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PROJECT

“Power to Act,” a Practical Concept for the Climate Transition

  The transition to low-carbon societies, a necessity to curb and stop climate change, raises formidable challenges.
One, and not the least, is the possibility of making this transition while preserving and possibly enhancing social
justice. The project aims at developing a concept of “power to act,” referring to people’s differential capacity to
modify their way of living to reduce greenhouse gases emissions, a capacity rooted in possibilities offered by the
social environment they live in. This concept conveys the fact that people always have an ability to behave and act
differently than they actually do, so that GHG emissions are reduced. The “power to act” is a relational concept that
links an emission of GHG to an agent that has the ability to make it not happen. From the point of view of
emissions, it points to the agents who can act on them; from the point of view of agents, it points to the emissions
they have the most power to reduce.
The concept of “power to act” thus seems well suited to tackle several difficulties identified in the current
conversation about climate transition and social justice. For example, instead of imposing a constant carbon price,
irrespective of the “power to act” of the actors, such a policy targeting the emissions on which agents have the
“power to act” could probably lead to less social disturbance. It can also be viewed in a dynamic way: public policies
could be set to increase agents’ “power to act” (such as developing public transportation) to further reduce
emissions in a second stage, and more easily.
The intuition guiding the project is that the concept of “power to act” has the potential to reframe these issues and
several others.
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How Economics Became Immaterial

  The world is now heading for catastrophic climate change. The inability to prevent it despite decades of warnings
raises questions about the way our societies function. These questions also concern the knowledge these societies
have produced: how could we have failed to see, recognize, or appreciate the upcoming degradations? Why are
natural upheavals often thought of little social consequence? What kind of knowledge has, in our mind, insulated
societies from what happened to their natural environment? How has the invisibilisation of the interactions
between natural and social world been produced and constructed?

I will present my project that focuses on economic knowledge within this broader context. I take as a starting point
the considerable difficulties economics has in engaging with climate change. I want to provide explanations of the
current situation by retracing economics’ long history of the neglect of environmental issues. To do that, I use
materials from the economic literature of the two last centuries. I follow inflections of economic paradigms,
compare how different economists have approached the same question, and study some theoretical controversies.
Thanks to these sites where I observe how the relationship between the economy and the environment has been
conceived, I show how the environment, nature, and the material foundation of societies have been gradually
forgotten and disqualified as legitimate objects of investigation. This move is very much related to the
autonomization of economics as a discipline. In the process of becoming a knowledge autonomous from other
kinds of knowledge about social and natural worlds, economics also got rid of its ties to materiality, that is, it
became immaterial. The constitution of economic knowledge has gradually rejected and shifted into its margins the
very objects that are vital to study today.
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