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11.  Towards a PerformaTive reading 
of energy securiTy

‘Man pursues Values through Institutions on Resources.’1

1.1 introduction

I have never considered myself wealthy. Even so, I have never known hunger or thirst 
and the longest period I have been without electricity involuntary has been half a day 
at most. In other words, I have had the fortune to grow up and live in a society with 
the norms, institutions and markets that cater for an abundance of natural resources. 
That said, these same political markets produce a number of adverse effects to those at 
its fringes. Climate change, energy poverty, scarcity, food banks and a degrading bio-
diversity are but some of the terms that indicate the negative sides of our current political 
economy. A political economy that has benefited many, but not without excluding some 
and harming others.2 Simultaneously, this political economy is constantly defended 
and secured against the threats and dangers that its beneficiaries believe to exist. 
Any understanding of political economy thus needs an understanding of the security 
processes at work in the production, distribution and consumption of energy, food 
and other natural resources. In line with this argument, this thesis analyses the role of 
security in relation to the construction and defense of political markets by focusing on 
the concept of energy security within political economies dealing with energy.

There are multiple ways to study the topic of energy security. Some scholars approach 
it conceptually, historically or quantitatively, many take a policy-oriented route and a 
select few offer a broader social critique.3 What many of these analyses have in common 
is that they search for an answer to what energy security is or ought to be – often 
simultaneously. What is studied are questions like how energy security should be defined, 
what exactly needs to be secured, what the threats are, who is in need of energy security, 
what needs to be done to counter the threats, and so on.4 This thesis is not concerned 
with such questions. In fact, the core argument of this thesis is that the studies asking 
these questions hardly help us understand what energy security is, let alone what it does 
in and of itself. What this thesis promotes is a shift away from a pre- and descriptive 

1 Lasswell 1969, 17 [emphasis removed].
2 Le Billon 2005a, 5.
3 Conceptually, qualitatively or historically: Winzer 2012; Chester 2010; Cherp and Jewell 2014; Yergin 1991. 

Quantitatively: Kruyt et al. 2009; Jansen and Seebregts 2010; Brown et al. 2014; Narula and Reddy 2015. 
More policy oriented: Luft and Korin 2009; CIEP 2004; Kalicki and Goldwyn 2005; Bahgat 2006; Vivoda 
2009. And from a social critique: Sheller 2014; Illich 1974; Shove and Walker 2014; Byrne and Toly 2006.

4 Cherp and Jewell 2014.
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understanding of the concept of energy security towards an understanding of energy 
security as performative: to see the designation and use of the concept of energy security 
as an act in itself.5 By seeing energy security as an act, the repeated practice of its use 
‘constitutes’, ‘maintains’ or ‘changes’ the meaning of the concept itself and the enactment 
of its material effects, and thereby the potential involvement and identity of the actors 
behind it and the possible routes of action that are open to them.6 Such a performative 
approach forces scholars to move away from the ‘quest for certainty’ inherent in studies 
that want to understand what energy security is and replace this with the acceptance that 
the concept of energy security is embedded, structured, productive, malleable and used 
differently by different people in different places at different times.7 

The performative understanding of energy security that is proposed in this thesis 
builds primarily on critical International Relations (IR) theory and Critical Security 
Studies, but also draws on insights from New Materialism, Development Studies, 
Political Geography, Sociology and Philosophy. In thinking through the concept of 
energy security by unpacking it with the help of these different literatures, a reflexive 
stance is imposed on both the author and reader towards the triangle of political 
economy, security and natural resource policies. A triangle that relates closely to the 
(in)famous Energy Trilemma within energy studies depicting the tradeoffs between 
economic concerns, security concerns, and environmental concerns when it comes 
to decisions on energy.8 These tradeoffs point to the fact that energy security is only 
one aspect within the wider debate on energy, which also includes discussions that 
start from an energy transition or energy justice perspective.9 To be clear, the goal 
here is not to offer a specific performative reading that explains energy security, but to 
problematize current understandings of energy security through a rigorous theoretical 
reflection on the concept and an unpacking of the practices that shape it. These include 
the different security logics, the core concern of scarcity, the materiality of the actual 
energy infrastructures and the knowledge practices that surround these infrastructures 
as well as a deeper understanding of the politics and power relations behind the 
organization of energy. These four, in all their intricacy and heterogeneity, are shaped 
by and are shaping the future of energy production, transportation and consumption.

1.2 argument, contribution and approach

One of the main problems identified within the conceptual energy security literature 
involves the  realization that any definition of energy security is inherently unstable, 

5 Butler 2010; Barad 2003; Bialasiewicz et al. 2007.
6 Aalberts 2006, 3.
7 Herborth 2012.
8 On the Energy Trilemma, see Figure 2 and its discussion in chapter 4.4.
9 Goldthau and Sovacool 2012; Sovacool 2013.
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which leads ensuing research to question the ‘slippery’, ‘blurred’, ‘polysemic’, 
‘multidimensional’, ‘deepening and widening’, ‘totality or banality’ of the concept 
itself.10 Those few studies that do reflect upon the concept, either quantify, categorize 
or try to find logics behind different forms of energy security (chapter 4). Instead 
of problematizing this openness, this thesis argues for an acceptance of its inherent 
empty and contextualized nature and calls for an understanding of energy security 
as a security practice that is always already political, in line with earlier work from 
Ciuta and Bridge.11 It calls for a performative understanding of energy security 
that does not stop at the identification of the threat and the success or failure of its 
countermeasures. Instead it moves beyond such questions to the acts that are needed 
to make energy security come into being in the first place and the subsequent broader 
socio-material implications and effects that follow from this becoming. 

Such an approach immediately highlights three alternative insights for energy 
security. First, the proliferation of energy security does not stand on its own. It is 
mirrored in food security (chapter 3), just as the analyses of security (chapter 5) and 
scarcity (chapter 6) highlight multiple logics that can all be used to approach energy 
security. Allowing for multiplicity in these underlying and often misunderstood 
concepts adds a layer of complexity, but also reinforces the need for a different way 
to approach energy security. Second, a performative perspective imposes a reflection 
on the linguistic and material underpinnings of energy in relation to security and 
neoliberal markets (chapters 7 and 8). What returns throughout this thesis is the 
importance of knowledge gathering on and within socio-technical energy systems 
and the normative and ethical dimension inherent to these observations. A third, 
but not final, alternative insight centers on the self-referential aspects of the theories 
that are used to examine and explain energy and energy security, like neorealism and 
neoliberalism. From a performative approach, these theories are not just explaining 
energy security, but are actively involved in producing its future. The basic assumptions 
of these theories, on whether to trust the state, the market or humankind, are a 
recurring theme in natural resource debates which are characterized by the conflicting 
positions of Ricardians12 (technical optimists, neoliberalists), neo-Malthusians 
(geopolitics, environmentalists), and Distributionists (social/justice movements).13 

10 Chester 2010; Löschel, Moslener, and Rübbelke 2010; Sovacool and Brown 2010; Dyer and Trombetta 
2013; Ciuta 2010; Cherp and Jewell 2011b.

11 Ciuta 2010; Bridge 2014. Other critical discursive articles include: Smith Stegen 2011; Byrne and Toly 
2006; Campbell 2005; Cooper 2013; Fischhendler and Nathan 2014; Herbstreuth 2014; Kurze 2008; 
Lovell 2008; Nyman 2014; Teschner and Paavola 2013.

12 This line of thinking is more often known under the header Cornucopian: referring to the trust in science 
and markets to conquer scarcity and find abundance. Chapter 6 takes issue with this idea of abundance – 
arguing that abundance is actually the anti-thesis of this approach. Instead, this thesis builds on the work 
of Barnett & Morse (1963) and uses the term Ricardian to designate this stream of thought.

13 See chapter 6.
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By unpacking some of the underlying practices and assumptions behind energy 

security and by offering a performative understanding of energy security, this thesis 
contributes to a deeper understanding of energy security based firmly in the otherwise 
overall deploringly absent humanities literature in energy studies.14 In the process, 
this thesis opens up the concept of scarcity, reflects on the role of the material in social 
research and argues for an extension of the natural resource nexus literature from its 
current empirical focus to a similar reflection on the theories behind these natural 
resources. In addition, outside the energy security literature this thesis contributes to 
the Critical Security Studies (CSS) literature. What becomes clear after scrutinizing 
the close relation between security and markets from a typical Western “abundance” 
perspective, is the fact that CSS is largely absent from energy and other natural 
resource debates, while in turn these socio-technical systems hardly return within the 
CSS literature. True, CSS has excellent contributions on the relation between finance 
and security,15 but always in relation to terrorism, not in relation to natural resources, 
even though there are clear connections, especially, with the recent research into the 
materiality of security.16 

Besides CSS, another notable absence from this thesis is International Political 
Economy (IPE). This is notable, first, in terms of the initial concern of this thesis and, 
second, in terms of the origins of the discipline of IPE itself, as this field traces its 
own roots to the 1973 oil crisis.17 This absence, however, is perhaps more indicative 
of the relative independence of natural resource debates than that it results from the 
empirical and theoretical scope of IPE with its overwhelming focus on economic and 
financial institutions, globalization, and the organization of markets. In her classic 
States and Markets from 1988, Strange remarks that energy is a ‘classic case of the no 
man’s land lying between the social sciences, an area unexplored and unoccupied by 
any of the major theoretical disciplines.’18 Recent work by Hughes & Lipscy shows 
that this mismatch remains valid, as current energy issues are still conspicuously 
absent in top tier IR/IPE journals.19 Hancock & Vivoda explain this through pre-
selection practices in the publication strategies of energy scholars, which makes them 
bypass IR and IPE journals and thus the debates and agenda-setting functions of 
these journals.20 Interestingly, Hancock & Vivoda still refer to energy as part of IPE 

14 Sovacool 2014, 11. Also, Urry 2014.
15 Amoore and de Goede 2008c; De Goede 2012.
16 Aradau 2010; Schouten 2014; Walters 2014; Aradau, Coward, et al. 2015.
17 Gilpin and Gilpin 2001. Gilpin’s classic handbook only mentions energy four times: either as a side note 

or in relation to the 1973 origin of IPE. An exception is Keohane 2009. That said, the field of IPE builds 
of course on the political economy literature and on works from Karl Marx, Adam Smith, and others. 

18 Strange 1994, 195. See also: Stoddard 2012a, 2.
19 Hughes and Lipscy 2013.
20 Hancock and Vivoda 2014.
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and do not see it as a separate field that is following its own progression, nor as a 
topic that belongs to a broader natural resource debate. What is more, their future 
research options for energy cover a range of issues, but the politics of security is 
not one of them. Instead, they argue for a move away from the focus on oil to other 
energy resources and issue areas like renewables, biofuel, electricity and sovereign 
wealth funds. That they feel the need to mention such basics is shocking; and again is 
something that can be traced to the lack of integration of energy studies into IPE and 
IR (and their desire to be a part of that).

Last, a brief reflection on methodology and methods in this thesis. The scope 
and intent of this thesis is such that there is not one theory or method(ology) that is 
appropriate for its subject. In fact, as Aradau & Huysmans argue in a recent critical 
reflection, methods inherently fixate a particular epistemological and ontological 
position.21 Choosing a method (or a theory) as a ‘neutral’ way to analyze an event is 
therefore a self-defeating exercise, because methods and methodologies are part of the 
politics of ontology (chapter 7) that help shape a particular world while they are used 
to analyze that specific world. The theoretical scope of this thesis and more precise 
the shifting ontological positions within these theories inhibit it from clearly taking 
up one theory or method over another. Many of the theories discussed in this thesis 
are not applicable positivist theories, as they do not offer in- or deductive explanatory 
schemes. Still, that does not mean that they do not offer tools to study their subjects. 
Most of the theories below make assumptions on ontology (what exists in the world) 
and epistemology (what we can know of this world) and thereby offer a way to study 
how their respective realities work. In terms of methods, it could therefore be argued 
that this thesis, in an equally loose manner, combines – but does not apply – aspects 
of deconstruction, discourse analysis, genealogy, ‘pearl-fishing’, diffractive-reading, 
disclosure, actor-network accounts and so forth. What is shared by all these methods 
is a critical stance towards ontology and, in particular, epistemology or the awareness 
that the knowledge we have of the world helps shape it. In other words, they are all, 
to some extent, performative. To repeat, this thesis does not offer the performative 
reading of energy security. In fact, in addition to the methods mentioned above, 
this thesis discusses multiple explicit performative approaches, ranging from the 
speech acts in chapter 5.4 and the performativity of Butler in chapter 7.3, to Barad’s 
interpretation of intra-action in chapter 7.5 and Foucault’s insights on power/
knowledge in chapter 8.4. For this thesis, a non-specified performative reading 
offers the openness and self-reflexivity to understand and cope with the world of 
energy security and its becoming.22 In short, building on such an openness and self-
reflexivity, this thesis strives to come to a more extensive, but nonetheless temporal 

21 Aradau and Huysmans 2014; Aradau, Huysmans, et al. 2015.
22 See also: Cooper 2013.
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understanding of the socio-material drivers behind conceptual understandings and 
practices of energy security.

1.3 overview of chapters

The chapters in this thesis are divided in three parts. Part I sets the stage by 
introducing the concept of energy security and by problematizing current approaches 
to energy security. Part II unpacks energy security theoretically to come to a deeper 
understanding of the drivers behind energy security. Finally, Part III provides two 
illustrations of an alternative performative reading of energy security. 

Part I Conceptualizing Energy Security consists of three chapters. Chapter 2 
provides a brief historical conceptualization of energy security. It traces the evolution 
of the concept in line with its expanding referent object, from a concept focused on 
security of physical supplies via economic and ecological security towards an ethical 
and energy systems understanding. Chapter 3 provides a counterpoint. In line with 
discussions on the resource nexus – that all natural resources are intimately linked on 
a biological and economic level – the assumption behind this chapter is that a similar 
historical conceptualization of food security offers novel insights for the discussion of 
energy security. Three things stand out from this comparison. First, that food security 
has witnessed a similar broadening of its referent object as energy security. Second, 
that food security is less state centric oriented as energy security. Third, that from 
a theoretical perspective food security has a strong critical tradition that is absent 
in the study of energy security. These three reflections are taken up in chapter 4, 
which discusses how the current literature approaches energy security. It discusses 
the categorization of the growth of the number of referent objects behind energy 
security, the role of geopolitical and neoliberal theoretical understandings of energy 
security and some recent theoretical developments within the field of energy security, 
including the search for underlying logics and contextualization. After concluding 
that a constant search for the perfect definition of energy security is a never-ending 
and highly normative struggle, this thesis moves on to the question what energy 
security does. 

To make this performative move and to come to an understanding of the constant 
proliferation of energy security, part II Unpacking Energy Security contains four 
chapters. Chapter 5 offers a theoretical discussion of security along a two-track 
approach that first discusses how the security literature describes security and then 
moves on to analyze what security does. Even at first glance this chapter reveals the 
emptiness of the idea of security as well as the multiple different logics behind it that 
all revolve on the will to know the future and to decide upon its undesirability. This 
chapter also offers two ways to approach a performative reading of energy security with 
its discussion of Securitization Theory and Risk. Whereas the Risk literature returns in 
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later chapters, this chapter exemplifies Securitization Theory with a brief illustration 
on the securitization of Russian gas imports by the European Commission. Following 
the discussion on security, Chapter 6 on scarcity offers a similar problematization, 
but in relation to natural resources and the markets and supply chains behind them. 
It starts by answering what scarcity is, finding four different understandings of a 
generally taken-for-granted concept, and then moves on to analyze the relativity 
of desire as a driver behind the proliferation of things to secure. It closes with a 
reflection on the self-referentiality inherent in the concept of scarcity through 
processes of normalization and structuration, which together make scarcity into an 
intractable issue. Chapter 7 on the relationship between materiality and knowledge 
tries to come to terms with the social understandings of security and scarcity in 
relation to the geology and socio-technical infrastructure that underpins energy 
systems. This chapter, first, analyses the linguistic arguments and the performativity 
of concepts, and then continues by introducing new materialist understandings of 
the role of matter within such a performative epistemological understanding. Matter 
here becomes both an impediment (technical solutions to social concerns) and driver 
(technological change like the electrification of society) for security arguments 
towards energy and other fields. Nevertheless, in line with security, this chapter ends 
by highlighting the importance of knowledge gathering practices and the ethics of 
observation behind these practices, as materiality offers both the surprise of socio-
material events as well as the achievement of closure following the interpretation of 
these events. Chapter 8, the last chapter of Part II, returns to security by introducing 
the work of Michel Foucault on biopolitics. It argues for an understanding of security 
as a form of political power that is both negative and productive, in addition to seeing 
security as a way to govern freedom and the continuous circulation of goods and 
people. With his reflections on security, scarcity, knowledge & materiality, Foucault’s 
work is useful to reflect on a number of connections between the insights from the 
different chapters of Part II. 

Part III Performing Energy Security, the last part of this thesis, offers two chapters, 
each with an illustration that utilizes one or more theoretical insights from Part II, to 
reflect upon the constitution and reification of the concept of energy security as well 
as its practical consequences. Chapter 9 discusses the debate on the earthquakes that 
result from natural gas extraction in the north of the Netherlands. This illustration 
shows how the insecurity of locals conflicts with the risk assessments of national 
institutions and how the debate unconsciously reifies current understandings of 
natural gas security. Besides conflicting security logics, this chapter also highlights 
the importance and politics of knowledge practices over material events. In turn, 
chapter 10 on smart grids breaks away even more from the dominant state centric 
understandings of energy security. Counter to the illustrations of the call for energy 
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security (chapter 5.4) or the reification of energy security (chapter 9) in this case a 
traditional understanding of energy security paves the way for a new technical 
system. A Foucauldian reading of this debate shows how security concerns (related 
to supply and sustainability) are behind the reengineering of the electricity grids. In 
this modernization, however, the concept of energy security is transformed as well. 
This chapter shows how it shifts from an understanding that is centered on access and 
availability to one steered by the logic of resilience and the acceptance that sometimes 
some customers need to be cut-off from the grid (voluntary or involuntary) for the 
benefit of the overall grid. 

Finally, the conclusion will summarize some of the main findings of this thesis on 
energy security, draw out five themes and reflect on the lessons that can be learned for 
the relation between markets and security in general. 
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II.  conceptualIzIng energy 
SecurIty





The crux behind debates on energy security is that the insecurity of someone living in 
a European country differs from those living elsewhere in the world, as well as from 
those within the same country. Different geographical, temporal and environmental 
circumstances dictate different energy needs while different market and regulatory 
structures dictate the options people have to fulfil these needs. Yet despite these 
differences, almost all individuals are connected through global energy systems and 
markets of coal, oil, natural gas, uranium, wood pellets, corn, renewable technology, 
battery storage and so on. Not a single country can run from the climate effects of 
these markets nor can it be entirely independent from them. Simultaneously, energy is 
closely connected to the production, trade and consumption of other resources, while 
those same resources enable the production of energy, be they water (cooling/hydro), 
food (biofuels) or rare earth minerals (renewable technologies).1 Furthermore, these 
same energy sectors are slowly transforming from a traditional fossil fuel based system 
into a renewable electrified energy system, thereby changing the earth’s topography, 
physical infrastructures, market structures, social habits and power structures.

This complexity returns in debates on the concept of energy security. In fact, 
Hildyard, Lohmann & Sexton rightly remark that there are two things confusing in 
the concept of energy security: the concept of energy and the concept of security.2 
For Hildyard, Lohmann & Sexton both of these concepts hide many of the underlying 
socio-political and economic choices behind energy consumption and production, as 
they only implicitly touch upon the actual choice for a particular energy source or the 
decision who is in need of security. These latter choices are often foregone conclusions 
in most policy oriented energy security debates that try to secure these in the first 
place. Chapter 5 will discuss the intricacies of the security side of energy security. In 
relation to the energy side of the assemblage, a quick reflection on the meaning of the 
word already shows that a physicist’s definition of energy differs from an economic 
or a political conceptualization.3 Physicists understand energy as the work (joule (J)) 
needed to lift something over a fixed distance and they observe that energy cannot be 
created or destroyed in a closed system, but that it can only be transformed into other 
less useful types of energy (the First Law of Thermodynamics).4 This clearly contrasts 
with an economic understanding of energy as a commodity to be produced, sold and 
wasted. Let alone with a political understanding of energy as a strategic resource that 

1 Andrews-Speed et al. 2012; Beisheim 2013; Beddington 2009.
2 Hildyard, Lohmann, and Sexton 2012, 6. For a similar argument see: Bridge 2014.
3 Stern and Aronson 1984, 14–21. In their work, Stern and Aronson identify four perspectives besides a 

physicist understanding of energy. These include energy as a commodity (economics), as an ecological 
resource, as a social necessity and as a strategic material. See also Illich 2009, 13.

4 In turn, power denotes the work done per unit of time (J/s = watt (W)). In terms of the discussion on 
materiality in chapter 7, energy is an interesting phenomenon as it is neither matter, force nor social 
construction, but all of them together. 
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needs to be acquired and controlled. In this respect, Jansen & Van der Welle remark 
how it is not energy itself that is in need of securing, but useful energy: the energy that 
fits current socio-technical energy systems.5

There are multiple ways to study how security shapes and simplifies the complexity 
of energy supply chains. This part builds on two brief conceptual histories and an 
analysis to investigate the evolution in academic thought on the concept of energy 
security. Chapter 2 discusses the proliferation of the concept of energy security as 
encountered and discussed in the energy security literature. Chapter 3 provides a 
mirror to the energy security literature by providing a similar conceptual history of 
food security. While facing different market mechanisms and a different materiality, 
the theoretical debate on food security is comparable to energy security and has 
experienced a similar evolution and proliferation, except that the food security 
literature is less state centric and more critical. Chapter 4 builds on these insights 
and explores how the energy security literature deals with the proliferation of its own 
concept. In this chapter, the shift from the meaning of the concept of energy security 
to the theoretical and methodological approaches that are used to study energy 
security opens the way for a performative understanding of energy security.

5 Jansen and Van der Welle 2011, 240. For politicians and those working from a security perspective the 
referent object of energy itself (that what needs securing) is never the issue, it can be anything. See also 
chapter 5 on security and especially the section on Securitization Theory.
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