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1. Introduction 

Rare is the occasion when a topic is equally fashionable academically and politically. Lawyers, 

managers, auditors, bankers, brokers, economists, geographers, geologists, engineers, journalists and 

physicians speak of energy security with the same confidence as generals, development workers, 

politicians, defence analysts, human rights campaigners, strategy planners, or environmental activists. 

University departments already receive scores of research proposals from doctoral candidates on the 

topic, while energy security is on top of the agenda of states, international organisations and NGOs 

alike.
1
 Such effervescence signals the topicality and magnitude of this issue, yet energy security 

remains inauspicious for security theory. Abundant analyses of energy geopolitics or pipeline politics 

focused either on particular policies, or on particular geographical and political contexts stand in stark 

contrast to the very few attempts to make sense of energy security conceptually, to answer the essential 

question ‘in what sense is energy a security issue’? This silence is significant because it seems to 

suggest that the link between energy and security is obvious and unproblematic. How can this be 

explained, especially if we compare energy with topics such as the environment, health, HIV/AIDS, or 

migration? Even if at times only to reject their inclusion on the security agenda or to refute their 

significance, these topics have been under constant conceptual scrutiny. Paradoxically, it is the very 

proliferation of energy security discourses that has on the one hand established the legitimate 

association of energy and security, and on the other, has prevented a closer conceptual and normative 

attention to energy security. 

                                                 
1
 An internet search produces predictable links to business organisations, such as the Institute for 21

st
 Century 

Energy (www.energyxxi.org), or the Energy Security Council (www.energysecuritycouncil.org), but also to the 

London Business School Energy Club (www.londonenergyclub.org.uk) and The Collegiate Energy Association 

(www.collegeenergy.org). The topic is covered in two dedicated journals – Energy Security 

(www.iags.org/es.html) and Journal of Energy Security (http://www.ensec.org), plus the more general Energy 

Policy (www.elsevier.com/locate/enpol) – as well as in the pages of mainstream newspapers such as The 

Financial Times, which published an ‘ask the expert’ Q&A on energy security (Noël 2008b). 
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What transpires from the majority of these analyses is that there simply is no need to debate 

what energy security is, because we can take for granted both that energy is a security issue, and what 

security is.
2
 Energy security analyses appear to have normalised a (mostly implicit) meaning of 

security, to the effect that we do not need to define it anymore. This may be due to the fact that a 

particular understanding of security tends to ‘arrest’ issues that fall under its scope: for example, the 

logic of inter-state competition automatically arrests energy because energy politics shows elements of 

inter-state competition. Conversely, it could be that energy demands a particular security logic: for 

example, the evident multi-dimensionality of the energy domain invites a sectoral understanding of 

security. The question that stands out from this perspective is therefore: how do security and energy 

arrest, modulate and or even highjack each other? What security logics are taken for granted in which 

energy contexts, and how is energy represented in particular security contexts? 

Given past debates regarding for example environmental security or migration, it would make 

little sense to ask if energy is ‘really’ a security issue: even a cursory survey shows that domain of 

energy is already saturated with the language of security. Despite public signals of concern regarding 

the meaningfulness of the term ‘energy security’ (Mallaby, 2006), and some scepticism regarding its 

usefulness (Clawson, 1998), political and academic discourses remain abundant with references to 

energy security, war, threats, geopolitics, risks and vulnerability. A more productive strategy is to 

investigate the parameters of the security framing of energy. This is because the convergence of energy 

and security is far from uniform, not only in what concerns the policy frameworks for the pursuit of 

energy security (CIEP, 2004; Correljé and van der Linde, 2006), but more fundamentally, in the very 

meaning and logic of security that structures representations of energy security. The central argument of 

this article is that energy has been securitized according to different logics of security in different (and 

sometimes in the same) contexts. In the formulations of national and institutional actors, think tanks and 

academic outputs, it is possible to discern a logic of war, a logic of subsistence, and a logic of ‘total’ 

security. These logics are simultaneously present in policy documents as well as academic and business 

analyses, and their coexistence is marked by a perpetual politics that organises them hierarchically. 

This observation is theoretically very potent, for two reasons. First, it suggests that the domain 

of energy produces mutations in the logic of security. There may be, in other words, something peculiar 

about energy that accounts for the multiple clusterings of securitizing actors, referent objects and policy 

vectors, as well as for the multiple patterns of causality, sectoral segregation and integration. Second, 

differential energy securitization suggests a multiplication of the concept of security itself, not just the 

multiplication and transformation of threats, or the subjects and objects of security policy. To argue that 

categories and practices of energy security cluster contextually according to different logics of security 

is therefore to subscribe to the argument that security is produced as a meaningful category by situated 

actors in particular contexts. An argument which has gained increasing theoretical purchase recently, 

this is a call for conceptual and contextual multiplicity which challenges both traditional security 

                                                 
2
 For example, in a general reference text, the attached glossary provides a definition for ‘futures market’, but does 

not define security (Kohl, 2004). 
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studies and securitization theory (Balzacq, 2005; Ciută, 2009; Doty, 1998/9; Fierke, 1997; Hansen, 

2000; McDonald, 2008; McSweeney, 1999). 

While more traditional studies of ‘oil geopolitics’ and its variants can be useful in illustrating 

the logic of interaction that structures the behaviour of particular actors, securitization theory can cast 

some light on the combinations of securitizing actors that have put energy on the security agenda, as 

well as the linkages between referent objects, existential threats, target audiences, and the policies 

designed to secure energy.
3
 Yet key to understanding the significance of the emerging logics of energy 

security is to note that they are the result of different configurations and modulations of energy and 

security: the two categories not only take different meanings in each of these logics but also, their 

interaction produces distinct vocabularies, normative consequences and policy implications. This is 

precisely what either securitization theory or ‘geopolitical’ approaches cannot offer, essentially because 

both have fixed definitions of security, and as a consequence, afford only a limited understanding of the 

mutual effects of security and energy on each other. 

The first step of this argument is to survey the debates surrounding energy security. This is not 

in order to produce an exhaustive cartography of energy security hotspots or anticipate future 

implications of pipeline politics, but to point out the political constructs and hierarchies, as well as the 

varied understandings of international politics ‘resident’ in all discussions of energy security. In the 

second stage, I will discuss the three logics of energy security – war, subsistence, total – with particular 

emphasis on the reciprocal modulations of energy and security, and the vocabularies they generate. 

Together, these two sections will illustrate the inherent ambiguity of energy security constructs. While 

this ambiguity is productive in that it enables a perpetual politics of energy security, it simultaneously 

obscures this politics, and legitimates the dominance of public discourses of energy ‘geopolitics’. 

This is where the paradoxical absence of conceptual debate on energy security returns with a 

different challenge, which is addressed in the final part of the paper. How can an axiomatic 

understanding of security coexist with the multiplicity of energy security logics? Is this proof that we 

have now embraced both the multiplicity, and the constructedness of security concepts, so their 

coexistence and interchangeability does not surprise or anguish us anymore? In this sense, the puzzle of 

energy security can be symptomatic of the spillover of theoretical debates concerning the broadening of 

security into the space of security policy – an effect thought at once inevitable and undesirable by the 

critics of the broad security agenda (Walt, 1991). At its most dramatic and intense, this effect could be a 

sign – comical or calamitous – of the banalisation of security. If indeed energy security is, as a 

practitioner put it, ‘an empty concept’ (Clawson, 1998:1), does this mean that security itself is ‘nothing 

more than a hollow reference’ (Albert, 2000: 77)? The argument of this article is that although 

apparently ‘banal’, energy security prompts renewed attention to liminality and contextuality of 

‘security’ as a category of theory and practice. 

 

                                                 
3
 The key texts are Wæver, 1995, 1996; Buzan et al., 1998. 
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2. A Short Story on ‘Energy Security’ 

 The story typically told on energy security is relatively straightforward. A general trend of 

increasing energy consumption coexists with the contradictory trend of decreasing energy reserves 

(notably oil). In the broadest sense, energy security is an ‘umbrella term that covers many concerns 

linking energy, economic growth and political power’ (WEF, 2006a: 9). However, most of the literature 

follows narrower definitions of energy security as ‘reliable and adequate supply of energy at reasonable 

prices’ (Bielecki, 2002: 237), or as ‘securing adequate energy supplies at reasonable and stable prices in 

order to sustain economic performance and growth’ (APERC, 2003: 4). In this context, energy 

insecurity is the product of the contradiction between (potentially) increasing consumption and 

(potentially) decreasing availability, and acquires policy salience at the intersection of three dimensions 

connected by multiple and multidirectional links: growth, sustenance, and the environment. An 

enormous literature tells this story, with different relative mixes of the three dimensions, different 

perspectives (local, national, regional or global) or different issues as their main focus. 

What strikes immediately any reader of this literature is its terminological profusion and 

ambiguity. Energy security clearly means many different things to different authors and actors, and at 

times to the same author or actor. A comprehensive enumeration of all the meanings associated with 

energy security in policy and academic documents would take considerable space, and would not be 

significant in itself. It is not surprising that lay actors use very loosely academic concepts such as 

‘security’. It is also not uncommon to find that the meaning of these concepts mutates, multiplies, or 

remains perpetually indefinite, yet they still retain explanatory and practical purchase in the context 

where they operate. Diversity is analytically significant because it points out the lack of precise 

categorical and political boundaries that delineate energy security, and the fact that this ambiguity is 

often deliberately reproduced. Frequent terminological substitutions – for example oil instead of energy, 

geopolitics instead of security – undermine the attempt to construct precise boundaries around energy 

security, and also reflect latent conceptual and political standpoints that structure this topic 

clandestinely. As a consequence, the meaning of energy security is only seldom derived from the 

definitions provided above. Major pieces of legislation focused on energy security fail to provide any 

definition
4
, as do even many interventions purposely dedicated to answering the question ‘What does 

energy security mean?’ (Egenhofer et al. 2006; Gallis, 2006; Luft, 2007; Mallaby, 2006; Noël, 2008b; 

Shell USA, 2008a, b; Yergin, 2006b). Instead, energy security acquires meaning through a series of 

choices made by authors and actors in a variety of areas where the linkage between growth, sustenance 

and the environment is played out to produce the ‘securityness’ of energy security, to paraphrase Ole 

Wæver. 

To explicate this, attention must be drawn to several nodal points in the literature on energy 

security. These are points of debate between different perspectives on energy and security. They reflect 

                                                 
4
 For example, neither the 1362 pages long US Food and Energy Security Act of 2007, nor the US Energy 

Independence and Security Act of 2007 at a mere 218 pages, provide any definitions of energy security. 
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categorical controversies: for example, which segments of the energy sector (oil, gas, or nuclear power; 

reserves or infrastructure; production or distribution) should be included in energy security? They also 

reflect political and normative disputes regarding the ‘essence’ of international politics, the hierarchy of 

the three central themes and the policies that can or should be implemented in pursuit of energy 

security. 
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Table 1 

NODE KEY DEBATE STORY 

 

Oil (gas) 

In the vast majority of cases, ‘energy security’ refers to access to 

cheap and dependable sources of oil – and only more recently, gas. 

 

 

1.  Focus Energy ‘sector’ A comprehensive understanding of energy includes oil, gas, coal, 

and nuclear power; resource availability, extraction, distribution; 

infrastructure, market functionality. 

 

Depletion 

Oil and gas are running out. Depleted resources are not replaced by 

the discovery of new deposits. 

 

 

2.  Availability 

thesis 
 

Sufficiency 

Existing resources are sufficient for the foreseeable future; new 

technologies will ensure better exploitation of existing resources, the 

discovery of new ones, and the development of alternative sources. 

 

Continuity 

The decline in natural resources is not a new occurrence, but an 

ongoing trend which is accelerating and worsening. States cope with 

this trend in a familiar way.  

 

 

3.  Historical 

trend  

Radical shift 

Demand for energy is growing at an unprecedented rate. This 

dramatic change requires new radical measures. 

States Energy must be dealt with because it affects state capacity and 

relations between states. 

 

 

4.  Context 

 
 

Global 

environment 

The continuation of existing patterns of energy production and 

consumption will exacerbate global environmental damage with 

negative consequences on growth and subsistence at all levels. 

 

Geopolitics 

Energy it is not a commodity like any other because it is vital for 

state survival and can be used to hurt other states, and therefore 

clearly transcends the economic sector.  

 

 

 

5.  Framework  

Economics 

Economics is the most adequate frame of reference; its politicisation 

leads to sub-optimal solutions in all areas and worsens scarcity. 

Resource  

nationalism 

Scarcity induces resource nationalism. This confirms the 

unavoidable political dimension of energy security. 

 

 

6.  Economic 

logic 
Market  

liberalism 

Resource scarcity is produced by market failure. Properly 

functioning energy markets make interdependence manageable and 

attenuate scarcity. 

 

Confrontation 

Resource scarcity will lead to and intensify conflicts for the control 

of energy sources, transportation corridors and infrastructures.  

 

 

7.  Outcome  

Cooperation 

Energy problems require cooperative solutions for the management 

of existing resources, discovery of new resources, and development 

of alternative forms of energy. 

 

Independence 

Disruption of energy supply can cause significant economic, political 

and security vulnerabilities. Energy independence is the only way to 

avoid such vulnerabilities. 

 

 

8.  Optimal 

solution  

Interdependence 

Energy independence is impossible. Interdependence is the 

underlying condition of the energy sector: producer-producer, 

consumer-producer, and consumer-consumer. 

 

Naturally, the table simplifies this complex literature, because on the one hand not all 

combinations are possible, and on the other, there are many instances where political and analytical 

perspectives bridge between options that appear exclusive in the table – as illustrated for example by 

the argument that energy security has both economic and geopolitical dimensions (Monaghan, 2005: 2; 

also Erler, 2007; Lieber, 1992). 

Yet the most striking result of this survey is how little it actually tells us about energy security 

itself, as a sui generis category of politics and analysis. We can see that energy modulates security into 
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an ineluctably liminal category which reflects the constant and multifaceted interaction between the 

domestic and the international. But the apparently straightforward definition of energy security is 

constantly disintegrated and reconstituted in alternative forms that occupy only particular niches (e.g. 

security of supply, oil security), and in particular scales that render different geographies of security: 

global or national, and resource-rich or resource-barren. Thus, the initial definition of energy security as 

‘reliable and adequate supply of energy at reasonable prices’ can lead to significantly different policy 

alternatives – for example focused on global markets, national sufficiency or control of supply – and is 

shaped by different assumptions concerning the logics of international politics or global trade. At the 

same time however, different takes on energy can often be similar in their understanding of security, 

which suggests that energy either demands, or is modulated by resident, almost subliminal concepts of 

security. For example, the relationship between energy security and resource nationalism is the product 

of a particular definition of security – statist, survivalist, exclusionary – that needs not be explained, 

because resource nationalism is a contextual derivative of a certain understanding of anarchy: 

conflictual, non-cooperative, and dangerous. 

The point, however, is not to dismiss particular ways of framing energy security as 

conceptually inaccurate or politically fuzzy. Energy security poses a different kind of challenge to 

security theory. The multiple, ambiguous and contradictory formulations of energy security highlight in 

the most dramatic fashion the problematic relationship between the theory and practice of security, 

calling into question both their separation, and the usually assumed primacy of theoretical constructs 

over colloquial usage (Ciută, 2009). Asking policy-makers to use the ‘right’ concept is both impractical 

and pointless, because as will be demonstrated below its actors and authors already use ‘concepts’ of 

energy security in some form – often imported through various channels from academic vocabulary – 

and the selection of the ‘right’ concept of security is obviously a normative, rather than an analytical 

choice. The task is therefore to highlight the securitization of energy according to different logics of 

security, and to investigate the potent political and normative consequences they each produce. 

 

 

3. Energy, Geopolitics, and the Logic of War 

 Due mostly to media coverage, even casual observers will be familiar with the argument that 

energy is a security issue because it is either a cause, or an instrument of war or conflict. Two different 

strands converge in this logic of energy security. Easily discernible as the thread running through the 

recent narratives of the ‘new Cold War’, the first strand focuses on energy as an instrument used in 

conflict: energy is what states fight their current wars with. We can find in this strand arguments 

regarding the use of the ‘energy weapon’ by supplier states (Belkin, 2007: 4; Fox, 2006: 6; Lugar, 2006: 

3; Smith, 2008: 3; Winstone et al., 2007: 1; Yergin, 2006a: 75); direct substitutions which see energy as 

the ‘equivalent of nuclear weapons’ (Morse and Richard, 2002: 2); and rhetorical associations that 

establish direct policy associations, as exemplified by the one of the discussion panels at the 
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Transatlantic Conference of the NATO Summit in Bucharest, which was entitled ‘Guns and Gas’.
5
 The 

second strand comes from the literature on resource wars, defined as ‘hot conflicts triggered by a 

struggle to grab valuable resources’ (Victor 2007: 1). Energy can be represented here as a primary cause 

of conflict, with particular emphasis on the coming great power conflict over scarce energy resources 

(Hamon and Dupuy, 2008; Henderson, 2003; Klare, 2001a, 2001b, 2007, 2008a, b; Nerlich, 2008; 

Peters, 2004; Smil, 2004; Solana, 2008), as well as rather clichéd references to the ‘new Great Game’. 

Alternatively, energy can be considered a secondary cause of conflict, with special attention to the 

dynamics through which resource scarcity in general and energy scarcity in particular generate socio-

economic, political and environmental conditions such as population movements, internal strife, 

secessionism and desertification, which cause or accelerate inter-state and intra-state conflict (Homer-

Dixon, 1991, 1994, 2008; Solana, 2008; see also Dalby, 2004; Le Billon, 2004, 2007). 

What, then, can be said about this particular way of framing energy security? As is immediately 

apparent, this logic of energy security draws on a classic formulation which states that ‘a nation is 

secure to the extent to which it is not in danger of having to sacrifice core values, if it wishes to avoid 

war, and is able […] to maintain them by victory in such a war’ (Lippmann 1943: 51). The underlying 

principle of this security logic is survival: not only surviving war, but also a generalised quasi-

Darwinian logic of survival which produces wars over energy and wars with energy. At work in this 

framing of the energy domain is therefore a definition of security as ‘the absence of threat to acquired 

values’ (Wolfers 1952: 485), more recently reformulated as ‘survival in the face of existential threats’ 

(Buzan et al., 1998: 27). The defining parameters of this ‘traditional’ security logic are therefore: (1) an 

understanding of security focused on the use of force, war and conflict (Walt, 1991: 212; Freedman, 

1998: 48); and (2) a focus on states as the subjects and objects of energy security. 

This being said, it must be pointed out that this logic of energy security is not reducible to the 

traditional military sector. Its primary effect is to ‘arrest’ issues, linkages and webs of interaction 

usually not associated with war, and through this, to erase their distinctive characteristics. An 

implacable grammar of conflict thus permeates the domain of energy, abolishing the significance of 

energy qua energy. Energy security is derivative of generic patterns of international politics – often 

captured under the label ‘geopolitics’ (Aalto and Westphal, 2007: 3) – which lend the domain of energy 

a number of familiar and supposedly perennial attributes (Barnes et al., 2004; Jaffe and Manning, 1998; 

Joffé, 2008; Klare, 2008b; Finon and Locatelli, 2008; Olcott, 2004; Victor et al., 2008).
6
 The struggle 

for energy is thus subsumed to the ‘normal’ competition for power, survival, land, valuable materials or 

markets (Leverett and Noël, 2007; Mead 2007; Milov, 2006). The use of energy is a ‘normal’ strategy 

in pursuit of ‘normal’ national interests, even when these interests are to undermine the sovereignty of 

other states, which is a ‘normal’ thing to do in a geopolitical paradigm. Finally, energy becomes a 

                                                 
5
 Details at http://www.gmfus.org/bucharestconference/session_gunsandgas.html. 

6
 ‘Geopolitics’ is contested in similar manner to security, and subject to the same inflationary tendencies. The 

chapter on ‘Geopolitics of Energy’ from the Elsevier Encyclopedia of Energy (Jaffe, 2004) does not include 

‘geopolitics’ in its glossary, which defines instead ‘biomass’ and ‘monopsony’. 



Felix Ciută – Conceptual notes on energy security 

 9 

resource like any other, which matters insofar as it affects the distribution of capabilities in the 

international system – or, to use an equivalent political statement, because of the direct relationship 

between energy and ‘a country’s place in geopolitics’ (Sherr, 2007: 1). Its inevitable result is an energy 

security ‘dilemma’ (Monaghan, 2006) which can only reinforce the perceptions of supplier and 

consumer states about their need to pursue aggressive foreign policies with energy (Noël 2008a). As a 

result, a series of transpositions affect most of the issues ranked high on the energy security agenda. For 

example, in the European context the problem is not necessarily energy – or more precisely gas, to 

avoid the typical reduction performed by such accounts. The problem lies in the ‘geopolitical interests’ 

of Russia and other supplier states, whose position of strength becomes inherently threatening in the 

grammar of inter-state conflict (Burrows and Treverton, 2007; EFPI, 2006; Horseley, 2006). Energy 

security policies become entirely euphemistic: ‘avoiding energy isolation’ stands for ‘beating Russia’ 

(Baran, 2007), ‘achieving energy independence’ goes hand in hand with ‘handling the axis of oil and 

autocracy’ (Kurlantzick, 2006), while ‘securing resource flows’ stands for ‘power projection’.
7
 

As a result of the normalising effect of the ‘geopolitical’ understanding of international politics, 

the war narrative of energy security habituates a distinct vocabulary. Public documents, media reports 

and academic analyses are suffused with references to weapons, wars, battles, attack, fear, ransom, 

blackmail, dominance, superpowers, victims and losers. It is therefore unsurprising that the 

securitization of energy recalls and at times deliberately relies on the trope of the ‘new’ Cold War.
8
 Yet 

this entire lexicon of conflict does not produce a clear demarcation of energy security as a sui generis 

political and analytical topic. On the contrary, it encourages strong mutual modulations of energy and 

security which reduce and transpose the meaning of both terms. This is evident at the most fundamental 

level, structuring encyclopaedic entries (Kohl, 2004) and policy documents alike (White House, 2007), 

where energy security becomes oil security (security modulates energy into oil), which becomes oil 

geopolitics (oil modulates security into geopolitics). Once security is understood in the grammar of 

conflict, the complexity of energy is abolished. Since energy is reduced to quantified possession 

(number of oil fields, barrels of oil, or cubic metres of gas), to have energy security is to win a war 

which maximises possession.  

The effect of this modulation, in which security reduces energy to oil/gas, and oil/gas reduce 

security to geopolitics, is not confined to the habituation of the war logic of security. Equally significant 

is the hierarchy it creates between the three constitutive dimensions of energy security (growth, 

sustenance, and environment). This hierarchy reflects and at the same time embeds the dominant effect 

of the war narrative, which is the militarization of energy (Klare 2004, 2007; Russell and Moran 2008), 

                                                 
7
 US DoD (2005: 33) refers to China’s power projection to secure its oil imports, while US DoD (2008: 1) refers 

to China’s ‘developing capabilities for use in contingencies such as conflict over resources’. Neither document 

suggests the possibility of a US-China conflict over energy resources. Klare’s (2008a) bleak prediction of an 

impending conflict between the US and China contrasts therefore with the recommendations of the US-China 

commission, focused exclusively on cooperative measures (USCC, 2007: 288). 
8
 Interestingly, the vulnerability of NATO allies to the possibility that the Soviet Union might ‘turn off the gas 

tap’ during the Cold War (Nye 1982: 129) is well documented. It is striking that this vulnerability did not lead 

then to calls for the extension of NATO’s Article 5 to energy issues in the same way it did recently (Lugar, 2006). 
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an argument reminiscent of the debates surrounding the securitization of the environment (Deudney 

1990). It is course debatable whether this is a new phenomenon. Talk of oil wars or energy wars is the 

subject of prestigious conferences and conspiracy theories alike,
9
 and makes the headlines of 

newspapers around the world (Woodward 2007; Beaumont and Walters 2007; Freedman 2003). A 

significant literature has long focused on the relationship between US ‘imperialism’, oil and war 

(Jhaveri 2004).
10

 The pertinence of this argument cannot be evaluated in this short space, but it is worth 

noting that it too reduces energy to oil, and in/security to war. 

The key point is that this logic changes not only the vocabulary of energy security, but also the 

political rationality which drives its pursuit. As Victor (2008: 9) puts it, this signals ‘the arrival of 

military planning to the problem of natural resources’, and inspires ‘a logic of hardening, securing and 

protecting’ in the entire domain of energy, where energy is a weapon, security is geopolitics, and energy 

policy is war. There is, it must be underlined, some resistance to the pull of the logic of war, as attested 

for example by NATO’s insistence that its focus on energy security ‘will not trigger a classical military 

response’ (De Hoop Scheffer 2008: 2; see also NATO, 2008; Shea, 2006; and the discussion in Cornell, 

2007a, b). Yet the same NATO official claims that ‘the global competition for energy and natural 

resources will re-define the relationship between security and economics’ (De Hoop Scheffer 2008), 

which hints not only at the potential militarization of energy security policy, but also at the inevitable 

hierarchy this will create, since it seems inevitable that this re-definition will make the environmental 

dimension of energy policy only a secondary concern.
11

 If the relationship between environmental, 

sustenance and growth is structured by the militarized pursuit of energy, new geographies of insecurity 

will emerge (Campbell 2005: 952; Paillard in Luft and Paillard, 2007), organised by global 

cartographies riddled with geopolitical constructs such as the ‘pivot of energy security’ (Sherr 2007: 4) 

which are as familiar as they are politically debilitating. 

 

 

4. Energy Security and the Logic of Subsistence 

 Although the power and pull of the war logic cannot be underestimated, the definition of energy 

security as ‘reliable and adequate supply of energy at reasonable prices’ enables an alternative framing 

of energy security which starts from – and as we shall see, at the same time reproduces – different 

understandings of the categories energy and security. Key to this logic is the obvious fact that energy is 

a precondition for the subsistence and functioning of all human beings, societies, industries, armies, 

                                                 
9
 See for example the ‘conspiracy forums’ at AboveTopSecret, http://www.abovetopsecret.com (15.03.2008), or 

the abundant commentary on ‘oil wars’ at the Centre for Research on Globalisation http://www.globalresearch.ca 

(15.03.2008). 
10

 Nevertheless, others argue that US ‘international policies kept energy and military strategy on largely separate 

tracks during the 1970’ (Nau, quoted in Nye 1982: 124). Most official and semi-official documents released by the 

US administration consider energy a factor that could exacerbate conflict, rather than cause it (INSS 1999: 40). 
11

 The pull of the war logic can be glimpsed in recent EU documents, whose normally scrupulous references to 

‘the security of energy supply’ slip into ‘geopolitical security’ (EU, 2007: 18). In this context, the call for a 

European energy security treaty matching NATO’s Washington Treaty is entirely unsurprising, even if for the 

moment unheeded (Marcinkiewicz 2006). 
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economies, or businesses. Two dimensions converge towards the defining principle of this paradigm, 

subsistence: everyone needs ‘it’; and ‘it’ means different things for different actors. The logic of 

subsistence is therefore characterised by the multiplication of the actors to whom energy security is 

relevant, and by the segmentation of the ‘energy’ domain into interacting but still distinct sectors. We 

can see therefore that a different understanding of energy enables a different formulation of the meaning 

of security in this logic. 

While both the multiplication of actors, and the inherently complex and multidimensional 

nature of energy would appear to invite something close to a sectoral reading of energy security – along 

the lines drawn by Buzan et al. (1998) – the subsistence logic of energy security is distinctive in that it 

is not based on the principle of survival. The shift between the two logics is best reflected by the 

characterisation of energy security as ‘one of the main goals of public policy’ (Bielecki 2002: 235). 

Essentially, energy is a public good rather than a multiplier of state capability, and its ‘securityness’ is 

premised on the assumption that this important public good is subject to strong exogenous influences, 

rather than on the imperative of (state) survival (USCC 2008: 186). Such exogenous influences – for 

which the labels ‘risk’, ‘challenge’ or ‘threat’ are used interchangeably –  vary from market failures and 

price volatility to investment risks, network disruptions, and import dependency (Bird, 2007; Gault, 

2004; Goldthau, 2008; Kohl, 2004; Mauring and Schaer, 2006; Noël, 2008a, b, c).  If the war logic of 

security constantly modulated energy into quanta of oil/gas, the subsistence logic of energy security 

paradigm is a complexity model with interlocking segments and levels of interaction. The entire domain 

of energy security is therefore dispersed and segregated, coagulating intermittently and differently 

around different issues, political modes, areas of activity, or geographical contexts. This characteristic is 

manifest in the not only in the framing of energy, but also in the constitution of energy security actors 

and the legitimation of policy hierarchies. 

The segregation of energy is visible in three aspects: a) the type of energy resource: for 

example nuclear power, renewables or fossil fuel; b) the sectors of activity: for example extraction, 

transport, or distribution; and c) the type of actors: producers, disruptors, suppliers, ‘wardens’, 

consumers, distributors, buyers, sellers, and so on. Among these aspects, the most publicly visible is 

without a doubt the segregation and specialisation of energy security policies. As the (supposedly 

universal) definition provided above indicates, in the European context the vast majority of 

formulations focus on the security of energy supply (Erler, 2007; EU, 2000, 2006, 2007; UK T&I, 

2007). In contrast, we can encounter increasingly often different formulations which refer to the 

security of demand (Daneshkhu and Ostrovsky, 2006; El-Badri, 2008; G8, 2006; TNK-BP, 2006). 

Debates surrounding the potential participation of NATO in energy security refer most often to the 

security of energy infrastructure (Cornell, 2007b; Clarke, 2007; Gallis, 2006; Monaghan, 2008; Shea, 

2006). Corporate actors – for example in industry, banking and insurance – often focus on supply-chain 

security and its associated risks (Kain, 2007; Lightburn, 2007), and it is also possible to identify 

formulations of energy security with an almost exclusively environmental focus (UK T&I, 2007; White 
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House 2006; White House, 2008; but see comments on the latter in Cleveland and Kaufmann 2003: 

488). 

Another distinctive characteristic of the subsistence logic of energy security is the 

multiplication of participating actors, including securitization actors, referent objects, experts, policy-

makers, and domain regulators. This is unsurprising, given the stake that national governments, 

international organisations, lobby groups, NGOs, civic movements and businesses have in the domain 

of energy (hence a terminological shift which sees them as ‘stakeholders’, rather than actors). States 

remain vital actors even when not directly involved in securitization, especially through the production 

of regulative frames.
12

 Itself an effect of the complexity of energy, this multiplication of actors produces 

its own effects. The first is to reinforce the fragmentation of energy into various elements. The second 

effect of the presence of different actors with different interests is to create pushes and pulls on all 

energy security policies – although the nature of actors (Stoett 1994: 746) is not directly related to their 

policy preferences, since similar actors (e.g. governments) can pursue different policies (e.g. energy 

independence or diversification of supply), and different actors can have similar policy preferences. 

What is significant in this aspect is the relative position of power of these actors, which they use to 

securitize energy in ways that generates preferred policy outputs. This is reflected for example in 

governmental reductions of energy to oil (White House, 2007); governmental hierarchies of energy 

resources (US DoE: 4); lobbying either for (Shell USA 2008b; US CoC, 2007: 16) or against (Woolsey 

et al., 2002) oil and gas drilling in ‘off limits’ areas; or preferences for particular mixes of fossil, 

nuclear and renewables in national energy policies (Winstone et al., 2007). However, these positions 

not only indicate policy preferences, but also signal hierarchies that govern the interaction between the 

local and global (global warming versus cold homes versus human security), and the choice of broad 

political frameworks (domestic de-regulatory versus global regulatory). 

Paradoxically, while the logic of subsistence draws on the general necessity for energy by 

identifying multiple patterns of interaction and emphasising the linkages between various sectors of 

activity, it also constantly disintegrates energy into different elements, isolating where necessary 

sectorally specific dynamics, for example the impact of energy consumption patterns on the 

environment, the domestic political effects of energy shortages, or the impact of terrorist attacks on 

energy infrastructure. In concert with the proliferation of securitizing and functional actors, this 

segregation of energy produces contextual mutations in the logic of subsistence, which is continuously 

constituted as a security/political framework by the hierarchical relationship between the three 

dimensions of energy – the environment, sustenance, and growth.  

Energy security is therefore not uniformly structured by the logic of subsistence, which is 

reflected by apparently minor variations in the definition of energy security. Different actors, sectors or 

interests invest to varying degrees political, economic or environmental issues into energy security, and 

attach different policy instruments to this loose security logic. Strategies for interdependent energy 

                                                 
12

  Using the terminology of securitization theory, states are at the same time securitizing actors, audience, and 

functional actors (Buzan et al., 1998: 36). 
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diversification (Mallaby 2006; Yergin 2006a) coexist with energy nationalism (Kurlantzick, 2006; 

Padilla, 2004), and military instruments coexist with insurance policies. While the framing of energy as 

a public good introduces in the domain of energy security modes of interaction which favour and 

reward cooperation even in ‘hard’ areas such as counter-terrorism, particular policies still lend 

themselves to aggressive and even military pursuit. For example, the definition of energy security 

invites particular qualifications which depart from the leitmotifs of affordability and sustainability and 

focus on ‘the availability of energy to those who are willing to pay the market price’ (Noël 2008b, 

emphasis added). While such an understanding of energy security invites market-based solutions and is 

very circumspect of the militarization of energy, it includes the eventuality that some might not be 

willing – not to mention able – to pay market prices, and a result could (and some say, should) adopt ‘a 

confrontation strategy with the oil producers rather than agreeing to a worldwide oil price’ (Miller 

1977: 121). Similarly, defining energy security as ‘assurance of sufficient energy supplies to permit the 

national economy to function in a politically acceptable manner’ (Mason Willrich, quoted in Miller 

1977: 119; emphasis added) establishes a very visible priority of economic growth over the 

environment, encourages a national rather than global perspective, and leaves undefined the profoundly 

ethical and political issue of ‘acceptability’ and what happens when prices are deemed unacceptable. 

Even market-based solutions for the ‘security of the oil trade’ (Mitchell 2002: 265) can require military 

solutions (for example in order to ‘open the energy market’) which can at times be presented as superior 

alternatives to market solutions (see Leiby, 2007: 15-21). 

What, then, does this mean in terms of the contextual formulations of the concept of security? 

On the one hand, the fact that wind farms, cold homes, oil drilling and desertification coexist with war 

on the security agenda confirms both the irreversible broadening of the concept of security and its 

mobilizing power. Yet it would be misleading to inscribe the logic of subsistence to the neo-classical 

sectoral approach, reducing its constituent dimensions (sustenance, growth, the environment) to the 

familiar politico-military, economic, and environmental sectors. What security means is no longer to 

survive, to win wars, or to acquire quantifiable possessions through victory in conflict, and not even the 

absence of threats. All the elements of the (neo)traditional definitions of security as ‘survival in the face 

of existential threats’ – including referent objects, threats and vulnerabilities, and exceptional, usually 

military measures – mutate under the influence of the polyvalence of energy. This does not mean that 

going to war is not a policy compatible with this logic of energy security. As we have seen, this remains 

a potentiality. Rather, it means that energy security policies remain non-specific as security policies. If 

market failure is the key problem for energy security (Kendry, 2007), then the solution is the 

application of generic policies designed to improve market functionality which can be applied to many 

other areas. Similarly, if terrorist attacks against energy infrastructure are the problem, then energy 

security policy is not about energy, but about terrorism (Kohl, 2004: 205). There is little specific about 

‘hardening’ energy sector infrastructure (Hain, 2002). 

To sum up, the distinct characteristics of the subsistence logic of energy security are (a) the 

principle of subsistence replaces that of survival; (b) the segregation of energy into interlinked yet 
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distinct sectors; (c) the multiplication of actors; and (d) the indeterminate ‘pull’ towards non-specific 

energy security strategies determined by the hierarchy between the dimensions environment, growth 

and sustenance. Of these, the most important is the distinct logic of security, since one the one hand (b) 

and (c) are shared by other broad views of security, and on the other, they do not steer towards a 

particular mode of international interaction, in the same way for example the war logic steered towards 

militarization. 

 

 

5. Energy and ‘Total’ Security 

Two essential characteristics, outlined in a significant number of policy documents and 

analyses, mark the transition towards the third distinct logic of energy security: the totality and the 

reflexivity of energy.  As already anticipated by the description of the nodal points of the debates on 

energy security (Table 1) as well as by the previous logic, the totality of energy is inherent in its three 

key dimension, growth, environment, and sustenance. Put very simply, energy affects everything, 

everything affects energy, and ultimately, everything is energy (including ourselves).
13

 Frequently 

quoted in the routine descriptions of it causalities – or better said, in the description of the causes of 

insecurity – the reflexivity of energy security draws on the fact that the intersection of the three 

dimensions makes energy a security problem because of our own actions, rather than, for example, the 

actions of one or another threatening actor. To paraphrase Rasmussen, when faced with the problem of 

energy, we are facing ourselves (Rasmussen, 2001: 290). 

At first glance, to state that energy ‘pervades every aspect of life’ (Ocheltree, 2008: 1), and that 

‘oil is the lifeblood of industrial civilization’ (Cleveland and Kaufmann, 2003: 488) seems both 

obvious, and unproblematic in security terms: energy is infused with ‘securityness’ by its ubiquity and 

its ubiquitous importance. At closer investigation however, this ‘total’ view of energy has hugely 

significant consequences, both in terms of the pursuit of energy security policies, and especially in 

terms of the concept of security that it induces. In the most immediate sense, energy modulates security 

by taking it everywhere, simply because energy is everywhere. Even this simple assertion alone – 

‘security is everywhere’ – is sufficient to startle students and practitioners of security, because it 

challenges one of their most fundamental assumptions: that ‘security’ has more or less precise 

boundaries which makes it a domain reserve of specialist knowledge and practice (Bigo, xxx; Ciută, 

2009). But what precisely does it mean that security – or energy security – is ‘everywhere’? To quote 

one proponent of this view, ‘energy security needs to be extended to the safety of the whole 

infrastructure and supply chain-recognizing the vulnerabilities that come from terrorism, war, 

brigandage, and natural disasters’ (Yergin, 2006b: 1; Yergin, 2006a: 78). Stripped down to bare 

concepts, this statement effectively identifies an infinite number of threats to an ‘infinite number of 

targets’ (Kain, 2007). Energy security means the protection of everything: resources, production plants, 
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 For example, the Elsevier Encyclopedia for Energy has six volumes, almost four hundred chapters, and about 

five thousand pages. 
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transportation networks, distribution outlets and even consumption patterns; everywhere: oil fields, 

pipelines, power plants, gas stations, homes; against everything: resource depletion, global warming, 

terrorism, ‘them’ and, crucially, ourselves. Indeed, at its fullest this logic invests every single object of 

any kind with and in security, as energy goes into the very DNA of all forms of human activity. At least 

potentially, the result is a panoptic view of security which legitimates panoptic security policies, a 

prospect that is as impossible as it is morally daunting (see for example Bigo, 1998). 

It is at this point that the ‘totality’ of energy intersects and reinforces its reflexivity. Former 

NATO Supreme Allied Commander Europe General James L. Jones might have intended to emphasise 

only the totality of energy when he argued that energy is ‘a national security issue as well as an 

international and family security issue’ (Jones, 2007: 2, emphasis added), but his statement draws 

attention to the manner in which energy security has the potential to percolate down through to the most 

intimate, minute and banal aspects of our lives. Families are not only affected by energy security, but 

they also produce energy insecurity – through consumption patterns for example (Campbell, 2005) – 

and can be security providers by the same means. The multiplication of actors witnessed by the 

previous energy security logic is thus pushed to its absolute maximum, both because every single 

‘actor’ is involved in some way in energy security, and because the myriad of actual and potential 

actors acquire simultaneously all possible security roles: they are at the same time referent objects, 

subjects, threats, vectors and agents of security. Thus, the call to ‘broaden security’ becomes realised in 

paroxysmic manner. To paraphrase Dillon and Reid (2001: 58), energy security becomes 

‘omnidirectional, omnisensorial, omniversal’. 

The question is whether this understanding of energy security – reflexive, total, paroxysmic – 

reflects a distinct concept of security, and also whether there is actually anything new about it. Dillon 

and Reid’s (2001) insightful analysis of the impact of the digital revolution on security suggests for 

example that it is possible to draw useful comparisons with the total logic of energy security, derived 

primarily from the similar ‘essence’ of information and energy as ‘prime movers’ (56). ‘Totality’ is 

therefore not an attribute uniquely characteristic of energy. Likewise, reflexivity is not uniquely 

characteristic of energy security. For instance, numerous analyses have drawn attention to the similarly 

reflexive (as well as ‘total’) nature of environmental security. While this suggests that energy is not 

unique, it also points out a mutation in the structure of the concept of security. Once threats cease to be 

discernibly contoured, and the distinction between threatening actors and referent objects is blurred, the 

key parameters of the traditional and neo-traditional concepts of security are displaced. It could be 

argued that in fact the potential similarities between energy and information and/or the environment 

point out very strongly toward the emergence of a new, distinctive logic of security. 

In order to illustrate this, it is necessary to refer briefly to the burgeoning literature centred on 

the concept of risk.
14

 I am not suggesting that this literature is unified by a single concept of risk, nor 

am I advocating a replacement of the category ‘security’ by that of ‘risk’ in the analysis of energy 
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 Neither the broader literature on risk, nor its presence in Security Studies and IR can be comprehensively 

discussed here. Recent useful summaries can be found in Aradau et al. (2008) and Elbe (2008).  
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security. Indeed, there is very little attention given to energy security in the academic risk literature. 

What is essential is that this literature captures broad phenomena and dynamics which can shed light 

not only on the manner in which energy is managed at the national or global level, but also on the 

manner in which we must think about energy security as an intelligible category. 

As anticipated, the starting point is that the reflexive and total nature of the energy problematic 

portends broader patterns in contemporary societies, in particular, as Beck defines them, ‘risk societies’ 

(1992). Risk, Beck argued, is ‘a systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities induced and 

introduced by modernization itself’ (1992: 21). While Beck’s is not the only way of understanding risk, 

his is suggestive because it points directly at the key elements of the total energy security logic. Thus 

one defining characteristic of risk society is that ‘under the roof of modernization risks, perpetrator and 

victim sooner or later become identical’ (1992: 38).  Moreover, Beck notes the amalgamation ‘of agents 

and conditions, reactions and counter-reactions’ (1992: 33), an observation parallel to that concerning 

the overlap between the subjects and objects of energy security. In addition, Beck also draws attention 

to the escalating proliferation of security actors and agents (1992: 199), and in particular to the fact that 

‘the mass media and the scientific and legal professions in charge of defining risks become key social 

and political positions’ (Beck, 1992: 23; Beck, 2002; 45; also Bigo, 2004).  

Yet this is not the only frame of relevance for the category of risk. It is not unusual to come 

across perspectives on energy security policy constructed deliberately around the category of risk by 

various categories of practitioners – who ironically are very much ahead of academics on this score. 

Particularly in the insurance industry, the analysis of energy security is suffused with the vocabulary of 

risk (Kain, 2007; Kernan 2006; Lightburn, 2007; WEF, 2006b). However, the majority of these 

engagements with energy security understand risk in a different manner. If a concept can be traced in 

their formulation, it is probably closer to François Ewald’s ‘neologism of insurance’ (see Elbe, 2008: 

185-189). Perhaps unavoidably, the interests of this type of interlocutor lie neither in energy security 

itself, nor in risk itself, but rather, in the possibility of insuring this risk, no matter what security means, 

and no matter what risk means. In this sense, insurance is simply ‘a technology for managing risk’ 

(Baker and Simon, 2002: 8), rather than a policy designed to provide either energy, or security. 

Consequently, Dillon argues that the practices of the insurance industry are symptomatic of an emergent 

‘biopolitics of security’ whose ‘epistemic object’ is contingency (2008: 314; also Elbe, 2008: 189-194). 

In this reading, risk ‘operates as an assemblage of mechanisms for measuring and commodifying 

exposure to contingency’ (2008: 310). 

To reiterate, the issue here is neither identifying correctly the risks to energy security, nor 

deciding whether insurance the best way of dealing with the complex problematic of energy security. 

Rather, it is to observe the mutual modulations of energy/security, and in particular the effects this has 

on the ‘deep’ logic of security. Up to this point, we noted that the totality and reflexivity of energy are 

transferred onto security predominantly through the vector of risk. Another noticeable effect is the 

arrival of biological terminology in the vocabulary of security, where oil is synonymous with ‘blood’, 

and energy is the ‘lifeblood’ of society. But does the securitization of energy in this logic remove the 
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hierarchies that bound sustenance, the environment, and growth, mashing them up indistinguishably in 

the shape of insurance products? Does security mean something else? In Dillon’s view at least, ‘the 

subject of risk-based securities is also preoccupied with survival’ (2008: 328) – a different form of 

survival to be sure, but survival nevertheless. His conclusion is perhaps inherent in the Foucauldian-

inspired understanding that the biopolitics of security take ‘life as their referent object’ (2008: 310). 

There is however a different story to tell, one hinted at by Dillon elsewhere (Dillon and Reid, 2001). 

In order to be able to decide whether security means something else than ‘survival in the face of 

existential threats’, we must ask an even stronger question. Does security still mean anything at all, as 

the naysayers of the broad security agenda warned us, if indeed security is everywhere and in 

everything – as it must, according to the total logic of energy security? Is total energy security a banal 

kind of security? Is this the end of security, killed by its own banality – and a banal death it would be 

too, since it went unnoticed in the torrent of news about the geopolitics of oil? Emphatically, the answer 

is no. ‘Total’ energy does take security everywhere, but this does not empty security of its meaning. 

Energy hooks itself on particular meanings of security, which it then takes everywhere. The key is that, 

as I have demonstrated above, security can take different meanings. Only once this taboo of Security 

Studies is overcome, we can fully grasp the modulation of energy and security. As always, however, 

there’s some good news about this, and then there’s some bad news as well. Also as always, it is 

perhaps better to start with the bad news. 

The bad news is that, as we have seen in the war logic of energy security, energy can attach 

itself to a conflictual, militaristic, war-based understanding of security, which – due to its total and 

reflexive nature – it takes everywhere. If, as Lovins and Lovins argue, ‘threats to national security 

which are expressed through the energy system’ (2001 [1982]: 10, emphasis added), the result is as 

inevitable as it is alarming: energy security brings war to all aspects of life. To draw again on the 

analogy between energy and information, energy security assimilates ‘the principle of war […] into the 

very weft and warp of the socio-economic and cultural networks’ (Dillon and Reid, 2001: 42; 63). 

Energy security becomes the node where the Clausewitzian logic of war, the Schmittian logic of politics 

and the Darwinian logic of resource scarcity meet. The totality of energy makes war total in scope and 

paroxysmic in intensity. Put briefly, energy security comes to signify an apocalyptic confrontation over 

the source of life. From this point of view, the issue is not the banalisation of security as such, but 

rather, the banalisation of war. 

Thankfully, there is some good news as well, which is that energy can attach itself to any 

definition of security, so the neither the militarization of energy, nor the survivalist principle asserted by 

Dillon, are inevitable. An understanding of security which is not threat-driven, but instead non-

conflictual and cooperative can also be carried by energy in practically all spheres of activity. Energy is 

not, in this sense, the problem: the problem is that of formulating different concepts of security, and 

creating contexts where these could acquire legitimacy and political grip, and as a result could also, to 

use a formulation I used at the beginning of the article, ‘arrest’ additional issues, other than energy. 
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6. Conclusion: Energy Security – Total, Contextual, but not Banal 

As I have reiterated throughout this paper, the key questions raised by the securitization of 

energy concern its effects on the concept of security and on the formulation of energy security policy. 

Space does not permit a detailed analysis of the pathologies of energy security policy, which I discuss 

elsewhere (Ciută, forthcoming). Standing out in particular is the effect of the complexity of energy, 

which is a major obstruction for a coherent, unitary energy security policy. The fundamental question is 

whether it is realistic to speak of a security policy that takes care of everything in energy and deals with 

everything that affects energy. Most policies respond to this challenge through continuous reductions 

and transpositions, which means either that they are not really about energy, but about a very small 

fraction of what energy represents, or that they engage something other than energy. Securitizing 

energy facilitates the transition towards a militarized mode of interaction, which is politically 

unproductive as well as self-defeating. Militarized energy security policies always foreclose alternatives 

and legitimize actions whose outcomes will inevitably contradict their intended purpose. This is 

especially visible in the hierarchies that govern the triad growth-subsistence-environment which is at 

the very heart of energy security. If, as the merchants of doom in energy security analysis argue, the 

impending energy/oil crisis will prompt intensive preparation for war and eventually war, the result will 

be anything but energy security. Power projection strategies required especially by the control of oil 

resources are intensive consumers of energy for the supporting industries, equipment and military 

deployments (Klare, 2007, 2008b; Smil, 2004). Paradoxically, any global confrontation over energy 

resources can only exacerbate scarcity. 

Yet the discussion of energy security cannot be reduced to its policy implications. My key 

argument above was that we can identify three distinct modes in the securitization of energy, which not 

only bring into play different actors, vocabularies, and resident assumptions about international politics 

in general, but also, they draw on different logics of security. This suggests that the constant presence 

of security needn’t signify the intransient essence of security. 

Precisely what are the implications of this argument depends, of course, on the theoretical 

assumptions that underpin any take on security. It is plain obvious that energy security does not fit 

easily existing theoretical frameworks. While the multiplication of security and securitizing actors is 

neither new, nor confined to the domain of energy, the diffusion of legitimacy towards non-state actors 

and elites is perhaps unprecedented. Yet energy security does not undermine only the traditional 

paradigm of security, but also securitization theory and approaches from critical security studies. The 

logic of security embedded in these approaches is, as shown above, repeatedly displaced, reshaped, re-

modulated in patterns that do not necessarily contain – although they may do so – the constituent 

elements of these approaches, from survival and existential threats, to exceptional measures and 

geographies of enmity. These patterns may coexist – as Dillon (2008: 326) also suggests – and indeed, 

they do coexist, as the analysis of energy security amply illustrates. Ultimately therefore, this is an 

argument for a contextual understanding of security built on the principle of the potential variation of 
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security logics, and is also prepared to take seriously the participation of ‘lay’ actors in the production 

of the meaning of security (Ciută, 2009). 

Some may argue that energy ‘kills’ security not only through its incessant circulation via a 

variety of ‘lay’ channels – printed and audiovisual media, business reports, blogs, and so on – but also 

through exploding indefinitely its boundaries in terms of the actors, objects and areas of interaction 

involved. In other words, security may still have power, but does not need to have an obvious meaning. 

Security is not present in ‘energy security’ in order to explicate what is security-ish about energy, but as 

a result of a reflex which only confirms both its power and its meaninglessness. Even the absence of 

conceptual debate on energy security could confirm this inflationary tendency. We may just don’t care 

– at least not the way we used to – if energy is ‘really’ a security issue, or if it is wise to put it on the 

security agenda. Theoretically speaking, the totality of energy may make security total, but not before it 

makes it banal, an abandoned empty signifier. 

Whether it is a good thing or not, it cannot be decided in these pages, but the death of security 

definitely seems prematurely foretold. If anything, the constant public presence of energy security 

demonstrates both the resilience of security, and its pulling power. Yet the potential move towards a 

‘banal’ or ‘total’ (or totally banal) concept of security invites serious discussion about the liminality of 

security as a category in-between theory and policy. Especially significant in the stories of energy 

security is the profound effect that ‘lay’, non-theoretical takes on energy security have on the concept of 

security itself. As I have briefly tried to demonstrate above, security always has meaning in every 

context – although it may be a multiple meaning, and it may not be the meaning ascribed by a particular 

security theory. Its very liminality makes energy security may be difficult to conceptualize. As the study 

of the securitization of energy shows, security ‘theory has become embodied and hides itself in public 

praxis’ (Heelan, 1991: 226), which makes more necessary than ever the theoretical and normative 

engagement with energy security. 
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