets” (Ibid., p. 57-9).  Consequently, in 

Dryzek’s taxonomy, all climate deniers are Prometheans, but not all Prometheans are climate deniers, or even 

opponents of government intervention in the economy—though he does at times simply use the term “Promethean” 

to refer to these sub-categories of Prometheans, as in this passage here.  
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movement is right in thinking that climate change, if it exists, can only be 

confronted by strong government action. (2013, p. 68). 

 

Dryzek, like Pooley, thus seems to imply that climate denial is motivated by the fact that any 

policy possibly capable of reducing greenhouse gas emissions must necessarily conflict with 

deeply held free market conservative beliefs about the nature of the proper relationship between 

the government and the economy.
37

  In other words, Dryzek implies that free market 

conservatives have an “inherent” ideational interest in opposing any and all government efforts 

to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, which in turn motivates climate denial.  Such a conclusion 

in turn indicates that we need look no further than the fact that some individuals are free market 

conservatives to explain the fact that they oppose “strong government action” to address climate 

change and embrace climate denial.  This would mean, to borrow a phrase from Andrew 

Moravcsik, that the causes of climate denial could be “treated as analytically prior to politics” 

(1997, p. 517). 

 The problem with this view is that it is unable to explain the existence of free market 

conservatives like former Republican Congressman Bob Inglis and Andrew Moylan of the pro-

market R Street Institute who advocate for what Moylan calls a “conservative carbon tax” which 

would tax carbon emissions, but cut other taxes to ensure revenue-neutrality (Lehmann, 2012; 

Moylan, 2013; Cameron, et al., 2014).
38

  As Moylan argues, such a revenue-neutral 

“conservative carbon tax” would create “[a] price signal operating in a free and open market 
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 Another idea implicit in this passage worth noting is the notion that “human ingenuity and markets” (especially 

the latter) and “strong government action” are mutually exclusive.  As I will show below, however, even for some 

free market conservatives, this is a false dichotomy.  Though many or even most government actions no doubt 

conflict with market-based solutions for free market conservatives, not all do: the specific character of the 

government action is extremely important. 
38

 As Moylan also points out, “prominent conservative economists” such “as Kevin Hassett, Glenn Hubbard, Greg 

Mankiw, and Art Laffer have expressed support for a carbon tax swap.”  This is because “[t]he consensus of 

conservative economic thought today is that … governments should target taxation on ‘bads’ like pollution rather 

than on good things like labor, wages, and profits in order to raise revenue with as light a touch on economic growth 

as possible” (2013). 
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[that] would encourage people to transition to less carbon-intensive energy sources,” and be 

coupled with “a clean tax swap and streamlined regulatory regime” to “ensure that government 

doesn’t grow larger and more powerful” (Moylan, 2013).
39

 Thus, for such conservatives, there is 

no inherent reason why “[r]educing carbon emissions” should “need to entail bigger 

government” (Ibid.). 

 This in turn means that while some American free market conservatives see the idea of 

ACC, and any potential response to it, as posing almost an existential threat to their ideational 

interests, others see no such inherent threat.  Indeed, for Moylan, not only does climate change 

not pose an ideational threat, it is in fact an “opportunity to emphasize the superiority of free 

markets” (Ibid.).  Given the fact that the same overarching conservative ideology leads to such 

vastly divergent political stances on the same issue, the possession of that ideology cannot in and 

of itself be seen as the root cause of climate denial.  Indeed, the fact that these divergent political 

stances seem to correspond to markedly different perceptions of the meaning and significance of 

climate change means that we must look elsewhere.  Their existence suggests the importance of 

interrogating the process by which climate deniers came to interpret, understand, and construct 

their ideational interests regarding climate change.  In other words, we need to consider the role 

of productive power.   

Climate Denial as a System of Signification 

 In order to do so, it is helpful to further refine our understanding of climate denial to 

consider how it functions as a system of signification.  As mentioned in the introduction, I define 
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 A 2012 poll conducted by researchers at Yale and George Mason Universities also indicates that such an idea may 

also have a fair amount of support among Republican voters, as the poll found that 51% of Republicans would be 

more “likely to vote for a candidate who supports legislation to reduce the federal income tax that Americans pay 

each year, but increase taxes on coal, oil, and natural gas by an equal amount,” while only 25% of Republicans 

would be less likely to vote for such a candidate—“a 2 to 1 margin.”  For the remaining 24%, such a position would 

not affect their vote (Leiserowitz, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & Hmielowski, 2012, p. 4, 28).  Note, however, that the 

polling question did not frame this as a carbon tax, or reference climate change or global warming. 
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“system of signification” as a socially constructed understanding of, and/or discourse about, the 

world or some aspect thereof (e.g., climate change) “through which meaning is produced, fixed, 

lived, experienced, and transformed” and which thus “shape actors’ self-understandings, and 

perceived interests” (Barnett & Duvall, 2005, p. 20).  Thus, as a system of signification, I 

consider climate denial to be the socially constructed meanings ascribed to and discourses about 

climate change that motivate the rejection of the scientific evidence for harmful ACC, as well as 

the rejection of ACC itself.  Furthermore, it is important to note that this system of signification 

is not monolithic.  It can range from what one might call a “conspiracy theory version” in which 

ACC is a lie fabricated by socialists or communists hiding behind an environmentalist mask to 

bring about eco-socialist world domination, to a “moderate version” in which evidence for and 

the threat of ACC has been greatly exaggerated by self-serving scientists and/or mainstream 

progressives who want to expand government and increase regulations.
40

  Furthermore, there 

appear to be many Americans who only partially accept climate denial, that is, individuals who 

have been sufficiently influenced by this system of signification to have factually incorrect 

beliefs about the issue,
41

 without subscribing to the underlying meanings the system of 

signification ascribes to climate change. 

The Merchants of Doubt and the Cold War Origins of Climate Denial 

 But where do the roots of this system of signification lie? As Barnett and Duvall indicate, 

the discourses that shape and comprise systems of signification are often “historically and 
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 One should also note that the “conspiracy theory” and “moderate” versions of the climate denial system of 

signification are themselves poles on a continuum, not an exhaustive list of potential variations of the climate denial 

theme.  Moreover, it is impossible to know for certain where a given person who accepts the climate denial system 

of signification falls along such a continuum, especially since some may exaggerate their public statements for 

rhetorical effect.  Because sorting out such nuances are beyond the scope of this thesis, I will simply refer to a single 

climate denial system of signification for clarity and ease of reading, except in the few cases where it becomes 

necessary to distinguish between different sub-types of the system. 
41

 For example, the belief that there is still a legitimate scientific debate over the existence and/or causes of climate 

change, or that natural factors are just as much, or more, to blame for climate change as human activities. 
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contingently produced” (Ibid., p. 11), and climate denial is no exception.  Its origins lie in the 

ways in which the Cold War structured and defined U.S. conservative identity as one of 

opposition to a communist/collectivist “other,” the identification of environmentalism with this 

“other” in the later years of the Cold War in the minds of some U.S. conservatives, and the ways 

in which the unexpected end of the Cold War “and the rise of global environmentalism … led 

conservatives to substitute a ‘green threat’ for the disappearing ‘red threat’” (Dunlap & 

McCright, 2011, p. 146).  Particularly important in this story are the extremely conservative and 

stridently anticommunist American scientists that Oreskes and Conway call the “Merchants of 

Doubt” (2010)—most notably S. Fred Singer,
42

 Frederick Seitz,
43

 Robert Jastrow,
44

 and William 

Nierenberg.
45

  These scientists acted as opinion leaders and were instrumental in the construction 

and spread of the climate denial system of signification. Since all four were “Cold Warriors … 

who had dedicated their lives to fighting Soviet Communism” (Ibid., p. 238), there is good 

                                                           
42

 In describing his background, Oreskes and Conway note that “Singer was a physicist—in fact, the proverbial 

rocket scientist—who became a leading figure in the development of Earth observation satellites, serving as the first 

director of the National Weather Satellite Service and later as chief scientist at the Department of Transportation in 

the Reagan administration” (2010, p. 5).  Singer was also “extremely hawkish” and “passionately believed in the 

gravity of the Soviet threat” (Ibid.). 
43

 Oreskes and Conway describe Sietz’s background as “a solid-state physicist who had risen to prominence during 

World War II, when he helped to build the atomic bomb” (2010, p. 5).  He subsequently “moved into the highest 

echelons of American science and policy.  From 1962 to 1969, he served as president of the National Academy of 

Sciences and as ex officio member of the U.S. President’s Science Advisory Committee.  In 1973, he received the 

National Medal of Science from President Richard Nixon” (Ibid., p. 25-6).  They also note that he “was committed 

to a muscular military strengthened by the most technologically advanced weaponry” and “ardently anticommunist” 

to the point that in “in later years Seitz’s anti-Communism would seem to lose a sense of proportion, as he 

increasingly defended anything that private enterprise did, and attacked anything with the scent of Socialism” (Ibid., 

p. 27). 
44

 Jastrow was “a prominent astrophysicist, successful popular author, and director of the Goddard Institute for 

Space Studies, who had long been involved with the U.S. space program” (Oreskes & Conway, 2010, p. 8).  He was 

also a “political hawk” (Ibid., p. 56), had a “strongly anticommunist orientation” (Ibid., p. 58), and exhibited a 

strong tendency to view his political opponents on nuclear issues, arms control, and the Strategic Defense Initiative 

(SDI) as servants of Soviet interests (Ibid., p. 46, 58-9). 
45

 According to Oreskes and Conway, “Nierenberg was a one-time director of the distinguished Scripps Institution 

of Oceanography and member of Ronald Reagan’s transition team, helping to suggest scientists to serve in important 

positions in the administration” (Ibid., p. 8).  He was also “an unapologetic hawk” and “a fierce defender of the 

Vietnam War” (Ibid., p. 79). 
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reason to believe that for each of them the Cold War and the fight against the Soviet/communist 

threat were particularly central to their identities. 

 Notably, in addition to the fact that Singer, Seitz, Jastrow, and Nierenberg were all deeply 

anticommunist Cold Warriors, all four were also physicists who largely owed their careers to the 

Cold War (Ibid., p. 82, 251).  In the words of Oreskes and Conway, each “was a child of the 

atomic age,” men “for whom the global anxieties and national challenges of the Cold War had 

offered remarkable personal opportunities” (Ibid., p. 79).  In a statement about Seitz that could 

just as easily apply to the other three, they also note that "[l]ike nearly every American physicist 

of his generation, he grew up alongside the nuclear weapons program, watching the national 

security state build his science as his science helped to build the national security state” (p. 36).  

In fact, all four served in “administrative positions at the interface between science, government, 

and the military” during the Cold War (p. 82).  For example, during the course of their careers, 

both Seitz and Nierenberg helped create the atom bomb, were “associated with several Cold War 

weapons programs and laboratories,” and successively served as NATO’s Assistant Secretary 

General for Scientific Affairs (Ibid., p. 5, 8, 79). 

 Perhaps not surprisingly, the Merchants of Doubt strongly believed that the Soviet Union 

was an aggressive and untrustworthy power bent on world domination, and thus posed a severe 

military threat to the West that could only be dealt with through a massive and technologically 

advanced military deterrent.  They thus opposed détente
46

 and arms control; Seitz for instance 

believed “the Soviets would use disarmament to achieve military superiority and conquer the 

West” (Ibid.).  For them (and in particular Jastrow), it “was essential to continue to maintain and 

even expand our [the U.S.] nuclear weapons stockpile” and pursue missile defense programs 
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 Jastrow believed “that détente was naïve—a latter day version of appeasement” while Seitz considered it to be 

outright “morally repugnant” (Ibid., p. 37). 
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such as the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) (Ibid., p. 37).  Indeed, defending SDI from its 

many critics in the scientific community was the original purpose for which Jastrow, along with 

Seitz and Nierenberg, founded the George C. Marshall Institute in 1984—an Institute which 

would soon become a pivotal organ of climate denial (Ibid., p. 56, 186; Jamieson, 2011, p. 41). 

 Given their strident anticommunism, exaggerated perception of the Soviet threat, and 

connections to the U.S. national security establishment, they almost certainly shared or were 

socialized into the “the prevailing ideological mindset of the US national security bureaucracy” 

which held “that communism was … centrally dominated by Moscow” (Saull, 2012, p. 62).  As 

Richard Saull notes, this mindset severely inhibited the ability of U.S. policymakers “to 

differentiate the diplomacy of Moscow from the policies of other communist states and the 

actions of communist movements” (Ibid., p. 69) and in all probability had the same effect on the 

Merchants of Doubt.  In combination with the recurrent and dominant theme in the framing of 

the Soviet/communist threat in broader U.S. society as “a communist conspiracy based on 

betrayal and deception … whose aims are subversion, infiltration, and world conquest” (Rowley 

& Weldes, 2012, p. 188), this likely led them to see their adversaries—the enemies of the U.S. 

and free market capitalism—as essentially monolithic in nature, in addition to being duplicitous 

and conspiratorial. 

 Moreover, all of these factors would have combined to lead the Merchants of Doubt to 

understand themselves, and their personal and political identities, as people who fought such an 

enemy—especially given how opposition to the Soviet/communist “other” was such a crucial 

part of U.S. national identity during the Cold War.  Indeed, citing David Campbell (1998), Saull 

notes that “US foreign policy in the cold war and the representation (and manipulation) of a 

Soviet threat was a key factor in the construction of a post-war American national identity based 
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on the idea of ‘freedom’ as a uniquely American characteristic in contrast to the ‘foreign’ and 

‘hostile’ ideas and values of socialism, equality, and collectivism” (2012, p. 61).  In Campbell’s 

own words, “the cold war” was “another episode in the ongoing production and reproduction of 

American identity through the practices of foreign policy” (1998, p. 133).  More specifically, 

“the modes of representation through which the danger of communism and the Soviet Union had 

been interpreted” served to “instantiate a fictive self that has meaning principally as the negation 

of difference, and which then performs as a regulative ideal by which contingency can be 

domesticated and identity enframed” (Ibid., 136-7).
47

  As strident anticommunist cold warriors, 

such an identity based around differentiation from and opposition to a Soviet/communist “other” 

would have had significantly heightened salience (relative to the average American) on a 

personal level for the Merchants of Doubt. 

 Consequently, when “[t]he disappearance of the Soviet/communist ‘other’/threat and US 

containment policy’s resultant irrelevance triggered a crisis in US identity” (Rowley & Weldes, 

p. 188, 2012), the Merchants of Doubt likely experienced an individual-level analogue of this 

identity crisis.  As Campbell points out, “in times of crisis or in periods in which there is a 

critical rupture that destabilizes the boundaries of identity established earlier,” such as the end of 

the Cold War, the ongoing process of defining identity through opposition to and/or negation of 

some “other” “assumes added significance” (1998, p. 136).  That is, when the old system used to 
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 As Campbell makes clear, the use of this technique to construct an American identity was not limited to the Cold 

War; indeed its use is part of a recurrent pattern that extends throughout much if not all of U.S. history—a fact 

which makes the substitution of the environmentalist “other” for the disappearing Soviet/communist “other” by 

many U.S. conservatives at the end of the Cold War all the less surprising.  As he argues,  

there is no specifiable point of origin for these modes of representation, because what they 

represent is the episodic eruption of an ethical power of segregation that is animated by moral 

concerns rather than derived from spatial or temporal causes. To be sure, each episode has 

elements specific to its location and participants, but in these various historical moments we 

witness the repetition of certain techniques of differentiation rather than the creation de novo of 

concerns, prejudices, and figurations. Moreover, the persistence of these techniques indicates the 

existence of a well-established discursive economy of identity/difference likely to be drawn upon 

to enable the disciplining of contingency and the representation of danger in moments of flux. 

(1998, p. 145). 
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frame identity breaks down—as happens when opposition to the “other” on which it is based is 

no longer salient—a new “other” is urgently needed.  At the very least, this is likely true for 

those, such as the Merchants of Doubts, whose identities and sense of purpose in life are 

dependent on an especially conflictual relationship with a purportedly nefarious “other.”  Thus, 

when “the enemy that justified SDI was rapidly disappearing, and the end of the Cold War was 

in sight … the old Cold Warriors decided to fight on.  The new enemy?  Environmental 

‘alarmists.’  In 1989—the very year the Berlin Wall fell—the Marshall Institute issued its first 

report attacking climate science” (Oreskes & Conway, 2010, p. 186).  For the Merchants of 

Doubt—as well as many other U.S. conservatives—the solution to the crisis of identity posed by 

the diminishing threat of Soviet communism was to replace it with the threat of socialism or 

communism in the guise of environmentalism generally and global warming “alarmism” 

specifically. 

Why Environmentalism and Climate “Alarmism” Assumed Soviet Communism’s Role 

 But why did environmentalism specifically come to fill the “threat vacuum” that Soviet 

communism left?  In part, this was due to the fact that the Merchants of Doubt had long held a 

negative view of environmentalists, whom they viewed as “largely Luddites” (Ibid., p. 54).  But 

more importantly,  the U.S. environmental movement consisted in part of organizations like the 

Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS), which advocated for arms control (Ibid., p. 54-5, 60),
48

 

and whose leadership and membership significantly overlapped with that of the nuclear freeze 
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 As its founding document makes clear, UCS’s original focus was arms control, though it also called “for turning 

research applications … toward the solution of pressing environmental and social problems” (1968).  Indeed, 

throughout its Cold War history, nuclear issues was the UCS’s main focus: primarily advocating for stricter 

regulation of the nuclear power industry in the 1970s following its initial focus on arms control, while returning to 

focus primarily on the latter during the 1980s (Hively, 1988; Charles, 2009).  Prior to the end of the Cold War, its 

participation in the environmental movement was chiefly through its aforementioned work on nuclear power issues 

and related efforts to promote renewable energy as an alternative to fossil fuels and nuclear energy (UCS, n.d.).  By 

the early 1990s, with the launch of its Global Resources Program, UCS had begun to increasingly prioritize 

expressly environmental issues, most notably climate change (Wager, 1994). 
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movement (Marullo, 1988).
49

  The UCS in particular had been one of the foremost opponents of 

the hawkish Cold War policies that the Merchants of Doubt championed.  For example, in the 

early 1980s, environmentalists helped blocked the proposed mobile basing strategy for the MX 

missile, which Jastrow believed to be crucial to ensuring the U.S. would not be vulnerable to a 

Soviet first strike (Ibid., 46).  Environmental organizations likewise played a prominent role in 

publicizing nuclear winter research (Ibid., p. 49, 60), research which undermined Jastrow and 

Seitz’s claims that the US could “win” a nuclear war against the Soviet Union, as well as the 

case for their favored policy of increasing the U.S. nuclear weapons stockpile (Ibid., p. 36-8).  

Indeed, in Jastrow’s eyes, the scientific and environmentalist proponents of the nuclear winter 

theory “were playing into Soviet hands” and thus “were at best dupes, at worst, accomplices” of 

the Soviet Union (Ibid., p. 59).  As a result, he came to believe that “environmentalists served 

Soviet interests” (p. 46). 

 But perhaps most significant of all was the fact that the UCS helped lead the charge 

against SDI.  As noted above, Jastrow, Seitz, and Nierenberg founded the Marshall Institute in 

order to promote and defend SDI, but it was a UCS report attacking SDI that served as the 

proximate cause of Jastrow’s decision
50

 in September 1984 to create the Institute as a 

“counterweight” and “organized response to the UCS [emphasis added]” (Ibid., p. 54, 56).  Not 

surprisingly, given his opinion of nuclear winter proponents and mobile basing opponents, 

Jastrow even accused the UCS and its founder Henry Kendall of being “stooges of the Soviet 

Union, noting ‘the intensification—one could say almost, the ferocity—of the efforts by the UCS 
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 As Sam Marullo points out, not only were the nuclear freeze movement’s stated objectives similar to the goals of 

the U.S. environmental movement, but substantial numbers of both the latter’s leaders and members (especially 

those from its antinuclear power contingent) joined the former. Indeed, “the environmental movement” was the U.S. 

social movement “hit hardest by the shift of leaders and members to the freeze” movement and the resulting loss of 

energy and resources for pursuing its own specific objectives.  This in turn suggests that environmentalists made up 

a disproportionately large number of both the freeze movement’s leadership and membership (1988, p. 422-3, 426). 
50

 Though all three founded the Marshall Institute together, the idea appears to have been Jastrow’s brainchild, as he 

invited both Seitz and Nierenberg to join him in the project (Oreskes & Conway, 2010, p. 56). 
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and Soviet leaders [emphasis added] to undermine domestic support for SDI’” (Ibid., p. 58).  

Again, by historical accident, all this occurred less than 10 years before the collapse of the Soviet 

Union and the end of the Cold War.  Thus, it is not surprising that in dealing with the identity 

crisis brought on by its unexpected end, the Merchants of Doubt, having already come to view 

environmentalists as their enemies, if not the outright servants of Soviet interests, ended up 

substituting the “green threat” of environmentalism for the “red threat” of Soviet communism. 

 As such, it is also hardly surprising that the discourse the Merchants of Doubt used to 

construct environmentalism broadly, and of global warming “alarmism” specifically as threats 

shows remarkable continuity with the earlier, mainstream framing of the Soviet/communist 

threat in the U.S. during the Cold War.  As Rowley and Weldes note, “[t]he dominant theme … 

in almost every [U.S.] Cold War speech” is the notion of “a communist conspiracy based on 

betrayal and deception, undertaken by an enemy … whose claims are false, whose methods are 

ruthless and insidious, and whose aims are subversion, infiltration, and world conquest” (2012, p. 

188).  In comparison, consider how Singer portrays environmentalists: “In a 1991 piece on 

global warming, he reiterated the theme that environmental threats—in this case global 

warming—were being manufactured by environmentalists based on a ‘hidden political agenda’ 

against ‘business, the free market, and the capitalist system” (Oreskes & Conway, 2010, p. 134).  

In doing so, he portrays environmentalists as a group that, like the Soviet Union and communists 

generally, makes false claims and employs insidious methods of deception, as part of a “hidden 

political agenda,” that is, a conspiracy, in order to subvert the American economic system.  

Indeed for Singer, even the end goal of socialist or communist world conquest was the same: 

“The ‘real’ agenda of environmentalists—and the scientists who provided the data on which they 
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relied—was to destroy capitalism and replace it with some sort of worldwide utopian 

Socialism—or perhaps Communism” (Ibid.).
 51

 

 Singer was far from the only American conservative to make such claims.  The 

conservative columnist George Will asserted “that environmentalism was a ‘green tree with red 

roots’” (Ibid., p. 134).  In 1990, “Richard Darman, head of the Office of Management and 

Budget in the administration of George H. W. Bush” likewise “gave a speech in which he 

attacked environmentalists as having lost faith in America and … accused environmentalists of 

being closet Socialists” (Ibid., p. 253).  In a 1992 speech “on the subject of ‘Global Warming and 

other Environmental Myths,’” Dixy Lee Ray
52

 insisted “that the agenda of the Earth Summit
53

 

was Socialist, its objective to ‘bring about a change in the present system of independent nations 

… [a] World Government with central planning by the United Nations’” (Ibid., p. 252).
54

   

Indeed, the idea “that environmental regulation was the slippery slope to Socialism” 

became “a common right-wing refrain in the early 1990s” (Ibid.), and for both the Merchants of 

Doubt and American conservatives more broadly, the potential response to climate change 

became the main embodiment of this “green threat.”  Once again, this was in no small part due to 

historical contingency: as Oreskes and Conway note, “the collapse of the Soviet Union” occurred 
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 One should also note that this parallels Pooley’s observation that attendees at the Heartland Institute’s 2008 

climate denial conference believed that “regulation and intervention in the markets” to combat climate change “was 

an eco-socialist conspiracy … to control the energy supply and stifle free enterprise” (2010, p. 38). 
52

 Ray was “a zoologist and former chair of the Atomic Energy Commission, as well as a former Governor of the 

state of Washington” (Oreskes & Conway, 2010, p. 130), and one of the most significant Merchants of Doubt after 

Singer, Sietz, Jastrow, and Nierenberg.  Like them, she was a cold warrior “who had dedicated” her life “to fighting 

Soviet Communism” (Ibid., p. 238).  
53

 The “Earth Summit” or “Rio Earth Summit” are informal names for the United Nations Conference on 

Environment and Development, which was held during June 1992 in Rio de Janeiro.  This is the same conference 

that established the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). 
54

 As Oreskes and Conway also note, Ray “recapitulated this argument in an interview … whose opening question to 

her was this: ‘With the world-wide decline of socialism, many individuals [emphasis added] think that the 

environmental movement may be the next great threat to freedom.  Do you agree?” (2010, p. 252).  Both the 

phrasing of the question and the very fact that it was asked speaks volumes, but so does that the fact that “Ray 

replied, ‘Yes, I do … The International Socialist Party, which is intent upon continuing to press countries into 

socialism, is now headed up by people within the United Nations.  They are the ones in the UN environmental 

program, and they were the ones sponsoring the so-called Earth Summit” (Ibid., p. 253). 
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“just at that very moment” when the world recognized climate change was “a crucial global issue 

that required [a] global response” (Ibid., p. 253).  Indeed, James E. Hanson’s historic testimony 

to Congress on the detection of global warming (1988), the formation of the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (also 1988), the fall of the Berlin Wall (1989), the collapse of 

the Soviet Union (1991), and the adoption of the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) at the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 all occurred within the same five 

year period.   

It should also be emphasized that the potential scale of the response proposed to deal 

with climate change was substantially greater—and thus more threatening—then that for any 

other environmental issue.  As Dunlap & McCright explain, “conservative fears of the green 

threat crystallized around climate change,” because the “creation of the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC) by the United Nations Environmental Program and the World 

Meteorological Organization represented an unprecedented international effort …This, combined 

with the encompassing nature and wide-ranging implications of climate change, turned ACC into 

a cause célèbre for conservatives” (2011, p. 146). 

 To be clear, I do not claim, or mean to imply, that the Merchants of Doubt were the sole 

or even the main cause of this wider conservative suspicion of environmentalism.  However,  

through their multiple writings, published in the conservative and at times the mainstream media 

in the 1980s and 1990s, they contributed substantially to its development (Oreskes and Conway, 

2010).  The same constitutive factors that underlied their hostility to environmentalism likely 

also acted independently on other conservatives, pushing them towards this general suspicion.  

Either way, the ultimate independent variable of the influence of the Cold War (and its end) on 

U.S. conservative identity is the same; the uncertainty lies simply in the degree to which its 
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resulting effects were mediated through the compulsory power of authoritative opinion leaders 

like the Merchants of Doubt (via their public writings, and the work of others like them), or 

through the more diffuse workings of productive power alone.  However, resolving that specific 

question is beyond the scope of this thesis; for present purposes what matters is that this hostility 

existed, that it was caused by the constitutive effects of the Cold War mediated through some 

combination of compulsory and productive power, and that this broader hostility had its own 

constitutive effects by providing fertile ground for the climate denial system of signification. 

 

The Spread and Diffusion of Climate Denial 

 Though they were no doubt themselves influenced by such constitutive effects, Seitz, 

Jastrow, Nierenberg, and Singer’s conscious and purposeful efforts—that is, their wielding of 

compulsory power—were vital to the development and diffusion of the climate denial system of 

signification.  As Oreskes and Conway point out, due to their prominent and high-profile careers 

in government and science, “these men were well-known and highly respected in Washington, 

D.C., and had access to power all the way to the White House” (Ibid., p. 7).  Indeed, the 

aforementioned 1989 Marshall Institute report Seitz, Jastrow, and Nierenberg produced was the 

first major attack on climate science,
55

 and it had an almost immediate and substantial influence 

on how the first Bush Administration understood the issue.  Nierenberg himself gave a briefing 

on the report “to members of the Office of Cabinet Affairs, the Office of Policy Development, 

the Council of Economic Advisors, and the Office of Management and Budget” which 
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 As Oreskes and Conway show at length, the central argument of the report rested on a gross misrepresentation of 

the actual peer-reviewed literature it cited, as well as the acceptance of logically contradictory claims about the 

response of Earth’s climate system to changes in radiative forcing that would be glaringly obvious to any physicist.  

As such, Seitz, Jastrow, and Nierenberg were almost certainly being intentionally dishonest in the report (2010, p. 

186-90), which in turn means the report was almost certainly a conscious effort on their part to influence climate 

policy and politics by sowing doubt. 
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effectively stopped “the positive momentum that had been building in the Bush administration” 

to address climate change (Ibid., p. 186).  Referring to the report after the briefing, “one member 

of the cabinet affairs office” said that “‘Everyone has read it.  Everyone takes it seriously.’  

Another ruminated, ‘It is well worth listening to.  They are eminent scientists.  I was impressed.’  

White House chief of staff John Sununu—a nuclear engineer by training—was particularly 

taken” (Ibid.).  Indeed, the Marshall Institute and its report was at the time cited as the main 

reason the first Bush Administration opposed limiting fossil fuel use or levying carbon taxes 

(Ibid., p. 190). 

 Moreover, as Oreskes and Conway point out in a passage worth quoting at length, the 

Marshall Report’s effects extended far beyond its impacts on the first Bush Administration’s 

climate policy: 

It wasn’t just the Bush Administration that took these claims seriously; the mass 

media did, too.  Respected media outlets such as the New York Times, the 

Washington Post, Newsweek, and many others repeated these claims as if they 

were a “side” in a scientific debate.  Then the claims were repeated again and 

again and again—as in an echo chamber—by a wide range of people involved in 

public debate, from bloggers to members of the U.S. Senate, and even by the 

President and the Vice President of the United States.  In all of this, journalists 

and the public never understood that these were not scientific debates—taking 

place in the halls of science among active scientific researchers—but 

misinformation. (Ibid., p. 7) 

 

As I already noted, Singer likewise attacked climate science, publically claiming in a 1991 article 

that the threat of climate change had been invented by environmentalists to undermine the 

American economic system.  During the 1990s he would publish many other articles and letters 

to the editor attacking and misrepresenting climate science (Ibid., p. 312, 324-5, 327-8).  Indeed, 

one of Singer’s Wall Street Journal letters to the editor was cited by Senator Chuck Hagel
56
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 Ironically, this is the very same Chuck Hagel who as Secretary of Defense later said that climate change is “a 

‘threat multiplier’” which “has the potential to exacerbate many of the challenges we are dealing with today – from 

infectious disease to terrorism,” that “uncertainty … cannot be an excuse for delaying action,” and that “[p]olitics or 
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during his Senate floor speech in July 1997 as one of his reasons for opposing U.S. ratification of 

the Kyoto Protocol and for urging the Senate to pass the Hagel-Byrd resolution (143 Cong. Rec. 

S8113-6, 1997; Pooley, 2010, p. 90).
57

 

 At a minimum, what these incidents show is that Singer, Seitz, Jastrow, and Nierenberg 

were extremely effective in implanting the idea in the public consciousness and the minds of 

politicians (or at least of Republican politicians) that the science of climate change was not 

settled.  Though they initially did this through the direct exercise of compulsory power—and 

subsequently strengthened the system of signification through additional deployments of 

compulsory power—by creating a system of signification, they were able to make climate denial 

effectively self-reinforcing and self-perpetuating through the discursive workings of productive 

power.  As such, independent of their own writing and lobbying, they were able to get their 

“claims repeated again and again and again,” and in doing so, indirectly used productive power 

to “recruit” more members into the climate denial system of signification.   

In this effort the conservative media proved particularly useful.  Though as Oreskes and 

Conway note and discuss at length, they were able to get their views into the mainstream media 

by exploiting the norm of balance (which ironically served to bias media coverage towards their 

views), the mainstream media still presented them as just one side in the debate (2010).  As such, 

the mainstream media likely only served to facilitate partial acceptance of the climate denial 

system of signification.  But as Dunlap and McCright note, the American “[c]onservative media 

consistently present” climate deniers like Singer “as ‘objective’ experts, in stark contrast to their 

portrayal of scientists working with the IPCC as self-interested and biased” (2011, p. 152).  That 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
ideology must not get in the way of sound planning” when it comes to climate change (Department of Defense, 

2014a). 
57

 In former Senator Hagel’s defense, this particular letter to the editor by Singer merely tried to obfuscate the 

science, and did not make any of the conspiracy theory claims of his aforementioned 1991 article. 
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is, conservative media outlets such as right-wing radio talk programs, Rupert Murdoch’s Fox 

News, and print publications such as the Wall Street Journal,
58

 New York Post, Washington 

Times, The Weekly Standard, National Review, and The American Spectator in effect portray the 

climate denial system of signification as the “objective” truth.  “[T]he result is a barrage of 

assaults on climate science (and increasingly, climate scientists) that not only inundates 

committed conservative audiences but also reaches a large segment of the general public” (Ibid.), 

thereby continuously re-constituting and perpetuating the climate denial system of signification. 

Of course, as the sheer number of media outlets propagating climate denial indicates, the 

Merchants of Doubt did not remain the only actors actively spreading climate denial for long.  

As Dunlap and McCright also note, much if not most of “[t]he mainstream conservative 

movement, embodied in leading foundations and think tanks” rapidly embraced climate denial 

and sought to spread it (Ibid., p. 146).  Since as I have already established, such an embrace 

cannot be attributed simply to conservative ideology, these other conservative organizations were 

likely socialized into accepting the climate denial system of signification by the efforts of the 

Merchants of Doubt, particularly the 1989 Marshall Institute report.  Instead, the majority of the 

broader institutionalized conservative movement seems to have accepted (or at least decided to 

propagate) the climate denial system of signification for similar reasons as the Merchants of 

Doubt themselves (Ibid.).  After all, they would have been exposed to many of the same 

constitutive effects underlying the broader conservative hostility to environmentalism as were 

the Merchants of Doubt, and they would have been in all likelihood inclined to trust the veracity 

of the claims of such prominent conservative scientists, as was the Bush Administration.
59
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 Or at least the editorial pages thereof. 
59

 Determining exactly how most of the wider U.S. conservative movement ended up embracing climate denial and 

which of these factors were important might be an interesting direction for future research.  As noted previously, 

much of the current literature on climate denial seems to more or less see action on climate change as contrary to 
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other words, the combination of the constitutive effects of the Cold War and its unexpected end, 

and the active use of compulsory power on the part of the Merchants of Doubt to purposively 

promote climate denial, effectively “recruited” much of the U.S. conservative movement into the 

climate denial system of signification.  This in turn led much of the conservative movement to 

construct a conservative ideational interest in denying the severity and/or existence of ACC, as 

well as opposing climate policy in general, rather than just specific policy responses that would 

violate conservative free market principles.  

Having embraced climate denial, conservative think tanks (CTTs) rapidly proceeded to 

deploy their own compulsory power to further spread the system of signification.  Specifically, 

they do so by churning “out an endless flow of policy proposals … hosting anti-IPCC 

conferences … sponsoring ‘educational events’ for politicians … and producing and circulating a 

vast range of anti-climate change material via various forms of media” (Ibid.).  Indeed, the 

widespread use of the last tactic probably explains much of the U.S. conservative media’s 

portrayal of climate denier’s claims as the objective truth, and thus how climate denial became a 

common theme in the standard discourse of the right-wing “echo chamber” (Ibid.).   

Moreover, CTTs participated in a strategic alliance with the fossil fuel industry and 

related sectors of corporate America to promote climate denial, as the latter quickly realized that 

any action to mitigate climate change  a threat to their material interests (Ibid., p. 146, 148).  

Indeed, the fossil fuel industry has from the beginning been integral to efforts aimed at 

discrediting climate science, most notably through the provision of material and financial 

support, that is, the deployment of compulsory power: “Both individual corporations such as 

ExxonMobil and Peabody Coal as well as industry associations such as the American Petroleum 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
“inherent” conservative ideational interests, and thus the opposition of conservative think tanks to action on climate 

change as unproblematic and not requiring explanation. 
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Institute, Western Fuels Association, and Edison Electric Institute deployed compulsory power 

by providing funding for individual contrarian scientists, conservative think tanks active in 

climate change denial, and a host of front groups.”  In fact, “ExxonMobil has long been the 

leading contributor” to such groups (Ibid., p. 148).  In the early 1990s, the fossil fuel industry 

was joined in its efforts to undermine climate science by other resource-based corporations, 

members of the automobile industry, as well as “large national associations such as the National 

Association of Manufacturers and the US Chamber of Commerce” (Ibid.).  Lobbyists for 

corporations such as ExxonMobil and trade associations like the API themselves also joined with 

CTTs in directly pushing climate change denial talking points onto Congressional 

Representatives and US Senators (Newsweek Staff, 2007).  Front organizations, such as the 

Global Climate Coalition (GCC), which was created by fossil fuel companies and some of their 

aforementioned corporate allies in 1989 “to combat evidence of climate change and climate 

policy making” also worked to propagate the climate denial system of signification (Dunlap & 

McCright, 2011, p. 148). 

In this chapter, I have traced the ways in which the constitutive effects of the historically 

contingent circumstances of the Cold War and its end on U.S. conservative identity led the 

“Merchants of Doubt” to create, and other conservatives to adopt, a system of signification that 

constructed opposition to climate policy and the very notion of ACC as a conservative ideational 

interest.  Moreover, this story demonstrates how the conscious use of compulsory power and the 

more subtle workings of productive power were able to operate in mutually reinforcing ways to 

spread the climate denial system of signification. The Merchants of Doubt initial deployment of 

compulsory power through such mechanisms as the 1989 Marshall Institute Report established 

the beginnings of a convincing discourse about the nature of the climate change issue for 
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conservatives in other CTTs, who came to accept and internalize this system of signification 

through the workings of productive power.  The CTTs then deployed their own compulsory 

power to further its spread —assisted and bankrolled in no small part by corporate actors—which 

resulted in the further exposure of conservative politicians and media outlets to the system of 

signification.  Many of these opinion leaders internalized climate denial themselves, and then 

used their own compulsory power resources to further its spread and reinforce the climate denial 

system of signification.  In essence, the interlocking workings of compulsory and productive 

power created a positive feedback loop that served to rapidly propagate climate denial.  As I will 

show in the next chapter, the causal effects of this system of signification, mediated by the 

institutional structure of US politics, has had a decisive effect on US preferences in the issue area 

of climate change. 
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Chapter 4: Polling, Power, Politics, and Preferences 

 

From the extensive effort on the part of multiple actors to spread the climate denial 

system of signification as described in the last chapter, one might naively assume that such a 

domestic-level constructivist explanation is sufficient to account for US preferences in the issue 

area of climate change to pursue (even privately) sub-optimal levels of emissions abatement.  

However, the empirical evidence provided by multiple opinion surveys shows that a large 

majority of Americans have never been convinced by the claims of climate deniers, that they 

support government policies aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions, and that such patterns 

hold true in the majority of individual states as well as on the national level as a whole.  As such 

the beliefs and policy preferences of the American electorate cannot explain the US’ lack of 

ambition in this issue area.  Consequently, in order to explain US preferences, we must examine 

how certain actors are able to deploy both compulsory and productive power and to strategically 

exploit the institutional features of the US political system to produce US policies that reflect 

their preferences, rather than those of the broader US society. 

The American Electorate’s Rejection of Climate Denial and Overwhelming Support for 

GHG Emissions Reduction Policies 

The empirical evidence clearly shows that, despite the substantial effort to deny the 

existence of harmful ACC on the part of a broad array of actors, the vast majority of Americans 

have not subscribed to the climate denial system of signification.
60

  As Jon A. Krosnick and Bo 
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 Here I am not considering those who may have “partially accepted” climate denial, i.e., had their beliefs about 

climate change, such as their perception of the degree of scientific consensus, affected by the system of 

signification.  One of climate denial’s important causal effects may have been decreasing the depth rather than the 

breadth of support for stronger climate mitigation policy, i.e. by making people who lean towards supporting action 

to reduce GHG emissions place less priority or urgency on the issue by leading them to believe the evidence was 

less overwhelming than it actually was. 
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MacInnis have found, since “the 1990s, large majorities of Americans have said they believe that 

the planet has been gradually warming over the last hundred years; that if such warming has been 

occurring, it has been caused by human activity; and that, if unchecked, global warming will be 

harmful to people now and in the future and will be a serious problem for the nation and the 

world.” (2013, p. 35).  For example, as McCright and Dunlap note, “[a]ccording to two 1998 

nationwide polls by the Program on International Policy Attitudes, ‘an overwhelming majority of 

the U.S. public embraces the idea that global warming is a real problem that requires action’ and 

‘a strong majority of Americans favors Senate ratification of the Kyoto Treaty’” (2003, p. 349).  

Additionally, as Krosnick & MacKinnis found, “between 2006 and 2012, more than three in four 

Americans said they believed that the world’s temperature has probably been going up for the 

past hundred years” and “large majorities found human activity responsible for warming: 80 

percent in 2006, 83 percent in 2007, 78 percent in 2008, 69 percent in 2009, 75 percent in 2010, 

72 percent in 2011, and 77 percent in 2012” (2013, p. 35).
61

  Moreover, during the same time 

period, “[h]uge majorities said that global warming was a ‘very serious’ or ‘somewhat serious’ 

national problem: 82 percent in 2006, 85 percent in 2007, 84 percent in 2008, 73 percent in 2009, 

78 percent in mid-2010, 75 percent in late 2010, and 79 percent in 2012” (Ibid., p. 36).
62

  

Krosnick and MacInnis also found broad support for government policies to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions.   In polls they conducted in 2010 and 2012, about three-quarters of 

Americans were found to believe the government should limit the amount of GHGs U.S. 

businesses can emit (Ibid., p. 28).  Similarly, a 2006 poll found that “86 percent of respondents 
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 Another more recent poll conducted by Stanford University and The New York Times found that in January 2015 

81% of Americans thought that roughly half or more of global warming was the result of human activities, which is 

consistent with the range of values Krosnick and MacInnis reported (The New York Times & Stanford University, 

2015). 
62

 The aforementioned Stanford and New York Times poll found that in January 2015, 78% of Americans believed 

that global warming would be a serious problem for the United States if left unaddressed (The New York Times & 

Stanford University, 2015). 
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favored requiring utilities, or encouraging them with tax breaks, to reduce the amount of 

greenhouse gases they emit” (Ibid.).  A 2010 survey found that 69% of Americans support a 

federal mandate requiring all U.S. utilities to generate at least 20% of their electricity from solar, 

wind, or water (i.e., hydroelectric, wave, or tidal) energy (Ibid.).  They also found that in “the 

months leading up to the 2008 presidential election, 59 percent of Americans endorsed a cap-

and-trade system” and further that 65 percent of Americans endorsed a cap-and-trade system in a 

poll taken in 2010 (Ibid., p. 30).  In both cases, the level of support rose to 74% once the 

respondents were informed of cap-and-trade’s prior success in reducing other forms of air 

pollution, such as the emissions that caused acid rain (Ibid., p. 30-1).  Additionally, Krosnick and 

MacInnis found that explicitly stating that GHG emissions reduction policies would increase the 

price of goods the respondents purchased did not significantly affect support for such policies 

(Ibid., p. 33).  Moreover, they found that the majority of Americans would be willing to pay the 

probable costs to the average American household of reducing U.S. GHG emissions by 85% by 

2050 (Ibid., p. 34).
63

   

Krosnick and MacInnis’ general findings are both supported and complemented by 

polling performed by Yale and George Mason University researchers.  In a 2011 survey, 

Anthony Leiserowitz, Edward Maibach, Connie Roser-Renouf, and Jay D. Hmielowski found 

that 65% of Americans support signing “an international treaty that requires the United States to 

cut its emissions of carbon dioxide 90% by the year 2050” (2011, p. 14).  Another poll conducted 

by the same team in 2012 again found that 65% of Americans support such a treaty, that “75 
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 Specifically, Krosnick and MacInnis found that 58% of Americans would be willing to support such a policy even 

if it cost the average American household $150 per year.  As they note, EPA economic analyses show that the likely 

cost to the average American household of such a policy would be between $79 and $146 per year, meaning that 

most Americans are willing to pay for the entire range of likely costs to them personally of such a policy (2013, p. 

34).  One should also note that this calculation does not take into account the potential cost off-setting effects of 

recycling carbon pricing system revenue to households via lump-sum rebates or payroll and income tax cuts. 



66 
 

percent [of Americans] support regulating carbon dioxide as a pollutant,”
 64

 and that “63 percent 

say the U.S. should act on its own to reduce greenhouse gases, regardless of what other nations 

do” (Leiserowitz, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & Hmielowski, 2012, p. 3).  Additionally, “61 

percent of Americans support holding the fossil fuel industry (coal, oil and natural gas) 

responsible for ‘all the hidden costs we pay for citizens who get sick from polluted air and water, 

military costs to maintain our access to foreign oil, and the environmental costs of spills and 

accidents’” (Ibid., p. 4).  Along those lines, “61 percent of Americans say they would be more 

likely to vote for a candidate who supports … a ‘revenue neutral’ tax shift” that “would increase 

taxes on coal, oil and natural gas, and reduce the federal income tax by an equal amount,” while 

only “20 percent say they would be less likely” to vote for such a candidate (Ibid.).  Moreover, 

the poll also found that Americans are willing to pay a significant amount to reduce GHG 

emissions, as “[m]ore than two-thirds of Americans (68%) say the U.S. should make either a 

large-scale or medium-scale effort to reduce global warming, even if this has large or moderate 

economic costs” (Ibid.).
65

 

In a separate, secondary analysis of 21 surveys primarily covering the 2006 to 2013 

period, Krosnick and MacInnis found that similar patterns hold true at the state level (Nagel, 

2013; Stanford Geospatial Center, 2013).  In the 46 states for which they had sufficient data,
66

 

the proportion of the population that believes global warming has been occurring ranges from 
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 Though probably not surprisingly, Democratic voters are more likely to support this idea than Republicans and 

Independents, and Independents are more likely to support regulating carbon dioxide, support is nonetheless 

strongly bipartisan: “[a]mong registered voters, 84 percent of Democrats, 77 percent of Independents, and 67 

percent of Republicans support this policy” (Leiserowitz, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & Hmielowski, 2012, p. 3). 
65

 Interestingly, besides the fact that most Americans support reducing GHG emissions even if doing so imposed 

significant costs on the U.S. economy, the vast majority of Americans are skeptical of claims that reducing GHG 

emissions would even hurt the U.S. economy in the first place.  As Krosnick and MacInnis note, a 2010 survey 

found that only 20% of Americans thought “that taking actions to reduce future global warming would hurt the U.S. 

economy, and only 18 percent said that doing so would reduce the number of jobs around the country” (2013, p. 35).  

Indeed, if anything, Americans appear far more likely to believe the opposite, as “a majority of respondents (56 

percent) said that taking actions to reduce future global warming would have a positive effect on the U.S. economy, 

and 50 percent said that efforts to reduce warming would create jobs and increase employment nationwide” (Ibid.). 
66

 They did not have sufficient data for North Dakota, Wyoming, Alaska, and Hawaii.  
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75% at the low end to 88% at the high end (Nagel, 2013; Stanford Geospatial Center, 2013).  

Likewise, in all of these 46 states at least 65% of the population believes that global warming is 

either mostly caused by human activities, or caused in roughly equal parts by humans and natural 

factors (Stanford Geospatial Center, 2013).  Finally, with the single exception of Idaho, at least 

two-thirds of the population in each of these 46 states believes that global warming would be a 

serious problem for the United States itself (as opposed to just other countries or the world in 

general) if left unaddressed (Ibid.).
67

 

Moreover, at least two-thirds of the population in 41 states supports government efforts to 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions from power plants (Ibid.).
68

  Likewise, two-thirds or more of 

the population in at least 38 states support government limits on the amount of greenhouse gases 

U.S. businesses more broadly can emit (Ibid.).
69

  Furthermore, two-thirds or more of the 

population in at least 35 states support a cap-and-trade program to reduce GHG emissions 

(Ibid.).
70

  Majorities in at least 37 states also think the U.S. should take action on global warming 

even if other countries do less than the U.S. to address the problem.
71

  (Krosnick and MacInnis 
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 Even in Idaho 58% of the population thought that climate change would be a serious problem for the U.S. if left 

unaddressed, which is still a comfortable majority. 
68

 For this question, Krosnick and MacInnis did not have sufficient data for Montana, South Dakota, and Rhode 

Island in addition to Wyoming, North Dakota, Alaska, and Hawaii.  The two states for which they had sufficient 

data but less than two-thirds of the population supported government efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 

from power plants were Louisiana and Utah, with 64% and 62% of their respective populations supporting such 

efforts—still sizable majorities (Stanford Geospatial Center, 2013). 
69

 For this question, Krosnick and MacInnis did not have sufficient data for Montana, South Dakota, Rhode Island, 

New Hampshire, Vermont, Nevada, Mississippi, and West Virginia in addition to Wyoming, North Dakota, Alaska, 

and Hawaii.  Thus, the 38 states in which two-thirds or more of the population support limits on the amount of 

GHGs U.S. businesses can emit account for all the states for which sufficient data was available (Stanford 

Geospatial Center, 2013). 
70

 For this question, Krosnick and MacInnis did not have sufficient data for South Dakota, Montana, Idaho, Nevada, 

New Hampshire, Vermont, Rhode Island, and West Virginia in addition to Wyoming, North Dakota, Alaska, and 

Hawaii.  The three states for which sufficient data was available but in which less than two-thirds of the population 

supported cap-and-trade were Utah, Michigan, and New Mexico.  The percentages of their populations that 

supported cap-and-trade were 53%, 64%, and 66% respectively—all still majorities (Stanford Geospatial Center, 

2013). 
71

 For this question, Krosnick and MacInnis did not have sufficient data for South Dakota, Montana, Nevada, New 

Hampshire, Vermont, Rhode Island, Mississippi and West Virginia in addition to Wyoming, North Dakota, Alaska, 

and Hawaii. The one state for which sufficient data was available but did not have a majority that supported such 
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did not report data regarding support for revenue-neutral tax shifts, signing an international 

treaty, or willingness to endure economic costs on a state-by-state level.) 

Given this data, it is not surprising that Krosnick and MacInnis conclude that “[f]or years, 

most Americans have endorsed a range of U.S. government policies designed to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions and have been willing to pay for the implementation of such policies” 

(2013, p. 36).  More importantly however, “public support for such policies seems to be not only 

present but prevalent–much more so than for policies that the federal government currently 

implements in many other arenas [emphasis added]” (Ibid., p. 36-8). Indeed, in a 2010 New York 

Times editorial, Krosnick noted that such broad public support for potentially costly policies to 

address a problem is unusual, as “[f]or many issues, any such consensus about the existence of a 

problem quickly falls apart when the conversation turns to carrying out specific solutions that 

will be costly.  But not so here … a huge majority shares a common vision of climate change” 

(2010).  Yet “legislative action” has nonetheless been “limited with regard to reduction of 

greenhouse gas emissions” (Krosnick & MacInnis, 2013, p. 36).  

What makes this all the more puzzling is the composition of the climate change “issue 

public,” that is, the group “of Americans who are passionate about this subject and put pressure 

on government to follow their wishes” (Krosnick, 2010).  As Krosnick notes, “[f]or over a 

decade this group has” had a “typical issue-public size, about 15 percent of American adults,” 

but unlike most issue publics which “usually divide about equally on opposing sides … 92 

percent wanted the federal government to limit the amount of greenhouse gases that businesses 

can emit. Put simply, the people whose votes are most powerfully shaped by this issue are 

sending a nearly unanimous signal to their elected representatives” (Ibid.). 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
unilateral action was Utah, where only 48% of the population supported such a course of action (Stanford Geospatial 

Center, 2013). 
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From this data, one can draw several conclusions.  First, the vast majority of Americans 

have never fully accepted
72

 the climate denial system of signification,
73

 as, contrary to the tenets 

of climate denial, they believe that ACC is both real and a serious problem that warrants 

government-mandated emissions reductions.  As such, the constitutive effects of the climate 

denial system of signification on the general U.S. population are in and of themselves 

insufficient to explain the limited ambition of the U.S. in this issue area.  Additionally, in 

combination with the aforementioned, the fact that Americans still support such reductions even 

if they cause some economic pain and even if other countries take less action than the U.S. 

conclusively demonstrates that the electorate’s aggregate policy preferences also cannot explain 

U.S. behavior.  

The Importance of the Structure of Domestic Representation 

This in turn suggests that we must examine how the nature of what Moravcsik refers to as 

representation in the U.S. serves to privilege the interests of certain actors in the formation of 

“U.S.” preferences in the issue area of climate change.  As he explains,  
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 It is important to stress the point that it is indeed a matter of not fully accepting the climate denial system of 

signification.  Though it obviously failed to convince most Americans that ACC is not a real problem requiring a 

policy response, its influence on public discourse does seem to have succeeded in confusing many Americans about 

the degree to which current global warming is anthropogenic, and the proportion of scientists who have concluded 

that ACC is real. As Anthony Leiserowitz, Geoff Feinberg, and Seth Rosenthal note, 

only one in ten Americans (12%) know that 90% or more scientists have concluded human-caused 

global warming is happening. As many Americans – (14%) – think fewer than half of climate 

scientists have reached this conclusion. Another three in ten Americans (29%) say they “don’t 

know” (28%) or didn’t answer the question (1%) … This public misunderstanding of the degree of 

scientific consensus has significant consequences. Other research has identified public 

understanding of the scientific consensus as a critical “gateway belief” that influences … support 

for action. (2014, p. 8). 
73

 The fact that not many Americans fully accepted the claims of the climate denial system of signification is hardly 

surprising, when we consider the broad popularity of the environmental movement in U.S. society, and the fact that 

the climate deniers were casting aspersions on its proponents, and at times even making conspiracy theory claims 

about the movement.  As Dunlap notes, a 2000 Gallup survey found that 83% of Americans agreed with the goals of 

the environmental movement, and roughly three-quarters of Americans said they trusted environmental 

organizations either a great deal or a moderate amount (2000).  Similarly 16% of Americans described themselves as 

active participants in the movement, whereas only 5% of Americans described themselves as being unsympathetic to 

the movement.  Given such overwhelming support for and trust in the environmental movement, it stands to reason 

that most Americans rejected climate deniers’ claims about the insidious motivations of environmentalists as being, 

at the very least, far-fetched or overblown.   
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In the liberal conception of domestic politics, the state is not an actor but a 

representative institution constantly subject to capture and recapture, construction 

and reconstruction by coalitions of social actors. Representative institutions and 

practices constitute the critical "transmission belt" by which the preferences and 

social power of individuals and groups are translated into state policy (1997, p. 

518). 

 

For Moravcsik, “[r]epresentation … is not simply a formal attribute of state institutions but 

includes other stable characteristics of the political process, formal or informal, that privilege 

particular societal interests” (Ibid.).  As such, “[e]ven where government institutions are formally 

fair and open, a relatively inegalitarian distribution of property, risk, information, or 

organizational capabilities may create social or economic monopolies able to dominate policy” 

(Ibid.).  The end result is that “[s]tates … represent some subset of domestic society, on the basis 

of whose interests state officials define state preferences and act purposively in world politics” 

(Ibid.). 

 Indeed, the results of Martin Gilens and Benjamin I. Pile’s recent statistical study of 

influence in American politics underscores this point, as it provides empirical support for 

Moravcsik’s premise that, at least in the U.S. case, the state represents some subset of domestic 

society rather than society as a whole.  According to their findings, “[w]hen the preferences of 

economic elites and the stands of organized interest groups are controlled for, the preferences of 

the average American appear to have only a minuscule, near-zero, statistically non-significant 

impact upon public policy” (Gilens & Page, 2014, p. 575).  Moreover, the interest group system 

does not provide a good substitute for the lack of direct citizen influence, as “[r]elatively few 

mass-based interest groups are active … and they have less collective impact on policy than do 

business-oriented groups—whose stands tend to be negatively related to the preferences of 

average citizens. These business groups are far more numerous and active; they spend much 

more money; and they tend to get their way” (Ibid.).  Thus, Gilens and Page conclude that 
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“economic elites and organized groups representing business interests have substantial 

independent impacts on U.S. government policy, while mass-based interest groups and average 

citizens have little or no independent influence” (Ibid., p. 565). As such, one should not be 

surprised that overwhelming public support for more ambitious climate policies has not 

automatically translated into legislative action, especially since many corporations and business 

associations—particularly those representing the fossil fuel industry and related sectors—have 

opposed such action (Dunlap & McCright, 2011, p. 148, 150; Pooley, 2010). 

 Interestingly, however, Gilens and Page’s findings also suggest that the substantially 

greater influence on U.S. policy business interest groups wield is not the result of any innate bias 

on the part of the U.S. government towards corporations.  Rather, it is the result of their greater 

material capabilities, their greater organizational capacity (as reflected by their numerical 

superiority in the interest group universe), and the fact that since their interests are more likely to 

align with each other than those of mass-based groups, they are able to act more cohesively 

(Gilens & Page, 2014, p. 575).  In other words, the superior influence of corporations on U.S. 

policy is, in general, due primarily to their superior ability to wield compulsory power in the 

arena of interest group politics.  This in turn suggests that though the American system of 

interest group politics is indeed “formally fair and open,” it nonetheless privileges the interests of 

societal groups like the fossil fuel industry over that of the general public, due to an 

“inegalitarian distribution” of material and organizational capabilities that favors the former over 

the latter (Moravcsik, 1997, p. 518).  Indeed, in the case of the 2009 Waxman-Markey bill,
74

 the 

ability of the fossil fuel industry and related sectors to dominate in the interest group arena 

appears to have played a decisive role in blocking its passage, as will be discussed below. 
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 The bill’s official title was the American Clean Energy and Security Act (ACES Act) (Center for Climate and 

Energy Solutions, n.d.d). 
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Internalization of Climate Denial within the Republican Party 

Before delving into the Waxman-Markey case study, however, it is important to note the 

main way in which the climate denial system of signification fits into this story and the way in 

which it has managed to successfully influence U.S. policy despite the fact that the vast majority 

of Americans do not ultimately accept its core claims.  Specifically, this is via the internalization 

of climate denial amongst many Congressional Republicans from the 1990s onwards.  Indeed, 

the fact that there was much greater acceptance of climate denial amongst Republican politicians 

than among the general population is not surprising when one considers that the purveyors of 

climate denial spent much more time and effort on converting Republican politicians than they 

did on the general public (Newsweek Staff, 2007; Oreskes & Conway, 2010; Dunlap & 

McCright, 2011).  Moreover, Congressional Republicans already trusted the original messengers: 

the Merchants of Doubt—and that trust that was likely transferred to those who later repeated 

and elaborated on their claims.  As Oreskes and Conway point out, “[b]y virtue of their earlier 

work in the Cold War weapons programs, these men were well-known and highly respected in 

Washington, D.C. … Seitz, Singer, Nierenberg, and Jastrow had all … come to know admirals 

and generals, congressmen and senators, even presidents” (2010, p. 7-8).   

Furthermore, as discussed in the last chapter, conservative think tanks (CTTs) soon 

became some of the principal propagators of climate denial.  CTTs exert substantial influence 

over Republican thinking and the Republican policy agenda, as evidenced by the fact that the 

“endless flow of policy proposals” they generate has been “credited with moving the US policy 

agenda significantly to the right” in recent decades (Dunlap & McCright, 2011, p. 149). Not 

surprisingly, CTTs used their influence and access to impress climate denial onto the minds of 

many Republican politicians, and lobbyists from the fossil fuel industry and related sectors were 
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only too happy to help push the same talking points (Newsweek Staff, 2007; Dunlap & 

McCright, 2011).   

According to David Goldston, who was Republican chief of staff for the House of 

Representatives Science Committee up until 2006, “[i]n the House, the leadership generally 

viewed it as impermissible to go along with anything that would even imply that climate change 

was genuine … There was a belief on the part of many members that the science was fraudulent, 

even a Democratic fantasy. A lot of the information they got was from conservative think tanks 

and industry” (as cited in Newsweek Staff, 2007).  When even the possibility of climate 

legislation was raised, climate deniers could be found “giving briefings and talking to staff … 

There was a constant flow of information—largely misinformation” (Ibid.).  Likewise, Mark 

Helmke, the climate aid to former Republican Senator Richard Lugar, recalls that when one 

climate bill was being considered in 2003, “we were contacted by a lot of lobbyists from API and 

Exxon-Mobil … They'd bring up how the science wasn't certain, how there were a lot of skeptics 

out there” (Ibid.).   

As another former Senate staffer, Manik Roy, put it, the not-so-surprising effect was that 

“every proposed climate bill ‘ran into a buzz saw of denialism’” (Ibid.).  More importantly, 

however, as a result of the incessant stream of misinformation and lobbying “[s]ome members of 

Congress … completely internalized [emphasis added]” climate denial (Ibid.).  As such, by 2007 

the climate denial system of signification was able to run “on automatic pilot,” as such members 

of Congress no longer needed “coaching from the think tanks and contrarian scientists who for 

20 years kept them stoked with arguments” (Newsweek Staff, 2007).  In essence then, the 

repeated deployment of compulsory power via lobbying on the part of CTTs and fossil fuel 

industry lobbyists shaped Congressional Republicans’ “subjectivities and self-understandings” 
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(Barnett & Duvall, 2005, p. 10)  of their ideational interests regarding climate change, recruiting 

them into the climate denial system of signification.  From there, the workings of productive 

power were both able to continually re-constitute the climate denial system of signification 

among many Congressional Republicans, as well as influence their legislative behavior regarding 

climate change independently of what their constituents might have wanted.   

As a result, even ways of addressing climate change that might have been ideologically 

palatable to free market conservatives, such as Andrew Moylan’s revenue-neutral “conservative 

carbon tax” (2013) were ruled out by such Republicans as politically unthinkable.
75

  To be fair, 

there were a few Republicans who both accepted the reality of ACC and not only supported 

action, but introduced bipartisan legislation to address it—most notably Senators John McCain, 

John Warner, and Lindsay Graham (Newsweek Staff, 2007; Pooley, 2010; Dunlap & McCright, 

2011).  However, by the time Obama was inaugurated as president, “most Republican politicians 

had followed” the Bush Administration’s
76

 “lead in questioning the seriousness of climate 

change” (Dunlap & McCright, 2011, p. 154).  As such, by the time the time Waxman-Markey 

Bill was under consideration in 2009 and 2010, broadly bipartisan climate legislation was 

effectively unattainable. 

Case Study: The 2009 Waxman-Markey Cap-and-Trade Bill 

 The Waxman-Markey Cap-and-Trade Bill is significant for several reasons.  First, it 

would have established a national cap-and-trade system legally mandating GHG emissions 

reductions, and would have covered not only “large stationary sources” such as power plants, but 
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 This is a textbook example of the productive power of systems of signification, which as Barnett and Duvall point 

out, work in no small part by defining “the social fields of action that are possible and imaginable” as well as what is 

considered a problem in the first place (2005, p. 21). 
76

 As Dunlap & McCright also note, “[t]he inauguration of George W. Bush institutionalized climate change denial 

throughout the most powerful branch of the US government, allowing representatives of the fossil fuels industry and 

CTTs to undermine climate science and policy from within the administration” in order “to justify inaction on 

climate policy” (2011, p. 154). 
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also “producers (i.e., refineries) and importers of all of petroleum fuels, distributors of natural 

gas to residential” as well as “commercial and small industrial users (i.e., local gas distribution 

companies)” (Center for Climate and Energy Solutions, n.d.d).  Specifically, the mandatory caps 

“would reduce aggregate GHG emissions for all covered entities to 3% below their 2005 levels 

in 2012, 17% below 2005 levels in 2020, 42% below 2005 levels in 2030, and 83% below 2005 

levels in 2050” (Ibid.).
77

  Secondly, this was a bill that was considered—and actually passed by 

the House of Representatives—in the summer of 2009, in the months preceding the 15
th

 

Conference of the Parties (COP 15) to the UNFCCC in Copenhagen in December, at which a 

successor to the Kyoto Protocol was supposed to be negotiated.  Had the U.S. Senate passed its 

own version of the bill in the months following the House’s passage,
78

 the U.S. would have 

already made a credible unilateral commitment to reduce its own emissions, regardless of 

Obama’s ability to get the Senate to approve ratification of any binding treaty.
79

 

 But most importantly, Waxman-Markey represented the closest the U.S. Congress ever 

came to passing a piece of climate legislation that would have specifically mandated GHG 

emission reductions.  Indeed, not only is it the only such bill the House of Representatives ever 

passed, it was the only time such a bill ever came before it for a vote (Pooley, 2010, p. 71; Center 

for Climate and Energy Solutions, n.d.a, n.d.b, n.d.c).  For that matter, it is the only such piece of 
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 Waxman-Markey also included some limited revenue-recycling provisions, as a portion of the allowances would 

be auctioned off, and some of the money raised would go directly to low and moderate income households via tax 

credits or rebates.  Moreover, “the vast majority of value created through emission allowances” would have been 

“used to protect consumers and to support technological advances,” including the allowances that were not 

auctioned off (e.g., by legally requiring that utilities “gifted” with allowances pass on their value to consumers) 

(Center for Climate and Energy Solutions, n.d.d). 
78

 Given the fact that President Obama supported the idea of a cap and trade program, and helped to round up some 

votes for Waxman-Markey (albeit behind the scenes) in the House, one can safely assume that he would have signed 

the bill had it passed the Senate (Pooley, 2010). 
79

One might also argue that if any such potential treaty did not require the U.S. to make any more aggressive cuts 

than those mandated by Waxman-Markey, convincing the Senate to approve ratification of such a treaty would have 

been much easier. 
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legislation ever voted on by either house of Congress, and with one exception,
80

 the only time 

either house of Congress voted on a piece of legislation that would have established a federal 

price on carbon during the Obama Presidency.  Moreover, Waxman-Markey was also under 

discussion at a time when the Democratic Party controlled a large majority in the House of 

Representatives, almost had a filibuster proof supermajority in the Senate,
81

 and controlled the 

White House, thereby creating the “most likely” conditions for such legislation to pass.  Thus, 

one can safely assume that the forces that blocked this bill can be considered to constitute the 

primary causes of the subsequent lack of action on the part of the U.S. Congress on this issue, 

and by extension, to be the forces that imposed the limitations on U.S. ambition in this issue 

area. 

 The House managed to pass the Waxman-Markey bill, albeit by a narrow 219-212 margin 

(Pooley, 2010), but the reason it did not become law was that the Senate failed to pass, or even 

consider, its own version of the bill. Indeed, since it was obvious that there were not the 

necessary 60 votes in the Senate to pass the cap-and-trade bill—due to the opposition of virtually 

all the Senate Republicans, as well as some moderate Democrats—then Majority Leader Harry 

Reid took the legislation off the Senate agenda in mid-2010 (Samuelsohn & Davenport, 2010).  

But as noted above, Krosnick and MacInnis’s state level analysis of polling results shows that 

during this same time period, in at least 35 states, two-thirds majorities supported cap-and-trade 
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 The exception was an amendment to a Senate bill proposed by Senator Sheldon Whitehouse in March 2013, 

which would have established a national carbon tax.  Even though the Democrats still had a Senate majority at this 

time, the amendment was defeated, with an outright majority of 58 Senators voting against it (Center for Climate 

and Energy Solutions, n.d.b). 
81

 Indeed, when counting the two independent senators who were caucusing with the Democrats and following Arlan 

Specter’s defection in April 2009 and the seating of Senator Al Franken in July 2009, the Democrats officially did 

have a 60 vote supermajority in the Senate until Senator Ted Kennedy died in August, and again once he was 

temporarily replaced by Paul Kirk in September until Republican Scott Brown replaced Kirk in January 2010.  

However, due to Democratic Senator Robert Byrd’s hospitalization in May 2009 and his continued health 

deterioration that lasted until his death the following year, in practice the Democrats never had the votes on the 

Senate floor to unilaterally break a filibuster, even with perfect party discipline (Benen, 2013). 
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legislation.  Since states are the electoral units that elect Senators, this means that huge majorities 

of the constituents of at least 70 senators supported cap-and-trade legislation.  Thus, if Senator’s 

legislative votes were simply determined by their constituents’ policy preferences, cap-and-trade 

legislation would have passed in the U.S. Senate and the Waxman-Markey Bill (doubtless with 

some modifications) would have become law. 

The Fossil Fuel Empires Strike Back 

 Of course as Gilens and Page show, the average American voter’s preferences have a 

near-zero independent impact on U.S. government policy, whereas business interests, via their 

domination of the interest group arena, have a significant influence on government policy, “and 

they tend to get their way” (2014, p. 575).  And the evidence strongly indicates that the case of 

Waxman-Markey fits this larger pattern Gilens and Page identify.  As Dunlap & McCright note, 

the aforementioned “election of Barack Obama and a Democratic majority in both houses of 

Congress” made the threat of climate legislation mandating emissions reduction very real, “and 

the result has been enormous corporate lobbying to oppose or weaken the various measures 

introduced in the House and Senate” (2011, p. 148).  Though several fossil fuel corporations and 

electrical utilities did join with environmental organizations to form the US Climate Action 

Partnership and supported Waxman-Markey
82

 (Ibid.; Pooley, 2010), overall, the corporations and 

business associations representing these sectors were overwhelmingly opposed to it.   

Indeed, in 2009 and 2010 alone, the utility and fossil fuel industries “collectively spent 

$500 million … to lobby against legislation to address climate change and to defeat candidates 

… who support it” (Broder, 2010).  To put the significance of that much money deployed in the 

U.S. political landscape into perspective, consider the fact that John McCain’s entire 2008 
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 In the case of the corporate members, this was largely a strategy to help ensure any bill that did pass would not be 

too damaging to their interests (Pooley, 2010). 
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presidential campaign “only” spent about $309 million, and Mitt Romney’s 2012 presidential 

campaign spent about $447 million (Federal Election Commission, n.d.).  In other words, the 

material resources and effort the fossil fuel and electric utilities industries put into fighting 

climate legislation while Waxman-Markey was under consideration was the effective equivalent 

of a full-scale U.S. presidential campaign against cap-and-trade.  Moreover, the available 

empirical evidence suggests that such campaign contributions and lobbying efforts were highly 

effective at influencing votes on Waxman-Markey.  Specifically, the members of the House of 

Representatives who voted against Waxman-Markey received nearly four times as much money 

on average from the fossil fuel industry and twice as much from the overall energy sector as 

those who voted for it (Mayer, 2009b).  Furthermore, the same basic pattern holds even when 

one controls for political party.  The 44 Democrats who voted against Waxman-Markey received 

over twice as much money from the fossil fuel industry and 45% more from the overall energy 

sector as Democrats who voted for it (Ibid.).  Likewise, Republicans who voted against 

Waxman-Markey received three-and-a-half times as much money from the fossil fuel industry, 

and over twice as much money from the overall energy sector as the 8 Republicans who voted 

for it (Ibid.).  Unfortunately, since there was no Senate vote, equivalent data is not available for 

the Senate, however, given Gilens & Pages findings and the massive amount of money the 

energy sector spent on political activities during the 2009-2010 period, it seems reasonable to 

extrapolate from the House data. 

Thus, it seems the massive amount of compulsory power the energy sector deployed 

through lobbying and campaign finance goes a long way towards explaining the defeat of 

Waxman Markey.  However, their anti-climate legislation activities did not stop there, as they 
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also put considerable effort into so-called “astroturf” groups and campaigns,
83

 a tactic which 

“has flourished in the Obama era” (Dunlap & McCright, 2011, p. 154).  For example, the 

FreedomWorks front group, funded by the billionaire oil tycoon brothers David and Charles 

Koch and their privately held oil and gas corporation,
84

 “played a major role in promoting the 

2009 rallies against climate legislation in about twenty states that were ‘officially’ sponsored by 

‘Energy Citizens’” which was itself “an astroturf group created by the American Petroleum 

Institute (API)” (Ibid.).  Indeed, “Jack Gerard, president of the American Petroleum Institute sent 

a memo to member companies in August 2009, asking them to dispatch employees to more than 

twenty ‘Energy Citizen’ rallies” and “to keep their role in the rallies quiet”
85

 since “AstroTurfing 

is more effective if the media think events are spontaneous” (Pooley, 2010, p. 410-1).  Oil 

companies such as Chevron, ExxonMobil, and Anadarko agreed to participate (though 

ExxonMobil appears to have at least told its employees that attending the rallies was not 

mandatory), leading to the perhaps not-so-surprising result that the majority of attendees at the 

inaugural Energy Citizens were employees of the fossil fuel industry (Ibid., p. 411).   

Another fossil fuel industry front group which has employed astroturf tactics against 

Waxman-Markey and other climate legislation is the American Coalition for Clean Coal Energy 

(ACCCE).  Indeed, in Pooley’s view, some of the tactics ACCCE’s agents employed constituted 

“outright fraud,” most notably the forging of fake letters to at least three members of Congress 
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 As Dunlap and McCright note, “[t]he defining feature of astroturf groups is that they are generated by an industry, 

think tank, or front group, but disguised to appear as a spontaneous, popular ‘grassroots’ effort.  They are created to 

lobby or campaign on behalf of their sponsors, who hope to remain hidden from view” (2011, p. 154). 
84

 Together, the two own “virtually all of Koch Industries,” so Koch Industries and the Koch Brothers are effectively 

indistinguishable actors (Mayer, 2010).  Due to their vast wealth (their combined fortune is only exceeded by those 

of Bill Gates and Warren Buffet) and their penchant for lavish political spending, the Kochs are unusually 

significant actors in U.S. climate politics.  Indeed, from 2006 to at least 2010, Koch Industries outdid “all other 

energy companies in political contributions” and “from 2005 to 2008, the Kochs vastly outdid ExxonMobil in giving 

money to organizations fighting legislation related to climate change, underwriting a huge network of foundations, 

think tanks, and political front groups” (Ibid.). 
85

 This operation on the part of API became public knowledge after “someone leaked the memo to Greenpeace, 

which shared it with the world,” presumably to Gerald’s chagrin (Pooley, 2010, p. 411). 
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purporting to be from constituents representing local non-profits (Pooley, 2010, p. 407-8; Mayer, 

2009a).
86

  Similarly, ACCCE apparently had given their “paid temps who manned the phones …. 

talking points instructing them to dissemble as well, by saying they were ‘working with seniors’ 

or ‘working with veterans’ when they were working for the coal industry” (Pooley, 2010, p. 408-

9).  The Hawthorne Group, another private firm specializing in astroturf operations hired by 

ACCCE, resorted to paying people “to show up at campaign events and political conventions in 

Clean Coal hats and T-shirts” (Ibid.). 

A variation on the astroturf strategy was an effort by the Koch Brothers political network 

to help build up the “Tea Party” movement that began in 2009 and prod it into channeling a 

significant part of its energy into opposing climate legislation (Mayer, 2010; Dunlap & 

McCright, 2011).  Indeed, as Dunlap & McCright note,  “the Koch-funded Americans for 

Prosperity and FreedomWorks front groups” played “[e]specially important” roles “in generating 

a significant portion of the ‘Tea Party’ and encouraging it to focus on climate change” (2011, p. 

154).  During interviews with the investigative reporter Jane Mayer, one of Americans for 

Prosperity’s senior political operatives, Peggy Venable,  

explained that the role of Americans for Prosperity was to help “educate” Tea 

Party activists on policy details, and to give them “next-step training” after their 

rallies, so that their political energy could be channelled [sic] “more effectively.” 

And she noted that Americans for Prosperity had provided Tea Party activists 

with lists of elected officials to target. She said of the Kochs, “They’re certainly 

our people. David’s the chairman of our board. I’ve certainly met with them.”  

(Mayer, 2010) 

 

As Mayer herself goes on to note in another passage worth quoting at length, 

Americans for Prosperity has worked closely with the Tea Party since the 

movement’s inception. In the weeks before the first Tax Day protests, in April, 
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 To be fair, there is insufficient evidence to determine whether ACCCE itself authorized the use of this level of 

deception, as the actual forgery was carried out by an employee of Bonner and Associates, a private “grassroots 

lobbying” firm (i.e., a firm that specializes in conducting astroturf operations for paying customers) that ACCCE 

employed (Pooley, 2010, p. 407-8; Mayer, 2009a). 
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2009, Americans for Prosperity hosted a Web site offering supporters “Tea Party 

Talking Points.” The Arizona branch urged people to send tea bags to Obama; the 

Missouri branch urged members to sign up for “Taxpayer Tea Party Registration” 

and provided directions to nine protests. The group continues to stoke the 

rebellion. The North Carolina branch recently launched a “Tea Party Finder” Web 

site, advertised as “a hub for all the Tea Parties in North Carolina” … By giving 

money to “educate,” fund, and organize Tea Party protesters, they [the Koch 

Brothers] have helped turn their private agenda into a mass movement. (Ibid.). 

 

Not surprisingly, Americans for Prosperity wasted little time in “effectively channeling” energy 

into opposition to climate policy; indeed, it “has held at least 80 events targeting cap-and-trade 

legislation … and waged a crusade against international climate talks” (Mayer, 2010). 

The Role of the Tea Party and its Relationship to Climate Denial 

However, neither the overall Tea Party movement itself nor its (often vehement) 

opposition to climate legislation can be safely assumed solely to be the epiphenomenal result of 

astroturfing by the Koch Brothers and other business interests.  It is important to note that the 

extent to which the Tea Party is a genuine mass movement with “dynamic grassroots energy” or 

an “‘Astroturf’ movement driven by Republican Party operatives and elite benefactors who 

promote business interests while creating the illusion of mass mobilization” (McVeigh, 2012, p. 

766) is a matter of debate among scholars who have studied the Tea Party phenomenon (Fetner, 

2012; McVeigh, 2012).    

In my view, the position that is best supported by the available evidence is that, as Rory 

McVeigh argues, there is a genuine “grassroots component [emphasis added]” to the movement.  

Nonetheless, the “activities of elite pro-business supporters who seek to capitalize on popular 

support for the Tea Party to advance their economic interests,” like the Koch Brothers, as well as 

“the conservative media (especially Fox News)” which “has served as both cheerleader and 

megaphone for the movement” were key to its rise (2012, p. 767).   As such, I mostly agree with 

his conclusions that “the grassroots strength of the Tea Party has been exaggerated by the media” 
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and consequently “portrayals of the movement as being a genuine populist uprising from 

ordinary Americans” are “misleading” (2012, p. 768).  In essence then, both genuine grassroots 

energy on the part of particularly right-wing Americans (albeit substantially less than the media 

implies) and elite business interests have played important roles in building the Tea Party and 

setting its agenda.  This, however, has the unfortunate result that it is effectively impossible to 

determine how much of the Tea Party’s opposition to climate legislation stems from the 

ideational interests of its grassroots members developed independently of the influence of the 

Koch Brothers and other business interests. 

 Still, the available evidence strongly suggests that many Tea Party members have 

internalized the climate denial system of signification, and that this motivates much of their 

opposition to climate legislation.  A majority of Tea Party members believe that global warming 

is not occurring, and those who are willing to consider the possibility that it is occurring are far 

more likely to blame natural factors than human activities (Leiserowitz, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, 

& Hmielowski, 2011, p. 7).  Overall, only about one in five Tea Party members believe in ACC 

(Ibid.).  Furthermore, over two-thirds of Tea Party members think “[t]here is a lot of 

disagreement among scientists about whether or not global warming is happening” and they are 

more likely to believe that most scientists think that global warming is not happening than 

recognize the opposite is the case (Ibid., p. 8).  Moreover, despite (or because of) the fact that 

they are the most uninformed (or misinformed) group of Americans (compared to Democrats, 

Independents, and non-Tea Party Republicans) when it comes to climate change,
87

 they are the 

most likely to self-report that they do not need any more information to form a “firm opinion” 

regarding climate change and are the least likely to change their minds (Ibid., p. 11-2).   
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 This is a Tea Party trait that likely extends to other areas as well; McVeigh notes that “Tea Party activists are 

woefully uninformed when it comes to the policy issues that are at stake” (2012, p. 767). 
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Furthermore, the conclusion that Tea Party opposition to climate legislation is due in 

large part to the climate denial system of signification is robust whether or not one considers the 

Tea Party to be primarily a genuine grassroots or an astroturf phenomenon.  For the sake of 

argument, assume that the Tea Party was the former and that their political program was not in 

any way influenced by astroturf efforts attempting to co-opt or direct their energy.  In such a 

scenario, their opposition to climate policies and the very idea of ACC would be the 

straightforward product of prior internalization of climate denial and the resulting constitution of 

their ideational interests.  

Likewise, in the opposite case in which one assumes that all of the Tea Party’s opposition 

was due to the astroturfing efforts of the Koch Brothers’ network and others, the climate denial 

system of signification would have still played a role.  Americans for Prosperity
88

 is highly 

active in promoting climate denial, and thus, it is hard to imagine that it would not promote 

climate denial to the Tea Party activists it sought to “educate” on policy issues.  In other words, 

in this scenario, the deployment of compulsory power on the part of the Kochs and others would 

have been the initial cause of the Tea Party’s exposure to and internalization of climate denial, 

which was then able to reconstitute and propagate itself throughout the Tea Party’s ranks by the 

discursive workings of productive power.  In reality, both processes were likely in play to some 

extent, with the prior internalization of climate denial among Tea Party members providing 

fertile ground for further reinforcement by astroturfing efforts, as well as making it substantially 

easier for front groups like Americans for Prosperity to mobilize and deploy Tea Party members 

to anti-cap-and-trade events. 
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 Americans for Prosperity was a co-sponsor of the 2008 Heartland Institute climate denial conference mentioned in 

the previous chapter (Pooley, 2010), and according to Dunlap and McCright, is a “particularly crucial” element “of 

the denial machine” (2011, p. 149). 
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As such, it is not surprising that the Tea Party are also the group of Americans most 

likely to oppose policies to reduce GHG emissions (Leiserowitz, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & 

Hmielowski, 2011).  Indeed, as Dunlap and McCright note, the Tea Party “has turned climate 

change denial into a litmus test for Republicans,” thereby forcing “even one-time sponsors of 

bipartisan climate legislation like Republican Senators John McCain and Lindsay Graham … to 

back-pedal” on the issue (2011, p. 154).  Likewise, Mayer notes that the Tea Party’s 2009 

“raucous rallies,” including those against Waxman-Markey, “were pivotal in undermining 

Obama’s agenda” by discouraging Senate Republicans from making bipartisan deals (2010).  As 

a result, by the beginning of 2010 “[n]ot a single Republican senator was working with the 

Administration,” especially when it came to issues like healthcare and cap-and-trade that the Tea 

Party was actively protesting (Ibid.).   Consequently, along with the internalization of the climate 

denial system of signification among many Congressional Republicans, the political impact of 

the Tea Party movement is the second principal pathway through which the climate denial 

system of signification has affected US policy/preferences. 

In sum, a combination of massive opposition from the majority of the fossil fuel industry 

and related sectors, as well as opposition from Congressional Republicans and right-wing 

Americans who had internalized the climate denial system of signification, was able to block 

passage of Waxman-Markey in the Senate and thus prevent U.S. implementation of mandatory 

GHG emissions reductions.  Moreover, this group of actors was able to accomplish this even at a 

time when the Democratic Party commanded substantial majorities in both houses of Congress 

and controlled the White House, and when large majorities of Americans in both Democratic-

leaning “blue” states and Republican-leaning “red” states supported action to address climate 

change.  In other words, this loose coalition of actors was able to defeat such legislation even 
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under what are essentially the “most likely” conditions for its passage.  As such, it is safe to 

conclude that this coalition of actors likewise bears the primary responsibility for preventing 

subsequent legislative attempts to establish either a mandatory GHG emissions reduction or 

carbon pricing policy during the Obama presidency,
89

 especially given the Tea Party-engendered 

reinforcement of climate denial in the Republican Party and its gains in the 2010 elections. 

What Waxman-Markey Tells us About U.S. Preferences 

Though Waxman-Markey was a piece of domestic legislation, its failure to pass the 

Senate demonstrates both that this coalition of actors does indeed influence U.S. foreign policy 

preferences in the issue area of climate change and how it does so.  The fact that a piece of 

domestic legislation mandating GHG emissions reductions was unable to pass the Senate’s 60-

vote threshold likewise means that a legally binding international accord that sought to do the 

same would almost certainly fail the even tougher two-thirds requirement for approving the 

ratification of a treaty.  As a result, the Obama Administration, which has arguably been the most 

activist U.S. administration on climate change to date, can only make credible international 

commitments that the Executive Branch has both the authority to make and the power to execute 

independently of Congress. 

Moreover, as Moravcsik’s liberal theory predicts, the structure of domestic representation 

in the U.S. political system played a causally significant role in translating the domestic demands 

of a minority coalition into the configuration of US preferences in the issue area of climate 

change.  As previously noted, Gilens and Page’s findings clearly show that the U.S. system of 

interest-group politics substantially favors business interests, like those of the fossil fuel industry 

and related sectors (who opposed cap-and-trade legislation), over either the general public 
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 They are quite likely to also bear the primary responsibility for blocking legislative actions under the Clinton and 

both Bush administrations, but that is beyond the scope of this paper. 
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(which favored cap-and-trade legislation) or mass-based interest groups.  However, some of the 

more formal institutional aspects of U.S. politics also played a role—most notably, the existence 

of multiple veto-points, which gives defenders of the status quo a significant advantage in 

political contests.  Both domestic bills and legally binding international treaties require the 

agreement of multiple separately elected bodies in order to be enacted or ratified, which means 

that a minority domestic coalition need only “capture” one body to block policy changes they do 

not want.  Indeed, in the case of the Senate, such a “capture” does not even require the ability to 

influence the majority of the body’s members.  The fact that three-fifths of its body has to agree 

to end debate via a cloture motion in order to vote on a bill creates a de facto requirement that 

any contentious legislation needs the support of 60 senators and not just a simple majority to 

pass.  Likewise, any legally binding international treaty requires the assent of two-thirds of the 

Senate to be ratified, which means that a domestic coalition capable of influencing the votes of 

just a significant minority of 41 senators can block both the adoption of domestic climate 

legislation as well as the ratification of any binding international treaty.
90 91

 

Despite President Obama’s policy preference for the U.S. to adopt mandatory GHG 

emission reduction targets, and the existence of overwhelming popular support for this course of 

action, minority opposition  within the Senate has forced his administration to negotiate from a 

very different position – operating on the premise that the U.S. will not be able to adopt binding 
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 It is also conceivable that other features of the U.S. political system, such as its primary election system (which 

has served as an important avenue for the Tea Party to affect the Republican policy agenda), weak political party 

system, and first-past-the-post electoral system privilege the interests of one or more of the actors in the anti-climate 

policy coalition.  However, determining to what extent they matter would require a rigorous comparative-political 

study that is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
91

 One could argue that the strategic exploitation of these features of the U.S. structure of domestic representation 

constitutes an exercise of what Barnett and Duvall call “institutional power.”  However, for them institutional power 

is a “diffuse” form of power that refers to “actors' control of others in indirect ways” and which operates “through 

socially extended … relations” (2005, p. 15-6).  Because I do not think it is particularly helpful to describe this 

channel of influence as “diffuse” or “indirect,” and because the concept does not offer any insights in this case study 

that Moravcsik’s concept of representation does not already provide, I have decided not to utilize this aspect of their 

framework.    
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emission reduction targets.  Thus the preference of a domestic minority coalition has become the 

effective preference upon which the U.S. acts “purposively in world politics” (Moravcsik, 1997, 

p. 518) when it comes to climate change.  To clarify, I do not mean to say that this minority 

coalition outright dictates US preferences when it comes to climate change.  As the recent 

opposition from Congressional Republicans to the US-China bilateral climate agreement
92

 as 

well as to the Obama Administration’s Clean Power Plan clearly demonstrates, actors within this 

coalition would prefer that the US do even less to reduce its GHG emissions.  As such, the US’s 

effective preferences in the issue area of climate change are not simply a reflection of this 

coalition’s desires.  However, the coalition has been able to utilize the multiple veto points 

available in the U.S. political system to foreclose policy options it perceives as detrimental to its 

interests and to include in the US set of climate change issue area preferences outright opposition 

to legally binding emission reductions for the US, as well as resistance to pledging unilateral 

emissions reductions that are likely beyond the Executive Branch’s ability to deliver.  As such, 

the coalition imposes a ceiling on US ambition regarding GHG emission reductions, and it is this 

domestically-imposed ceiling, rather than any international systemic factor, that has been the 

binding constraint on US climate foreign policy commitments in the Obama era. 
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 The language of the U.S. goals stated in the bilateral agreement, along with the fact that it is officially a “joint 

announcement,” actually demonstrates the limitations this minority coalition places on U.S. foreign policy in this 

issue area.  As the announcement states, “The United States intends to achieve [emphasis added] an economy-wide 

target of reducing its emissions by 26%-28% below its 2005 level in 2025 and to make best efforts [emphasis added] 

to reduce its emissions by 28%” (The White House, 2014).  This is a statement of intent to reduce emissions, not a 

promise to actually deliver on said reductions, which reflects the fact that the U.S. Executive lacks the power to 

guarantee such reductions without implementing legislation that Congress is unwilling to pass.  If anything then, the 

text of this announcement provides further evidence that the binding constraint on the ambition of U.S. climate 

foreign policy is indeed this domestic minority coalition. 



88 
 

Conclusion 

  

General Findings 

In this thesis, I have sought to demonstrate that the most significant constraint on U.S. 

climate foreign policy is domestic in origin, and that such domestically imposed constraints 

override even concerns about the aggregate economic welfare of the U.S., and even its security 

interests.  I have done this by showing how contrary to the assumptions of most IR analyses, the 

“provision” of GHG emission reductions is in fact not a pure public good, as due to co-benefits 

and revenue recycling the U.S. could capture substantial private gains from policies that reduced 

its emissions.  When taking this into account, along with the fact that by aggravating climate 

change and increasing the severity of its politically destabilizing effects, excessive GHG 

emissions harm U.S. security interests, I have argued no purely systemic IR can offer a 

convincing explanation for why the U.S. has not committed to more aggressive emission 

reductions.  I have also shown that there are readily identifiable domestic political factors that 

can account for this fact.  Indeed, as Moravcsik’s liberal theory predicts, U.S. actions in the issue 

area of climate change have been guided largely by a state preference, what I call the U.S.’s 

“anti-commitment preference,” which reflects the material and ideational interests of a coalition 

of powerful domestic groups. 

 I have also identified the members and motivations of this coalition and determined the 

primary means by which they influence the configuration of U.S. preferences in the issue area of 

climate change.  Most notably, they have influenced U.S. preferences both by utilizing 

compulsory power through means such as lobbying, making political donations, and conducting 

astroturf operations, as well as through the productive power of the climate denial system of 
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signification. I have found that this coalition is comprised of both corporate actors, such as the 

fossil fuel industry and related sectors, who are motivated by their material economic interests, 

as well as large swathes of the American conservative movement (particularly many Republican 

politicians and members of the Tea Party) who are motivated by their ideational interests.  

However, unlike what many analyses seem to implicitly assume, U.S. conservative opposition to 

policies that reduce GHG emissions does not un-problematically or naturally follow from their 

ideology or identity.  Instead, such opposition is the result of the constitutive effects of climate 

denial system of signification’s productive power on how U.S. conservatives have interpreted 

their ideational interests regarding climate change and climate policy.  Furthermore, I have 

traced the origin of the climate denial system of signification—and the willingness of many 

conservatives to accept it—back to the constitutive effects the Cold War and the historically 

contingent circumstances its end had on U.S. conservatives generally and the “Merchants of 

Doubt” specifically. 

Limitations of this Analysis 

 Before briefly discussing some of the implications of my findings, I would like to note 

and comment on some of the limitations of my analysis.  First, I was unable to find a way to 

control for the perceptions of U.S. policymakers regarding either the level of public support for 

policies to reduce GHG emissions or the private benefits the U.S. can capture from well-

designed GHG emissions reduction policies.  Indeed, when he was interviewed about his state-

level polling results, Jon Krosnick noted there is some anecdotal evidence that suggests U.S. 

politicians underestimate the public’s acceptance of the reality of ACC and support for GHG 

emission reduction policies (Nagel, 2013).  Likewise, if many IR theorists are unaware of the 



90 
 

significance of co-benefits and revenue recycling, it stands to reason many U.S. politicians and 

policymakers may also be unaware. 

 On the other hand, given the extensive lobbying (and the use of astroturf tactics) by the 

opponents of more aggressive climate policy, it is also highly likely that politicians’ 

misperceptions about the level of public support for GHG reduction policies are at least in part 

epiphenomenal to the compulsory power of conservative and industry groups.  Likewise, one of 

the main rhetorical weapons opponents of climate policy employ are studies produced by 

industry groups and CTTs that purport to show that grievous economic result will result from 

taking action to reduce GHG emissions (Pooley, 2010).  As such, it is also likely that potential 

misperceptions about the net economic costs of such policies are in part epiphenomenal to the 

compulsory power of these actors.  Given such complications, determining to what extent such 

potential misperceptions may have had an independent causal effect on U.S. climate foreign 

policy would likely be a lengthy research project unto itself—though one that could provide a 

useful test of the robustness of my findings. 

 Secondly, though I briefly touched on it in some of my footnotes, I have not fully 

analyzed the causal impact of many American’s “partial acceptance” of climate denial claims, 

and as such, this thesis should not be taken as an exhaustive analysis of the effects of climate 

denial on American climate politics.  What I can say, however, is that given the widespread 

support for GHG emission reduction policies that partial acceptance of climate denial (i.e., 

holding the belief that there is still legitimate scientific debate about the existence of ACC, or 

believing global warming is as much caused by natural factors as humans) probably does not in 

itself result in opposition to climate policy.  As such, though it may have made it easier for the 

opponents of climate policy to get their way, widespread partial acceptance of climate denial 
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claims does not seem to have generated outright opposition to climate policy, or even 

significantly reduce the breadth of public support for it.  That said, public confusion may have 

played a role in enabling the opponents of climate policy to get their interests reflected in the 

configuration of U.S. state preferences regarding climate change, by weakening the depth of 

support for efforts to reduce GHG emissions.  Still, based on my analysis alone, it is impossible 

to determine the causal significance of any such effect. 

 Lastly, this thesis does not explain all the facets of U.S. climate foreign policy, i.e., why 

the U.S. has done what it has in this issue area, for the simple reason that is not meant to do so.  

After all, given the broad public support for along with the economic and security benefits of 

reducing GHG emissions and inducing other states to do the same, it hardly seems surprising that 

the U.S. is making some modest efforts.   As such, I was interested in identifying the limiting 

factor on U.S. ambition in this issue area, that is, the variable which if changed would lead the 

U.S. to commit to more ambitious reductions in its GHG emissions. 

Significance and Implications of My Findings 

General Implications 

 That variable, as I have shown, is the configuration of U.S. state preferences in the issue 

area of climate change, or more specifically, its anti-commitment preference.  This preference in 

turn is a reflection of the power of a domestic coalition of the fossil fuel industry, related sectors, 

and some parts of the U.S. conservative movement, as well as a representative system that 

privileges actors able to deploy greater compulsory power in the arena of interest group politics.  

Indeed, when it comes to resisting commitments to reduce its GHG emissions, the U.S. does 

indeed seem to be effectively acting on behalf of a particularistic but influential subset of its 

domestic society that has in part been empowered by the U.S.’s domestic structure of 
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representation, just as Moravcsik’s liberal theory predicts.  Among other things then, my findings 

lend empirical support to Moravcsik’s theory. 

 More importantly however, my findings suggest that not only are domestic political 

changes in the U.S. a necessary condition for more ambitious action on the part of the U.S. in 

this area—as even neoliberal institutionalists like Keohane and Victor admit (2013)—it is also a 

sufficient condition, even if the U.S. still limits itself to a level of action that maximizes its 

economic and security self-interests.  Considering the normative (and mathematical) importance 

of the U.S. making ambitious efforts to reduce its GHG emissions as the second-highest current 

emitter and largest cumulative emitter to get other countries to commit to deeper GHG emissions 

cuts, along with the power the U.S. wields as the current world hegemon, such domestic political 

changes could lead to substantively different outcomes on the international level.  This is 

especially the case since in 2014 the member states of the E.U. have agreed on a legally binding 

target for reducing the E.U.’s collective GHG emission by 40% below 1990 baseline by 2030 

(Neslen, 2014).  Moreover, in the same year China’s CO2 emissions fell following domestic 

policy changes that have resulted in reduced coal consumption and production, and world-

leading levels of investment in renewable energy (Bloomberg, 2015).  This suggests an 

international environment liable to be prodded into deeper emission cuts by more aggressive 

U.S. reductions and leaderships. 

Implications in Light of Recent Changes in Material Conditions 

 Furthermore, there actually has been substantial, highly significant changes in the 

material factors shaping the context in which states formulate their interests and policies 

regarding climate change.  Specifically, these are the dramatic cost declines in renewable energy 

and electrochemical energy storage technology that have occurred in the past few years, which 
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has made them directly competitive without subsidies or consideration of external costs in 

numerous markets worldwide.  Indeed, such changes offer a plausible explanation for both the 

E.U.’s recent binding commitment as well as the changes in Chinese domestic policy which has 

brought about the recent decline in its carbon dioxide emissions. 

For example, between 2009 and 2014 alone, the average unsubsidized cost of electricity 

generated from solar photovoltaic installations and wind farms dropped 78% and 58% 

respectively (Lazard, 2014, p. 9).  As a result, “[t]he cost-competitiveness of renewable power 

generation technologies has reached historic levels … hydropower, geothermal and onshore wind 

can all now provide electricity competitively compared to fossil fuel-fired power generation” 

while “[t]otal installed costs for solar PV and onshore wind are now typically similar to, or lower 

than, the installed costs for the average coal-fired plant in OECD countries (IRENA, 2015, p. 12, 

17).  Moreover, the installed costs for wind and solar projects in China and India are generally 

even lower (likely due to cheaper labor) than in OECD countries (Ibid., p. 16-7). Indeed, in some 

markets, sourcing electricity from unsubsidized wind or solar power is outright cheaper than 

building new fossil fuel-fired power plants, even without consideration of external costs (Wood 

Mackenzie, 2015; IRENA, 2015). 

 Likewise, the cost of lithium-ion batteries have fallen 60-80%
93

 between 2007 and 2014, 

from roughly $1,000 per kWh of storage capacity to $180 to $400 per kWh of storage capacity  

(Parkinson, 2014; Nykvist & Nilsson, 2015; Shahan & DeMorro, 2015).  This is significant, as at 

the lower end of the current cost range, grid-scale energy storage plants charged from 

intermittent solar and wind sources to provide “dispatchable” electrical power are cost-

competitive with the kinds of fossil fuel-fired power plants used to supply an electricity grid’s 
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 This range reflects both the fact that different firms produce batteries at a range of costs, as well as the fact that 

pricing information in the battery industry is rather opaque and thus the exact production costs of lithium ion 

batteries are somewhat uncertain. 
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peak power requirements, as well as balance short-term fluctuations in electricity supply and 

demand (Parkinson, 2014; Register, 2015).
94

  In other words, such cost declines in battery prices 

have provided a cost-competitive way of ensuring a reliable and uninterrupted supply of 

electricity from likewise cost-competitive wind and solar power.  Furthermore, at the lower end 

of this battery price range, pure battery electric vehicles (which can be “fueled” with electricity 

generated from renewable energy sources) are cost-competitive with traditional gasoline-

powered vehicles at higher gas prices, and are near the point where the upfront cost of an electric 

car is comparable to that of a conventional car (Nykvist & Nilsson, 2015; Shahan & DeMorro, 

2015). 

 The major caveat to this good news, however, is that without consideration of external 

costs, renewables and battery-based energy storage systems are only competitive against new 

fossil-fuel-based energy infrastructure.  As such, displacing existing fossil fuel assets still 

requires government policy that either mandates emissions reductions or in some way 

internalizes the external costs of fossil fuel use.  Thus, the true significance of these recent cost 

declines in renewables and batteries is that they provide unprecedentedly cheap ways for states to 

slash their GHG emissions.  In combination with the private gains states can capture from co-

benefits and revenue recycling suggests that to a significant extent the international problem 

structure for mitigating climate change may approximate a game of harmony.  However, in 

practice it is only a game of harmony if states do in fact have an interest in maximizing their 
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 Lithium-ion, though the current commercial standard, is not the only battery technology that can meet these 

prices.  Recent advances in more novel zinc-air and vanadium-flow chemistries can meet $160 and $200 per kWh 

price points respectively in grid-scale energy storage applications (Register, 2015; Pyper, 2015). 
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aggregate economic welfare that is not overridden by domestically-generated preferences, as I 

have demonstrated is the case with the U.S.
95

  

 Collectively, all this suggests that the binding constraint on global ambition to address 

climate change is unlikely to be international barriers to cooperation supposedly inherent to the 

climate change problem structure that would frustrate even idealized unitary, economic welfare 

and security maximizing states.  Rather, the binding constraint may well be whose interests 

states—or at the very least the global hegemon—serve and act purposively on in the international 

politics of climate change.  Thus, in this issue area at least, Moravcsik’s assertion that the ends of 

states ultimately matter more than the means at their disposal to pursue their ends (1997) is likely 

to be correct.  Since these ends are themselves the product of societal pressures, this in turn 

suggests that the political struggles that have the greatest bearing on the prospects for 

international cooperation on climate change are ironically not those between states.  Instead, the 

most significant struggles are those between different actors in domestic and transnational civil 

society vying to shape state preferences and policy (Ibid., p. 517-8).
96

  In conclusion, the 

“international” politics of climate change is not first and foremost a game of deadlock or 

harmony played by states themselves, but a game of preferences played between different 

societal groups seeking to determine the very interests of states. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
95

 Moreover, even in cases of true harmony, inducing widespread international cooperation can require action by one 

state or a small group of states to demonstrate the private gains that result from implementing certain policies are 

indeed real (Keohane & Victor, 2013)—a fact which further underscores the potential importance of an ambitious 

commitment on the part of the U.S. to reduce its GHG emissions. 
96

 As Moravcsik himself puts it, “[t]he fundamental actors in international politics are individuals and private 

groups,” (1997, p. 516). 
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