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11.  The PoliTical markeTs of a socieTy of 
unlimiTed desire

‘What lies at the bottom of the bottomless well isn’t oil, it’s logic. […]  
It will all run out but we will always find more. Some say this is not good  

for the planet, but that’s how it works, regardless. What we will forever seek,  
and forever find, is not energy but the logic of power.’1

11.1 The Tightrope walker

At one moment in his book, Achterhuis describes the world we live in with the 
metaphor of a tightrope walker. He depicts a world wherein our current society acts 
as an agent who is constantly collecting goods, yet needs to keep moving to stay 
upright. With each good that the agent picks up he becomes heavier and more packed, 
forcing him to speed up to keep his balance and able to move to the next good. Always 
forwards at increasing speeds, never able to look back and reflect on what he carries 
or leaves in his wake.2 Achterhuis uses this metaphor to criticize the insatiable 
desire of relative scarcity that lies behind modern resource use and the consequential 
imbalance that this creates with local and planetary environmental boundaries. The 
desire for more and the fear of falling (behind) are two core elements that shape the 
politics of energy security. Neither of them are reflected upon within the literature 
and policy work on energy security. Perhaps because there is no need, for who does 
not know what is desired and what is feared when discussing energy security? Who 
would object to the shared concern that energy needs to be secured and who does 
not agree that all humans are entitled to a shared minimum energy consumption? 
Yet, even the brief personal reflection that opened this thesis indicates that there is 
not one energy security, but that what is secured or desired differs across time, space 
and purse.

Simultaneously, the academic literature is having trouble defining energy security 
nor is it able to explain the constant proliferation of energy security that finds its 
origin in the association between energy and security.3 Where the current literature 
tries to get to the heart of what energy security is, this thesis aimed to unpack the 
concept of energy security by discussing its performative practices. It approached 
these practices from multiple angles, disciplines and theories in order to come to an 
understanding of what energy security does. In other words, to open the intuitive 
common sense behind energy security to an actual discussion of its underlying 

1 Huber and Mills 2006, xix.
2 Achterhuis 1988, 106–107. 
3 Hildyard, Lohmann, and Sexton 2012; Bridge 2014.
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processes. In doing so, this thesis does not argue that the approach it offers is better 
than the current literature and policy work on energy security – it goes against its 
performative approach to even claim such a position. Instead, what this thesis offers 
are alternative ways of thinking and questioning the phenomenon of energy security. 
It offers alternatives that move away from the primary concerns within energy security 
and its self-reinforcing logics, to its use and the practices that shape it. In other words, 
the value of a performative approach lies in the interruption of many ontological and 
epistemological a priori assumptions that characterize current studies on energy 
security, in addition to a reflection on its effects or how it is used instrumentally to 
govern life. As Der Derian argues: 

A [performative] response is not, then for all its purported relativism, 
axiomatically apolitical or amoral: It is in fact an attempt to understand — 
without resort to external authorities or transcendental values — why one 
moral or political system attains a higher status and exercises more influence 
than another at a particular historical moment.4

The three parts of this thesis together introduce this performative approach to the 
concept of energy security. Not by offering a theory, method or specific performative 
reading, but via a broad performative mode of reasoning that is open to multiple 
theories and methods. In doing so, it problematizes current understandings of 
energy security in Part I, discusses its underlying practices in Part II, and offers two 
illustrations that showcase the potential of such an approach in Part III.

What results is an understanding of energy security that is both (re)produced 
and productive. Among others, it is produced by the theories and observations that 
claim to observe it. It is produced by the ontological politics of security that try to 
imagine, define and control surprising events and undesired futures. It is produced by 
individuals who use both descriptive and proscriptive elements in their definitions. 
It is produced through policies of diversification, contract law or price fluctuations 
on energy markets. It is produced in the construction of new back-up capacity, the 
installation of reverse-flow techniques and the overhaul of an energy infrastructure. 
In short, energy security is continuously produced and reproduced with each iterative 
use of the concept and its practices. These practices are inherently fragile and always 
open to resistance and change. Energy security proliferates, not because it cannot be 
defined, but because its usage changes constantly. Simultaneously, energy security 
is productive. It reifies concerns of absolute scarcity and the neorealist geopolitical 
concerns that come with this. It reifies inherent assumptions on passive consumers 
that justify a further governing of them. It produces an environment that favors a 

4 Der Derian 2009, 193 [emphasis in original].
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security of abundance (see below) and thereby excludes those who cannot compete at 
that level. It reproduces a technical and capital-intensive mode of reasoning to solve 
fundamental social problems. Most importantly, it conserves current ways of life, 
even if it has to change itself to make that happen.

Counterintuitively, by studying the practices that shape energy security and the 
consequences that result from it, the result of this search for a fuller understanding 
of energy security is a new understanding of what energy security is. What emerges 
from this thesis is a multiplicity of energy security. A multiplicity as energy security is, 
simultaneously, energy insecurity, a speech act with strong normative consequences, a 
risk calculation, a discourse that structures thought, a localized node within a network 
of actor-networks, a materialdiscursive phenomenon based on an agential cut, a set 
of relations with strategic intent, and a way to govern the present by conducting the 
conduct of humans in their relationship with things. It is all of these in addition to 
the more traditional understandings of security of supply and the security of energy 
systems, resources, services and so on, that together bring energy security into being as 
a distinct desirable reality. Trying to define energy security/insecurity more narrowly 
is therefore not just a discussion about power; it is the exercise of a form of power. 
With this in mind, it can be concluded that even though the proliferation of energy 
security definitions is driven by demands for a more emancipated, complete and 
truthful definition, the totalization behind the search for this perfectly emancipated 
definition continuously hides the multiplicity of energy security.

11.2 core Themes

The metaphor of a tightrope walker captures a number of other insights that have been 
discussed in this thesis as well. First, the balancing act itself does not just refer to the 
relation between environmental boundaries and unlimited desires, but also illustrates 
the constant balancing between (energy) security and (energy) insecurity, between 
scarcity and abundance, between materiality and language, between construction 
and deconstruction, between the freedom to choose and the governing of those who 
choose wrongly. Second, the relentless forward movement not only refers to the 
unlimited desire for goods, but also to the desire for knowledge. Often considered 
to be progress, for energy systems this form of knowledge is limited to a particular 
mode of thought – a capitalist driven search for more data and better technology – 
that is unable to reflect on its own practices and therefore unable to think society 
differently.5 Third, the agent is also of interest. For who or what is the agent balancing 
on the tightrope? Society? Which society? The moment the black box of society is 
opened, the multitude and constantly shifting sets of relations between humans, 

5 See Byrne and Toly 2006.
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animals, technology, economy, nature and so forth that shape it come forward, only 
to be differentiated by the distinctions of the observer, irrespective whether scholars 
observe the agent or the agent observes its environment. 

Looking back, the challenge merited by this thesis is not that it offers a black box, 
but that it is anything but a black box. In unpacking the underlying practices behind 
energy security, what have been discussed are the basic epistemology and ontology 
assumptions within social theory. To argue for a systemization of these many insights 
would counteract the approach followed here. Nevertheless, there are five themes that 
constantly return across the chapters in this thesis. These themes of performativity, 
relationality, knowledge, ethics and resistance are closely related and they deserve 
further study in relation to energy (security), natural resources and broader socio-
technical systems. 

A first theme – inherent to the approach chosen for this thesis – is performativity: 
the enactment or becoming of “things” whether as phenomena, knowledge, discourse, 
concepts, objects, networks or controversies. It describes the move by which 
thoughts and observations become shared knowledge and subsequently manifest via 
codification, materialization and other non-discursive practices. While only explicitly 
discussed in the chapter on materiality, performativity returns in all chapters. It 
returned in the chapter on energy security when discussing the logics behind energy 
security. In relation to security, it relates to its productive nature, as discussed in both 
theories on security (speech acts) and risk (governing). Performativity returned in 
the discussions on scarcity where both scarcification and relative scarcity adhere to 
it explicitly, as explained with Luhmann’s work on the self-reproduction of the latter 
(although of course all four categories are performed, even in this thesis). In turn, the 
work of Foucault on materialization of power and non-discursive acts actually inspired 
Butler to write about performativity and define it as the ‘process of materialization 
that stabilizes over time to produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface we 
call matter.’6 As a process, it builds upon an iterative process of enactment, and 
because it is an iterative process, it is inherently open to failure and change. Contra 
Butler, who takes performativity as the process through which discourse creates its 
effects, scholars working under the new materialist header take a broader perspective 
on performativity by including the independent folding and shifting relationships 
of things as well. Performativity, in this sense, is the coming together of ‘men in 
their relationship with things’ in their continuing use.7 In short, a performative 
perspective forces observers to look for the iterative and repetitive folding and closure 
of taken for granted notions to find the controversies and exclusionary practices 
hidden within them. 

6 Butler 1993, 9 [emphasis in original].
7 Foucault 2007, 96.
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A second core theme is relationality. An alternative description of performativity 
could very well be the materialization of potentiality through localized relationships 
with strategic intent. This returns in discussions on security, where threats, risk 
and other insecurities are described as contextually relative, to different people in 
particular times at particular places, and therefore never total, as there is always more 
to secure. Scarcity follows a similar logic, as both the interaction between scarcity 
and abundance and the self-reinforcing logic of relative scarcity, through mimetic 
contagion and the social limits to growth, offer another on-going relationality that 
constantly moves forward. Obviously, the chapter on materiality discussed relational 
ontologies as the only way to understand change and durability. With a focus on the 
constant breaking and securing of relations between nodes in a network or between 
the internal and external relations of an object, such an ontology focusses on the 
work that is needed to relate and associate different things together – and their 
inherent potential to failure and change. Lastly, the chapter on power described the 
relationality of the milieu – filled with men, things, discourse, morality, etc. – as the 
medium and instrument of governmentality. The illustration of the natural gas debate 
in Groningen discussed how the gas field and its earthquakes are geographically 
localized and yet at the same time relate to European and international gas markets 
through its infrastructure, policy papers, economic markets and legal contracts. 

The third is knowledge. Its gathering, analysis and problematization. Security 
builds on a constant search for knowledge of the future and the decision on whether 
futures are to be feared or desired, with the help of a range of techniques that include 
imagination, calculation and performances. In fact, security is argued to be non-
material as it deals with events that have not yet happened. Scarcity in turn deals with 
knowledge of the flow and circulation of natural resources, the reserves, production 
and consumption levels, spills and losses along the supply chains, etc. Materiality, 
whether seen as artefacts or through the power/knowledge nexus of Foucault, is 
intimately related to knowledge through practices of observation of things and with 
things, through the materialization of knowledge, or through the knowledge over 
populations and the milieu with biopower. The illustrations in chapter 9 and 10 
detail the importance of knowledge, its politics (measuring gas-induced earthquakes) 
and materialization (construction of smart grids). Together with chapter 7, these 
chapters also indicate how closely an ontological politics (on what exist) relates to an 
epistemological politics (over ways of knowing). 

In hindsight, it is knowledge, and the politics around it, that is so paradoxical for 
a critical and performative understanding of energy security. On the one hand, the 
search for knowledge by the “traditional” literature is argued to be blind for its own 
performative effects. Yet, on the other hand, those same knowledge practices are the 
object of study for performative approaches. Meaning that a performative approach 
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cannot do without the more traditional studies on energy security. A performative 
approach, in a sense, is just as empty as security. It needs positivist knowledge to make 
its claims. More important, it will always find something to criticize in these positivist 
approaches because it focusses on the exclusionary practices that are inherent to any 
form of observation. 

This relates to an awareness of ethics, the fourth theme. The theme of ethics returns 
most strongly in Barad’s claim of the inseparable ontology, epistemology and ethics 
that lies at the core of a relational ontology.8 More precise, she sees ethics resulting 
from the differences that are part of the assemblage, but which are identified post-hoc 
as separate from the ethic-onto-epistemology that is our world. Similarly, security is 
highly ethical as it decides on inclusions and exclusions that come about through the 
(speech) act or practices that materialize undesired futures in the present and, at the 
same time, define the referent object, the other and the self. Furthermore, security 
builds on its urgency and dramatization logic to push for action and overrule ethical 
concerns based on epistemological grounds that are not normally accepted. Within 
scarcity, it is possible to see similar processes at work. Once people break with the idea 
that scarcity is something that derives from nature, it becomes essentially a security 
argument that defines and closes particular events and draws strong normative 
boundaries between haves and have-nots, not to mention potential third-party 
victims of the relative desires of the wealthy. For new materialism and discourse-
oriented scholars, this is also not a new argument. Where Barad argues for more 
attention to the ethics of agential observational cuts, Foucault describes how ethics 
and morality are not only discourse, but also part of the power/knowledge nexus and 
something that materializes within the sets of relations that act as the vector of power. 

A last theme, one not explicitly discussed in the chapters, is resistance. A 
consequence of the boundaries that are drawn in knowledge gathering practices, 
security decisions and speech acts, the successful folding and association of a set of 
relations or the materialization of discourse, is that something is always excluded. 
When everything stems from difference, as Bryant argues, this implies that with each 
performativity comes the option of resistance, whether as failure or willful act.9 In 
the case of energy security, from a developed country’s perspective, the circulation 
of energy supplies is governed through a political economic assemblage of energy 
(resources, infrastructure), security (bio- and geometrics, security and scarcity 
logics) and markets. This assemblage secures, on the one hand, the access to and 
production of energy (e.g. an energy intensive lifestyle with both its environmental 
consequences and comfort and health benefits), and on the other hand, the flow and 
circulation of energy according to its respective mobile norms (e.g. the smart grid 

8 Barad 2007.
9 De Goede 2012.

334



11

The PoliTical markeTs of a socieTy of unlimiTed desire

example). Simultaneously, these forms of governing are constantly resisted. Chapter 
6 on scarcity discussed the structural violence of relative scarcity and the effects of 
the current consumption system on third parties. In terms of actual resistance, the 
chapter on food security highlighted the clear counter discourse and practices of the 
food sovereignty approach, just as the smart grid illustration showed how the energy 
security debates are strongly influenced by the move to a decentralized and renewable 
electricity system as a counter to the current centralized fossil fuel system. Likewise, 
although on a sub-national level, the natural gas illustration focused on the resistance 
and securitization of the locals to official sedimented gas extraction practices. 

The easiest way to capture the close connections between these five themes 
is to square them under the header of politics. Especially, as politics takes such a 
prominent position throughout this thesis, ranging from discussions on the politics 
of energy security, to the distinction between politics of security and insecurity, 
the shifts in Securitization Theory (from the non-political via the political to the 
extraordinary), knowledge politics, ontic politics and biopolitics. All of these touch 
upon different forms of politics. To be clear, politics here relates to the techniques 
and distinctions that enable or close the political: the space of contestation where 
debate takes place.10 Choosing one over the other, arguing that security is a subset 
of biopolitics or that knowledge politics is a prerequisite for ontological politics is an 
observer distinction (and thus a politics on its own) that misses what this multiplicity 
with its range of insights adds. While a politics of knowledge inherently bequests a 
politics of ontology, as being will always depend on knowing, the discussion on new 
materialism shows how these epistemological choices are made in contexts that are 
not ontological neutral, but always have a preference for a focus on language, society, 
relations, networks, or – yes – politics. The five themes and their forms of politics thus 
have in common that they play out in a space of contestation. What is more, together 
they make up the politics of energy security. 

11.3 discussion

The thesis started with a brief history of the evolution of the concept of energy security 
in the academic literature and progressively increased in abstraction level from that 
chapter onwards. Going back down the slide, there are a number of closing remarks 
in relation to the current energy security literature, potential areas of further study, 
its policy relevance and, lastly, towards the general interaction between political 
economy and security that can be made and which helps turn this parabolic thesis 
into a circulatory one.

10 Barry 2002, 270–271.
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The performative reading of energy security in this thesis offers an alternative 
understanding of energy security and with it three reflections on the manner in which 
energy is studied. Briefly, in terms of an alternative understanding this thesis offers 
a reading of energy security that approaches it ontologically as a set of relations with 
strategic intent: relations that cover both past, present and future; geology, political 
economy to culture; fear and desires; infrastructure and discourse. Epistemological, 
the response of Cherp to Sovacool, that a definition of energy security ‘takes more than 
just asking around’ is interesting in this regard, as this thesis’ performative stance 
would argue that it is exactly that – a shared relational understanding. At the same 
time, this thesis shows that energy security entails much more than a shared social 
understanding, and that it includes the work to generate these shared understandings 
as well as its effects in terms of materialization and forms of governing.11 

There are three specific insights that can be derived from this approach. The first 
entails the idea that energy security tries to capture both a politics of security and a 
politics of insecurity. It discusses both securing abundance and securitizing scarcity, 
often simultaneously. However, in the conflation of these two positions it becomes 
possible for the wealthy to secure their abundance, by dominating the discourse and 
by exercising their capital-intensive techno-politics through which this dominance 
materializes. For security scholars like Booth, this results in an ethical obligation to 
make sure that the insecurity of have-nots (structurally doing without) always precedes 
the insecurity concerns of the haves (potential disruptions).12 A second insight refers 
to the traditional neo-realist and liberalist theoretical applications. In short, these do 
not just observe energy politics, but also engage in its politics by reinforcing the very 
ideas they are claiming to observe. Most of all, this thesis points to a third insight that 
security and abundance are forever out of reach of humans, not because they cannot 
be reached but because the moment they are the focus shifts to something else. The 
proliferation of energy security definitions, the totalizing tendency of security, the 
unlimited relative desire that brings about relative scarcity, are all indications that 
the tightrope walker will keep moving forward. Of course, along the way we might 
be getting better at managing it, perhaps even for Barad’s wider “us”. However, where 
such a management remains within current logics and socio-technological systems, 
a performative understanding with its awareness of the shaping and mooring of 
these practices offers a first step to move away from the management to an actual 
transformation of these systems.

In terms of future studies, two main avenues deserve further contemplation. 
First, there are many unexplored avenues in terms of a fuller theorization of energy 
security. This thesis has opened this project by moving the energy security debate 

11 Sovacool 2011c; Cherp 2012; also Sovacool et al. 2012.
12 Booth 2007.
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beyond its realist confirmations and sometimes simple applications of Securitization 
Theory to a range of theoretical sources and inroads that is nowhere near complete. 
Energy security and theory are not enemies and much potential is still to be found by 
engaging with the works that have not been really touched in this thesis, among which, 
the work of Deleuze & Guattari, Wittgenstein, Habermas or an updated reading of 
Marx. Also needed are further reflections on the relationship between energy security 
and ethics. Not to mention a proper comparative analysis of the security discourses 
of natural resources in general.

Second, in addition to a more theoretical reflection, a direct follow-up to the 
performative approach taken here would be to build on the illustrations of this thesis 
and provide for a number of actual case studies that study how energy security is 
made and how it affects society in doing so. This would enable a deeper understanding 
of specific performative practices and it would fine-tune the theories from where 
these performative readings originate. To continue where the illustrations stopped, 
by analyzing the relationality of energy security at the intersection of knowledge 
practices, security claims and materialization on both local and international levels. 
For example by studying the performativity of the IEA as a knowledge broker. In 
doing so, the field of energy security (and the other natural resources) will itself 
contribute to the CSS and new materialist literature, as it offers an interesting field at 
the crossing between security and political markets, especially with a focus on goods 
and resources that support most of the Western way of life. 

Turning to policy relevance, there are two observations that can be drawn from 
this thesis. First, trying to convince policy makers that what they do is performative 
does not make much sense, because telling them that how they approach and define 
energy security is shaping the reality of energy is self-evident as that is the goal of 
policymaking. A performative reading also does not help them with this, as it does 
not provide for projections or blueprints. What it offers instead is a deeper and self-
reflexive understanding on their position in the overall relationality, based on which 
it becomes possible to argue for an ethical and normative awareness of energy security 
that extends beyond the self, a particular political economy or sociotechnical system. 
The argument of Patterson is worth keeping in mind here; that what people really 
want to secure are not the current production and transmission infrastructures, but 
the services that energy enables them to enjoy.13 Second, besides a reflection on the 
role and effects of security claims in policy debates, this thesis calls for a more acute 
awareness to the core positions and assumptions within the debates on future energy 
systems. In particular, how the primary assumptions of neo-Malthusians, Ricardians 
and Distributionists are irreducible and follow from their radically different ideas 

13 Patterson 2008.
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about men, markets, nature, limits and technological innovation. Just as geopolitics 
and environmentalists will never completely trust the quick techno-fixes of engineers 
and neoclassic economists, so Distributionists will always argue for the importance 
of social and legal access to natural resources. Instead of spending their energy on 
convincing each other of the only right position (with or without the help of energy 
security claims), they could also spend it on the continuing search for acceptable 
compromises. 

This thesis started by briefly touching upon the role that security plays within 
political economy and then turned towards energy security for a closer look at this 
interaction. The energy security analysis in turn brought out the need to unpack both 
security and scarcity theoretically. While not the core project of this thesis, there are 
five insights in these chapters that are worth closing with. From the security side of 
this relation three things stand out. First, security is frequently considered a political 
rationality that is superimposed on energy and food debates. As such, it is argued that 
security is an unnecessary complication that more often than not, further complicates 
rather than acknowledges the proper distribution of natural resources.14 However, 
this thesis shows that security is productive as well. Second, while productive, security 
arguments are often conservative and through technologies and artefacts often lock-in 
existing practices, systems and vested interests (material, financial and intellectual) 
and thereby hinder potential socially desired transformations. Third, both security 
and neoliberal markets share that failure is almost never cause to question the initial 
practice itself, only that people should do better next time. 

From the market side, the relation is further complicated by two additional 
insights. First, markets thrive on uncertainty. They profit from fear and are inherently 
driven to reinforce security concerns in order to offer (newer, better, more efficient) 
counter-measures. Simultaneously, markets offer a form of uncertainty themselves 
that security practices find hard to tackle because the early physiocrats already argued 
that this uncertainty cannot be known and therefore should be left alone. Nevertheless, 
the uncertainty whether markets provide for long-term social beneficial investments 
and the unacceptability of a potential failure of ‘too big to fail’ industries is often 
cause for policy and security to intervene in these markets regardless. Secondly, one of 
the strongest security arguments concerning economic markets is scarcity. However, 
scarcity is not something markets solve, but something they disperse over time and 
across space. Markets need the discrepancies between scarcity/abundance and poor/
wealthy to work, and as such pure markets have no incentive nor the ability to counter 
(the logic of) scarcity as such. 

14 See for example Fischhendler and Nathan 2014, 160.
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These intra-actions between security and markets return repeatedly in the 
proliferation of energy security, but only become visible when one takes a performative 
stance and focusses on what energy security does instead of what it is. Only after 
seeing energy security as an instrument of governance at the intersection between 
security logics and energy markets is it possible to study its effects. By unpacking the 
underlying drivers of energy security, what emerges is an image of a tightrope walker’s 
unrelenting but constantly adjusting drive forwards, as its unlimited relative desires 
initiate a never-ending form of relative scarcity and, consequentially, an infinite series 
of undesired futures with the equally limitless desire to secure them. Thereby further 
reinforcing its desire to move forward at ever-increasing speeds, unable to look back at 
the material world and the exclusions and waste it leaves in its wake. That is, until the 
assemblages of the socio-material world object. Which they constantly do, but which 
only reinforces the walker’s need for new interpretations and a desire to order the 
assemblages where it is part of. Consequently, from a performative perspective, there 
is always a need to keep questioning these interpretations and study the processes by 
which they are produced, the exclusions they hide and the effects they produce. In 
other words, their politics.
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