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Abstract 

 

Vulnerability to climate change is, at its core, a question of political economics, albeit this 

is never stated. Using a political-economic perspective, this progress report reads recent 

studies on climate change vulnerability. It reads the studies as illuminating the dynamics at 

work in the relationship between vulnerability conceptions, vulnerability-causing 

institutions, and people with vested interests in vulnerability. It draws attention to studies 

that cast doubt on the concept of vulnerability while showing how vulnerable people may 

exert agency in navigating the complex web of interrelated institutions that determine how 

they will adapt to climate change. In addition, the study showcases studies that follow how 

influential groups and organisations that make people vulnerable are changing to fit in, 

taking up the cause of the vulnerable, removing politics from the issue, and advocating for 

financial and market innovations to fix the problem. Political and economic institutions are 

surviving and even thriving in this climate change era, thanks to these practices, while the 

most vulnerable people are bearing the brunt of the consequences. 
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I Introduction 

Societal susceptibility to climate change is 

discussed in this paper via the lens of political 

economy. Recently, there has been a more 

deliberate application of political economic 

theories to explain the (re)workings of power in 

response to the hazards posed by climate change. 

These theories have long been present in this 

area of study, but they have never been formally 

recognised. A long-standing inquiry, "What is 

political economy?" is prompted by this. Human 

geography, like the majority of social sciences, 

takes a rather different tack when it comes to the 

intricate history of political economy. Because of 

this, determining the fundamental principles 

of the tradition is a half-hearted and 

unfinished task.  

 

 

 

physical activity (Payne, 2006). However, 

there are three main points that the majority 

of political economics studies cover. One 

issue is trying to explain how the state and 

markets work together as interdependent 

institutions whose respective responsibilities 

in distributing resources (such as products, 

services, rights, and opportunities) are 

always up for debate and only temporarily 
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settled. Second, the importance of ideas, 

interests, and institutions as catalysts for societal 

transformation is emphasised. The third point is 

that it's important to clarify the  

consequences of societal transformation across 

demographics (and, in the context of geography, 

across space) (Sen, 1985; Hall, 1997; Blyth, 

2002).  

 

It is possible to say that political economy study 

is both "critical" of the status quo and creative in 

its pursuit of new realities. Many modern 

researchers continue to sadly ignore the 

productive orientation, despite its utmost evi-

dence in feminist political economics (Gibson-

Graham, 1996; Peterson, 2004). The research 

highlighted in this progress report are significant 

because they challenge and attempt to reveal 

previously held beliefs or assumed processes that 

make people more susceptible to climate change, 

or that claim to encourage adaptation without 

really reducing vulnerability. In a later study, we 

will take a look at studies that advocate for new 

political economics to help with climate adaption 

and justice, which are more focused on 

facilitating or productive solutions.  

 

This all-encompassing political  

this report's three main parts classify 

vulnerability literature as either pertaining to 

concepts, institutions, or interests, with an eye 

towards the economy. The area of political 

economy makes extensive use of this tripartite 

analytical framework, which provides much-

needed structure to the otherwise chaotic subject. 

According to this theoretical framework, ideas 

are seen as building the issues that need solving, 

impacting how actors see their own interests, and 

being used to guide and direct solutions. 

According to Hall (1997), Campbell (1998), 

Allen (2003), Be'land (2009), and MacKinnon et 

al. (2009), institutions are socially produced 

mechanisms that regulate the behaviour of 

individuals and groups. Interests, on the 

other hand, are the wants of actors, both 

individuals and groups, that they attempt to 

resolve through the dissemination of ideas 

and the creation of institutions. Since most 

research on vulnerability has focused on 

institutions, that is where this paper focuses 

its attention.  

 

the studies that address the manner in which 

concepts and priorities both cause and 

mitigate climate change.  
 

II The idea of vulnerability 

 
While there is some critical study on 

vulnerability and adaptation to climate change, 

the concept of vulnerability is often taken for 

granted. Idea construction, actor perception of 

interest, and the use of ideas to appeal to, 

manage, and inform solutions all need 

reflexivity (Allen, 2003). Like all concepts, the 

concept of vulnerability travels across 

boundaries and social networks inscribed in 

discourses, doctrines, epistemes, and ideologies 

(Peck and Theodore, 2015).  

When seen from a poststructuralist perspective, 

the concept does certainly pose serious 

problems. One prominent definition is that of 

"the pro-pensity or predisposition to be 

adversely affected," as put forward by the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. 

Many things come together to form 

vulnerability, such as being easily hurt or having 

little ability to deal with difficult situations or 

change (Matthews, 2018: 560). Numerous 

powerful (and well-intentioned) interpretations 
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of the term centre on a "deficit of ability to cope and 

adapt," defining it as a condition of 

"defencelessness," "weakness," and "powerless-ness" 

(Chambers, 1989; Hewitt, 1997). Vulnerability, by 

definition, fails to take into account the findings of a 

large body of critical social science literature that 

demonstrates that individuals are seldom helpless; 

rather, they constantly engage in acts of resistance 

and even the most helpless among us have 'weapons' 

(Foucault, 1977; Scott, 1985; Allen, 2003). 

This conceptual dedication to helplessness has four 

consequences for vulnerability's place in the political 

economy. To start, risk assessments are more likely 

to highlight absences than presences; for example, 

they may use measures of insufficiency like low 

literacy rates or power outages to illustrate this point.  

 

partners in marriage (Arora-Jonsson, 2011; Tschakert 

et al., 2013; Turner, 2016). Instead than focusing on 

enhancing natural capabilities, these studies often 

propose solutions that aim to fix shortcomings. For 

instance, it has long been believed that tiny islands 

are more susceptible to the effects of climate change 

due to their lack of land mass, economy, human 

capital creation, and revenue (Dommen, 1980). 

Despite climatic and sea-level changes, colonisation, 

slavery, nuclear testing, pandemics, and wars, island 

peoples have managed to settle and maintain their 

societies and cultures for several thousand years. It is 

only recently that this history of collaborative action 

and adaptation has been acknowledged (Cameron, 

2012; Hayward et al., 2019). When outside parties 

see islands through a vulnerability lens, they are more 

likely to suggest solutions to problems that may 

never be solved and that have never been important. 

According to Barnett and Campbell (2010), these 

solutions often neglect long-standing social practices, 

institutions, and technology in favour of more recent 

ones. The coastal communities of Bangladesh are 

only one example of many "the vulnerable" 

groups that face similar logics of lack and 

misguided solutions (Alam et al., 2011).  

This is not to discount research that 

acknowledge the agency of vulnerable 

populations; in fact, such studies provide 

valuable insights. For instance, Eriksen and Lind 

(2009), Nielsen and Vigh (2012), and Ribot 

(2010) look at how politically connected, 

economically disadvantaged, and mobile 

communities in Africa's drylands have 

weathered the drought. Alternatively, research 

on how islanders react to claims about their 

vulnerability and displacement reveals that they 

reinterpret these claims in a nuanced and, at 

times, overt manner, which allows them to 

regain agency in the face of climate change. A 

farbotko  

 

as well as Lazrus (2012) and Rudiak-Gould 

(2014). Actually, vulnerability is a tool that 

vulnerable groups can use to their advantage. 

They can use it to draw attention to the need to 

decrease emissions, advocate for more effective 

adaptation practices, find other ways to help, 

build their identity, or gain political legitimacy 

(Webber, 2013; Rudiak-Gould, 2014; Hirsch, 

2015). The second effect of seeing vulnerability 

as a lack of capability is that studies tend to 

focus on "the vulnerable" and the immediate 

social and environmental contexts in which they 

find themselves. However, according to a 

number of recent articles, vulnerability is more 

of a product of intricate power dynamics than of 

random chance (Eriksen et al., 2011; Ribot, 

2014; Nalau et al., 2015). However, studies 

seldom concentrate on the perpetrators, 

organisers, creators, or victims of violence, 

political oppressors, or primitive accusers who 
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purposefully and deliberately provoke the uneasiness 

of others. Here, the concept of vulnerability tends to 

draw more emphasis to the helplessness of the weak 

than to the power of the guilty.  

The most illuminating sensitivity studies often reveal 

a clear correlation between the susceptibility of some 

and the safety of others (Taylor, 2013). For instance, 

Ajibade and colleagues (2013) state that gendered 

dynamics, such as domestic violence and abuse, 

contribute to women's disproportionate susceptibility 

to floods in Lagos. Cameron (2012), Walker et al. 

(2014), and Bordner (2019) are among the research 

that suggest colonialism's legacies construct 

vulnerability and impede adaptation. Drought has a 

disproportionate impact on smallholder farmers in 

agricultural systems because influential producers 

and financiers shape market changes to their benefit 

(Taylor, 2013; Warner et al., 2018). Land acquisition 

for purportedly environmental reasons increases the 

vulnerability of the dispossessed, according to many 

research on "green grabbing."  

(Chun et al., 2018; Dunlap and Fairhead, 2014; 

Bigger and Nei-mark, 2017). According to 

Verhoeven (2011), the Khartoum government is fully 

responsible for the alleged climate conflicts and 

resulting vulnerabilities in the Sudan. Similarly, 

Mahmud and Prowse (2012) and Sovacool (2018) 

found corruption and nepotism to be factors in the 

social vulnerability of Bangladeshis to climate 

change. Thirdly, since powerlessness is a hallmark of 

fragility, "the vulnerable" become a blank slate onto 

which capitalism and colonialism may impose their 

will (Rebotier, 2012; Paprocki, 2018). Naturally, it 

also perpetuates the power and invincibility of those 

who build the world as a web of susceptible locations 

and individuals (Barnett and Campbell, 2010). Since 

the powerless cannot, by definition, address their own 

powerlessness, remedies can only ever be 

implemented by powerful institutions and people on 

behalf of the vulnerable. To achieve this goal, 

we must engage in what is often referred to as 

"adaptation." However, a large body of research 

on the topic argues that adaptation is either 

maladaptive or very slightly lessens the impact 

of climate change on the most vulnerable 

populations. According to several sources, 

including Nagoda (2015), Webber (2016), 

Atteridge and Remling (2018), Goldman et al. 

(2018), and Warner et al. (2018), the liberal-

capitalist institutional complex is the root cause 

of climate change and the unequal distribution 

of the risks that come with it. "Adaptation" and 

"resilience" are often seen as solutions to these 

problems.  

A crippling feeling of catastrophism and 

growing pessimism over the future are fueled by 

helplessness, which is the fourth consequence of 

vulnerability as a distinguishing trait. Pervasive 

tales of society's collapse increasingly permeate 

popular culture and the media, with the 

vulnerable serving as both symbols and main 

characters (Manzo, 2010; Bettini, 2013). The 

irony is that these stories really acknowledge the 

agency of the helpless,  

but just in their roles as disaster and contagion 

agents brought about by their inescapable 

decline into vice and migration. The idea that 

climate change will cause significant losses is 

becoming more commonplace, and many argue 

that it is 'too late' because solutions cannot be 

based on the idea that vulnerable people can 

resist environmental change (Hulme, 2020). 

This is the most harmful way that the powerful 

who produce large amounts of carbon dioxide 

may ignore the agency of the most vulnerable 

members of society. It is argued that there is no 

longer any use in attempting to decrease 

emissions or aid adaptation if the most 
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vulnerable cannot save themselves and it is 'too late' 

to rescue them. All civilizations experience 

heightened future anxiety as a result of this 

catastrophic event, which also has the potential to 

solidify a new geopolitical environment characterised 

by division and danger (Gibson et al., 2019).  

It is undeniable that climate change poses a grave 

threat to humanity. It is also true that some groups are 

more vulnerable than others, partly due to the limited 

options available to them for risk management. 

Recognising that liberal climate guilt may lead to 

framings of the vulnerable, which in turn might entail 

actions that reproduce the power dynamics they want 

to remove, is crucial. This also doesn't mean that 

vulnerability is a broken idea. It is important for 

those portraying climate change victims to remember 

that these people are still human and have the power 

to create the life they want for themselves. 

Simultaneously, analysis and remedies should more 

often centre on the agency of individuals responsible 

for creating and maintaining vulnerability.  

III Institutions that create 
vulnerability 
Many studies on climate change vulnerability have 

concentrated on institutions, which is 

prevalent in the political economy that explains a 

great deal of social phenomena. Organisations control 

how people act by outlining norms for proper 

behaviour and then enforcing them through official 

(generally accepted, bureaucratic and legal) and 

informal (specifically accepted, cultural and custody) 

channels (Helmke and Levitsky, 2004). According to 

MacKinnon et al. (2009), these processes and norms 

help to stabilise conflicting interests and limit the 

extent of change. While they undergo change in 

reaction to novel concepts, methods, and tools, they 

remain stable when players adhere to established 

norms.  

 

The Chicago School of natural disasters and Amartya 

Sen's entitlement theory have been cited in 

several vulnerability research studies (Adger, 

2006; Donovan, 2017; Ford et al., 2018). 

Although these theoretical frameworks continue 

to form the basis of social vulnerability research, 

there has been substantial interdisciplinary work 

in the last decade that has uncovered the 

interconnected, relational, and even 

teleconnected nature of vulnerability (Adger et 

al., 2009; Eakin et al., 2009; Cameron, 2012; 

Taylor, 2013; Turner, 2016). Factors such as age 

and life course, class, culture, disability, gender, 

migrant status, and access to property are some 

examples of how institutions interact to build 

axes of difference that structure vulnerability in 

important but not necessarily deterministic 

ways.  

 

The institutions that organise vulnerability have 

been considered as if they would remain 

relatively stable in a changing environment in 

vulnerability research until recently. Certainly, 

compared to the rate of change in the climate 

and the interconnected ecological and social 

factors, many institutions that influence 

vulnerability are route dependent and thus rather 

slow to alter.  

 

 

 

societal structures (Barnett et al., 2015; Munck 

af Rosenscho¨ ld et al., 2014). However, climate 

change poses serious threats to the efficacy and 

legitimacy of several of these institutions, 

notably those that connect the state and markets 

together. Either more stringent risk regulation or 

the expansion of neoliberal policies may result 

from this (Swyngedouw, 2010). So far, the data 

points to the later reactions being the more 

common, as will be explained in the next 

section.  
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IV The responses of vulnerable 
interests 

 
There is a wealth of information on the institutions 

that generate vulnerability in the widely accepted 

literature on vulnerability. But up until recently, there 

was a lot of focus on figuring out who benefits from 

these institutions and how vulnerability, along with 

the remedies of "resilience" and "adaptation," may 

work. When it comes to vulnerability, many groups 

influence institutions to suit their own (not 

necessarily exclusive) interests. This includes 

companies, politicians, communities of concern, and 

non-governmental organisations (NGOs) (Blyth, 

2002). The results of these conflicts between interests 

show themselves as institutional favouritism and the 

dominance of particular views. The notion of 

vulnerability and the institutional responses to 

vulnerability in climate change are politically 

significant because they affect a wide variety of 

players, from multinational reinsurance firms to 

volunteer fire departments.  

More recent research has started to detail how the 

interests that create social vulnerability might employ 

"adaptation" to their advantage. Not only does this 

help them escape the legitimacy-threatening 

consequences of admitting their participation in 

societal fragility, but it also helps them breed. 

 

 

 

 

“Warner et al., 2018” states. To keep themselves 

relevant in a world where "development" is less of a 

realistic and intellectually viable project, some in the 

development industry have taken to focusing on 

climate change adaptation and vulnerability 

(Mikulewicz and Taylor, 2019).  

It would seem that growth is taking a back seat 

to climate change adaptation, especially with the 

ever-increasing amounts of money being 

suggested for the latter. For instance, as an 

illustration, the signatories to the Paris Climate 

Change Agreement in 2016 committed to 

allocating $50 billion year towards adaptation 

efforts. This sum is equivalent to one-third of 

the total official development assistance (ODA) 

that is now available. Despite climate change 

financing being ostensibly "new and additional" 

to ODA, it is likely that it comes at the cost of 

some of these other programmes. Weisser et al. 

(2014) and Webber (2016) are cited. Even 

though grants have made up the bulk of climate 

change funding up to now, loans and private 

sector financing are being touted as essential for 

covering adaptation expenses (Khan et al., 

2019). This is a prime illustration of how capital 

can adjust to climate change risks; however, the 

financialization of adaptation puts profits at risk 

for polluters and investors and will likely 

increase vulnerability through privatised assets 

and debt (Christophers, 2018).  

This reimagining of development in the face of 

climate change is about more than simply 

money, however. In low- and middle-income 

nations, the development bank network has 

solidified its position as the go-to source for 

financing adaptation to climate change. Weisser 

et al. (2014) notes that this involves laying the 

groundwork for financial instruments like the 

Green Climate Fund and the Global 

Environmental Facility, as well as for the system 

of institutions that carry out climate change 

"projects" in nations.  

 

References: Webber (2015), De Roeck (2019), 

and Mikule-wicz and Taylor (2019). According 
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to Webber (2016), De Roeck (2019), and Goh (2019), 

the transformational ideas and practices that could 

arise from more horizontal exchanges among 

'vulnerable' countries are instead stifled by the 

institutionalisation of adaptation as a system of 

vertical flows of money, ideas, and people. 

Furthermore, similar to development financing, 

adaptation cash is not always able to reach the 

nations who really need it, and when it does, the 

impact is limited. Donors and agencies may prioritise 

appearing to act above all else, which can lead to 

maladaptive situations like states receiving funding 

for adaptation despite their lack of competence (Alam 

et al., 2011; Webber, 2013; Nagoda, 2015; Weiler et 

al., 2018).  

There is an emphasis on infrastructure initiatives to 

lessen vulnerability, which is associated with the 

developmentalism of adaptation. Florsheim and 

Dettinger (2007), McEvoy and Wilder (2012), 

Barnett et al. (2013), and Malm (2013) all highlight 

sea-walls and levee banks, desalinization plants, 

water transfer systems, and land reclamation as 

potential solutions to mitigate climate risks. Such 

projects are preferred over more politically risky 

regulatory responses to environmental change, such 

as sea-walls, which are more likely to be maladaptive 

and unfair (Cooper and McKenna, 2008; Kay, 2012). 

However, they allow governments to clearly show 

they are responding to environmental change. 

Additionally, engineering solutions are the most 

beneficial to capital interests. If one follows the 

money, they will notice that these solutions 

concentrate wealth at the top, in contrast to more 

nuanced approaches that may include solutions 

rooted in nature, improved land use planning, or 

innovative  

 

 

 

rules and regulations for design (Barnett et al., 

2013). Indeed, development banks, the EU, the 

Green Climate Fund, and numerous 

governments are all helping to foster an area of 

adoption practice that is seeing rapid growth: 

leveraging private investments to make public 

and private goods more resilient (Bisaro and 

Hinkel, 2018; Remling, 2018).  

Researchers have started to uncover the 

contradiction between adaptation responses that 

assume economically rational actors will adapt 

given the right information and market 

conditions and the way climate change primarily 

poses a profound risk to public goods, requiring 

stronger regulation and collective action. This 

line of thinking is based on earlier critiques of 

neoliberal environmentalism (McCarthy and 

Prudham, 2004; Castree, 2008). (Manuel- 

Navarrete, 2010; Goldman et al., 2018; 

Remling, 2 A revitalization of collective action 

is necessary to find a solution to climate change 

since it poses a serious threat to public goods 

such as biodiversity, social justice, public health, 

and water security. To be more specific, most 

responses to climate change have been 

characterised by a depoliticization of the issue 

and a strengthening of the neoliberal response 

along with its associated institutions and 

interests. This is in contrast to the expectation 

that climate change would serve as the catalyst 

for a Polanyian counter-movement (Manuel-

Navarrete, 2010; Prudham, 2013; Swyngedouw, 

2013; Wright and Nyberg, 2017; Christophers, 

2018; Remling, 2018; Warner et al., 2018). The 

rising privatisation of information about climate 

threats and the financialization of climate risks 

via expansions and innovations in insurance 

markets are two areas where geographers have 

effectively investigated this.  
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Capital is intrinsically adaptable, as shown by studies 

of insurance and reinsurance businesses, who have 

taken measures to mitigate the risks that climate 

change brings to their business model. To what 

degree has insurance ever decreased  

 

Controversy has long surrounded the concept of 

susceptibility to hazards. According to Johnson 

(2010) and O'Hare et al. (2016), the current approach 

of selling premiums based on fear distorts people's 

perceptions of risks and encourages them to take 

more risks than they really do. New concerns, 

product developments, and reinsurance options like 

disaster bonds have all been ushered in by the arrival 

of climate change, which has magnified the model 

and its consequences. Despite failing to lessen net 

vulnerability or the vulnerability of those most at 

risk, these actions maintain insurance's value (Grove, 

2012; Johnson, 2014; Christophers, 2018). In an 

effort to improve risk assessment and management 

via insurance, some practices shift the burden of risk 

onto other people in the insurance pool or onto 

subsequent generations. Additionally, they 

continually deflect focus from the deeper shifts that 

would be required to acknowledge a world that is 

both more dynamic and more dangerous 

(Swyngedouw, 2010; Clark, 2011).  

Knowledge of the hazards associated with climate 

change is becoming more useful and, thus, more 

susceptible to alteration as awareness of these 

concerns increases. Public science agencies and 

consulting firms are trying to make a profit by 

curating information from publicly funded climate 

change research and selling it to private clients as 

"cli-mate services" (Randalls, 2010; Webber and 

Donner, 2017; Keele, 2019; Nost 2019). Market 

players vulnerable to climate risks should be prepared 

to pay a premium for unique climate data because, in 

principle, such data improves competitiveness in a 

changing environment. Actually, climate 

consultancy has grown into a multi-billion dollar 

business worldwide. However, in reality, 

governments are the most common purchasers 

of contained climate data, suggesting that 

consultancies and private climate science firms 

are making money off of the gap between 

publicly-funded research and private sector 

efforts.  

 

 

 

government agencies requesting weather data 

(Keele, 2017). The effects of climate change 

information exclusion and enclosure are multi-

faceted. On one hand, it allows the wealthy to 

insulate themselves from the exclusion (and 

potentially heightened vulnerability) of others. 

On the other hand, it takes money away from 

publicly available science for the public good 

and puts it into enclosed knowledge about risks 

to private interests. Additionally, it undermines 

the accuracy of climate information by avoiding 

peer review and makes weather derivatives 

markets possible (Randalls, 2010; Webber and 

Donner, 2017; Keele. 2019; Nost, 2019). Once 

again, the commercialization of climate data 

exemplifies how the wealthy are profiting from 

the climate crisis, ignoring or even harming the 

people who are most vulnerable.  

Finally, it would be irresponsible of critical 

academics not to acknowledge that researchers 

conceal a self-interest in the vulnerability issue. 

Concern for the well-being of current and future 

generations of humans and other species is, 

without a question, what drives climate change 

researchers. Having said that, it is also a 

fascinating and practical area of study that opens 

doors to funding and publishing possibilities. As 
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a result, climate change research needs to address an 

ethical question by considering how vulnerable 

populations are portrayed in papers and grants, as 

well as who benefits and who loses from these 

rhetorical plays. Other important questions include 

how researchers differentiate between their roles as 

knowledge producers and agents of change, and how 

to strike a balance between focusing on problems 

rather than solutions, as well as learning with and for 

people at risk rather than just about them. 

Geographers are increasingly calling for a more 

liberatory and productive science-society dialogue on 

climate change, and they want their field to lead the 

way in showing how research has to evolve in terms 

of both aim and methodology (Head and Gibson, 

2012).  

published in 2012 by O'Brien, 2013 by Castree, 2016 

by Head, and 2018 by Goldman et al.  

 

 

 

V Conclusion 

A complex web of ideologies, organisations, and 

special interests has coalesced to gain power at 

the price of humanity and our home planet, 

hastening the process of climate change. Much 

of the literature aims to describe this concept of 

vulnerability as an injustice, and it is 

amplified by the system's inequities in that it 

puts people who are least responsible for 

climate change at the greatest danger from 

its repercussions. However, being 

vulnerable is not a new or obvious concept. 

This object has both symbolic and material 

impacts; it portrays locations not as centres 

of power but as locations of catastrophic 

disjunctures caused by unchangeable 

structural drives, rather than as centres of 

contingent and optimistic continuities. 

Simultaneously, the same political and 

economic institutions and interests that 

make people more susceptible to climate 

change are in danger of becoming 

vulnerable to it, as it threatens both their 

legitimacy and the capacity to remain in 

power. Recent work in the field of political 

economy has focused on the adaptation 

strategies of influential institutions and 

interests, illuminating how they are using 

the plight of the vulnerable as their own, 

removing politics from the adaptation 

agenda, and advocating for financial and 

market innovations to mitigate climate risk. 
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