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ABSTRACT  

The decade since the Paris Climate Agreement has seen soaring demands 
for climate risk information within the financial sector. While much 
scholarship attributes these developments to novel disclosure-oriented 
governance regimes, we situate them in longstanding state-market 
entanglements. As climate impacts intensify, markets now central to 
state operations – property, bond, insurance, and securities markets – 
are confronting new forms of destabilization. These pressures generate 
heightened demand for climate risk knowledge – and, elevate the 
profile and authority of incumbent private authorities whose risk 
assessments have long steered market behavior. We show how Moody’s 
Investor Services and its analytics arm are expanding and consolidating 
their authority by producing and circulating consequential inscriptions 
of climate risk across the markets in which it is embedded. We refer to 
these pathways as climate risk inscription networks, and suggest that 
they exercise a significant amount of power over how climate change is 
governed today. By supplying property, bond, insurance, and securities 
markets with authoritative climate risk information, these networks are 
fueling and reinforcing uneven geographies of (dis)investment, 
speculation, and decline. As importantly, these networks are shifting the 
terrain of climate governance toward financial practices of risk 
management.
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A critical juncture for action on physical climate risk?

‘Financial markets and private companies … are in an “arms race” for climate intelligence. Some firms have 
announced decarbonization plans, while others are pledging to double down on fossil fuels. Regulators, strug-
gling to keep up, have asked for more disclosure’
- Lee Harris, The American Prospect, 2023.

In 2023, commentators described an emergent ‘gold rush’ in physical climate risk analytics: 
explosions in demand for information on the exposure of people, land, and property to the risks 
of extreme weather and related losses. This burgeoning business of physical climate risk data 
and analytics has been fueled at least in part by the widespread adoption of sustainability analysis 
and reporting requirements by regulators, banks, and other financial institutions following the 2015 
Paris Climate Agreement (Condon 2023). It stands to grow even further as states – including the 
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United States – backpedal on their climate mitigation commitments, thereby heightening the finan-
cial system’s exposure to the physical consequences of climate change (Clark 2025).

A significant body of scholarship has argued that this seemingly novel ‘gold rush’ reflects long-
standing modes of neoliberal governmental reasoning. If armed with appropriate information, mar-
kets can accurately price risk – including climate risk (Bracking 2019; Bracking and Leffel 2021; 
Christophers 2017). This work has been essential in explaining why recently-assembled disclosure 
regimes, taxonomies, and reporting standards have become such prominent sites and forms of climate 
governance. Yet this focus on problematizing the supposed novelty of formal disclosure regimes and 
diagnosing their underlying logics risks overlooking a second, equally consequential driver of demand 
for climate risk information: growing awareness of, and anxiety about, climate change among markets 
that have become infrastructural to state operations – chiefly property, bond, insurance, and securities 
markets (Braun 2020; Braun and Gabor 2020). As climate impacts intensify, disruptions or antici-
pated losses within these markets create pressures to recalibrate what counts as risk. These pressures 
generate powerful new demands for climate risk knowledge, and in turn elevate the status of incum-
bent private authorities whose risk assessments have become integral to how these markets function. 
Seen through this lens, the climate risk ‘gold rush’ is not only indicative of ‘old’ neoliberal reasoning or 
governance styles taking on new forms. It is also an effect of how key players within longstanding 
state-market entanglements are themselves beginning to govern climate change: through financial 
infrastructures and mechanisms that were never designed to address it.

Our analysis explores how and to what effect such governance is taking shape today. To do so, we 
combine work on infrastructural power in international political economy with work on inscription 
devices developed in governmentality studies and science and technology studies (Latour 1987; Miller 
and Rose 1990). Inscription devices are the individual techniques that render complex phenomena 
such as risk into simplified representations, or inscriptions, that can travel (e.g. credit ratings or 
hazard maps). We show that consequential inscriptions of climate risk are moving through property, 
bond, insurance, and securities markets in two key ways: directly, through new climate-specific 
models and hazard maps, and indirectly, through climate proxies such as credit ratings, property 
values, and insurance premiums. We refer to the pathways through which these inscriptions move 
as climate inscription networks: epistemic circuits through which climate risk becomes intelligible, 
authoritative, and actionable to actors across these markets and the institutions that depend on 
them – often via proxies that have no explicit reference to climate change.

To understand how these inscription networks take shape and with what consequences, we 
examine an exemplary institutional site from which climate inscriptions are being made and 
made to travel: Moody’s Corporation. Valued at US$89bn, Moody’s Investor’s Services rates the 
creditworthiness of state and corporate borrowers, while its analytics branch Moody’s Analytics 
provides ancillary economic research and consulting services (Cash 2018a). We show how the cir-
culation of risk inscriptions across multiple nodes within the Moody’s network – forged through 
decades of growing reliance on its private risk knowledge in the public and private sector – is shap-
ing private and public sector action on climate change today. These inscriptions and the routes 
along which they travel are also generating and consolidating new forms of power. As financial sys-
tems and their constitutive parts – from homeowners and cities to regulators and banks – grapple 
with a rapidly warming world, actors like Moody’s are positioning themselves as vital, for-profit 
authorities on climate change. In becoming crucial arbiters of where climate risk resides and 
over what time horizons it matters, Moody’s and similar risk rating authorities are already shaping 
geographies of (dis)investment, speculation, and decline – and in ways that often elude conven-
tional modes of contestation, deliberation, and debate.

The article is structured as follows. The next section situates our argument within broader scho-
larly debates on climate governance and infrastructural power, and outlines the methodological 
approach used to trace climate inscription networks. The third section draws on extended fieldwork 
to examine how Moody’s climate risk inscriptions – both direct climate assessments and indirect 
proxies – circulate across municipal bond markets in the United States, institutional real estate 
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finance, central banking, and insurance-linked securities markets. The fourth and final section 
reflects on the implications of these findings for how climate risk is being governed today and con-
siders the broader stakes for climate politics.

Infrastructural power and inscription devices: ways of following emergent forms 
of climate authority

Many scholars locate the climate risk analytics ‘gold rush’ in the proliferation of (supra)national 
financial sustainability initiatives over the past decade (Bracking 2015, 2019; Bracking and Leffel 
2021; Christophers 2017; Grote and Zook 2022; Maechler 2023). Initiatives such as the Task 
Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD), the International Sustainability Standards 
Board, and the European Commission’s Platform on Sustainable Finance created sustainability 
taxonomies, reporting standards, and risk disclosure regimes in the expectation that better infor-
mation would make climate change a ‘relevant notion’ for domestic financial sectors and political 
systems and in turn shape market behavior (Engen and Asdal 2025, 462).

As these initiatives have rolled out, scholars have investigated their logics and governance effects. 
The substantial confidence placed in disclosure for improving decision-making has led several 
scholars to conclude that initiatives like the TCFD express rather than depart from neoliberal gov-
ernmental rationalities – rationalities which have long organized climate governance (see, e.g. 
Böhm, Misoczky, and Moog 2012; Lohmann 2010; Newell and Paterson 2010). In one prominent 
account, Christophers (2017, 1109) stresses that initiatives like the TCFD are ‘predicated on expli-
citly neoliberal understandings of both (financial) market dynamics and the behavior of insti-
tutional actors in those markets: […] markets are efficient and process relevant information with 
such efficiency that market prices always incorporate and reflect all such information.’ In other 
words, once climate risk is reported through initiatives like the TCFD, relevant markets and insti-
tutional actors will take it into account through pricing and investment. The stakes for market- 
oriented climate governance are clear: as far as market stability is concerned, climate change 
requires little more than a ‘‘light touch’ regulatory approach’ (ibid, 1109). Others have extended 
this critique further, arguing that the ‘products and market experiments’ emerging in Paris-era cli-
mate finance initiatives do more to ‘concentrate [power] with financial actors’ than promote 
‘accountability and transparency’ and may therefore not be up for the task of addressing climate 
change (Bracking and Leffel 2021, 2, 17).

These accounts are crucial for explaining why disclosure regimes have become central sites of 
climate governance. Yet a focus on the broader neoliberal logics of disclosure may obscure a second 
source of demand for climate risk information: the strain that climate change is placing on the very 
markets on which states now depend to perform core functions. States have long relied on property, 
bond, insurance, and securities markets to support public provision, from financing infrastructure 
and providing housing to pooling risk and transferring catastrophic losses. When these markets 
face mounting, climate-linked losses or volatility, existing repertoires for assessing and allocating 
risk come under pressure. These developments, in turn, heighten the need for new forms of climate 
risk knowledge. As importantly, the same developments amplify the influence of the actors whose 
risk assessments already steer these markets – especially rating agencies, which are longstanding 
brokers of risk knowledge across market contexts.

To develop this point, we draw on scholarship in international political economy and econ-
omic sociology, and on recent work theorizing infrastructural power in particular (Biersteker 
and Hall 2002; Braun 2020; Braun and Gabor 2020; Fourcade 2017; Fligstein and Habinek 
2014; Petry 2021; Strange 1996; Wansleben 2023). Braun (2020, 397) animates his work on infra-
structural power with the following puzzle: why did financial sector interests ‘win’ in economic 
governance reforms following the financial crisis? Where some would point to financial sector 
capacities to lobby regulators (instrumental power) or their general, ‘too big to fail’ importance 
in the global economy (structural power), Braun (2020, 400) directs attention to specific ways in 
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which financial markets have become embedded in states (see also Pagliari and Young 2016; 
Young and Pagliari 2017; Woll 2016). In recent decades, Braun notes, central banks increasingly 
turned to specific markets – in this case securitization and repo markets – to implement monetary 
policy. This reliance created what Braun terms an infrastructural entanglement: a condition in 
which financial markets and their mechanisms become embedded in, and indispensable to, the 
operations of states. Importantly, these entanglements do more than create and maintain state 
dependencies on markets. They also grant those markets and their specific mechanisms infra-
structural power:1 capacities to shape and steer decisions among the actors who have come to 
rely on them.

Our central claim is that these infrastructural entanglements are not just key drivers of the con-
temporary ‘gold rush’ in climate risk analytics; they are also the central channels through which 
authoritative knowledge about climate risk travels today. Yet this claim raises a crucial analytical 
question: how is climate risk made into the kinds of knowledge that can circulate across these chan-
nels? To answer that question, we bring IPE traditions to science and technology studies as well as 
governmentality scholarship. These fields emphasize that liberal forms of government depend in 
crucial respects upon intellectual technologies, practical activities, and social authority associated 
with expertise (Miller and Rose 1990). One crucial dimension of expertise, and thus the exercise 
of power, is the inscription device: a technology such as a map, figure, or chart that reduces aspects 
of the world into two-dimensional, calculable forms and representations (Latour 1987; Rose-Red-
wood 2006, 2012; Rose and Miller 1992). These devices establish a ‘route’ or network of travel 
between the world being represented and those observing (or producing) its representation, thus 
enabling the former to be governed from a distance. Understood this way, power is distributed 
and operates through networks that include humans, but also ‘equipment, technical devices, and 
algorithms’ (Callon 2005, 4).

When gauged through the lens of infrastructural power, inscription devices become central to 
understanding how financial markets govern climate change and animate contemporary turns 
toward disclosure. It is not just that these markets lobby for ‘light touch’ measures such as climate 
risk disclosure frameworks, or are likely to receive them anyway given the neoliberal logics under-
lying those frameworks (Christophers 2017). It is that financial markets already depend on risk 
inscriptions – whether related to creditworthiness (the credit rating), property valuation (the prop-
erty value), or exposure to various hazards or losses as in insurance markets (the insurance pre-
mium or catastrophe model output) – to guide their own behavior.

As the climate changes, two important dynamics emerge. First, these markets are demanding 
new inscriptions of risk – for example, models that illuminate asset exposure to flood risk. Second, 
already existing inscriptions – such as bond ratings, property values, and insurance premiums – are 
taking on a new valence: they are proxies for climate risk. That is, they act as authoritative represen-
tations of climate risk and vulnerability even if they make no explicit reference to climate change at 
all (Cox 2022; Elliott 2026; Gray 2021; Kob 2020; Taylor 2025).

In such cases, financial markets govern climate futures not only by measuring or anticipat-
ing climate change and related hazards. They also do so by translating losses and risks that can 
be associated with climate change (e.g. large-scale property damages from a wildfire or flood 
event) or broader structural conditions that climate change is expected to intensify (e.g. a 
dwindling tax base) into inscriptions that are already intelligible to, and circulating across, 
financial markets and the states that rely on them (see Collier and Cox, under review). 
These inscriptions include asset and insurance premium prices, portfolio weighting, and 
bond ratings, among other examples. It is through (1) the creation and combination of climate 
inscriptions – both direct climate risk assessments and indirect climate proxies – and (2) their 
circulation across existing state-market entanglements that climate change is increasingly being 
evaluated and acted on by the financial sector. We refer to the routes along which these 
inscriptions travel as climate inscription networks, which we suggest are an increasingly conse-
quential terrain of climate governance.
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Tracing climate inscription networks: some reflections on case selection and 

methodology

This paper emerges from a broader, multi-year research trajectory focused on climate risk and 
financial governance. Rather than beginning with a single site or actor, our approach and argument 
developed through three separate research projects that, we would come to see, were deeply related: 
one examining municipal bond markets and urban climate adaptation; a second investigating cen-
tral banks and climate-related stress testing; and a third exploring real estate- finance, climate risk, 
and re/insurance (Cox 2022, 2025; Morris 2018; Morris and Collins 2023; Taylor 2020; Taylor and 
Aalbers 2022; Taylor and Knuth 2025). Across these domains, one actor – Moody’s – repeatedly 
surfaced as consequential: not simply as a provider of climate analytics, but as an authority 
whose ratings, expertise, and reports were routinely embedded in regulatory documents, invest-
ment and underwriting protocols, and public sector planning.

That Moody’s emerged as a center of analytical gravity for this work is, in retrospect, unsurpris-
ing. As large parts of the climate transition have been formally or effectively delegated to financial 
markets, the pivotal risk assessment mechanisms already employed in those markets have been 
empowered further – chief among them rating agencies, whose ascent and operations we now 
briefly sketch out (Downey 2025; Eich 2025; Folkers 2024; Gabor and Braun 2025). The big 
three rating agencies – Moody’s, Standard & Poor’s, and Fitch – have long acted as ‘cognitive 
life of capital’ (Sinclair 2005, 62). During the twentieth century, states and corporations increasingly 
turned to capital markets to finance their operations and needed some indicator of investment risk. 
Rating agencies already offered those indicators in the form of ratings, which they often refer to as 
‘opinions’ on the likelihood that a corporation or (sub)sovereign state will default on debt obli-
gations. Importantly, these ratings operated not merely as market signals; they also acted as private 
mechanisms of economic governance, structuring access to credit and shaping capital flows (Four-
cade 2017; Sinclair 2005, 62).

In the 1970s, states began formally embedding credit rating authority in regulatory frameworks 
(Barta 2025). In 1975, for example, the US government designated Moody’s, S&P, and Fitch as 
Nationally Recognised Statistical Rating Organizations (NRSROs), which meant that their ratings 
would be referred to in a range of financial regulations2 (Cash 2023). To be widely held, a security 
would need a rating from at least one, if not two NRSROs. As Abdelal and Blyth (2015) argue, the 
subsequent wave of financial internationalization in the late 1980s and early 1990s further conso-
lidated the authority of ratings and the rating agencies who provided them, as access to US capital 
markets became increasingly contingent on ratings issued by NRSROs. A similar dynamic unfolded 
in Europe. The creation of the Euro area required new rules for collateral eligibility, and in 2005 the 
European Central Bank (ECB) effectively delegated the determination3 of eligible collateral to pri-
vate rating agencies (Orphanides 2017). Later, the ECB would further extend this delegation by 
allowing rating agencies to determine the eligibility of sovereign debt as collateral (Orphanides 
2020).

Taken together, these regulatory changes help to explain how the ‘opinions4’ offered by rating 
agencies have become infrastructural in multiple spheres of public and private economic life – 
and why, as we will see, financial market players who have come to rely on them have welcomed 
the incorporation of climate risk into Moody’s’ operations. At a practical level, Moody’s’ climate 
maneuvers remove the need for analysts, traders and investors to engage directly with unfamiliar 
climate metrics or alter existing risk practices, regardless of how well climate risk can be effectively 
translated into credit risk metrics (see van ‘t Klooster and Prodani 2025). Most importantly, because 
credit ratings anchor expectations about asset liquidity (Barta 2025), folding climate risk into rat-
ings ensures that climate change is governed through existing judgments about market safety and 
tradability.

To show how these climate risk inscriptions are being produced and circulated across the mar-
kets in which Moody’s is already enmeshed, we employed what economic geographers have 
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described as a ‘following’ method (Cook 2004). This approach involves tracing the circulations of 
financial instruments, metrics, and actors across space and time in order to demystify the social and 
epistemic relations that (re)produce financial systems. As such, it generated substantial primary and 
secondary material – archival documents, policy reports, interviews, and fieldnotes – that we cannot 
present in full here (see Table 1). What we offer instead is a focused account that selectively draws 
on this broader empirical archive to illuminate how and to what effect Moody’s has come to con-
stitute a climate inscription network.5 We explore four key nodes of this network: municipal bond 
markets, central banking, real estate-finance and insurance-linked markets (see Table 2). In particu-
lar, we investigate: (1) how inscriptions such as qualitative and quantitative climate risk scores, cli-
mate surveys, and catastrophe models are traveling from Moody’s to each node, and (2) how these 
inscriptions are shaping specific climate governance practices – specifically on urban resilience, cli-
mate risk assessment and regulation, and climate stress testing – across each node.

Climate authority in formation: the case of Moody’s

Municipal bond markets

In November of 2017, Moody’s Investor Services announced that it would account for climate vul-
nerability in its municipal bond rating practices. Given the high climate exposure of the predomi-
nantly North American municipalities that comprise much of the US$4 trillion municipal bond 
market – one of the world’s largest public borrowing markets – many investors welcomed the devel-
opment. Reinsurance executives interviewed, for example, said that they had lobbied rating agencies 
to incorporate climate vulnerability into the municipal bond rating process – an implicit concession 
of rating agencies’ infrastructural power. Executives reasoned that the incorporation of climate vul-
nerability in rating processes could push municipalities to reduce their climate risk exposure – in no 
small part because many cities rely on bond markets, and therefore strong credit ratings, to pay for 
infrastructure, and will want to act in ways that are ‘rewarded’ by bond markets. The payoff for rein-
surance was clear: official investments in risk reduction could reduce insured losses and prompt 
purchase of reinsurance products (Personal Interview, 21 June 2018).

But what the firm’s risk accounting would mean in practice, and how it would be made action-
able, remained opaque. As we learned in interviews with agency officials, Moody’s analysts faced 
two main challenges: identifying the climate exposure of individual municipalities, and determining 
how to translate that exposure into ratings. The answers to these questions are ongoing.6 But they 
are also beginning to steer what counts as ‘valuable’ climate governance in cities.

A handful of inscription devices and practices help explain how and to what effect Moody’s is 
answering these questions. According to publicly available reports on its climate methodology, 
Moody’s initially drew from public sources, like the National Climate Assessment, to disaggregate 

Table 1. Data collection and research methods.

Node Methods

Municipal bonds 14 interviews with rating agency analysts and local government officials; 30 hours of participant observation 
at relevant local government adaptation and resilience events, Moody’s climate risk webinars; 
documentary analysis of relevant Moody’s reports and local government planning documents.

Real estate- 
finance

15 interviews with senior real estate-finance industry actors and climate risk consultants in North America, 
Europe, and Southeast Asia; organization or participation in multiple climate risk and real estate expert 
roundtables in the US and EU; extensive participant analysis at industry fora; documentary analysis of 
relevant Moody’s reports and real estate-finance industry gray literature.

Central banking 7 interviews with participants in the 2021 CBES; 40 hours of participant observation at relevant industry and 
supervisor climate stress testing and scenario analysis webinars; documentary analysis of relevant reports, 
and publications from RMS, Moody’s, the Bank of England, the BCBS and the NGFS.

ILS markets 10 interviews with catastrophe risk analysts and (re)insurers; 40 hours of participant observation at relevant 
climate science and insurance fora and workshops; documentary analysis of relevant Moody’s reports, and 
publications from the NGFS and CGFI.
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Table 2. Risk inscriptions and their networks.

Node
Primary interest in 

climate risk Key Inscriptions Route of Travel What’s happening? To what effect?

Municipal 
bond 
markets

. Contribution to 
the odds of bond 
default

. Localized 
climate data 
sets

. Climate 
exposure scores 
for properties

. Surveys and 
local news

. Prior bond 
ratings

. Rating agency 
analysts to 
rated 
municipalities, 
officials

. Municipal 
officials to 
taxpayers 
(asked to 
approve a bond 
backed by 
property taxes)

. Identifying 
‘where’ and 
‘what’ climate 
risk is in 
municipalities, 
and the time 
horizons over 
which climate 
risk matters in a 
credit rating

. Establishing 
indicators of 
local ‘resilience’ 
and 
‘vulnerability’ to 
climate change

. Identifying 
measures that 
can ‘reduce’ 
vulnerability and 
build resilience

. Short time 
horizons, e.g. the 
10–15 year 
horizons of a 
bond, frame 
understandings of 
when climate risk 
matters

. Existing credit risk 
indicators become 
climatized (e.g. 
indicators of 
climate 
vulnerability)

. Governments 
prioritize 
adaptation 
investments that 
secure vital 
infrastructures, tax 
bases

Real 
estate- 
finance

. Contribution to 
the odds of 
credit (default) 
risk (for 
securities) and 
devaluation or 
stranding (for 
assets)

. (Re)insured 
losses

. Climate data 
sets

. Catastrophe risk 
models

. Maps

. Transaction 
ratings

. Risk advisory to 
institutional 
investors and 
financiers 
Institutional 
investors and 
financiers to 
regulators 
Institutional 
investors and 
financiers to 
peers and local 
property 
market actors

. Assessing 
property-level 
exposure to 
catastrophe risk 
within existing 
pools of 
commercial 
mortgage- 
backed securities

. Climate risk 
established as a 
potential problem 
for institutional 
investors in 
commercial 
mortgage-backed 
securities

. Potential risk 
management 
solutions 
delineated for 
investors, e.g. 
additional 
insurance 
products

Central 
banks

. Asset 
impairment

. Expected credit 
losses

. (Re)insured 
losses

. Climate data 
sets

. Climate and 
weather models

. Scenario 
software

. Stress test 
results

. Maps

Central banks to 
banks and 
insurers 
Risk analytics 
firms and 
consultancies to 
banks and 
insurers 
Banks and 
insurers to 
central banks

. Assessing bank 
and insurer 
exposure to 
physical risks

. Reporting of 
methodologies 
and exposures to 
supervisors

. Public release of 
aggregated 
financial loss 
estimates by 
supervisors

. Banks building in- 
house capabilities 
in climate risk 
modeling

. Insurers 
considering a 
wider range of 
perils, exposures, 
and geographical 
regions in their 
risk assessments

. Home insurers 
setting higher 
premiums or 
withdrawing from 
particular 
geographic 
regions

(Continued ) 
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climate risk exposure (e.g. to extreme heat, drought, and sea level rise) across time and space. How-
ever, the firm has increasingly turned to private companies, like climate data firm 427 Management 
(427) for quantified municipal climate knowledge. Analysts at 427, in which Moody’s Analytics pur-
chased a majority share in 2019, pitched their firm’s value through its ability to create future- 
oriented climate exposure scores at the city- and county level. According to 427 documents (427
2018), analysts create these scores through a proprietary index method, which combines several 
precipitation- and temperature-based indices for individual counties and cities and enables their 
comparison. Importantly, indices draw on historical conditions in their forecasts, which as of 
this writing extend from 2030-2040. For one analyst interviewed, the short time horizons of the 
index method have led her to discount the importance of longer-term climate risks, like sea level 
rise, in her evaluations of municipal climate vulnerability (Personal Interview, 20 January 2019). 
A focus on shorter term climate risks has persisted in rating agency analyses, which analysts justify 
by pointing to the shorter-term horizons of municipal bonds themselves (Personal Interview, 24 
November 2024).

Quantitative exposure scores are just one inscription in Moody’s’ emerging municipal climate 
knowledge. Much of that knowledge comes from qualitative sources, such as local newspapers, sur-
veys and phone calls with municipal officials.7 In exchanges with officials, analysts draw on 
exposure scores and local media coverage on climate change to ask geographically specific questions 
about a municipality’s climate risk. In the low-lying city of Miami Beach, for instance, analysts ask 
how sea rise will impact its economy and tax base, as well as how and when officials will address 
those impacts through capital planning (Personal Interview, 19 June 2019). But in interview after 
interview, the most important inscriptions of climate risk – already existing bond ratings and 
those issued after a disaster – had nothing to do with climate change per se. Indeed, many were 
issued well before Moody’s said it would begin to take climate change into account in its rating pro-
cess. Moreover, climate change only mattered insofar as it would impact a municipality’s ability to 
make debt payments – a judgment that analysts admitted was in some regards speculative (Personal 
Interview, 24 November 2024). Nevertheless, because these ratings speak to the relative strength or 
weakness of a municipality’s economy – itself the key item of concern for rating agency analysts in 
general and as the climate changes – they increasingly act as climate proxies: authoritative 

Table 2. Continued.

Node
Primary interest in 

climate risk Key Inscriptions Route of Travel What’s happening? To what effect?

ILS 
markets

. Likelihood of 
(insured) losses 
of a particular 
magnitude

. Catastrophe risk 
models

. Property 
exposure data 
sets and AI 
models

. Casualty risk 
data sets and AI 
models

. Questionnaires

Risk analytics 
vendors and cat 
modelers to 
(re)insurers 
Risk analytics 
vendors and cat 
modelers and 
(re)insurers to ILS 
market investors 
ILS market 
participants to 
Moody’s Ratings

. A series of 
mergers and 
acquisitions 
relating to 
casualty and post 
code level 
property 
exposures to 
extreme weather

. Market research 
ascertaining 
demand for new 
ILS ratings 
methodology

. Consolidation of 
core expertise, 
data, inscriptions 
and reputational 
capital in 
catastrophe risk 
modeling

. (Re)insurers 
pricing property 
risk with greater 
granularity

. Climate change 
included and 
priced as a type of 
casualty risk

. Machine Learning 
used to fill in the 
gaps in data sets 
used by 
re(insurers)
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indicators of how a municipality is likely to fare in future disasters (Personal Interview, 21 January 
2018; 20 November 2024).

At the time of writing, analysts have not by and large priced climate risk into their operations 
(Klusak et al. 2021). And yet, the firm’s announcement has still compelled or reinforced the 
decisions of many municipal governments to act. In the words of one official in Broward County, 
Florida, ‘the general increase in solicitation of information about [climate] resilience weighs heavy  
… it calls all of us to be much more engaged on the resiliency initiatives and organize infrastructure 
and planning standards to minimize our risks’ (Personal Interview, 30 January 2019). These senti-
ments were echoed by resilience officials in New Orleans, who suggested that Moody’s ‘holds the 
key to [their] future,’ and that their growing focus on climate change made it imperative that 
‘they get their [resilience] planning right.’8 Other officials interviewed indicated that they welcomed 
Moody’s announcement. For these officials, and pointing to the infrastructural power that the 
agency wields in cities, Moody’s highly publicized forays into climate risk gave the devising and 
implementation of urban climate adaptation plans a sense of urgency that they had otherwise lacked 
among key groups. As one land use attorney and sea level rise official in Miami told us, ‘it just 
helped make the business case for resilience. Once we could show that climate change isn’t just 
some future environmental problem but an economic [problem] that is already eating away at 
our pockets, we got more people at the table [for resilience planning]’ (Personal Interview, 20 
June 2019).

Of course, and as these quotes suggest, the agency’s growing interest in climate risk – and the 
particular inscriptions that help collect and reflect that risk – have done more than support or 
incentivize climate action among municipal governments. They have also shaped how municipal 
governments frame the value of climate action more broadly and thus the kind of work that cli-
mate action should do. In public and private settings, urban officials often couch the worth of resi-
lience measures – think storm-proofing buildings and key transportation systems, for instance – 
in terms of creditworthiness (see City of Miami Beach 2019; City of Virginia Beach 2016). These 
framings help explain and justify why officials often prioritize adaptation and resilience projects 
that safeguard property values – the backbone of creditworthiness – over those that mainly pro-
mote social wellbeing (Cox 2022). As importantly, municipal officials feed these projects back into 
rating agency offices via Moody’s climate surveys and telephone calls on the subject. In doing so, 
these officials are not simply responding to questions; they are also bolstering rating analyst 
understandings of urban climate resilience – and thus shaping analyst expectations of what 
they should observe in other cities that are taking climate risk ‘seriously.’ In other words, through 
the use of inscription devices such as surveys, interviews, and prior bond ratings, Moody’s is 
increasingly becoming an authority regarding what ‘counts’ as resilience, and a powerful if not 
surprising ally among urban resilience advocates. This is a clear instance of infrastructural 
power (Braun 2020). Even in the absence of formal pricing changes, the embeddedness of Moo-
dy’s ratings in municipal operations leads government officials across a range of urban economies 
to reorganize their planning and communication around what they believe rating agencies will 
want to see. 

Real estate-finance climate risk assessment

Inasmuch as the growing authority of Moody’s’ climate inscriptions catalyzes climate actions in 
municipal governments, its authority also reverberates to another critical terrain of state-market 
entanglement: real estate-finance. To generate tax revenues and fund public services, US local gov-
ernments often rely on property markets – (see Shi and Varuzzo 2020), and institutional real estate 
investors play an increasingly important role in them (see Aalbers et al. 2023). How real-estate 
finance actors understand and act on climate risk therefore stands to greatly shape the fates of cities, 
states, and other financial actors that rely on property markets as the climate changes. And here, 
Moody’s also emerges as a key broker of risk knowledge.
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In parallel to developments in municipal bond markets, Moody’s has rolled out climate 
risk analysis services for real estate-finance actors, from large institutional investors and 
their asset managers to the buyers of secondary market products like commercial mort-
gage-backed securities. Institutional real estate-finance actors channel trillions of dollars 
of capital into variegated geographies of property through a variety of instruments and 
strategies, ranging from mortgage products to investment trusts (Aalbers et al. 2023). Moo-
dy’s’ rationale here tracks with the case of municipal bond assessments of climate and 
credit risk: real estate-finance institutions must increasingly grapple with the climate 
risks embedded in the assets in which they are invested, yet lack well-established, consist-
ent and comparable means for doing so (Elsamny 2026; Taylor and Erasmus 2022; Van-
huyse, Piseddu, and Moberg 2023).

Traditionally, institutional real estate-finance actors defer to re/insurers to manage the cata-
strophe risk exposure of the assets they finance or in which they invest (Taylor 2020). Statements 
like ‘if it’s insurable, it isn’t a material concern for us’ are common refrains in the sector. Such senti-
ments speak to the authority ascribed to re/insurers, risk modelers and other advisors crucial in the 
working of this market. However, shifting regulator demands for sustainability disclosure, capital 
provider demands for sustainability-aligned funds, and, in a growing number of cases, rising 
costs of re/insurance and worries about protection gaps in underlying portfolios, are fueling 
demand for more bespoke climate risk analytics in the sector, above and beyond the climate risk 
proxy offered by an insurance premium. At the same time, institutional real estate-finance actors 
face a wide range of challenges for assessing and acting on climate risk. These range from ambiguity 
about new and competing regulatory regimes, to a lack of well-codified tools and decision-making 
processes to interpret and act on climate risk information. Moreover, demands for, and cultures of, 
risk assessment and management vary between types of real estate-finance actor and within the geo-
graphies in which they invest: Dutch commercial real estate investors adopt distinctive risk taking 
appetites and mitigation strategies in comparison to Singaporean peers, for example (Taylor and 
Erasmus 2022).

Amid this complexity, drives to institutionalize climate risk assessment are, in the words of a 
senior representative from a major institutional investor in the US, ‘a challenging time (…) because 
all of these traditional indicators and models are pointing to conclusions that may be different from 
a climate-centric way of thinking’ (ibid, 13). Here, the investor drew a sharp contrast between the 
short-term boom prospects in markets like Greater Miami and longer-term questions about the 
region’s capacity to offset the effects of climate change. A second investor phrased this dilemma 
somewhat differently: ‘How do we start to make decisions in the absence of clear information 
which is aligned with what we believe to be the right long-term trajectory of our investments?’ 
(ibid, 13).

Against this backdrop, a lucrative if unwieldy market for real estate-finance climate risk assess-
ment has emerged at this juncture of regulatory, analytical, and decision-making uncertainty, with 
Moody’s capitalizing on it. Just two years after acquiring 427, Moody’s announced a $2 billion plan 
to acquire RMS, one of the largest vendors of catastrophe risk models (‘cat’ models), a crucial cli-
mate inscription device. The purchase provided Moody’s with access to RMS’s proprietary catalo-
gue: some 400 cat models in 120 countries (Moody’s 2021). Widely used by property re/insurers 
globally, cat models are actuarial devices that distill several contingencies – physical hazards, engin-
eering characteristics, and financial data – into a probabilistic assessment of potential losses. Model 
outputs shape risk finance market practices by guiding how re/insurers price risk, where they write 
policies, the extent to which they choose or are required to procure additional capital to pay for 
potential losses, and how they are regulated by sovereign authorities (Gray 2021; Taylor 2025). 
Cat models help forge broad consensus around the very idea that low probability, high impact cat-
astrophic events can be made legible with sufficient confidence to attract large volumes of risk finan-
cing capacity at reliable rates of return, by way of transnational re/insurance markets (Johnson 
2013; Taylor 2020). By virtue of these crucial sense- and market-making functions, many financial 
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institutions, including but not limited to re/insurers, increasingly look to cat models to render the 
complexities of climate risk into actionable insights – even if models themselves are generally pre-
mised on historical events, rather than forward-looking projections (Colven et al. 2025; Taylor 
2025). In acquiring RMS, Moody’s thus bought a profitable position as one of the core authorities 
on risk management within the financial system.

Building on this acumen, Moody’s jointly markets inscription devices such as RMS cat models 
and 427 risk maps to real estate-finance actors seeking climate risk insight. As a proof of concept, 
Moody’s deployed cat models to investigate the property-level catastrophe risk exposures baked 
into pools of commercial mortgage-backed securities (CMBS), collectively worth $368.7 billion 
(Salz, Wheeler, and Webb 2022). Following the exercise, Moody’s implored would-be CMBS inves-
tors to ‘ask questions’ about insurance coverage on the assets underpinning the highest-risk loans, 
whether ‘business interruption insurance has been sufficiently sized’ for commercial tenants, and if 
the underpinning assets have a sufficient geographical diversification regarding their physical risk 
exposure (ibid, n.d.). While such questions are clearly intended to highlight Moody’s’ services for 
sale, they also reinforce a particular range of problem- and solutions- framings, which seek to secure 
the financial returns of individual firms or instruments, rather than to facilitate material risk 
reduction per se. Acting on this line of thinking, a real estate-finance institution may come to pur-
chase more insurance, charge a risk premium for capital given the underlying exposure of an instru-
ment, or more explicitly disclose exposure to hazards to other stakeholders in the value chain to 
meet their climate risk management mandates.

The CMBS demonstration is also one of several examples of how Moody’s seeks to integrate 
physical climate risk analysis with its proprietary catalogue of conventional property-, market- 
and deal-level data – all regularly used by financial institutions to assess, evaluate, and at times 
rate the creditworthiness of real estate transactions. These demonstration exercises aim to show 
longstanding financial institutions how they can incorporate climate risks within an incumbent 
field of investment risk assessment practice, as they struggle to distill climate complexity and con-
tingency into indicators and actionability (Taylor and Erasmus 2022). In other words, the inte-
gration of cat models with a broader suite of property market analytics is a means of confidence- 
building: it ‘[enables] (real estate) industry participants to build resilience into their portfolios 
and engage in more forward-looking decision-making,’ in the words of one Moody’s executive (Pol-
lack 2021, n.d.). That is, Moody’s does more than capitalize on real estate-finance institutional 
demand for risk analytics; it helps to cohere, codify, and inculcate authoritative ways of understand-
ing and acting on real estate-finance climate risk in an emergent and fragmented landscape of 
knowledge, interests, and responsibilities.

The take-up of inscription devices devised and circulated by Moody’s has crucial impli-
cations for how stakeholders entangled within the real estate-finance system act on climate 
change – and expect others within the system to act on it. Such authority fosters networked 
forms of anticipation, bringing real estate climate risks into the present, traveling from investor 
and re/insurers’ board rooms to city planning departments in frontline ‘risky’ cities, and to local 
buyers and small-time investors in those very places in ways that begin to remake property 
relations in the present in uneven ways (Knuth et al. 2025; Taylor 2025; Taylor and Aalbers 
2022).

Climate risk assessment in banking and insurance

The expanding use of climate stress testing in banking and insurance offers a powerful window into 
how climate inscription networks extend into regulatory regimes – often via tools developed by 
incumbent actors like Moody’s. This section illustrates how central banks and financial regulators, 
while seemingly directing climate governance agendas through mandated disclosures and scenario 
analysis, are increasingly reliant on private infrastructures – risk models, consulting services, and 
climate data providers – to execute these mandates. What emerges is a recursive, state-market 

JOURNAL OF CULTURAL ECONOMY 11



entanglement in which Moody’s and its subsidiaries help define the terms and techniques by which 
financial institutions and regulatory bodies are expected to know and govern climate risk.

In the past five years, over 30 central banks who are members of the Network for Greening the 
Financial System have required banks and insurers they supervise to undertake climate scenario 
analysis exercises. These exercises aim to (1) help banks and insurers understand the climate risk 
exposure of their business models pending specific government policy actions on decarbonizing 
economies, and (2) devise actions to address climate risks today and in the future (Morris and Col-
lins 2023). For example, in 2021 the Bank of England required regulated banks and insurers to 
model and report the losses they could expect to accrue across three stylized scenarios: early, 
late, or no additional UK policy action towards achieving Paris Agreement temperature targets. 
While climate change is a new issue for central banks, climate stress testing is not a wholly novel 
activity (Langley and Morris 2020): it effectively modified elements of the processes and method-
ologies of the Bank of England’s existing stress testing regimes for banks, treating climate change 
as an ‘exploratory risk’ alongside innovations in Fintech, disruptions in shadow banking, and a 
severe liquidity freeze (see Morris and Collins 2023).

While the Bank of England’s stress tests are nominally state-driven,9 the channels through which 
they are enacted are deeply private. Moody’s subsidiary RMS produces analytical tools which some 
regulated banks and insurers employ when they undertake modeling exercises. RMS had previously 
assisted UK insurers who had participated in the Bank of England’s 2019 General Insurance Stress 
Test with their analyses of exposures to physical risks (Matthewman 2021). RMS’ well established 
reputation in the private sector for its risk modeling was attractive to insurers undertaking the 
CBES. As one participant said, the ‘integration of the latest science relating to climate change’ 
through the proprietary RMS Climate Change Models allowed them to ‘confidently assess North 
Atlantic hurricane climate change risks’ (RMS 2021, n.d.).

Although 2021 CBES participants later expressed skepticism regarding the usefulness of the 
headline loss figures generated through the tests (CFRF and CGFI 2023a, 2023b, 2023c), it is still 
clear that the practices undertaken, and devices used, by stress test participants are shaping climate 
risk management trajectories and the understanding of climate-related risk in the financial sector. 
For one, the tests consolidated the epistemic authority of firms that collect and analyse climate data 
because ‘the wisdom of the market’ became ‘the wisdom of a few key third party providers’ CFRF 
and CGFI 2023c, 6). Furthermore, the underlying climate risk models are becoming highly profi-
table industry standards within a domestic financial system that is still relatively self-regulating. 
Participating banks report that the stress testing exercises have prompted them to build in-house 
modeling expertise (CFRF and CGFI 2023b), which UK regulators like the Bank of England are 
keen to see as part of their ongoing efforts to make the UK ‘an increasingly conducive and low-fric-
tion location for (re)insurers [and insurance-linked securities business] to take off’ and thrive 
(Evans 2023). Moreover, the stress testing practices have engendered incremental change in the 
ways that banks analyze risk by ‘connecting across datasets that had not been connected before’ 
(CFRF and CFGI 2023b, 4).

Underscoring the ways in which Moody’s practices are becoming embedded in organizational 
practices well beyond it, participating insurers have also called for more integration of CBES scen-
arios into the catastrophe and climate risk models provided by third party vendors. Integration in 
turn would require greater coordination between government regulators and risk modeling firms 
such as RMS (CGFI 2023a). Meanwhile, the insurers advancing central bank interests by using 
RMS models are considering a wider range of perils, risk exposures, and geographical regions in 
their work (CFRF and CGFI 2023a), thus presenting the possibility of creating new re/insurance 
markets. However, these profitable advances come at a cost: insurers report that they expect to 
transfer increased (climate-linked) losses onto policyholders through higher premiums (Bank of 
England 2022).

Moody’s has since sought to capitalize on its climate stress testing reputation by partnering with 
management consulting firm McKinsey & Company to develop and sell climate stress testing and 
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scenario analysis tools, which they are marketing to banks and insurers beyond the UK who will be 
subjected to regulatory climate stress tests in the future (Segal 2022). Such tools therefore stand to 
set precedents regarding what ‘cutting edge’ risk management practices consist of among public 
regulators and thus inform debates about whether to take more muscular regulatory interventions, 
such as revising capital requirements or demanding banks and insurers produce detailed transition 
plans.

Consolidating and extending authority in insurance-linked securities (ILS)

Where prior sections explored the ways that Moody’s inscriptions are circulating through existing 
state-market entanglements, this fourth and final example emphasizes prefigurative action: the ways 
that Moody’s is anticipating future demands within the insurance-linked securities (ILS) market 
and, in doing so, paving the way for new entanglements. States, insurers, and reinsurers increasingly 
turn to ILS markets – especially catastrophe bonds – to transfer disaster risk to capital markets 
(Johnson 2013; Taylor 2020), thereby creating new and deepened forms of financial interdepen-
dence between public and private institutions. Moody’s 2021 acquisition of RMS enables it to mar-
ket a range of consultancy services and software packages relating to the impact of catastrophic 
events, portfolio analyses, risk transfer mechanisms, and risk modeling tools for underwriters, 
ILS portfolio managers, analysts, and investors (Moody’s n.d.). At one level, this acquisition rep-
resents a straightforward expansion of Moody’s services, particularly in the climate risk knowledge 
domain. More significantly, however, it positions Moody’s to play an important role in the emer-
ging field of climate risk securitization. By integrating RMS modeling capacities into its broader 
ecosystem of ratings, climate data, and analytics, Moody’s is positioning itself to define future stan-
dards of risk assessment and provide the tools on which re/insurers and ILS market participants 
increasingly rely. In doing so, it may help shape how capital flows to disaster-stricken states and 
communities, influencing their ability to recover from extreme weather events.

As in other cases, this emerging form of power arises in response to a practical problem: the re/ 
insurance industry continues to face major limitations in how it calculates loss estimates for 
casualty and property risk.10 Publications summarizing the confidential discussions between 
meteorologists, climate modelers and reinsurers collaborating in CGFI climate science and re/ 
insurance industry workshops have highlighted the need for much more comprehensive data, 
and especially at a higher resolution.11 Crucially, these discussions identify Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) and Machine Learning (ML) as key to overcoming these constraints, highlighting their poten-
tial to ‘bring down computational costs’, speed up ‘data processing’ and ‘downscale global climate 
data’ (CGFI 2024). Perhaps unsurprisingly, in 2024 Moody’s announced the acquisition of Praedi-
cat, an analytics firm specializing in machine learning applications for casualty and liability risk 
(Moody’s 2024) alongside CAPE Analytics, a geospatial AI firm producing property-level risk 
assessments. Both companies develop tools that translate complex climate exposures into granular, 
decision-ready risk data for insurers, reinsurers, and investors. Praedicat’s climate casualty platform 
uses machine learning to generate liability scenarios, map exposures across more than 128,000 com-
panies, and track climate-related litigation involving commercial defendants in the United States. 
CAPE, by contrast, produces address-specific property risk assessments using proprietary AI 
models, geospatial and insurance claims data, and claims to provide pricing and underwriting ser-
vices to nearly half of the top 50 property insurers in the US (Moody’s 2025a; Simpson 2025).

More than just responding to widely known issues raised by market participants, Moody’s is 
undertaking its own industry research to position itself at the forefront of future developments 
in catastrophe reinsurance and the securitization of catastrophe risk. At the heart of these efforts 
was the March 2025 release of a Moody’s Ratings Discussion Paper entitled ‘ILS Futures’ (Moody’s 
2025b). This Discussion Paper explicitly solicited responses from ILS industry participants to nine 
questions relating to ‘market dynamics, transaction or security-specific structural features, data dis-
closure and modeling practices of this asset class’ (Evans 2025). Moody’s Ratings (2025b) has 
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stressed that this paper marks a first step in ‘potentially producing a new rating methodology for 
catastrophe bonds’ – raising the specter that their infrastructural power may intensify, as the knowl-
edge they produce could shape the operations of a bond market on which many countries depend 
for post-disaster recovery resources.

Developments in this space are still extremely uncertain, and industry journalists ‘understand 
that whether (the new rating methodology) goes ahead will depend on the feedback received’ 
(Evans 2025). Yet the recent acquisitions of relevant proprietary AI models for property and 
casualty risk and commercial research presented here do indicate that Moody’s is establishing a pos-
ition of market power in the securitization of physical climate risk. Moreover, Moody’s’ prefigura-
tive authority reflects the temporal dynamics explored throughout this paper: not merely 
responding to state mandates or disclosure regimes but moving ahead of them, scripting future 
regimes of climate valuation through proprietary tools and selective anticipation. In this way, Moo-
dy’s is not simply participating in burgeoning climate risk markets; it is actively constructing the 
knowledge infrastructures under which those markets operate.

Shifting terrains of climate governance: the powers and perils of climate 
inscription networks

This paper has investigated the complex webs of knowledge and authority that are increasingly 
creating the epistemic conditions for climate action today, which we have described as climate 
inscription networks. Rather than restating their architecture, we conclude with a discussion of 
their possible powers and effects: chiefly, to render climate change an object of financial manage-
ment – and in doing so, shift the terrain of climate governance toward practices of financial risk 
management.

One important effect of this shift is temporal. Because inscriptions embed and translate climate 
risk into existing financial practices – for example of risk rating and assessment – the time horizons 
of climate risk are made akin to the time horizons of financial practice, which are often relatively 
short. This is problematic as climate risks unfold unevenly – from singular events, as in wildfires, to 
slow, incremental changes in landscapes, as in sea level rise. Because many climate risks exceed the 
temporal frames of existing financial practice, they are often discounted – a key driver of the climate 
crisis itself (Condon 2023; Doganova 2024). We can already see elements of future discounting at 
play in climate vulnerable regions like Greater Miami. There, officials have couched the value, sig-
nificance, and lifespan of various public resilience interventions, like investments in sea walls or 
road-raising to stem flooding, in terms of 20–30 year municipal bond cycles (Cox 2022, 2024). 
Equally, real estate investors show an open disinterest in the region’s climate resilience beyond 
their 5, 10, or 20 year investment horizon – and finance accordingly (Taylor and Aalbers 2022). 
In combination, these local state and market practices may sustain near-term confidence in 
high-risk geographies, and in doing so defer a broader financial and material reckoning with climate 
risk that ultimately compounds vulnerability over time.

A second important consequence is spatial. Climate change and its attendant risks will be felt 
globally, whether in terms of general trends (e.g. global warming) or as a result of sheer intercon-
nectedness (e.g. disaster events in one place produce knock-on effects, like supply chain disruptions, 
that will be felt elsewhere), and therefore require multi-sited and multi-scalar interventions. How-
ever, the translation of climate risk into existing financial practices divides vast swaths of the planet 
into increasingly-granular units of absolute and relative risk. These divisions matter. For one, the 
partitioning of deeply interconnected places into seemingly discrete units of evaluation contributes 
to siloed and ultimately myopic understandings of how climate change impacts unfold and should 
be governed. Moreover, as these superfine inscriptions of climate risk circulate across the financial 
system, public and private investors may see some bond issuances, insurance policies, mortgages, 
and loans – and therefore places and people – as too risky for investment (De Vera, Jacobs, and 
Bigger 2025; Perry 2021). Others, through the same process, may remain or become more valuable. 
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One can increasingly see these diverging climate pathways at work within highly exposed, high 
value property markets. Sticking with the Greater Miami example, the increasingly climate risk- 
attuned rent-seeking strategies of real estate actors, acting with the inscriptions we have discussed 
here, are producing new and deepened forms of uneven development, fueling devaluation and 
downgrading in some communities, and speculative revaluation and inward capital mobility in 
others (Colven et al. 2025; Taylor and Aalbers 2022). These dynamics extend well beyond the 
urban North. Exploratory research anticipates significant sovereign credit rating downgrades in 
Majority World nations absent near-term climate action (Klusak et al. 2021), and soaring borrow-
ing costs among already climate vulnerable countries over the next decade (Buhr et al. 2018). Put 
differently, as these granular inscriptions circulate, entire nations and geographic regions that are 
highly susceptible to climate change may lose access to key capital markets just when they need that 
capital the most – or retain access on increasingly exploitative terms.

Third, and perhaps most importantly, these translations effectively neutralize climate risk as a 
moral or planetary imperative (see Koslov 2019). Because climate risk is inscribed into existing 
financial practices, it only matters insofar as it disrupts an existing order of things – in this case 
that of the financial system. To be sure, the reclassification of climate change as a financial rather 
than political problem may enable significant climate action, which we have recounted here (see 
also Collier and Cox 2021). But that action may come at a high political cost: it redistributes to 
financial infrastructures, institutions, and practices that were never designed to address it – and 
that often operate ‘beneath open and immediate political conflict’ (Pierson 2016, 129; see also 
Grafe et al. 2025). In this way, climate inscription networks do not only inform climate governance, 
they also shift its terrain: from (however imperfect) spaces and processes of collective deliberation, 
as in multinational climate treaties or local adaptation planning, to financial practices of financial 
risk assessment and valuation. Drawing on Slobodian (2023), we might understand these networks 
as constitutive of epistemic ‘zones:’ institutional configurations that, much like the special economic 
and legal zones Slobodian describes, work to insulate economically consequential forms of decision- 
making from broader political contestation. Here, key questions of what and where climate risk is – 
as well as how to act on it – are posed and resolved primarily through financial practices, often with 
minimal public visibility or oversight despite their far-reaching, collective consequences.

There are many emergent zones to which scholars might direct their attention going forward – 
whether by tracing the inscription practices and networks of reinsurers, private equity funds, devel-
opment banks, or mortgage markets as they come to grips with climate change (Cox, Morris, and 
Colven 2025; Knuth et al. 2025). Doing so enables scholars not only to analyze the configuration 
and consolidation of climate authority today, but to better understand how climate futures are 
increasingly shaped within – and constrained by – longstanding state-market entanglements and 
the financial practices that bind them.

Notes

1. Braun develops this argument by engaging with Mann’s (1984) original conceptualization of infrastructural 
power. Where Mann deploys the term to explore state and civil society capacities to shape each other, 
Braun (2020, 400) focuses on what he considers to be an ‘underappreciated’ aspect of these two-way power 
relations: the power of non-state actors, and in particular those within the financial sector, over state actors.

2. Many of these regulations had been in place since the creation of the 1933 Securities Act and the 1934 Secu-
rities and Exchange Act (Cash 2018b).

3. The role of rating agencies would be to produce credit ratings for assets that would then be benchmarked 
against a threshold rating specified by the ECB.

4. This is also the legal status of the ratings provided by Moody’s, S&P and Fitch.
5. This decision required ‘condensing particular patterns and repetitions whilst ignoring others’ in order to bet-

ter understand and demonstrate co-evolving relationships which cannot be captured in terms of ‘effective 
causality’ (de Goede 2012, 33; Law 2004, 113).

6. They may soon have valence beyond North America, as municipal bond markets are increasingly being built 
in cities of the Global South.
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7. As Fourcade (2017) notes, quantitative risk scores, like algorithms, are used for corporations and individuals 
rather than (local) sovereigns.

8. This is of considerable importance in New Orleans. After Hurricane Katrina, the city received ratings down-
grades that effectively locked it out of the bond market for years – forcing the city to rely on federal and state 
aid that officials noted was often slow to arrive and reduced their capacities to make transformative adaptation 
investments.

9. Although central banks should properly be considered hybrid state-market actors (Vogl 2014), they have been 
instrumental in drawing and rearticulating boundaries between state and economy, with their exercises pro-
ducing what some have called ‘state effects’ (Coombs and Thiemann 2022).

10. While the UK Treasury and Financial Conduct Authority have been running various consultation processes 
around regulatory reform to ILS-markets for nearly a decade, at the time of writing this has not materialized as 
concrete policy change.

11. Extreme weather events occur at a 1-kilometre scale, and so they require data at that high a resolution. Data at 
a lower resolution is likely to produce inaccurate estimates of localized atmospheric conditions which will 
skew loss estimates. Met Office (2024) scientists estimate that the ‘physics-based models’ currently being 
used are unlikely to be able to produce information around the globe at the 1km scale for 10–12 years.
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