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1.  Introduction 
Global climate change is caused by large amounts of greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere that 

has cumulated as populations and economies have grown globally (UN, n.d.). With the rise of 

greenhouse gas emissions comes a rise in temperature on Earth that affects all life. Glaciers and 

ice have melted and will continue to do so, and weather will be more extreme leading to more 

difficult circumstances for both humans and animals all around the globe (NASA, n.d.). Rising 

sea levels because of melting ice and more extreme weather will heavily affect poorer regions, 

partly because many already face tough climates and are prone to natural disasters, but mostly 

because they are less equipped to deal with the rapid changes (BBC, 2020). 

 

The effects of anthropogenic climate change have a near consensus among scientists (Roper, et 

al., 2016). However, research show that despite the consensus in the scientific community, global 

anthropogenic climate change is something disputed in the political and social sphere (Dunlap, 

McCright, 2011). The doubting of anthropogenic climate change is called climate denial.  

 

The trend of climate denial is in fact rising and seems to be growing (Roper et al., 2016). This 

increase of climate delay is worrisome. Many scholars today argue that climate denial is highly 

coordinated and funded by political, industrial and religious organisations, and conservative think 

tanks, especially in the US (Bonds, 2016; Björnberg, et al., 2017; Cann, Raymond, 2018; Dunlap, 

Jacques, 2013; Dunlap, McCright, 2010). Climate scepticism can be linked to the prevention of 

climate change policies at a national level and studies show that organised science denial by 

powerful actors affects societies response to problems (Cann, Raymond, 2018; Björnberg et al., 

2017).  

 

Strategies used by organised climate deniers are always developing, especially with the increase 

of public debate on climate change mitigation (Lamb, et al., 2020; Roper, et al., 2016). Some 

known tactics are: Outright denial of climate change, denying the impact of climate change and 

attacks on scientists. However, another strategy has more recently been established: Tactics of 

delaying action. Knowing which communicative strategies that are used by climate deniers is 

important to understand and resist the arguments used. It is necessary if we are to efficiently 

mitigate anthropogenic climate change.  
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1.1 Aim and research question 
The aim of this study is to describe how a conservative, and allegedly climate denying, think tank 

formulates their arguments for their stance on environmental policies, and to connect their 

argumentation to discourses of climate delay. This could deepen the understanding of how 

discourses of denial manifest when they are focused on policy proposals and discussion and bring 

more knowledge about climate denialists argumentative tactics. According to Lamb et al., (2020) 

knowledge about how climate denial appears, and ability to recognise it, can help build resistance 

against it. We live in an ever-changing society with an increasing climate awareness. Therefore, 

the tactics used by actors who benefit from climate denial are changing as well. If concerned 

actors are to counter the climate denial movement, knowledge of how to spot new discourses of 

climate denial is important.  

 

Therefore, this thesis seeks an answer to the question: 

 

Which climate delay discourses, according to Lamb et al.’s model, do scholars of American 

Enterprise Institute use when they argue for their stance on environmental policy issues? How 

does the American Enterprise Institute scholars apply the discourses?   

 

In this study I will analyse material from the conservative, and according to Bonds (2016) climate 

denying, think tank American Enterprise Institute. The material will firstly be dissected using an 

argumentation analysis and the arguments will then be analysed to detect which corresponds with 

Lamb et al.’s (2020) climate delaying discourse. The arguments using climate delaying discourse 

will be presented and discussed, focusing on how and why they act as delaying discourses. This 

study will contribute to the current discussion of the change in climate denial tactics and 

hopefully expand the knowledge of how climate denial manifests in debates about climate policy.  
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1. Contextualisation 
2.1 Think tanks 
The definition of a think tank is “a group of experts brought together, usually by a government, 

to develop ideas on a particular subject and to make suggestions for action” (Cambridge 

University Press, nd). According to McGann and Weaver (2000) a think tank is a non-profit, 

nonpartisan organisation engaged in the study of public policy. However, according to McGann 

and Weaver there is an enormous variety in terms of policy interests, intended audiences and 

organisational structures. Furthermore, McGann and Weaver states that the US is the country 

with most think tanks in the world, with over a thousand active think tanks. 
 

2.2 Climate denial 
Climate denial is at its core a refusal to believe in, or doubting, scientific climate change-data. It 

is the most coordinated and funded form of science denial (Björnberg, et al., 2017). In the US 

the climate denial movement is funded by conservatives and corporations and has been credited 

with preventing environmental policy at the national level (Cann, Raymond, 2018) (Dunlap, 

McCright, 2010). Lamb et al., (2020) state that the goal of the climate denial movement is to 

deemphasise or diminish the need for action. Furthermore, Lamb et al. claim that denial of 

climate change takes different forms: Denial of the existence of anthropogenic climate change, 

skepticism towards the impact of climate change, attacks on scientists or the consensus of 

scientists, and the strategy of using discourses focused on policy and how action should be taken, 

who’s responsibility it is and how fast it should be done.  

 

According to Roper et al. (2016), some tactics used by the climate denial movement is 

manipulation or misrepresentation of results of scientific research, threats of sanctions towards 

scientists, creating new procedures in the political system and the creation of a bias in the media. 

McCright and Dunlap (2003) writes that there are corporate and political actors that actively 

work to lower the public consciousness of climate change, and counter environmentalism, as a 

way to delay regulatory action.  

 

2.3 History of climate denial  
Since the industrial revolution, nations have used the environment as something to take 

advantage of to gain wealth and endless growth and progress (Dunlap, McCright, 2010). 
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McCright and Dunlap (2000; 2010) defines this phenomenon as the “Dominant Social Paradigm” 

and calls it a conservative ideology that frames nature as something that is here for humans to 

exploit the way we see fit. The dominant social paradigm does not only see nature as something 

that is here for humans to use, but also holds faith in technology, support of economic growth, 

future prosperity and abundance. The dominant social paradigm and the importance of a free 

market, private property and individual rights has dominated many countries, especially the US. 

However, environmental degradation as a side effect of this way of living started getting more 

attention in the 1970’s (Dunlap, McCright, 2010). The threat of environmental degradation 

created a social movement of environmentalism. The environmental movement was, and still is, 

dependent on science, but not the traditional form that the dominant social paradigm strongly 

supported that led to technical advancements, economic growth and humans’ hegemony over 

nature. Instead, another form of science became important; impact science. Instead of proposing 

new technologies, impact science studies the impact that current lifestyles have on the 

environment and the negative impacts of industrial production. With it, a notion that growth 

could not be endless was established.  

 

Since tackling climate change and environmental problems is through regulation of, for example, 

greenhouse gas emissions it threatens the dominant social paradigm. The possibility of large-

scale social change from environmental regulation as a response to climate change is seen as a 

threat to industry, prosperity and “the entire American way of life” (McCright, Dunlap, 2000, p. 

505). Thus, when Ronald Reagan became president, he came from the conservative movement 

and sided with corporate America and therefore wanted to limit regulations of free enterprise, 

such as environmental regulation (Dunlap, Jacques, 2013). During his presidency he weakened 

many of the environmental regulations in the US. This arose criticism from both 

environmentalists and the public. The American industry and conservatives thus learned that 

frontal attacks on environmental regulations could create a backlash.  

 

In 1992 environmentalism became a global force because of the UN Conference on Environment 

and Development (McCright, Dunlap, 2000). This was seen as a threat by the conservative 

movement since the labelling of global warming as a large-scale issue and threats of 

internationally binding treaties to control and supress carbon emissions were seen as threats to 

economic growth, the free market, abolition of governmental regulation and national sovereignty 

(McCright, Dunlap, 2000, p. 505). A war against environmentalism was launched by American 

conservatives. The fossil fuel industry had early on recognised the threat that the recognition of 
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global warming and emissions was to their economic growth. The fossil fuel industry and the 

conservative movement thus joined forces to combat the notion of climate change as a threat 

(Dunlap, McCright, 2011). Dunlap and McCright argue that because of the lessons learnt from 

the Reagan administration, tactics of scepticism towards the scientific evidence of climate change 

were introduced rather than outright disputing the regulatory policies. 

 

The war against environmentalism by conservatives and corporate America has resulted in the 

climate denial phenomena. From the 1990’s and onwards there have been serious efforts by 

conservatives to portray environmental science as something to not be taken seriously (Dunlap, 

McCright, 2010). Some scientists call it the denial machine (Begley et al., 2007). What spurs 

climate denial is opposition to governmental regulations (McCright, Dunlap, 2000). The denial 

machine’s goal is to delegitimise regulatory climate policies by questioning the legitimacy of the 

scientific basis and challenge the gravity of climate change. The machine manufactures 

uncertainty and continuously claims that the evidence for climate change is not enough to validate 

regulatory actions. 

 

2.4 “The climate denial machine”  
The climate denial machine, also called the Climate Change Counter Movement (McKie, 2019), 

is made up of several actors that through their power opposes mitigation strategies, influences 

policymaking by playing an influential role during policy negotiations and influences public 

opinion. Dunlap and McCright (2011) defines the components of the “machine” as made up of 

fossil fuel industries and corporate America, conservative foundations, think tanks, front groups 

and Astroturf organisations. See Appendix 1 for more details on the components. 

 

The fossil fuel industry and other industries in corporate America mainly contribute monetary to 

think tanks and front groups for them to use various tactics of climate denial (Dunlap, McCright, 

2011). The conservative movement can be traced back to the very beginning of the history of 

climate denial (Dunlap, McCright, 2010). Rich, conservative families established and funded 

think tanks that during the 60’s and 70’s were to act as an opposing force to the progressive 

movements in the US that grew after growing recognition of environmental degradation. The 

think tanks remain today and serve as facilitators for conservative ideas and continue to promote 

endless economic growth (Dunlap, McCright, 2011). According to a study by Brulle (2014), the 
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majority of funding for the climate denying think tanks comes from conservative private 

foundations.  

 

According to Bonds (2016), conservative think tanks are a central piece in the “climate denial 

machine” and many think tanks are mostly funded by the American corporate community and 

used by the corporations. Bonds further states that think-tanks are used by corporations in several 

different ways, but that one important part is the opinion-shaping and policy-planning processes. 

Dunlap and McCright (2011) explains that conservative think tanks are used by the climate denial 

machine to identify threats that could hinder economic growth and to advocate for solutions that 

minimise these threats and claims that this is the “thinking” part of think-tanks.  
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3. Theoretical framework 
According to Cann and Raymond (2018, p.1), it is “crucial to understand how key thought leaders 

legitimise climate change as an issue”. The authors discuss a new area of climate denial research, 

examining if climate denial is shifting from science scepticism towards policy design. Their study 

shows that there is more focus on policy design nowadays but that there still is a large focus on 

science scepticism. However, they do conclude that climate denial is changing. Bonds (2016) 

agrees with this and argues that think tanks today take on different tactics for shaping public 

policy and that it might shift even more as the effects of climate change become more severe. 

According to Bonds, many corporations have realised that environmental regulations are 

something they eventually would not be able to stop, and that the focus has shifted towards how 

these companies can make good business in the new world order of climate change regulations. 

Therefore, their tactics have to change to ensure that these corporations continue to thrive. Think 

tanks with corporate funding would thus be more focused on climate policy that are corporate-

friendly.  

 

Roper et al., (2016) discusses the same trend and argues that scholars need to have a greater focus 

on how climate deniers are politicising climate change themselves and what discourses they are 

using to shift public opinion. According to Roper et al., “by identifying specific tactics we may 

be in a better position to counter the seeming facticity of such discourses” (2016, p.794). 

 

3.1  Climate delay 
This brings us to the earlier mentioned climate delay discourse. This discourse is presented by 

Lamb et al. (2020), and they argue that with the change of public conversation on climate change, 

the sophistication and arguments used to downplay the need for action will evolve as well. They 

describe climate delay as a discourse that in different ways leads to either a feeling of there being 

large obstacles with taking action against climate change, or deadlock. These discourses are 

policy-focused and revolve around what actions should be taken and when, whose responsibility 

the actions are and the costs and benefits of said actions. Some strategies of climate delay have 

been identified, for example individualism and technological optimism or greenwashing. 

However, Lamb et al., expands the discourses and categorises them.  
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3.1.1 Push non-transformative solutions 
The first category of climate delay presented by Lamb et al. is to “Push non-transformative 

solutions” (2020, p.3). Lamb et al. claims that this discourse is based on the notion that disruptive 

change (of society) is not necessary when it comes to climate mitigation. Lamb et al. does not 

give a clear definition of what transformative solutions are, but in this paper transformative 

solutions are mitigation solutions that bring about transformative change. With transformative 

changes society changes and starts doing things differently and not only does more or less of 

something it is already doing. Lamb et al. explain that through the discourse of Push non-

transformative solutions policy statements become arenas for climate delay, by promoting 

solutions that are not effective or by guiding attention away from more effective environmental 

policy measures. Lamb et al. defines several sub-categories, the first being “technological 

optimism” (2020, p.3-4). Lamb et al., claims that arguing that only technological progress 

coming from a competitive market free from regulations will bring about emissions reductions 

in the future is central of this sub-discourse, often accompanied with notion that reductions or 

strict policies are not necessary, or even harmful, because of this. Another form of Technological 

optimism is to put great optimism into technologies that will save the climate but does not exist 

yet, according to the authors. The second sub-category is “fossil fuel solutionism” (Lamb et al., 

2020, p. 3-4). In the sub- discourse of Fossil fuel solutionism, fossil fuels are seen as part of the 

future and solution to climate change. Lamb et al., (2020) claim that the fossil fuel industry is the 

heartbeat of this discourse and that “new freely emitting fossil infrastructure are incompatible 

with the Paris Agreement” (p.3). The third sub-category involves establishing very precise goals 

that can be counted as success, such as lowering emissions, or having ambitious climate targets 

that satisfy the want for a climate action-plan without a concrete way of getting there. This sub-

category is called “all talk, little action” (Lamb et al., 2020. p.3-4). The last sub-category of the 

non-transformative solutions discourse is “no sticks, just carrots” in which actors will not use 

restrictive policies, only voluntary. This type of policies tends to expand consumer choice, 

instead of using for example taxes, to make the public choose more sustainable choices. 

Regulations are seen as too overburdening on the citizens.  

 

3.1.2 Redirect responsibility 
The second category of Lamb et al.’s climate delay discourse refers to redirecting responsibility. 

According to the authors, policy statements sometimes use this delaying discourse by arguing 

that someone else should take action first and bypassing responsibility. Lamb et al., (2020, p.3) 
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explains that one sub-category of this discourse is “individualism”. The authors claim that 

redirecting responsibility from policymakers to individual citizens, and action from systematic 

solutions towards individual actions is to use a discourse of Individualism. One example that is 

given of this is the “know your carbon footprint”-campaign that was created by the fossil fuel-

company BP. The second sub-category explained by Lamb et al. is “whataboutism” (2020, p.3) 

in which countries claim that other countries produce more emissions and therefore should take 

more responsibility in taking action. This sub-discourse is described to often be used while stating 

one’s own small contribution to global emissions. Lastly, the authors present the sub-category 

the “free rider-excuse”. This sub-discourse claims that actors that advance in climate change 

mitigation will only be taken advantage of by others.  

 

3.1.3 Emphasize the downsides 
The third category presented by Lamb et al. is “emphasise the downsides” (2020, p.4). Arguing 

that mitigating climate change will be too disruptive or cost too much to be desirable is to use 

this discourse, according to the authors. This discourse has sub-categories as well, and the first 

presented is “appeal to social justice” (Lamb et al., 2020, p.4). Climate policies are framed to be, 

for example, unfairly jeopardising jobs and the discourse focuses on the short-term costs and 

downsides of the policies. The second sub-category is presented as an extreme version of the 

discourse by the authors and is called “appeal to well-being” (Lamb, et al., 2020, p.4). This 

“extreme” form of the Emphasize the downsides discourse claims that sustainable climate 

policies threaten the livelihood and living standards to a high degree. According to the authors it 

is used by fossil fuel companies to argue for a future where fossil fuels are still an important part 

of society. The last sub-category is “policy perfectionism” in which actors urge for large amounts 

of caution when creating climate policies as a way to not alienate the public and its support. 

According to the authors, the discourse tends to focus on the problems of climate mitigation 

instead of focusing on the good it will do and on how the policies can be inclusive and reach 

acceptance.  

 

3.1.4 Surrender 
The last category of the climate delaying discourses is “surrender” (Lamb et al. 2020. p.4-5). 

Policy statements claiming that mitigation of climate change is impossible can facilitate the 

discourse of delay and according to the authors this happens in two ways. Firstly, there are claims 

that climate policies will have to change society in such a large way that they are impossible and 
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will fail. Lamb et al. calls this sub-category “change is impossible” (2020. p.4). This sub-

discourse advocates for surrender or adapting to climate change and that nothing else is feasible. 

Lamb et al. (2020) claims that this sub-discourse sometimes is connected to the non-

transformative discourses. Lastly, the authors present “doomism” as the second sub-category 

(Lamb et al., 2020. p.5). Doomism sub-discourse builds on that anything we do now is too little 

or too late. The authors explain that this discourse can evoke fear and paralysing resignation, that 

it states that any mitigation is useless, and that adaptation is the only option.  

 

3.2 Operationalisation  
The operationalisation of Lamb et al.’s theoretical framework will be presented in a table that 

shows each of the sub-discourses definitions, how they are used in argumentations. This enhances 

the validity of the paper. See table 2 on the next page.  
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Technological 

optimism 

Strongly favours 

technology over other 

policies or puts faith in 

that technology will 

solve environmental 

issues. 

Individualism 

Argues for policies 

aimed at individuals or 

talks about individual 

actions rather than 

systematic. 

Appeal to social justice 

Argues that 

environmental policies 

will hurt the people (of a 

country for example) or 

argues for the short-term 

downsides of 

environmental policies. 

Change is impossible 

Talks about how we 

should focus on how to 

adapt to climate change 

rather than mitigation 

because mitigation is too 

difficult and cannot 

succeed. 

Fossil fuel solutionism 

Argues for fossil fuels 

as if they are part of 

the future or a 

solution. 

Whataboutism 

Talks about other 

countries environ-

mental issues rather 

than their own. 

Appeal to well-being 

A more extreme version 

of the one above. Argues 

that society will not be 

able to handle certain 

policies for different 

reasons. 

Doomism 

Argues that any climate 

mitigation is too late. 

All talk, little action 

Talks about very 

precise goals that are 

not very transformative 

and can be reached 

without much effort or 

talks about grand goals 

without presenting how 

to reach them. 

Free-rider excuse 

Argues about how  

other actors will take 

advantage of them (or 

their country) if they  

do certain climate 

change-related things. 

Policy perfectionism 

Argues for a lot of 

caution when making 

environmental policy as 

to gain inclusive 

acceptance. Focuses on 

problems instead of  

what could be good. 

 

No sticks, just carrots 

Argues against any 

restrictive policies. 

Restriction would hurt 

the free market. 

   

Table 1. Operationalisation of Lamb et al.’s theory with a focus on the sub-discourses 
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4.  Research design and methodology 
This paper is a descriptive case study that aims to illuminate how delaying discourses can be used 

by conservative, climate denying, think tanks to influence climate policymaking. I will discuss 

the case, the think tank American Enterprise Institute, more in depth further below. However, the 

chosen subject is a typical case of conservative, climate denying think tanks. One could therefore 

argue that the results of this study could apply to other conservative, climate denying, think tanks 

but this paper only studies one case. However, the objective of this study is not to give a definite 

answer to how climate denial discourses are used by think tanks, but rather to deepen the 

understanding of how the usage of these types of discourses could manifest themselves and by 

implication how they can delay climate policy action. I wish to illustrate how the delaying 

discourses are not always visible in plain sight and contribute to the understanding of how to 

recognise them. Thus, despite the limitation a single case study has in terms of generalisation, I 

hope that this study can make a humble contribution in terms of understanding and depth within 

the field of study on climate politics.  

 

4.1 American Enterprise Institute 
American Enterprise Institute, AEI, is a public policy think tank. On their website, American 

Enterprise Institute writes “the work of our scholars and staff advances ideas rooted in our belief 

in democracy, free enterprise, American strength and global leadership, solidarity with those at 

the periphery of our society, and a pluralistic, entrepreneurial culture” (AEI, nd). The think tank 

was founded in 1943 by the president of the Johns-Manville Corporation, a manufacturer of 

insulation and roofing, Lewis H Brown (Wiarda, 2009). According to Howard Wiarda, who has 

worked at and written a book about the think tank, American Enterprise Institute emerged more 

as a lobbyist group than a think tank. Lewis H Brown wanted the wartime controls imposed by 

Roosevelt to be discontinued when the war ended since they were bad for his business. According 

to Wiarda, The American Enterprise Institute urged and lobbied for free enterprise and against 

state control in Congress and was seen as a business-lobbying group without any scholarly 

credentials. Wiarda explains that this changed in the late 50s: Academics were recruited, and the 

American Enterprise Institute became a think tank. Furthermore, during the 60s the American 

Enterprise Institute became a conservative counterbalance to the liberal think tank Brookings 

Institution.  
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In his article Beyond Denialism: Think Tank Approaches to Climate Change, Bonds (2016) lists 

the 14 most influential think tanks and gives an overview of their budgets, political orientation, 

how interlocked they are with the corporate community and lastly, if they express climate 

denialism. American Enterprise Institute, listed as number ten on his list, had in 2013 a budget 

of 33,2 million US dollars, is highly interlocked with corporations, is described as conservative 

to ultraconservative and expresses climate denialism. This is why the American Enterprise 

Institute was chosen as the case for this study. According to scholars studying the climate denial 

movement, a think tank, like American Enterprise Institute, that is very conservative, has strong 

ties with the corporate community and a lot of influence in the US is an important component in 

the climate denial movement (Bonds, 2016; McCright, Dunlap, 2011). Since Bonds (2016) claim 

that climate deniers’ tactics are changing, and since the aim of this study is to bring light to how 

discourses of climate delay are used and how they manifest, the fact that it is known that 

American Enterprise Institute has expressed climate denial is important. Choosing American 

Enterprise Institute as the focus of this study could therefore bring more light to how delaying 

discourse are used by actors that are interested in changing climate policies for their own gain, 

the way climate deniers are.  

  

4.2  Material 
To study the American Enterprise Institute, texts written by their scholars that are published on 

AEI.org, their website, have been chosen. According to American Enterprise Institute “AEI 

scholars are committed to making the intellectual, moral, and practical case for expanding 

freedom, increasing individual opportunity, and strengthening the free enterprise system in 

America and around the world. Our work explores ideas that further these goals, and AEI scholars 

take part in this pursuit with academic freedom. AEI operates independently of any political party 

and has no institutional positions. Our scholars’ conclusions are fuelled by rigorous, data-driven 

research and broad-ranging evidence” (AEI, nd). I will therefore treat the texts as if, despite being 

written by different people with sometimes different views, they represent what American 

Enterprise Institute as a think tank wants to publish and agrees with.  

 

The texts that constitute the material of this study was chosen on the basis of six criteria. Firstly, 

all texts had to have been tagged with “Climate change” on AEI.org to ensure that they had a 

focus on climate policies. Secondly, the texts had to be published between January 1st, 2019 and 

15th of November 2020, the date the material was collected. This criterion existed partly to make 
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sure that the material was manageable in the time frame of this study. However most importantly, 

the texts had to be published recently since, according to several scholars, the climate denial 

tactics are changing and that tactics more recently have shifted towards changing policy and not 

only attacking scientists (Lamb, et al., 2020; Roper, et al., 2016; Cann, Raymond, 2018). Thus, 

using only recently published material would give the most truthful picture of how the discourses 

are used today. The third criterion was that the texts had to be published as articles, opinion 

pieces or blog posts. It is important to note that while there are opinion pieces part of this study, 

which usually not necessarily has to reflect the publisher, all articles and opinion pieces (not the 

blog posts, they are published only on AEI.org) are written for, and published by, other publishers 

than the American Enterprise Institute. Thus, the fact that opinion pieces do not have to reflect 

the publishers view, is irrelevant. 

 

The fourth criterion was that the texts must have been written by American Enterprise Institutes’ 

own scholars and reflect the scholars’ views, and thus not consist of any interviews or guest 

writers for example. The articles, blog posts and opinion pieces that are published on AEI.org 

are written by different scholars (who work for the American Enterprise Institute) and the 

material could therefore be argued to not entirely reflect the American Enterprise Institute but 

rather also reflect the individual authors. It therefore exists a risk that the results are askew and 

not completely represents the think tank that this paper aims to study. Nonetheless, for the sake 

of this study I have chosen to view the scholars not as individuals but only as employees being 

salaried by the think tank to write the texts. The fifth criterion was that the articles, blog posts, 

or opinion pieces had to be longer than two pages to ensure that some extremely short blog posts, 

that did not bring forth any arguments, were sorted out of the material.  

 

Lastly, the sixth criterion was that the articles, blog posts, or opinion pieces did not express any 

outright climate denial. The sixth criterion is important since climate delaying discourse can be 

used in argumentation and not be as easily noticed, while climate denial for the most part is very 

noticeable. Outspoken climate denial is therefore not interesting in this study, since actors 

concerned with climate change probably would disregard any texts with climate denial and thus 

not be affected by them anyway. Furthermore, outspoken climate denial as a subject has been 

studied to a much larger extent than climate delay and is therefore not necessary to study in this 

paper. There are fifteen texts that lives up to all the criteria and thus are part of the study.  
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4.3 Choice of method 
To analyse the material in line with the aim of this paper, the study was conducted in two steps. 

Firstly, an argumentation analysis following the Toulmin model will be carried out on the 

material to discern how the scholars have argued, for what, and to find any unspoken premises 

that are present in the texts. Secondly, the arguments made in the texts will be investigated further 

by applying the theoretical concepts of Lamb et al.’s (2020) discourses and sub-discourses of 

climate delay on the arguments. The second step is carried out to fulfil the aim of detecting if any 

arguments use a climate delaying discourse. If delaying discourses are present, the arguments are 

further examined in the context of the whole text to deepen the understanding of how the delaying 

discourse is formulated and what implications the presence of the discourse have.  

 

4.4  Argumentation analysis 
The aim of this paper is to give a descriptive overview of how conservative think tanks, such as 

American Enterprise Institute, argue for their stance on climate change by using discourses of 

climate delay. According to Lamb et al. (2020) discourses of climate delay manifest through 

argumentation in discussions about climate policies. This makes the argumentation analysis an 

appropriate tool to use in this study. Since the study only regard one actor and their arguments, 

an argumentation analysis model that is focused on arguments for and against a premise did not 

seem necessary. The chosen argumentation analysis model is therefore the Toulmin model. The 

Toulmin model is a good choice since it focuses on premises both explicit and implicit (Boréus, 

2018) which is in line with the aim of understanding how the discourses manifest.  

 

According to Boréus (2018), argumentation analyses focus on the “logos” part of an argument, 

the attempts to convince by appealing to the common sense of the reader. In the argumentation 

analysis the relations between arguments are studied which enables the possibility of describing 

the argumentative basis of a text. Boréus explains that there are three aims of the argumentative 

analysis: The descriptive aim, the evaluating aim and the prescriptive aim. However, the 

argumentation analysis made in this study focuses only on the first aim, to describe the arguments 

and their relations.  
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As earlier mentioned, the analysis conducted in 

this study is based on the Toulmin model. In 

this model, according to Boréus (2018), each 

argument’s premise (which in the model is 

called warrant) has to be stated, the premise can 

be both explicit and implicit, and the premise 

often has “backing arguments”. Boréus 

explains that Toulmin, when creating the model, thought of an argumentation as if it always has 

two sides taking part in the discussion (even when there is not). Because of this, each argument 

is described through the argument, claim, warrant and backing argument logic, since the side 

making a claim has to state their reasoning and arguments for each claim. A Toulmin analysis of 

an argument is always presented as a visual model. 

 

However, when presenting my study in the analysis section of this paper, it will be exhibited in 

a body of text. The argumentation analysis will not be shown or described, instead the analysis 

will focus on the arguments that use a climate delaying discourse. Since the aim of the study is 

to analyse arguments that do use climate delaying discourse, presenting the study’s material in 

the form of the Toulmin model is unnecessary. The argumentation analysis is thus executed as 

part of the process of understanding the arguments made in the material and making it possible 

to apply the discourses from Lamb et al.’s theory but is not visible or explicitly mentioned in the 

analysis of this paper. Not visually presenting the argumentation analysis does somewhat affect 

the transparency of this essay and potentially therefore also the reliability since the analysis of 

the material is dependent on only one person. However, I hope that the summaries of the relevant 

arguments and the texts that are part of the analysis still does show how the analysis and 

conclusions have been contrived. Furthermore, an example of how I have executed Toulmin 

analysis of the texts will be presented below. 
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5. Results and analysis 
The results and analysis will be presented by sorting the texts into the climate denial discourses 

and sub-discourses that their argumentations fit into. The analysis is performed continuously in 

each sub-discourse section as well. 

 

5.1 Push non-transformative solutions 
5.1.1 Technological optimism 
In the blog post “Economic growth and technological progress: there is no alternative” James 

Pethokoukis (2020c) argues that continuous economic growth is the only option forward for 

the US. The author claims that, while the dangers of climate change continue to grow, the US 

cannot deal with climate change without economic growth. Pethokoukis argues for this with 

three main arguments. Firstly, Pethokoukis explains that it is vital to continue generating 

technological progress, capabilities and resources since this is a necessity for the US when 

dealing with climate change. Secondly, the author argues that, what the climate movement calls, 

“degrowth” or a “steady state economy” would kill the churn and competition that exists in an 

open and thriving entrepreneurial economy. Lastly, Pethokoukis writes that economic growth 

reduces global poverty, increases opportunities and makes lives better and longer. 

 

In Pethokoukis line of reasoning, about needing continuous economic growth in the US to 

combat climate change and that economic growth will lead to technological advancements 

necessary in this fight, the unspoken premise of his argument is that technological 

advancements can only happen in an open and growing economy. This premise uses the sub-

discourse of Technological optimism and could be disputed. For example, according to Lamb 

et al. the claim that technological advancements can only exist in an open market without 

regulation is not empirically supported (Lamb et al., 2020, p.3). When Pethokoukis finishes his 

article by stating that it is the technological progress that will save the US from the unknown 

hardships of the future, he is arguing that the US needs technology to adapt to a future with 

climate change and thus focuses on adaptation rather than prevention. This is an example of 

how Technological optimism becomes a discourse of climate delay. Regardless of political 

views on economic growth and climate change, the fact that Pethokoukis claims that the only 

option is continuous economic growth but fails to give any examples of climate mitigation in 

his article shows that his reasoning is about climate adaptation and not mitigation policies. 

Having a focus on adaptation rather than mitigation and arguing for why society should not be 
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transformed nor changed because of climate change, but rather that the economy should be kept 

as it is today, could influence the debate on policies for climate mitigation and thus be delaying 

important action against climate change.  

 

As a side note, Pethokoukis reasoning about climate adaptation while not mentioning mitigation 

is a discussion that somewhat fits into the Surrender discourse. However, in the example above 

it is heavily intertwined with the sub-discourse Technological optimism and how that discourse 

can cause delay in climate mitigation. Furthermore, his reasoning does not fit completely into 

any of the sub-discourses of the Surrender discourse. Lamb et al.’s explanation of the sub-

discourses and the operationalisation that has been done to measure them in this study are too 

narrow. This causes issues with how to categorise certain arguments, such as this 

abovementioned by Pethokoukis. Because of this, Pethokoukis text is not sorted into the 

discourse of Surrender at all and this is something that will be discussed further in the discussion 

and conclusion-part of the paper.   

 

5.1.2 Fossil fuel solutionism 
In his opinion piece “The deeply destructive climate change litigation game” (2019a) Benjamin 

Zycher argues that the attempts by climate change activist groups to create policies against 

greenhouse gas emissions and the oil industry through the judiciary is detrimental to the US. 

He claims that the central aim of these litigation strategies is actually ideological goals of 

hurting the oil companies in the US. The premise for his opinion piece is that fossil fuels are 

something that the US needs and should continue to have access to in the future without rations 

or regulations. Zycher claims that politicising and rationing energy would reduce the private 

sector freedom, enterprise, productive efficiency and market exchange that abundant energy 

supplies make possible. 

 

Furthermore, in 2020, Benjamin Zycher published an article called “Can we tackle both climate 

change and Covid-19 recovery?”. In this article Zycher argues that the US cannot tackle both 

climate change and a recovery from Covid-19 at the same time. The author claims that if 

environmental policies, such as fossil fuel regulation, are prioritised the ability for people to 

improve their conditions after lockdown would be harmed. Furthermore, similarly to his 

opinion piece from 2019, Zycher argues that carbon taxes harm economic growth and jobs, and 

that favouring wind and solar harms the economic value of existing energy and thus the 

producing stock of physical and human capital. 
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By stating that carbon taxes harm the US in various ways and that it is important to keep the 

economic value of existing energy (which is mostly driven by fossil fuels) Zycher argues for a 

future with fossil fuels. In his article from 2020 about climate change and Covid-19, Zycher 

puts two global crises in opposition to each other while at the same time downplaying one of 

them, climate change. The author argues that regulation of fossil fuels would only hurt the US 

as they move on after the pandemic. Arguing that regulating fossil fuels would hurt people after 

the pandemic, while at the same time downplaying ever needing to regulate fossil fuels by 

arguing that humans are ingenious and will figure out how to deal with climate change anyhow, 

downplays the need for societal changes in climate change mitigation. This delays climate 

change mitigation according to Lamb et al. (2020). Furthermore, in the opinion piece written 

by Zycher in 2019 his argumentations premise is that fossil fuels will help the US going 

forward, which is Fossil-fuel solutionism and disregards the impact fossil fuels have on the 

environment.  

 

In the blog post “The new GOP climate plan isn’t a Green New Deal. And that’s perfectly OK” 

(2020a) James Pethokoukis argues that the new climate change policy plan from the Republican 

Party is very modest, but that modesty is a good thing. According to Pethokoukis, the plan is 

mostly focused on funding for clean energy innovation and planting trees but does not propose 

any policy measures for reducing the use of fossil fuels. Thus, Pethokoukis implies that it is a 

good thing to not regulate fossil fuels and he writes that subsidies would be good but that it is 

not the time for a carbon tax. Pethokoukis further argues that the new policy proposal is 

“reverse-engineered not to offend fossil fuel companies” and by arguing that the new policy 

proposals are satisfactory he agrees that not offending fossil fuel companies is advantageous. 

 

The implicit argument that not regulating fossil fuels, or offending fossil fuel companies, is 

advantageous is in line with the Fossil fuel solutionism sub-discourse as well. Pethokoukis is 

seemingly not against fossil fuels being part of the future. According to Lamb et al., (2020) 

there is established evidence that unregulated use of fossil fuels is not compatible with the Paris 

Agreement. Thus, by arguing that not regulating fossil fuels is acceptable Pethokoukis promotes 

a policy proposal that is not very effective as climate mitigation. Pethokoukis claim that the 

new climate plan from the Republican Party is not a plan that will lead to much change, 

according to him it is modest, but that it is a satisfactory plan at the moment means that he 

downplays the seriousness of climate change. Downplaying the seriousness of climate change 

while at the same time remaining okay with fossil fuels being part of the future means that 
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Pethokoukis promotes a slow approach when taking action against climate change. With 

American Enterprise Institute’s political influence, this usage of fossil fuel-solutionism could 

cause delay in climate mitigation policies in the US. 

 

5.1.3 All talk, little action 
In the aforementioned blog post “The new GOP climate plan isn’t a Green New Deal. And 

that’s perfectly OK” (2020a) James Pethokoukis argues that the new climate change policy plan 

from the Republican Party is modest but good. According to the author, the plan is mostly 

focused on funding for clean energy innovation and planting trees but does not propose any 

policy measures for reducing the use of fossil fuels.  

 

Since Pethokoukis blog post states that the modest climate policy proposal, with not very 

transformative goals, is a good plan for fighting climate change the author’s argumentation is 

part of the sub-discourse of All talk, little action. The proposed climate policies by the 

Republican Party is according to Pethokoukis only focused on “joining the global effort to plant 

a trillion trees to suck carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere” (2020a, p.2) and funding for 

innovations in clean energy. Pethokoukis argues that the plan is good and that the Republican 

Party is finally proposing adequate climate policies. Praising a modest plan that is not interested 

in limiting fossil fuels and claiming that it is not an “insignificant move […] but rather a first 

step for the GOP” (Pethokoukis, 202a, p.2) is to praise politicians for at least doing something 

against climate change. One could argue that doing something is at least better than doing 

nothing. However, proposing climate policies that are relatively easy to live up to is a way for 

politicians to satisfy public expectations according to Lamb et al. (2020). Proposing a plan, 

even if it is not very difficult to achieve, looks good on paper and since the goals are moderate, 

they are easy to achieve which will make the politicians seem committed to tackling climate 

change. The issue with this All talk, no action discourse is that it makes climate policies 

something that are good to propose, since it satisfies demands from the public, but the effects 

of the policies are less relevant. Thus, proposing policies for climate change arguably becomes 

a tool for politicians to gain praise from the public rather than a tool for mitigation. It becomes 

beneficial for politicians to state a policy that has a strong focus on lowering emissions but no 

sufficient means for actually achieving it.  
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5.1.4 No sticks, just carrots 
For the last sub-discourse of the Push-non transformative solutions-discourse, the blog post by 

James Pethokoukis “The new GOP climate plan isn’t a Green New Deal. And that’s perfectly 

OK.” (2020a) will once again be analysed.  

 

When Pethokoukis argues that the Republican Party’s new climate policy proposal is modest 

but good he states that the Republican Party almost certainly will not create regulations but 

might create a carbon pollution tax and should use this as a way to cut the income tax and 

deregulate energy. Pethokoukis sees this future of energy deregulation as something positive 

since it “embraces economic growth and the innovative power of market capitalism” (2020a, 

p.3). His positive attitude to a deregulation seems to stem from that it would keep the market 

vibrant and growing. This would be a No sticks, just carrots discourse, since he claims that 

regulation would be restrictive on the market. Although, be that as it may, his argumentation is 

not entirely a perfect example of this discourse since Pethokoukis shows a positive attitude 

towards a carbon pollution tax. Yet, on the other hand, he states that it is not the right time for 

a carbon tax and that when it is time, the carbon tax should enable a reduction of the income 

tax, thus showing that he is not particularly positive towards regulations.   

 

In the article “Towards serious reform of benefit/cost analysis under the Clean Air Act” written 

by Benjamin Zycher (2020b) other arguments using No sticks, just carrots sub-discourse can 

be found. Zycher states that the new reform of the benefit/cost analysis under the Clean Air Act 

in the US makes it harder to create air pollution-regulation, since it often would be too 

expensive, and that this is a good reform. Zycher claims that many of the earlier regulatory 

policies to limit air pollutants under the Clean Air Act were created as a way to fund 

subsidisation of wind and solar energy. The premise of Zycher’s article is that environmental 

policies never can stand a cost/benefit analysis. To back this premise the author states three 

arguments. Firstly, that regulatory policies have been very expensive but not very effective. 

Secondly, that the process for regulation under the Clean Air Act have been riddled with abuse 

and political and bureaucratic gameplaying to support the adoption of rules that cannot live up 

to a cost/benefit analysis. And lastly, that the regulations have needed to present co-benefits 

such as reduction of other pollutants to be deemed appropriate under the Clean Air Act thus 

implying that they would not stand a cost/benefit analysis without the extra benefits, since they 

would not be effective enough on their own.  
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Zycher argues that restriction on regulatory policies are good and that environmental 

regulations very seldom are worth the cost and thus argues against having restrictive policies. 

In his article Zycher claims that the politicians that are opposed to the new benefit/cost analysis, 

that Zycher is in favour of, opposes the proposal because of their opposition to fossil fuels and 

the modern industrial economy. This argument’s premise is that regulatory policies and stricter 

air-pollution regulation hurts the economy and the market. However, while Zycher uses the 

discourse of No sticks, just carrots, since he is opposed to regulation and argues that it would 

hurt the economy, he does not express any form of “carrots” (incentives) that would be suitable 

or better. In comparison, the blog post by Pethokoukis does in some ways use “carrots”. Unlike 

Zycher, Pethokoukis argues that if a carbon tax would be introduced it would also mean that 

the income tax could be lowered, and that energy would be deregulated and thus proposes 

“carrots” that are greater than the “stick” of carbon tax. This shows that how this discourse 

presents itself can vary.  

 

5.2 Redirect responsibility 
5.2.1 Individualism 
In his opinion piece “The deeply destructive climate change litigation game” (2019a) Benjamin 

Zycher argues that the attempts by climate change activist groups to create policies against 

greenhouse gas emissions and the oil industry through the judiciary is detrimental to the US. He 

argues that the central aim of these litigation strategies is actually ideological goals of hurting the 

oil industry in the US. One premise in his opinion piece is that the targeting of the US’s oil 

industry is unfair. Zycher argues that the targeting of oil companies is unfair since the lawsuits 

only attack the producers of fossil fuels but fail to deal with the consumers who are equally 

responsible for climate change. 

 

Zycher’s argument, that the targeting of oil companies is unfair since consumers are equally as 

responsible for climate change, uses the sub-discourse of Individualism. Lamb et al. explains 

their reasoning for the sub-category by writing that “[it] is not to suggest that individual actions 

are futile. Rather, a more productive discourse of responsibility would focus attention on the 

collective potential of individual actions to stimulate normative shifts and build pressure towards 

regulation. It would also recognise that regulations and structural shifts are complementary to 

supporting individual behaviour change” (Lamb et al., 2020, p.3). Thus, it is not necessarily 

Zycher’s statement, that consumers of fossil fuels are responsible for climate change, that is part 
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of the delaying discourse. Instead it is the fact that Zycher states that the reason for the litigation 

targeting of the oil industry being unfair is that it does not target consumers, and that individual 

consumers are equally responsible for climate change, that is part of the sub-discourse. Shifting 

blame from the oil industry towards consumers is something that is done, for example by 

campaigns launched by the oil company BP in which the “carbon footprint” of individuals way 

of living was introduced (Lamb et al., 2020). Zycher’s arguments do the same as the BP-

campaign, it redirects the responsibility from the oil industry to consumers and obscures the role 

of the oil industry when it comes to shaping the choices of individuals, for example through 

marketing.  

 

In the opinion piece “Anti-pandemic rules are the opposite of climate change” Michael Barone 

(2020) argues that the policies for dealing with climate change are the opposite of the policies 

for dealing with a pandemic. He backs this argument by explaining that the US policies for 

climate change has been pushing people to live in cities, live clustered, commute and use reusable 

bags. He goes on and explains that the best way of living for individuals when dealing with the 

Covid-19 pandemic has been to live in spacious suburban coul-de-sacs in large houses, use their 

own car and to use disposable bags. The author’s reasoning implies that how policies affects 

individuals’ life is the most important when dealing with both climate change and pandemics. 

Barone’s argumentation is another example of how the Individualism sub-discourse manifests 

itself. 

 

Barone’s Individualism is more subtle than Zycher’s. Barone’s opinion piece does somewhat 

keep his focus on the policies that shape individual action. One could therefore claim that 

Barone’s arguments do have a focus on the collective and do not blame individual actions. 

However, I argue that it is not the overall statement, that climate change policy and anti-pandemic 

rules are opposites because of how policies to deal with the crises affect people, that is part of 

the discourse. Rather, the examples of why the policies are opposites is the delaying discourse.  

While Barone does not blame individual action for climate change the same way that Zycher 

does, Barone still keeps his focus on policies aimed at individuals. Barone claims that elites have 

been prescribing arrangements for dealing with climate change and the policies Barone mentions 

are not on a systematic level. He gives examples such as driving a car versus commuting, living 

in a large house on the countryside or living crowded in the city, using reusable or plastic bags 

and so on. I would argue that his examples, together with the fact that the article is a vague 

critique against climate change policies in the US, show that Barone’s focus when it comes to 
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climate policies is on the individual level rather than on systematic solutions such as regulation 

of fossil fuels or a carbon tax. Barone chooses to put two crises against each other and argues, on 

the basis of individual actions, that how the crises should be dealt with is not compatible and puts 

the blame on the policies that were implemented first; climate change mitigation. Barone’s 

Individualism discourse masks the upsides of climate mitigation and could create scepticism that 

delay action against climate change.  

 

5.2.2 Whataboutism 
In the opinion piece by Jonah Goldberg called “Democratic presidential candidates aren’t serious 

about climate change” (2019a) Goldberg argues that the Democrats “Green New Deal” does not 

have climate mitigation as its top priority. He states that the Green New Deal is about changing 

the entire US economy, and the Democrats screaming about how climate change is a big threat, 

rather than climate mitigation. The premise of his opinion piece is that the policy plan is bad, and 

he gives two reasons for this. Goldberg critiques the policy plan for not using nuclear power 

when it is “one of the only proven tools to combat [climate change]” (Goldberg, 2019a, p.3). The 

author also suggests that the policy plan is not about climate mitigation but rather is a manifest 

of ideology and a way to radically change the economy. Lastly, the author argues that even if the 

US would wean itself off fossil fuels it would not help with climate change because other 

countries would not follow suit.  

 

Moving on to another text written by Jonah Goldberg. In the article “The Green New Deal is a 

nonsensical approach to climate change” (2019b) Goldberg argues that since the Democrats 

declare that the US needs to act urgently on climate change but do not want to use methods such 

as nuclear energy in their climate policies their plan is nonsense. Goldberg claims that nuclear 

energy could provide larger amounts of electricity and do so more efficiently than wind and solar 

power. The author writes that if the US did everything the Democratic climate policy plan 

suggests, the global emission of greenhouse gasses would not change much unless “China, India, 

Russia, and all the African nations followed suit” (Goldberg, 2019b, p.2).  

 

Both of the texts presented above written by Goldberg argue for practically the same thing; that 

the climate policy proposal by the Democrats is a bad proposal since it does not propose using 

nuclear energy as a renewable energy source. In both texts, the sub-discourse of Whataboutism 

is present. In his opinion piece, one of Goldberg’s main critiques of the Democrats policy plan 
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is that it does not propose using nuclear energy. In spite of this claim, later in the text he states 

that weaning the US off fossil fuels would be futile anyway, since other countries pollution would 

not be affected, and dismisses the Democrats policy plan because of this. Thus, Goldberg 

seemingly argues against his own critique. This is an example of why the discourse of 

Whataboutism is climate delaying. By focusing on other countries’ environmental issues, any 

domestic climate policy will be seen as futile, even in this case the usage of nuclear energy 

proposed by the author himself. Redirecting responsibility in this manner can make domestic 

plans for climate mitigation seen as useless and deflate the urgency of such policies.  

 

Benjamin Zycher argues in his blog post “The California auto mileage deal and the leftist crusade 

against personal transportation” (2019b) that the state of California’s proposal for corporate 

average fleet miles-per-gallon standards should be rejected because it is heavily ideological 

rather than effective, and that the policy would hurt the US. Zycher writes that the State of 

California’s proposal claims to be an attempt to lower greenhouse gas emissions from vehicles 

but that the policy actually would have near zero climate effects. Zycher argues that if US light-

vehicle greenhouse gas emissions were eliminated there would only be a 2% reduction of the 

total of greenhouse gas emissions globally and insinuates that the proposal is unnecessary and 

fruitless because of this. 

 

Zycher uses the discourse of Whataboutism in a similar manner to earlier mentioned texts by 

Goldberg. Zycher argues that even if light-vehicle emissions were eliminated it would only have 

an effect of 2% on global emissions, and states this as a reason for rejecting the proposal. Hence, 

the author redirects the focus from emissions in the US to larger global emissions, making the 

proposal seem unnecessary.  

 

Furthermore, in his opinion piece “The deeply destructive climate change litigation game” 

(2019a) Benjamin Zycher claims that the attempts by climate change activist groups to create 

policies against greenhouse gas emissions and the oil industry through the judiciary is detrimental 

to the US. He argues that the central aim of these litigation strategies for reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions is actually ideological goals of hurting the oil industry in the US. One of the 

premises of this text is that the targeting of the oil industry in the US is unfair. Zycher argues that 

the oil industry in the US is only a small part of the global industry of fossil fuels, thus implying 

that targeting such a small part of an industry is futile. 
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The abovementioned authors all use the sub-discourse of Whataboutism in their arguments as a 

means of rendering different policy plans for climate mitigation in the US as useless or 

unnecessary. However, in a blog post by Derek Scissors he uses the sub-discourse with a different 

approach. 

 

In the blog post “Coercing China on climate change?” (2020) Derek Scissors argues that the US 

policymakers needs to deal with China, and coercively push the country towards climate 

mitigation. He explains that China emits more than twice than the US, despite the US being the 

second largest emitter of emissions in the world. The premise of Scissors text is that cutting US 

emissions will not have much of an impact globally if not other countries are dealt with. He 

argues that China as well as India, a rising economy with increasing emissions, should be the 

focus of global emission cutting and that the US needs to act coercively to do so.  

 

Scissors blog post argues for policy changes that are focused on how the US can make other 

countries curb their emissions, rather than the US itself and thus uses the sub-discourse 

Whataboutism. However, what is different from the abovementioned examples is that Scissors 

argues for proactive measures rather than merely rejecting climate policies. While proactive 

measures are important in mitigation, Whataboutism still acts as a delaying discourse since the 

responsibility of climate change mitigation is redirected. I argue that actors in climate mitigation 

should focus on their local issues and prioritising making sure other countries do their part is not 

an effective approach.  

 

5.2.3 Free-rider excuse 
The article “To meet China’s challenge, the US has to fight climate change” (2019) written by 

Hal Brands argues that the US cannot ignore climate change any longer, but that the US has to 

fight climate change globally while at the same time continue to geopolitically fight China. 

Brands premise is that the US should not prioritise the environment over geopolitics or the other 

way around. The author states two main arguments. Firstly, that if the US forces China to act 

first on climate change policies the US would not only be hit hard by climate change, it would 

also be diplomatically disastrous. Secondly, trying to compel China to cooperate in a more 

aggressive global climate change program, what the author calls putting climate first, “may or 

may not benefit the environment, but […] will cost the US dearly in geopolitical terms” (Brands, 

2019, p.3). The author argues that it would hurt the US since China only has self-interest in mind 

and would “pocket” any concessions made and later not deliver on the climate change mitigation 
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as a way to get even more concessions. Instead Brands suggests balancing the US relationship 

with China by both pushing them towards climate change mitigation and not go easy on 

geopolitical disputes.  

 

In this article, Brands writes about a risk of China taking advantage of concessions if the US 

would apply a climate mitigation first-policy and thus not be tough on China geopolitically. 

Arguing that prioritising climate change will lead to other actors (in this case China) taking 

advantage of the US is a form of Free-rider excuse. The usage of the Free-rider excuse is similar 

to the earlier mentioned Whataboutism sub-discourse. For example, Brands focus in his article 

is on what the US can do globally for climate change and not on local climate mitigation, which 

is in line with the overarching discourse of redirect responsibility. What determines that it is the 

sub-discourse Free-rider excuse is Brands focus on the benefits China could have reaped from 

US climate mitigation strategies. Specifically, the fact that the author actively argues that climate 

change should not be top priority because of what China might gain from the US’s climate policy. 

Brands argumentation could delay effective climate policies, since the author argues that climate 

policies have to be paired with geopolitical pressure on China, thus limiting which policy 

proposals are acceptable. Brand writes that policies only focusing on climate “may or may not 

benefit the environment, but […] will cost the US dearly in geopolitical terms” (2019, p.3) and 

thus establishes that there are doubts in the effectiveness of climate policies, undermining them 

even more. Brands puts the threat of other countries gaining something the US did not intend for 

them to gain before the threat of climate change. I argue that the threat of climate should be the 

top priority in climate mitigation policies and not giving it top priority could cause delay in 

policymaking. 

 

5.3 Emphasise the downsides 
5.3.1 Appeal to social justice 
In the article by Benjamin Zycher called “Can we tackle both climate change and Covid-19 

recovery?” (2020) he argues that the US cannot tackle both climate change and a recovery from 

Covid-19 at the same time. Zycher claims that if environmental policies are prioritised, the ability 

for people to improve their conditions after lockdown would be harmed. In the article Zycher 

argues that carbon taxes and green policies harm economic growth and jobs. Furthermore, the 

author claims that opposition to fossil fuels, that often is a part of climate change policies, is anti-
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human because it “views ordinary people […] as only mouths to feed, producing environmental 

damage” (Zycher, 2020a, p.2). 

 

In his blog post “The California auto mileage deal and the leftist crusade against personal 

transportation” (2019b) Benjamin Zycher argues that the state of California’s proposal for 

corporate average fleet miles-per-gallon standards should be rejected on the basis that it is heavily 

ideological rather than effective, and that the policy would hurt the US. Zycher writes that while 

California’s proposal is claimed to be an attempt to lower greenhouse gas emissions from 

vehicles it would actually have near zero climate effects. The author discusses how the policy 

proposal is based on ideology rather than effectiveness with two arguments. Firstly, that the 

California officials see fossil fuels as the central manifestation of private sector irresponsibility 

despite the enormous benefits for mankind that availability of inexpensive energy has generated. 

Secondly, that because the state of California sees fossil fuels as the central manifestation of 

private sector irresponsibility, they want to subsidise electric vehicles through increased prices 

for conventional (combust engine) autos. Zycher states that the subsidies of electric vehicles 

would result in a reduction of individual mobility, since they have limited range and long 

recharging times and therefore would suit mostly urban living, thus resulting in a reduction of 

individual freedom.  

 

In James Pethokoukis blog post, “The fatal flaw of the Green New Deal is that it doesn’t take 

climate change seriously” (2019) he argues that the climate policy proposal by the Democrats 

focuses on other social issues than climate mitigation and therefore does not take climate change 

seriously. Pethokoukis implies that if the Democrats believes that climate change is a huge 

problem, there should be a much clearer focus on reducing global carbon emission in their policy 

plan. He argues for his view by saying that the social issue-oriented goals in their plan probably 

would be limited or sacrificed “as we make this historical push to save the planet” (Pethokoukis, 

2019, p.3) and implies that they are useless because of this. 

 

All three of the abovementioned texts use the sub-discourse of Appeal to social justice in slightly 

different ways. Zycher argues that electric vehicles would hurt the people of the US since it would 

lead to a reduction of individual mobility and insinuates that it would also lead to a reduction of 

individual freedom since it would force people to move into the cities where electric vehicles are 

best suited. When stating this argument Zycher focuses on a specific policy and how it could hurt 

different citizens in different parts of the US, thus making it a social justice issue. He emphasises 
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downsides to the policy on an individual level and keeps the focus on the individual to highlight 

smaller issues, thus making them appear as detrimental and the breaking point of a policy without 

looking at what it systematically could achieve. In his other article Zycher argues that carbon 

taxes would hurt the economy and jobs. With this argument he still uses Appeal to social justice 

as a way to dismiss climate policy, but his focus is no longer on the individual level, instead he 

is looking at a systematic social justice-issue. However, I argue that this is still a climate delaying 

argumentation since reduction of fossil fuel emissions is a central part of climate mitigation and 

a carbon tax not necessarily have to hurt an economy that is moving away from fossil fuels. 

Furthermore, he focuses on the short term downsides, for example jobs being lost in an economy 

that is moving away from fossil fuels, but does not focus on the long term goals such as having 

to spend less money on extreme weather (brought on by climate change) management or the jobs 

that will be created in an economy focused on renewable energy. Only focusing on short term 

downsides is a central aspect of the appeal to social justice discourse according to Lamb et al. 

(2020). Lastly, Pethokoukis argument is different from the other two as well. He critiques the 

Democrats climate policy proposal for focusing too much on social issues than on actual climate 

mitigation. This argument is not part of a climate delay discourse. However, Pethokoukis states 

that the social issue-part of the Democrats climate policy proposal probably would be sacrificed 

anyway in the fight against climate change. This statement insinuates that climate change 

mitigation will hurt people, that social issues will have to be limited or sacrificed when climate 

policies are properly in place. His insinuation points towards a scepticism of how good for the 

people of the US climate mitigation actually will be and could be argued to emphasise potential 

downsides with climate policies which urges for caution and taking climate mitigation slow, 

delaying action.  

 

5.3.2 Appeal to well-being 
In his opinion piece “Anti-pandemic rules are the opposite of climate change” Michael Barone 

(2020) argues that the policies for dealing with climate change are the opposite of the policies 

for dealing with a pandemic. He backs this argument by explaining that the US policies for 

climate change has been pushing people to live in cities, live clustered, commute and use reusable 

bags. He goes on and explains that the best way of living for individuals when dealing with the 

Covid-19 pandemic has been to live in spacious suburban coul-de-sacs in large houses, use their 

own car and to use disposable bags. The article implies that the pandemic is hurting the US 

because of how the environmental policies have pushed people to live in dense cities. 
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Appeal to well-being is a discourse similar to the one above, appeal to social justice. However, 

Barone’s article is sorted under the discourse of Appeal to well-being because of his argument 

that society will be greatly hurt as a result of climate policies and policies for tackling Covid-19 

in the US being opposites. Barone, as earlier discussed in the Individualism sub-discourse, has a 

narrow focus when he argues that pandemic and climate policies are opposites. He chooses to 

pinpoint certain aspects of climate policies without looking at what harm the policies avoid. Thus, 

Barone emphasises the downsides of climate policies when arguing that the pandemic will hurt 

the US more greatly because of them. By using the Appeal to well-being sub-discourse Barone 

invokes a feeling that the US could potentially not handle other crises because of climate 

mitigation. This can be disputed. For example, regulating fossil fuels does not stand in opposition 

to a crisis such as a pandemic. If anything, regulating pollution would make people healthier 

because of the better air quality and thus not harm society if a pandemic hit.  

 

5.3.3 Policy perfectionism 
In the blog post by James Pethokoukis called “The fatal flaw of the Green New Deal is that it 

doesn’t take climate change seriously” (2019) he argues that because the new climate policy 

proposal by the Democrats focuses on other social issues and not only climate change it does not 

take climate change seriously. Pethokoukis implies that if the Democrats believe that climate 

change is such a huge threat, they should have a much clearer focus on reducing global carbon 

emission in their policy plan. The author finishes by writing that “by presenting an unserious 

plan for a serious problem, she [The Democrat politician Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez] may has 

well made it less likely we enact measures that actually do some good” (Pethokoukis, 2019, p3). 

 

Pethokoukis claims that by presenting a climate policy proposal that is not very good, and has 

the wrong focus, the Democrats might have made it less likely that other measures that could do 

good will be enacted. This line of argumentation uses the sub-discourse of Policy perfectionism. 

Pethokoukis abovementioned claim implies that politicians have to be very careful when 

proposing policies, as to not close a window of opportunity, and thus argues for extreme caution. 

By arguing for extreme caution Pethokoukis could delay future policymaking as it urges 

politicians to not propose wrong policies that will “close the window”. The difference between a 

criticism of a policy and the sub-discourse of Policy-perfectionism can seem very vague. 

However, Pethokoukis states concern about how opportunities for proper climate mitigation 

being achieved could have been made less likely because of the insufficient policy proposal, 

while at the same time in his other article “The new GOP climate plan isn’t a Green New Deal. 
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And that’s perfectly OK.” (Pethokoukis, 2020a) claiming that the Republicans very modest plan 

is good and rather opens opportunities for a future carbon tax. These two different attitudes to 

policy proposals shows that Pethokoukis urge for caution in making policy proposals that the 

author himself believes are too ambitious. Thus, Pethokoukis heavily emphasises the downsides 

with ambitious policies and could cause delay since modest plans would not do much change 

despite climate threat demanding immediate action.  
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Table 2: Summary of the analysed material and the discourses the different texts uses 
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6. Summary and conclusions 
In this paper I have attempted to outline how the conservative and allegedly climate denying 

think tank American Enterprise Institute uses discourses that could delay climate mitigation when 

arguing for their stance on climate policies. To study this, I have looked at the American 

Enterprise Institutes published material tagged with “climate change” from January 1st, 2019 

until the 15th of November 2020 that did not express outright climate denial. The initial phase of 

the study was to analyse the arguments made in the texts and the second part consisted of 

applying the theory of climate denial by Lamb et al. to the arguments to deduce if any, and which, 

denial discourses were present. Previous research has indicated that conservative think tanks are 

changing their approach to climate denial and are shifting towards influencing climate policies 

to be more profitable for companies (Bonds, 2016) and this study indicates this as well. 

Unsurprisingly, some of the texts published in 2019 and 2020 by the American Enterprise 

Institute expressed outright climate denial and therefore are not part of the study. However, what 

is more interesting is that only 3 of the 15 texts that were part of the study did not use any of the 

climate delaying discourses. This indicates that earlier studies’ claim that conservative think 

tanks are shifting their approach to shaping climate mitigation policies rather than only denying 

climate change is correct, however to what degree has not been studied in this paper.  

 

Gaining knowledge about how climate denial is changing and how climate deniers are 

politicising climate policies is according to Roper et al. (2016) very important to further gain 

knowledge on how the discourses used can shift public opinion. My study has attempted to 

describe how new discourses are used by climate deniers and therefore used the discourse 

presented by Lamb et al.: Climate denial. Each of the discourses of delay presented by Lamb et 

al. has sub-discourses. Quite a few of the sub-discourses were only used once in the analysed 

material, however all of the sub-discourses of the discourses that could be found in the material 

were used. Several texts used more than one discourse and in half of the texts more than one sub-

discourse was present.  

 

The usage of the sub-discourses differed between the texts. For example, the focus of the 

arguments using Appeal to social justice sub-discourse had both an individual and a national 

focus.  Furthermore, one of the argumentations using the sub-discourse was based on the premise 

that a policy was not doing enough in climate mitigation while the other two critiqued climate 

policies for doing too much and thus causing harm. A similar pattern could be found in other 
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discourses as well. For example, the sub-discourse of Whataboutism was mostly used when 

discrediting policy measures and arguing that they should not be executed, however, one of the 

texts stood out and instead focused on how the US should create policy for climate mitigation 

but still used the delaying sub-discourse. Some of the sub-discourses had texts where the sub-

discourse had to be deciphered and where the use of a delaying discourse was more subtle, see 

for example the sub-discourse Individualism. The texts where the sub-discourse No sticks, just 

carrots were present showed different approaches and usages as well. Practically all the sub-

discourses that had more than one text in their category showed diversity in how the sub-

discourses presented themselves. This indicates that the delaying discourses are used in various 

ways and with various levels of explicitness, thus showing the importance of studies like this that 

can give more knowledge to how the discourses present themselves in different contexts and 

make it easier to decipher and tell when they are being used.  

 

One finding of the study was that the discourse Surrender was not used by the think tank. The 

reason for this has not been studied but one could speculate that it has to do with the fact that 

American Enterprise Institute according to some has climate denying tendencies and that the 

discourse Surrender requires the user of the discourse to accept climate change as a reality, which 

the scholars of American Enterprise Institute might not be interested in doing. However, several 

scholars write about the dangers of climate change in the material analysed and the theory is thus 

not plausible. Furthermore, the blog post “Economic growth and technological progress: there is 

no alternative” written by Pethokoukis (2020c) could be argued to fit into the Surrender discourse 

since he focused on adaption to climate change rather than mitigation. However, the sub-

discourses Change is impossible and Doomism both had definitions that were too narrow for the 

text to properly fit. This further proves that the reason for the Surrender discourse not being used 

by the think tank is something that my paper cannot shine any light on and that it would have to 

be further studied to understand. 

 

The issue of the sub-discourse’s definitions being too narrow were apparent when analysing other 

texts as well. For example, the texts written by Barone (2020) and Goldberg (2019a) could in a 

way fit into the sub-discourse Whataboutism but the discussion for that sub-discourse would be 

similar to the one they were sorted in and thus I chose not to put sort them into the Whataboutism 

category. This points towards there being issues with the theory and the operationalisation of it. 

The fact that the sub-discourses definition sometimes were too slim and that the analysis of the 

arguments in a sub-discourse could bleed into another discourse or sub-discourse is not 
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necessarily an issue with the operationalisation per se, but shows that the theory and thus the 

study cannot fully capture the nuances of the arguments.   

 

This study’s aim is descriptive, but I believe that investigative studies on how the usage of this 

type of discourses actually affect society and climate policymaking would be interesting and an 

important step further. Moreover, the theory by Lamb et al. is a very recently published discourse 

theory and I believe that this study has shown that the theory could be developed even further to 

enhance the understanding of how the discourses are formulated. As mentioned earlier, the study 

found both instances of the sub-discourses’ definition being too narrow and instances of the sub-

discourses bleeding into each other. The theory could thus be developed further by rewriting 

some of the sub-discourses as to make the definitions broader when needed and narrower when 

needed as well. Another alternative for developing the theory would be to develop the 

overarching discourses and how they are defined. This could facilitate the interpretation of the 

discourses and possibly promote the creation of additional sub-discourses and thus develop the 

theory further. I hope that this paper will be at least a small step in that direction and that it could 

help with not only understanding, but also recognition of when these discourses are used, since I 

believe that this study has proven that they are used and could potentially delay climate mitigation 

policies.  
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Appendix 
The “climate denial machine” (Dunlap, McCright, 2011 p.147) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


