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• resource depletion

• habitat destruction 

• mass extinction and decline of living systems

• global warming
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Plan for the lecture

• How capitalism is implicated in ever-increasing carbon 
emissions and thus climate change? 

• A framework for understanding how corporate power 
works, particularly in Canada, to protect the revenue 
streams of big business. 

• An alternative to our form of oligarchic corporate power 
and fossil capitalism: energy democracy. 



Fossil capitalism







https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/06/160601141535.htm

Some local ecological impacts of fracking

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/06/160601141535.htm


https://www.corporatemapping.ca/the-petro-state-lackey-how-bcs-zest-for-natural-gas-fuels-albertas-oil-sands/

https://www.corporatemapping.ca/the-petro-state-lackey-how-bcs-zest-for-natural-gas-fuels-albertas-oil-sands/


https://whatissustainable.wordpress.com/2011/02/27/the-story-of-stuff/

https://whatissustainable.wordpress.com/2011/02/27/the-story-of-stuff/














A dual crisis





Canada as climate laggard



A regime of obstruction, with a distinctive 
political-economic architecture

• The regime is constituted through modalities of power
that protect fossil-capital revenue streams while 
bolstering popular support for massive additional 
investment.

• The regime incorporates a panoply of hegemonic 
practices at different scales and reaches into civil and 
political society, and into Indigenous communities



=





https://www.corporatemapping.ca/
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Partners

https://www.corporatemapping.ca/
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Four research questions

• How is corporate power organized in and 
around the fossil-fuel sector?

• How does that power reach into political 
and cultural life?

• How is corporate power wielded at ground 
level, from carbon extraction and transport 
right through to final consumption?

• How can we build capacity for citizen 
monitoring of corporate power and 
influence, while expanding the space for 
democratic discussion?



Public facing reports & studies



Blog posts & popular resources

https://www.corporatemapping.ca/

https://www.corporatemapping.ca/




https://www.corporatemapping.ca/
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What sort of transition?
How Quickly?



elite networks: corporate interlocking, corporate community

networks of capital ownership & capital allocation

power at the point of production and in chains of command

commodity chains across space: corridors of power 

power woven into everyday life: quiescence, ambivalence

contested power: flashpoints

corporate influence through reach into civil society: policy-planning 
processes, business leadership/advocacy, funding parties and not-for-
profits 

mass media influence, e.g. corporate social responsibility advertising, 
news frames

political influence through lobbying, revolving doors and regulatory 
capture that create a state-capital nexus

Manifestations of corporate power



Political influence

Cultural influenceEconomic power

• Lobbying • Regulatory capture 
• Revolving doors • Co-managing 

dissent & surveillance • Institutional 
corruption

• Corp involvement in think tanks, 
advocacy groups • Leadership in 

universities, research • Media: CSR & PR 
to secure social license, discursive framing

• Strategic control of corp’s 
• Allocative power (capital) 

• Operational power, 
commodity chains

state

economy civil society



Modalities of corporate power

• Economic
- Operational power over labour processes within corporations and 

across commodity chains
- Strategic control of corporations by owners and top executives
- Allocation of capital, control of capital flows



Map Source: Inside Climate News (2019)



The Big 5 

https://www.corporatemapping.ca/boom-bust-and-consolidation/

https://www.corporatemapping.ca/boom-bust-and-consolidation/


The Big 5 + 2

https://www.corporatemapping.ca/boom-bust-and-consolidation/

https://www.corporatemapping.ca/boom-bust-and-consolidation/


Modalities of corporate power

• Economic
- Operational control of workplaces and of labour processes within 

commodity chains
- Strategic control of corporations by owners and top executives
- Allocation of capital, control of capital flows



Eight Canadian-controlled Carbon Majors and 
their Owners, 2017
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Modalities of corporate power

• Economic
- Operational control of workplaces and of labour processes within 

commodity chains
- Strategic control of corporations by owners and top executives
- Allocation of capital, control of capital flows, credit.





Total worldwide financing of fossil fuels by sector, 2015-2017, Top20



Political influence

Cultural influenceEconomic power

• Lobbying • Regulatory capture 
• Revolving doors • Co-managing 

dissent & surveillance • Institutional 
corruption

• Corp involvement in think tanks, 
advocacy groups • Leadership in 

universities, research • Media: CSR & PR 
to secure social license, discursive framing

• Strategic control of corp’s 
• Allocative power (capital) 

• Operational power, 
commodity chains

state

economy civil society



Modalities of corporate power



Modalities of corporate power



The Calgary-based core of the fossil-capital elite network



The Canadian corporate network, clustered by seven 
cities, showing five economic sectors







1. organizations whose purpose is to 
define and advance corporate interests

a. industry associations, which advance the interests of 
specific industries (e.g. Canadian Association of 
Petroleum Producers)

b. intersectoral business advocacy organizations
which construct and advocate broad corporate 
perspectives, regardless of sector (e.g. Business 
Council of Canada)



2. business-sponsored think tanks

• Such groups are not singularly focused on defining and 
defending business interests but on producing evidence-
based commentary and analysis from a standpoint 
compatible with business interests. 



3. universities and research institutes 

• These produce both knowledge and knowledgeable 
people. 

• They help maintain and renew a liberal political culture and 
produce a technically proficient workforce (including 
managers and engineers trained at professional schools) 
while contributing scientific/technical advances of 
relevance to corporations, government and other interests.



Canada’s fossil capital-civil society 
network as a whole



CAPP and the Business Council of BC in the 
network 



CD Howe Institute and Fraser Institute in the 
network



University of Calgary Board of Governors in the 
network 



Elite cohesion paired with exclusion of 
voices from other social sectors

• The many threads of communication and collaboration 
in civil society afforded by the elite network enable fossil 
capital to define, defend and advance its profit-driven 
concerns as ‘common sense’, in the ‘public interest’.

• A ‘soft’ denial regime that acknowledges climate change 
while protecting the continued flow of profit to fossil-fuel 
and related companies. 



Fossil Nation: Extractivism, Supporter
Engagement and Facebook
SHANE GUNSTER, BOB NEUBAUER, JOHN BERMINGHAM, ALLI MASSIE  
SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY AND CORPORATE MAPPING PROJECT  
NOVEMBER 2017

Slide by Shane 
Gunster et al.











Modalities of corporate power





Corporate reach into political and civil society 
also includes….
• intensive and sustained lobbying. According to Canada’s Federal 

Lobbying Registry, in 2017 alone, CAPP logged 162 lobbying events 
with the federal government, averaging more than three meetings each 
week with top officials.

• regulatory capture. Canada’s National Energy Board (NEB) rubber-
stamped industry proposals for years, leading an investigative panel to 
observe in 2017 that ‘Canadians have serious concerns that the NEB 
has been “captured” by the oil and gas industry, with many Board 
members who come from the industry that the NEB regulates, and who 
— at the very least appear to — have an innate bias toward that 
industry.’ 

• revolving doors, through which capital’s business leaders and their 
advisors become political leaders, and vice versa.

• corporate philanthropy in industry towns, combining with corporate-
social-responsibility campaigns that persuade communities to see their 
fate and industry’s fate as inextricably linked.



When hegemony fails….





Emitters, Enablers and Legitimators











Some major carbon emitters in the Top 50



Some major enablers in the Top 50



Some major legitimators in the Top 50





Conclusion: toward energy democracy 
and climate justice



Resistance to fossil capital takes many forms:

• shop-floor struggles of workers against the lash of management, 
• protests, boycotts and blockades at key junctures along 

commodity chains, 
• local initiatives, such as municipal declarations of climate crisis 

(Vancouver, Halifax, Kingston…)
• shareholder activism and divestment campaigns, engaging the 

power of investors, 
• calls for the private allocative power of finance to be brought under 

public control, 
• critiques of the concentration of power within old boys clubs and 

corporate elites, 
• demands to remove big money from politics and to end the 

institutional corruption that infects practices of business lobbying, 
• media activism pushing to democratize public communication 

while fostering community-based media. 



Energy democracy…

• Sums up the double power shift, from fossil-fuel power to 
renewables (decarbonization) and from corporate oligarchy to 
democratic control of economic decisions (democratization);

• has three overarching goals – ‘resisting the fossil-fuel-dominant 
energy agenda while reclaiming and democratically restructuring
energy regimes’ (Burke and Stephens 2017: 35);

• connects the dots between divestment initiatives, First Nations 
protectors, anti-fracking protests, community solar projects, 
renewable energy co-ops, remunicipalization efforts, etc. (ibid: 45).



• shifting power over all aspects of the sector – from production to 
distribution and supply, from finance to technology and knowledge –
to energy users and workers. 

• a socially just energy system, meaning universal access, fair 
prices and secure, unionised and well-paid jobs.

• an energy system that works in the public interest, with the profit 
motive giving way to social and environmental goals. 

• a transition from high to low carbon energy sources, ultimately 
meaning a world powered by 100 per cent renewable energy.

Energy democracy is concerned 
with:

https://www.tni.org/en/publication/towards-energy-
democracy

https://www.tni.org/en/publication/towards-energy-democracy


‘…a Just Transition is possible, but it will have to be 
demanded and driven forward by a broad, 
democratic movement, with unions playing a key 
role. There will be no Just Transition without social 
and political transformation, and such a 
transformation will be contingent on a successful 
challenge of existing ownership relations and the 
expansion of economic democracy at all levels. And 
there will be no such transformation until unions and 
their allies fully grasp the fact that such a 
transformation is both possible and absolutely 
necessary (2018: 43).
- Sweeney, Sean and John Treat. 2018. Trade Unions and Just Transition: The Search for a 
Transformative Politics. Trade Unions for Energy Democracy,  April, 
http://unionsforenergydemocracy.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/TUED-Working-Paper-
11 pdf  

http://unionsforenergydemocracy.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/TUED-Working-Paper-11.pdf


http://www.energy-democracy.net

http://www.energy-democracy.net/


http://www.energy-democracy.net
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Energy democracy is a multi-scalar initiative, from 
everyday life up to global organization.



Energy Democracy as a multi-scalar project
Scale Instances of fossil-capital hegemony Practices of energy democracy

Everyday life Fossil-fueled consumer capitalism as a way of 
life, automobility

Politically-inflected lifestyle changes; informal 
discussion and practices in local and online networks

e.g., community gardening

Local 
community

Civic privatism/boosterism; Indigenous 
ambivalence 

Free public transit, principled alliance politics of 
decolonization and democratization, subsidiarity

e.g., Lifecycles, Divest Victoria, Community Mapping 

Institutions Entrenchment of fossil interests in institutions 
of knowledge production, etc.

Reclaiming public institutions, divestment, science 
and technology for the people

e.g., CMP, UVic SJS, Divest UVic 

Sub-national Fossil boosterism in extractive and sacrifice 
zones

e.g., Reclaim Alberta

National Contention over the ‘national interest’, 
through elite policy-planning and online 

extractivist populist networks

e.g., LEAP Manifesto

Transnational Global governance and transnational policy-
planning

e.g., Trade Unions for Energy Democracy, 
Indigenous Environmental Network



‘The time for energy democracy has come: we believe not 
just in changes to our energy sources, but that wherever 
possible communities should collectively control these 
new energy systems.’

https://leapmanifesto.org/en/the-leap-manifesto/

https://leapmanifesto.org/en/the-leap-manifesto/


Right now, our organizing team is based and predominantly working in 
Canada and the United States. However, we believe that the Leap’s 
intersectional, non-incremental approach to addressing climate change 
can and should be adopted everywhere, and we have allies around the 
world. In 2015, more than 500 people gathered at a workshop at 
COP21 in Paris on taking The Leap global. The Leap has inspired the 
Scandinavian Green Manifesto for Europe, as well as sister Leap 
initiatives in Australia and the United Kingdom.

https://theleap.org/

http://thepeoplesdemands.org/
https://theleap.org/


Some groups pushing for democratization and decolonization





350.org’s operating principles







The challenge is to articulate these progressive forces 
into a coherent system of alliances and solidarities. 

• Such formation requires dialogical engagement among all affected 
parties.

• The solidarities must extend very widely.

• Decarbonization and democratization must be conjoined with 
decolonization, enhancing capacities for Indigenous self-
determination. 

• A robust energy democracy must bring the financial sector itself 
under democratic control. 

• Much the same can be said about the need to undo hegemonic 
corporate power within communications media, to ‘remake media’ 
along democratic lines (Hackett and Carroll 2006).



Energy democracy is a bundle of 
sectorally-targeted ‘non-reformist 
reforms’ (Gorz 1967) that push 
toward broader democratization and 
decolonization of economic, political 
and cultural life. 

• In such a transformation, corporate power would give way to 
popular power and participatory planning in production, 
environmental stewardship, authentic reconciliation, public 
communication and inclusive community development. 

• To address the modalities of corporate power that make up the 
regime of obstruction, energy democracy needs to be developed in 
concert with other non-reformist reforms to decolonize, and to 
democratize workplaces, finance and cultural production. 



So, can we make a just transition from 
fossil capitalism?

• A definite maybe.
• Change on the scale and pace needed will not come from the top.
• Much depends on how effectively democratic movements for 

climate justice can slow down the rate of destruction, while 
speeding up the rate of creation – of a new world (Tom Hayden, 
Seattle 1999).












http://www.corporatemapping.ca
wcarroll@uvic.ca

http://www.corporatemapping.ca/
mailto:wcarroll@uvic.ca
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