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Introduction and Theory Technologies

This paper formalises and operationalises the concept of false
solutions through Gramsci’s theory of hegemony and incumbent
strategies, in particular the concept of trasformismo. Extending
neo-Gramscian theory, we develop a model of how power is
reinforced and reproduced across three domains—ideas,
institutions, and infrastructures. Using 48 environmental conflict
cases from the EJAtlas, we code and analyse the mechanisms
through which false solutions reinforce incumbent power. Our
findings show that such solutions sustain fossil fuel hegemony
and extractive economic models by neutralising socio-political
pressures for systemic transformation.

Abstract

Figure 3: Map of all socioecological conflicts analysed in the study

We argue that false solutions exercise and reproduce incumbent power
across three domains: ideas, institutions and infrastructures (Figure 1).

Renewables  

We research 48 environmental conflicts of biofuels, green hydrogen, green
ammonia, direct air capture, CCS, carbon offsetting through Reducing Emissions
from Deforestation and forest Degradation in Developing countries (REDD+),
and other afforestation projects, as well as wind, solar, geothermal and
hydroelectric power plants owned by fossil fuel companies documented in the
EJAtlas. We code each of the conflicts with 6 codes exemplifying mechanisms of
power reproduction and stabilisation in each of the domains (Figure 2).

Conclusion

Our study shows how fossil fuel incumbents deploy false solutions to integrate
their oil and gas infrastructures with key economic sectors, forming a cohesive
block that maintains their hegemony amid pressures to decarbonise. 
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Central Claim: False solutions prolong the fossil fuel economy and neutralise
socio-political pressures and demands for a systemic transformation of social,
political and economic norms.

Decisions and actions within each domain reflect existing power relations,
shaping historical processes that reproduce hegemony. They stabilise hegemony
through an interlocking network, where domination in one domain reinforces
power in the others. This continual reproduction and reinforcement of
hegemony through the accommodation of socio-technological change is
consistent with what Gramsci described as trasformismo. 

Hegemony is rarely complete; power regimes remain in an evolving and unstable
equilibrium that can be disrupted by counter-hegemonic forces. Since the three
power domains are mutually reinforcing, disruption in one can unsettle the
others, precipitating hegemonic change.

Figure 2: Codes exemplifying six power reproduction and stabilisation processes

Figure 1: Power reproduction and reinforcement across three domains and the theory of change to
disrupt and destabilise hegemony

Theory of Change

Figure 4: List of socioecological conflicts coded by power processes and technology

CCS and hydrogen projects most frequently reproduce power
across ideas, institutions, and infrastructures, often showing
cross-domain reinforcement.
All CCS and most hydrogen projects lock in fossil fuel
infrastructure, reusing pipelines, refineries, and transport
networks, sustaining extractive systems.
Solar projects and carbon offsets reproduce ideological
hegemony but weakly reproduce power in infrastructural and
institutional domains, unless combined with green hydrogen.

Investments in CCS and hydrogen will likely dominate the oil and gas
industry’s political and economic priorities, marginalising renewables like
solar, despite their lower technological risk, because they better
reproduce and stabilise hegemony across all three domains.
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These strategies reinforce institutional and ideological power by promoting a
“part of the solution” discourse that protects incumbents’ socio-political
licence and extends global dependency on fossil fuel companies. 

At the same time, EJOs expose how these false solutions entrench extraction
rather than mitigate climate change, revealing key vulnerabilities in
incumbent strategies.


