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ABSTRACT

In political, popular and scholarly debates, the Arctic region is portrayed as being 
on the brink of becoming the “world’s new energy province”. Growth in global 
energy demand, dwindling reserves and political instabilities at existing production 
sites, warming climate, as well as advancements in extraction and transportation 
technologies are pushing energy activities further towards the previously inaccessible 
north. In these framings, energy in the Arctic is mostly understood as synonymous 
with oil and gas production for international exports: meanwhile, any societal aspects 
associated with energy-related developments remain largely neglected or reduced to 
regional socioeconomic concerns.

In this dissertation I take an interest in what is seldom explicitly addressed when 
energy in the Arctic is discussed: the soci(et)al dimensions associated with the Arctic 
energy concern. Against the backdrop of scholarly debates over what energy and its 
social dimension might entail, I ask 1) what does “energy” in the context of the north 
refer to and 2) how is the social dimension of this energy understood? In this, I build 
on the understanding that language and linguistic representations not only reflect but 
also shape (although do not determine) how the Arctic “energyscape” and its human 
and nonhuman constituents are perceived and acted upon. Through the means and 
methods of situational analysis and by triangulating multisite, multimodal research 
materials, the three Arctic case studies of the dissertation shed light on the diversity 
of the regional energyscape and delve deeper into the ways in which energy is defined 
and debated in general as well as in relation to the soci(et)al dimension in the north.

This dissertation diversifies the understanding of energy in the Arctic by drawing 
attention to the roles that issues related to renewable and other energy resources 
as well as energy consumption concerns play in the regional energy debates. It also 
sheds light on the ways in which the Arctic social dimension continues to be dealt 
with as predominantly indigenous and, in the context of energy, is largely reduced to 
developmental terms and to mediating social impacts within the Arctic region, with 
little attention to the global implications of regional energy development. Equally 
importantly, the study points out the mismatch between the textual and visual 
vocabularies that we resort to when energy or the social are discussed, and it is also here 
where the dissertation’s most important contributions to the study of energy and its 
social dimension lie. Constructing energy as an independent driver with its own internal 
logic instead of a contested cultural artifact places the ways in which energy is thought 
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about more in the realms of natural science and technology than in those of societal 
discussion and debate. Energy becomes an issue that is placed in the hands of experts in 
order for it to be quantified, modelled, predicted and projected. A logic of this kind, in 
turn, is found in close relation to a certain understanding of what constitutes the social 
aspects that energy might relate to or entail: it is a logic that constructs, advocates and, 
essentially, is conceptually only able to grasp those parts of the lived and experienced 
social world that can be reduced to measurable, manageable indicators.

KEYWORDS: Arctic, energy, energyscape, social, social sustainabity, sustainable 
development, sustainability
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TIIVISTELMÄ

Arktisen alueen energiavarannoilla on nykypäivän poliittisissa, populaareissa ja tieteel-
lisissä energiakeskusteluissa erityisen keskeinen rooli. Globaalin energiankulutuksen 
kasvu, tunnettujen tuotantoresurssien ehtyminen, energiantuottajamaiden poliittiset 
epävakaudet, lämpenevän ilmaston vauhdittama pohjoisen merijään sulaminen ja no-
peasti kehittyvät tuotanto- ja kuljetusteknologia ovat yhdessä saaneet arktisen alueen 
näyttäytymään maailman uutena energia-aarreaittana. Näiden keskustelujen ja arktisen 
alueen kontekstissa ”energia” on käytännössä synonyymi alueen öljy- ja kaasuvarantojen 
tuottamiselle kansainvälisiä markkinoita varten. Keskustelua energiantuotannon yhteis-
kunnallisista ulottuvuuksista tai energian alueellisista merkityksistä puolestaan ei käydä.

Tämän tutkimuksen keskiössä ovat kysymykset, jotka arktisesta energiasta puhut-
taessa lähes poikkeuksetta sivuutetaan: mielenkiinnon kohteena ovat tavat, joilla ark-
tisen energian yhteiskunnalliset ulottuvuudet tulevat määritellyiksi ja ymmärretyksi 
alueellisissa energiakeskusteluissa. Laajaa, energiaa ja (sen) yhteiskunnallista ulot-
tuvuutta käsittelevää kirjallisuuskatsausta vasten kysyn, 1) miten energia pohjoisen 
kontekstissa ymmärretään ja 2) millaisena sen suhde arktisen alueen ”sosiaaliseen” ja 
yhteiskunnalliseen ulottuvuuteen näyttäytyy? Tutkimusasetelma rakentuu maltillisen 
konstruktivistiselle näkemykselle, jossa kielellä ja sen käytöllä on keskeinen, joskaan 
ei määrittävä rooli paitsi arktisen energiamaiseman esittäjänä myös energiamaiseman 
koonnosten ja niissä merkityksellisten tekijöiden ja kysymysten rakentajina. Väitöskir-
jan kolme tilanneanalyysin sovellutuksiin nojaavaa, eri lähteistä kerättyjen media- ja 
asiakirja-aineistojen kieltä ja kuvakieltä tarkastelevaa tapaustutkimusta havainnollista-
vat jokainen tahollaan tapoja, joilla energia ja yhteiskunnallinen kietoutuvat yhteen tai 
ajautuvat erilleen pohjoisen energiamaiseman erityislaatuisessa kontekstissa. 

Tutkimuksen energiaa tarkasteleva analyysi tuo näkyviin öljyn- ja kaasuntuotannon 
hallitsemassa keskustelussa marginaaliin jäävät uusiutuviin ja muihin energianlähtei-
siin liittyvät näkökohdat, energian kulutusta käsittelevät alueelliset kysymykset sekä 
myös energiakeskustelun irrallisuuden arktisesta eletystä arjesta. Aineiston tarkastelu 
havainnollistaa myös tapoja, joilla arktisen alueen sosiaalinen tai yhteiskunnallinen 
ulottuvuus pelkistyvät ensi sijassa alkuperäiskansakeskusteluksi ja erityisesti energian 
kontekstissa kehityskysymykseksi: energiantuotannon valjastamiseksi pohjoisen so-
sioekonomisen kehityksen veturiksi alueelliset haittavaikutukset minimoiden, mutta 
maailmanlaajuisista vaikutuksista välittämättä. Ennen kaikkea tutkimus kuitenkin 
kiinnittää huomiota energiasta ja yhteiskunnallisesta puhuttaessa käytettävien sanas-
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tojen ja kuvastojen keskinäisiin eroavaisuuksiin ja epäsuhtaan. Teknologian ja tieteen 
sävyttämä ymmärrys energiakehityksestä itsenäisenä, objektiivisena ja valintojen 
muokkaamattomissa olevana luonnonvoimana kulkee käsi kädessä yhteisöllisestä ja 
yhteiskunnallisesta vain mitattavat, seurattavissa ja hallittavissa olevat ilmiöt tavoitta-
maan kykenevän määritelmän kanssa. 

ASIASANAT: arktinen, energia, energiamaisema, kestävä kehitys, kestävyys, sosiaalinen, 
sosiaalinen kestävyys
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1. INTRODUCTION: ENERGY AND THE NORTH

In a resource-starved world, the Northern seas are the world’s 
breadbasket. […] These resources are harvested far away from the 
fuel tanks and dinner tables where they eventually end up.

(Holm 2015, xv)

Energy and related concerns have again become an issue of “high 
politics” (Aalto et al 2013, 1) in both domestic debates and interna-
tional political arenas. This heightened interest is often pictured as hav-
ing taken shape and place in the interplay of various overlapping and 
interconnected developments. Most importantly, the projected growth 
of global energy consumption plays a role: global demand is expected 
to increase by a third by the year 2040 (IEA 2015a, 6) despite the 
decreased energy intensivity of both economic and population growth 
and technological and political advancements in energy saving and 
efficiency. At the same time, concerns over the availability of reliable 
and affordable energy supplies have intensified, as it is projected that 
energy reserves at existing production sites are gradually dwindling (cf. 
Owen, Inderwildi and King 2010; Di Muzio and Salah Ovadia 2016, 
2). Moreover, severe delivery disruptions, such as the Russian transit cri-
ses of 2006–2008 that cut the natural gas supply of several European 
countries, have contributed to an increased anxiety over the impacts that 
political events might have on securing uninterrupted energy supplies 
(cf. e.g. Liuhto 2009, Paillard 2010). 

What is more, the changing climate has also had a part to play in 
the unease surrounding energy. However, the ways in which the axis of 
energy and climate is constructed in the Arctic region differ crucially 
from how this is done in broader energy-related debates. Whereas in 
the global context, the concern over the impact of fossil fuels on global 
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warming is a defining feature – after all, the production and consump-
tion of energy are responsible for an estimated more than two thirds of 
the world’s annual greenhouse gas emissions (cf. e.g. IEA 2015b, 11) – in 
the Arctic region the retreating sea ice is expected to make previously 
inaccessible areas better available for energy extraction activities (cf. e.g. 
Loe and Kelman 2016, 25; Kristoferssen 2014, 56) as well as for faster 
and more cost-effective transportation of extracted resources to consum-
ers outside the region (Mikkola and Käpylä 2014, 16). Combined with 
evolving technologies, all of the developments noted above have con-
tributed to an unprecedented level of interest in the Arctic region and 
its energy endowments. As it has been estimated that a fourth or more 
of the world’s remaining hydrocarbon resources are located in the Arctic 
(USGS 2009), large-scale energy exploration and extraction activities are 
being pushed further and further north to sate the “world’s ever-growing 
thirst for energy” (Sørnes, Browning and Henriksen 2015, 2).

This “widely circulated, orthodox version” (Hannigan 2015, 8) of 
what energy means in the Arctic – or, conversely, what the Arctic means 
in the context of energy – has gained a significant foothold in popular 
and political representations; yet, the chain of reasoning it is based on 
has been questioned on many fronts. While the novelty of the idea of 
the Arctic as the world’s “emerging energy province” (AES 2010, 12) 
is questionable in itself1, concerns related to the Arctic energy reserves 
themselves are more concrete. Among the most acute are whether the 
estimated reserves actually exist and can be utilized in a manner that 
is a) economically profitable (McGlade and Ekins 2015) and b) fea-
sible within the internationally agreed greenhouse gas emission goals 
(cf. IPCC 2014). Indeed, it has been argued that staying under the vital 
two-degree global warming target would require leaving practically all 
Arctic hydrocarbon resources in the ground and under the seabed (cf. 

1.	� Understanding the north as a “resource region” (Tennberg, Riabova and Espiritu 
2012, 17–18) of the world or a “storehouse of natural resources” (AHDR 2004, 
22) for the global markets in a broad sense has a long history. Despite the seeming 
novelty of the idea of the Arctic as an energy producer, also the region’s fossil 
energy resources have been utilized by the residents of the region for well over a 
century (AMAP 2007, 14–15).
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McGlade and Ekins 2015). On a related note, the assumed “Arctic Par-
adox” (Palosaari 2012, Palosaari and Tynkkynen 2015, 91) – the Arc-
tic becoming more accessible for hydrocarbon resource extraction as a 
result of the climate impacts of that extraction – has also been brought 
into question. The changes in climate are expected to reduce the ice 
cover but also lead to more extreme and more unpredictable weather 
conditions, making energy extraction in the north much riskier both 
operationally and financially (Emmerson and Lahn 2012, Harsem, Eide 
and Keen 2011). As a result, it might be that “huge amounts of oil in 
the Earth’s crust will most likely never become available” (Lähde 2015, 
56) – including the much-desired hydrocarbon resources located in the 
depths of the icy, dark seas of the High North. Woven together, these 
arguments construct a rather different kind of Arctic region, one that is 
“more of an energy backyard than a frontier” (Sidortsov 2016, 2).

1.1 Research questions and objectives

While the above contextualization may be valuable, whether the story 
of Arctic energy is “true” and whether the oil and gas resources in the 
region will be used or not are not core concerns of this work. Rather, I 
take an interest in what is seldom explicitly addressed when energy in 
the Arctic is discussed: the soci(et)al dimensions associated with energy 
in the region. This interest grew out of a series of tentative observations 
about the debates revolving around Arctic energy which seemed to 
equate energy to the production of oil and gas for international markets, 
and the social impacts of Arctic energy developments to regional devel-
opment defined in terms of employment and income. I was deeply trou-
bled by such narrow understandings of both energy and the social, as 
they are far from adequate for grasping the foundational ways in which 
energy-related concerns are entwined with societal life in the north. 

Drawing on these preliminary observations and against the backdrop 
of broad scholarly literature on energy and the social, I have articu-
lated a twofold aim for this research, captured in the following research 
questions:
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1)	 What does “energy” in the context of the north refer to; and
2)	 How is the social dimension of this energy understood?

Thus, in this work I take an interest in the ways in which both energy and 
its social dimension are constructed and understood in the Arctic. Focus-
ing on the use of language and analyzing multisite textual and visual 
data, I explore the themes of energy and the societal in three Arctic case 
studies. I build on the understanding that language and linguistic rep-
resentations not only reflect but also shape how the (energy) world and 
its constituents are thought of and acted upon. Indeed, the ways in which 
things are discussed and defined are neither innocent nor without poten-
tial consequences: “different views of energy shape policy choices, which 
in turn further legitimize particular views” and “[t]he effects of policy 
decisions based on particular views can be profound” (Mason 2016a, 132). 
This makes the ways in which energy and its intertwinements with soci-
etal life are talked about inextricably political: different ideas and articu-
lations about what “matters” in Arctic societies in relation to energy, and 
vice versa, are entangled with power and the right to define the good, the 
bad, the desirable, and the unwanted – the “right” and the “important”. 

I will begin here with some terminological choices, ones that need 
to be clarified at the very outset. First, in order to grasp and argue for 
the inherently social nature of the Arctic energy concern, I rely on the 
notion of energyscape. As a concept, it both highlights and captures the 
diversity of ways in which energy is made meaningful in general and in 
relation to the social dimension in the north. Furthermore, I approach 
the Arctic energyscape as a situation through the “theory-methods pack-
age” (Clarke 2015, 87) of situational analysis (Clarke 2003, 2005, 2010), 
the interest being in the diversity of constituents that are assembled into 
what is here defined as the regional energyscape. When focusing on the 
energyscape as a situation, it is not the (dominant) actors, structures or 
the hegemonic discourses of energy in the Arctic that are the primary 
concerns, but the overall situation perceived through the lens of energy; 
the special focus on the broadly understood soci(et)al implies taking an 
explicit interest in the “social dimension” amid this diversity as well as in 
the terms by which the meanings of this “social” are constructed. 
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These questions, in turn, have implications for the research design 
in terms of empirical data selection. One question to be answered is: 
How can one capture the diversity of elements and perspectives that 
constitute the energyscape as well as the ways in which they play out in 
understanding the societal dimension in relation to energy? The study 
draws on a range of sources to construct as comprehensive a view as pos-
sible: visual and verbal materials in media reporting focusing on north-
ern energy developments as well as scientific reports on Arctic energy, 
its social dimension or both. The media materials constitute an overall 
picture of the northern energyscape through the diversity of voices cited 
and the scientific reports dig deeper into the elusive and often abstract 
social dimension. The empirical materials, as well as the justifications for 
their selection, are discussed in further detail later in this work.

If and when the Artic energyscape is perceived and constructed as 
a situation, one of the many salient issues is drawing the boundaries of 
that situation. Indeed, situations are not just “out there” but are actively 
defined and delimited through the choices made by the researcher, who is 
inevitably always present in the research setting through the questions he 
or she asks and the answers he or she finds worth pursuing. In the context 
of this study, the decision to deal with the Arctic energyscape as a situ­
ation is justified by the ways in which the Arctic energy concern is con-
structed equally in political, popular and scientific parlance as one, single, 
distinctive region and the world’s new “energy province” (AES 2010, 12).

In this work I do not attempt to take a stand on how things in the 
context of Arctic energy really are; instead, the study focuses on how 
issues are represented, advocated and debated. In other words, my atten-
tion is not directed to the actual validity of different Arctic energy 
storylines or the feasibility of turning the northern regions into a new 
energy province for the world. These energy-related debates will be 
explicitly addressed only insofar they become woven into the regional 
energy puzzle in the empirical materials utilized for this study. In fact, 
looking at the ways in which the Arctic energyscape is (re)presented and 
constructed through words and images makes it impossible to investigate 
how things “really are”: an analysis of the use of energy-related language 
can only offer insights on the ways in which energy and its relation to 



18 | LEMPINEN: THE ELUSIVE SOCIAL

the widely understood social are talked about and constructed. Further-
more, while I acknowledge the different positions of and power rela-
tions between the differing voices and viewpoints, I also leave aside the 
interests and aspirations of different actors. To be sure, these questions 
continue to be extensively addressed in Arctic energy studies as well 
as in realist and/or geopolitical readings of the broader energy debate; 
yet, I remain hesitant regarding the extent to which conclusions about 
interests or identities of actors can be derived from their utterances in a 
straightforward manner. What I consider to be of greater interest here is 
not so much an actor-centric approach as a concern with “[w]hat kinds 
of desires, aspirations, interests, and beliefs” (Desbiens 2013, 6) are inter-
twined with and generated through the northern energy concern.

What also needs to be noted at this point is that although this study 
has formally been conducted as a doctoral dissertation in the field of 
International Relations, a reader who has an interest in more main-
stream IR theories and perspectives or is inclined to approach energy, 
the political or the social from a strictly realist perspective will very 
likely not find what he or she is looking for in this work. However, 
I argue that the choice of approach made here – one of a rather dif-
ferent kind – has the potential to complement the existing and more 
institutionalized ways of addressing the omnipresently political nature 
of the energy concern. This potential stems from its drawing on and 
building on ideas derived and refined from (environmental) sociology, 
social impact assessment literature, sustainability, science and technol-
ogy studies, welfare research, as well as from flirtations with materialist 
ontologies. I approach energy as a broadly political, societal question 
that includes but is not limited to the realms of state politics and power 
plays and globalized market economics, that is, the themes around 
which the energy-related debates in the field of IR revolve (cf. e.g. Aalto 
et al 2012, Chester 2010, Ciutâ 2010). In the later stages of the writing 
process, I also stumbled upon an individual work, Caroline Desbiens’ 
Power from the North (2013), which had a major impact on the way in 
which I came to read and understand some aspects of the Arctic ener-
gyscape. The observations made in her analysis of the intertwinements 
of the economy, culture and regional energy development are frequently 
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revisited and reflected upon here, as they resonate with the broader Arc-
tic energy concern. As a whole, the questions I ask and the concepts and 
methodologies I apply in answering them place this study firmly within 
the field of social scientific energy research (cf. Sovacool 2014, Sovacool 
et al 2015). This is a broad, emerging umbrella discipline that easily 
accommodates several political scientific perspectives on the inseparably 
political nature of the language used to talk about energy.

The last point in need of emphasizing at the outset has to do with 
the greatly politicized nature of what is meant by the Arctic social as 
well as northern communities and societies. I became painfully aware of 
the need for such clarifications as a result of questions and comments 
on the topic I received after essentially every conference presentation I 
gave in the four-or-so years during which the research was presented 
to different academic audiences. Indeed, I want to underline that while 
this study approaches the notion of the soci(et)al open-endedly without 
narrowing the referent of the term to the indigenous populations of the 
Arctic region, this choice is not to refute the contributions of existing 
research on the axis of energy (development) and the rights, cultures, 
lifestyles, political positions and prospects of Arctic indigenous commu-
nities. In my view, the interaction of both the hydrocarbon and renewa-
ble energy industries with Arctic and non-Arctic indigenous populations 
has been and continues to be sufficiently and informatively assessed else-
where (cf. e.g. Stammler and Ivanova 2016, Lawrence 2014, Montefrío 
2012, Nuttall and Wessendorf 2006). What remains to be tackled is the 
“under-recognised importance of non-indigenous people” (MacCauley et 
al 2016, 144) residing in the region – both in political debates as well as 
scholarly contributions. In this work I “take indigenous presence in the 
North seriously”, but leave it “to others to explicate” (cf. Wynn 2013, xvi 
in Desbiens 2013) when I argue that seeing the social dimension in the 
Arctic as synonymous with indigenous is not adequate for grasping the 
intertwinements of societal life and energy in the context of the north. 

The following three chapters will lay out the conceptual, methodo-
logical and ontological underpinnings of this work in order to equip the 
reader with the necessary tools for following the course of the empirical 
discussion. These foundational elements include the key notion of ener-
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gyscape, the concepts of energy and (its) elusive social dimension, the 
theoretical points of departure of this work, as well as the justifications 
for and implications of adopting situational analysis as the methodologi-
cal framework. Chapters five, six and seven, each grounded in a case study, 
adopt a distinctive empirical approach, the aim being to provide insights 
into the diversity of energy as well as the manners in which energy and 
the social are (and sometimes are not) addressed, assessed and inter-
twined in the energyscapes of the north. The first case study investigates 
the Barents energyscape through media materials; the second analyses 
pan-Arctic scientific assessments and reports; and the third focuses on 
the visual means of constructing and communicating the regional ener-
gyscape. The last chapter highlights the most important conclusions 
drawn along the journey and puts them into perspective in the context of 
political scientific studies of energy as a social and societal concern. 

During the five-year process of working on this dissertation, the 
short-term perspective for energy-related developments in the Arc-
tic has changed dramatically. As the price of crude oil has plummeted 
(cf. OPEC 2016, 86–88), both smaller development projects as well 
as landmark endeavors have been postponed indefinitely or cancelled 
(cf. e.g. Claes and Moe 2014, 111; ENI Norge 2012). Some corporate 
actors have retreated from the Arctic region altogether (The Economist, 
3.10.2015). While these relatively recent (un)developments have led 
some to conclude that as there is no foreseeable future for Arctic energy 
development – meaning the implementation of regional oil and gas pro-
jects on a grand scale – this does not mean that an inquiry on the nature 
of the debates and discussions on Arctic energy would lose its relevance. 
First, despite the current situation, changes in energy markets, political 
priorities or technological solutions might bring once-discarded projects 
“suddenly back on the table” (Stammler and Wilson 2016, 3). Secondly, 
regardless of developments in the short term, an analysis of the ways in 
which energy and society are discussed is valuable, for it sheds light on 
the ways in which we understand the roles that energy has in relation to 
what matters in societies.

This enduring relevance of Arctic energy research is also backed up by 
the relatively recently published special issue of Energy Research & Social 
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Science focusing explicitly on Arctic energy debates and developments. 
In the introductory article, Sidortsov (2016, 1) interprets recent devel-
opments as pointing towards “a sense of renewed purpose and research 
agenda”, as the changed situation has “expanded the value of Arctic 
energy research from largely instrumental for the already occurring activ-
ities to critical for the decisions about prospective activities in the region”. 
The “timeout” in mass-scale exploration and exploitation of Arctic energy 
endowments can be seized as an opportunity to think about not only how 
but also if we will go forward with large-scale hydrocarbon development 
in the north and to critically investigate the language in and through 
which these developments are addressed and discussed, language which 
is inevitably and irreversibly political in its nature and its consequences. 
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2. RE(DE)FINING KEY CONCEPTS

2.1 The Arctic

While “Arctic” has become a political, business and media buzzword 
during the last decade, the region’s borders and boundaries are very 
seldom explicitly defined. In the specific case of energy, the Arctic has 
become all but synonymous with the region’s vast hydrocarbon resources 
(cf. USGS 2009) and perceived as a geographical, political and economic 
entity, an “energy province” (AES 2010, 12). There is, however, no such 
thing as a single Arctic in the context of energy, nor is there a single Arc-
tic energy policy (cf. Aalto and Jaakkola 2015). Upon closer examination, 
no universally shared definition of the Arctic region can be found: dif-
ferent actors and different reports lay out differing definitions with vary-
ing emphases (and equally diverse sites of silence), reflecting the ways in 
which the contemporary north, despite all the years of and efforts toward 
region-making, still remains “a flexible territorial entity” (Kristoferssen 
2014, 11). Not even scientific definitions are unanimous: the region’s 
borders are sketched differently on maps depending on whether the 
boundaries defined are based on the Arctic Circle, the tree line or annual 
temperature patterns, with the result that different scientific works and 
working groups focusing on the Arctic region apply different definitions 
(cf. e.g. AHDR 2004, 18; AMAP 2010, 13). In political arenas, the defi-
nitions are equally broad: even within the Arctic countries – the member 
states of the Arctic Council or states whose territory extends beyond the 
Arctic Circle – variation can be seen in how the borders of the region are 
defined (cf. AHDR 2004, 18, 277; also Hoel 2015, 277). 

Indeed, when “different actors use the term ‘Arctic’ in different ways, 
creating confusion about what region and phenomena one is address-
ing” the result is that “Arctic” is used as a prefix in so many different 
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contexts that it causes “more confusion than clarity” (Hoel 2015, 277). 
While these different uses may be unintentional or innocent in many 
instances, as different ways of framing the region – or discourses – they 
all serve and empower certain actors and interests, overshadowing or 
omitting others (cf. Keskitalo 2015). What the differing definitions and 
different emphases highlight is, on the one hand, the inseparably per-
spectival nature of what the Arctic region is and why it is a matter of 
discussion in the first place; what the multiplicity of views signals is 
that, as a region, the Arctic is not uniform and that different aspects of 
this diversity are weighed differently by various actors based on their 

Map 1: The Arctic as seen from above
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varied intentions and interests. On the other hand, different assump-
tions, articulations and interpretations of the Arctic define not only the 
region but also the definer, forming “an integral part of how interests 
and identities come into being” (Kristoferssen 2014, 48–49) – for Arctic 
and non-Arctic, state and non-state actors alike.

What also needs to be explicitly noted in the context of this study 
is that the approach to the Arctic region adopted in this work is inevi-
tably one that has a slight Euro-oriented, Euro-centric or Euro-Arctic 
bias. This tendency is at its most evident in the first case study, which 
focuses exclusively on the Barents region – or, more loosely defined, the 
“European High North” (Huggan and Jensen 2016). The justifications 
for and implications of selecting one sub-region as a case representative 
of the Arctic energyscape will be discussed in further detail in the first 
empirical chapter. The second body of empirical materials, consisting 
of assessments and reports of Arctic intergovernmental organizations, 
takes a broader, pan-Arctic focus. However, these choices of data are not 
meant to imply that the wide and diverse region discussed under the 
rubric “Arctic” is internally homogenous and uniform. Indeed, despite 
their pan-Arctic coverage, the assessments and reports analyzed do not 
devote equal weight to all the areas in what is a vast region. As a con-
sequence, and especially in combination with the Euro-Arctic focus of 
the Barents energyscape case study, especially the special features of 
the North American energy debates remain to some extent beyond the 
scope of and underrepresented in this work. 

Finally, however, what is meant by “Arctic” in both sets of data “leaks” 
in the sense that references are made to events and developments taking 
place and traceable to far beyond the Arctic defined in any of the ways 
laid out above. Luckily, definition of the region’s absolute boundary is 
not even of paramount concern in this work; what matters are the dis-
courses of the Arctic that make and mark the boundaries, specifically 
the fluidity of the Arctic in the context of energy (cf. Clarke 2015, 89). 
In this text the terms “Arctic”, “north” and “circumpolar north” will be 
used interchangeably. Two reasons can be cited for this approach: the 
usage reflects that of the original texts cited in this work and it serves 
as a means to avoid excessive repetition, improving the style of the text.
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2.2 Energy and the political

Up until this point, the word “energy” has been used in a rather carefree, 
almost promiscuous manner. This tendency is also a striking feature in 
public and political debates related to energy: despite (or exactly because 
of ) the prominent role that energy has both in everyday life and on 
political agendas, what “energy” actually refers to is seldom explained, 
its meanings and interpretations remaining ambiguous and unclear 
(cf. Littlefield 2013, 779; Rupp 2013). However, until recently, energy 
research, especially in the case of the Arctic, has been “dominated by a 
focus on oil and gas exploration, development, and extraction” (Sidortsov 
2016, 1). The discursive horizons of political and popular debates have 
been focused on the potential of the region as a source of hydrocarbon 
resources, with the boldest statements stretching the timeframe of the 
golden age of Arctic oil and gas well into the next century (cf. Rehn in 
Shared Voices Special Issue 2016, 41). 

This emphasis and continued reliance on the idea of fossil fuel based 
energy is by no means surprising: “the heavy dependence on hydro-
carbons” has been considered “as a distinguishing feature of advanced 
industrial societies” (Redclift 2009, 375; see also Salminen and Vadén 
2013). Although the era of fossil fuels has been very short in histori-
cal terms – from the mass-scale introduction of coal in the 1880s to oil 
not becoming the most important energy source until the 1960s (Bridge 
2011, 311–312; Victor 2006, 58) – the consumption of hydrocarbons has 
increased hundreds of times over during this time. These changes in the 
resource base of human societies have not come without consequences. 
According to Di Muzio and Ovadia (2016, 8), “the modes of existence, 
moral and intellectual thought and patterns of social reproduction that 
are made possible in any given era are conditioned by how humans have 
access to and use energy”: the ordering and functioning of societies 
and economies have become inseparably dependent on and materially, 
socially and (power) politically structured by the features and control of 
oil as an energy carrier (Lähde 2015, Salminen and Vaden 2013; see also 
Hall et al 2003, 318; Bridge 2011). Haarstad and Wanwik (2016) refer 
to these orderings of the world as carbonscapes, by which they mean 
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“spaces created by material expressions of carbon-based energy systems 
and the institutional and cultural practices attached to them” (ibid., 2). 
What all of this together works to highlight, on the one hand, is that 
energy is as much a question of cultural and societal practices as it is one 
of trade, politics, technology and engineering and, on the other, that the 
material qualities of the energy resources we use shape the ways in which 
lives, economies and societies are arranged, practiced and negotiated (cf. 
e.g. Mitchell 2009, Bridge 2011, Bouzarovski and Bassin 2011, 784).

In discussions and debates on Arctic energy, the focus on the hydro-
carbon resources of the region is complemented by an emphasis on the 
extraction of oil and gas and on the transportation of these reserves to 
satisfy the demand for energy of consumers outside the region. Indeed, 
even though “signs of change in global energy have multiplied” in recent 
years (IEA 2015, 12), global energy consumption is still expected to 
continue to increase substantially and much of this consumption is still 
projected to be heavily reliant on fossil fuels, despite the growing share 
of renewables in the energy mix (cf. IEA 2015). However, framing the 
Arctic region in this manner – as a(n energy) resource storehouse for 
global markets – is, if not a violent, at least a very simplistic view. To 
begin with, it does not take into account that energy is produced and 
consumed in the region and transported through it. The Arctic remains, 
despite its tremendous “energy wealth”, unevenly characterized by both 
extreme “energy poverty” (AES 2010, 5) – briefly defined as inade-
quate access, affordability, reliability and safety of energy resources for 
consumption in the region (cf. Bazillian, Nadooka and Van de Graaf 
2014, 219–220)2 – and “poverty and deprivation amid enormous natu-
ral resources” (Bridge 2011, 318) beyond explicit energy needs. Further-
more, the region, its environments and its residents remain vulnerable 
to the risks associated with the increased shipping of resources from the 
area (cf. PAME 2009, 136–138).

2.	� The notion of energy poverty has traditionally been associated with issues of energy 
access mainly in the developing world, while fuel poverty has mainly been the term 
to describe issues related to affordability of energy services to a level of comfort in 
industrialized countries (cf. also Boardman 1991). However, the term “energy pov-
erty” is the one which is increasingly being used regardless of geographical context.
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However, this “presence” or “remaining” of a given resource in the 
region can (and should) also be looked at through a less concrete and 
more conceptual lens. Despite being extracted, transported away and 
consumed elsewhere, the resources in many ways remain in the region. 
First, even after a resource is extracted and thus “gone”, it continues 
to shape both the present as well as perspectives on and choices about 
the future in the form of “social, cultural and economic relations built 
around it” (Kristoferssen 2014, 55; also Kristoferssen and Dale 2014). 
Secondly, even if the prospective oil and gas resources in the region are 
never utilized and developed, they will continue to shape the region as 
“unbuilt environments” in both the biophysical and sociocultural senses 
– in the form of exploration infrastructure, legacies of scientific expert 
engagement in the area and unfulfilled expectations of glorious futures 
of regional economic development (Wilson Rowe 2016; Bouzarovski 
and Bassin 2011, 786–787). Thus, the estimated and desired resources 
change “how future is thought of even before anything has happened” 
(Wilson and Stammler 2016, 1; also Bouzarovski and Bassin 2011, 
786–787). Taken together, the resources and the hopes, expectations and 
mindsets associated with them continue to shape not only what is done 
today but also the choices and decisions made about tomorrow (cf. Dale 
and Kristoferssen 2016).

With the exception of the brief thoughts above on the “remain-
ings”, energy resources continue to be discussed as if they were quan-
tifiable, absolute and unquestionable states-of-the-world, that is, as if 
energy and resources were “raw materials that can be calculated as bar-
rels, bushels, crates or some other handy units” (Lähde 2015, 60); that 
can be “excavated, refined, grown, gathered or in some other way taken 
out of the pool of resources that is called nature” (ibid., 62); and that 
can be assigned an accurate, objective and calculable monetary value 
(cf. Ferry 2016). Indeed, the notion of a resource is not synonymous 
with that of a deposit: deposits become resources only when they are 
perceived as having utility and value from one perspective or another 
(Bridge 2009, 1219). These “cultural appraisals” (ibid.) invite discus-
sion on and analysis of “how they are constructed, by whom and for 
whom” (Nilsson and Filimonova 2013, 3). “Resources” is thus a socially 
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and culturally constructed term for the parts of the nonhuman world 
which, as a hybrid category, are both relentlessly material and insepara-
bly perspectival, relational, unstable and in flux in different times, spaces 
and societies (cf. Bridge 2009, 1219−1221). Just as Desbiens (2013, 20) 
perceives water in the context of hydropower as “a cultural artifact that 
is constructed through social relations”, I understand northern energy 
as an inseparably social construct. In all its crude materiality it is still 
profoundly embedded in and entwined with our culturally laden under-
standings and idea(l)s of a good life and desirable futures, communities 
and societies. The empirical chapters will provide some insight into the 
ways in which these themes come into play in the concrete context of 
the Arctic energy concern. 

Not only resources, but also their adequacy and scarcity are con-
structed in the interplay of material and physical “realities” and societal 
needs and preferences (cf. Bridge 2011, 309; Bakker and Bridge 2006, 
9: Aquilera-Klink, Pérez-Moriana and Sánchez-García 2000, 233; on 
social construction of scarcity see also Till 2011; on scarcity and energy-
dependent state identity see Tynkkynen 2016b, 389). While “[e]veryday 
life is unthinkable without energy” (Rüdiger 2008, vii) in the technical 
sense, the definitions of individual and societal energy needs are thor-
oughly socially and culturally mediated. There are also varying defini-
tions for what “need” might mean in the context of energy, all of which 
should be kept in mind when the need to feed “the energy hungry 
world” (Financial Times, 27.7.2008) with Arctic energy resources is 
raised. Does “need” in this context refer to “what life requires absolutely 
and necessarily” (Bartiaux, Frogneux and Servais 2011, 64; see also 
Stephenson et al 2016); to affording a level of energy services provid-
ing a level of “comfort” (cf. Boardman 1991); to the ability “to attain 
a socially and materially necessitated level of domestic energy services” 
(Bouzarovski and Petrova 2015, 31); or, conversely, to continuing “the 
conditions of inequality that enable some to command abundance while 
others go without” (Bridge 2011, 310)? The answers to these questions 
are also inherently political. Whose needs are taken into account? Whose 
definition of needs is accepted and institutionalized? While these ques-
tions are not at the forefront of this work, they always lurk in the shad-
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ows whenever the role of the Arctic region in solving the energy puzzle 
of the “resource-starved world” (Holm 2015, xv) is touched upon.

Indeed, any discussion or concern related to energy is profoundly 
intertwined with the questions of politics and the political. However, the 
perceptions of these intertwinements depend on the ways in which pol-
itics and the political become understood in the context of energy. From 
the most conventional perspective(s) familiar from the approaches of 
IR, energy politics can be understood in terms of state measures aimed 
at guaranteeing a secure and affordable supply of energy (Prontera 
2009). For “practical reasons” (Aalto et al 2012, 6), what energy means 
is, as noted earlier, often explicitly narrowed to refer only to hydrocar-
bons and related activities. These mainstream state-centric approaches 
to energy tend to place both energy and politics firmly in the hands of 
state authorities and within the realm of institutional politics. Broader 
definitions, however, include and address measures taken with respect 
to any energy source, electricity generation, or energy consumption and 
supply3 and take into account “all of those policies that governments 
adopt for a whole different set of reasons, but that influence the energy 
sector, the firms that operate within them, and the energy balance, both 
intentionally and accidentally” (cf. Prontera 2009, 2–3). This viewpoint 
broadens the understanding of both energy and the sphere of related 
policymaking significantly through the inclusion of market actors and 
transactions although it still very much limits energy to an issue of 
“high politics” (Aalto et al 2013, 1).

The role and essence of the state – traditionally perceived as the basic 
collective unit and primary actor in energy-related politics (Bridge 
2009, 1221) – has naturally also been debated and questioned on many 
fronts. On the one hand, attention has been drawn to the internal work-
ings of the state: local and regional interests, as well as the standpoints 

3.	� The shift towards utilizing oil and gas as primary energy sources not only further 
enabled the geographical separation of production and consumption of energy 
that began with the introduction of coal (Mitchell 2009, 402–404). It also effi-
ciently contributed to the supply side of energy becoming a public concern and 
responsibility whereas issues related to consumption of energy were relegated to 
the private sphere and thus beyond reach and regulation (Rüdiger 2008, viii).
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of different state bodies and authorities on the same issue, can vary and 
differ from those of the state to the extent that states cannot be con-
sidered as monolithic entities (cf. Aalto et al 2012). On the other hand, 
the increasing influence of interstate agreements and intergovernmen-
tal organizations in energy-related decision-making has been acknowl-
edged (Ruostetsaari 1998, 2010; Perovic 2009). In other instances, 
energy political agency has been seen as distributed beyond institutional 
politics and the sphere of global market transactions. Media actors, 
non-governmental organizations (cf. Ruostetsaari, 1998; Prontera, 2009, 
14), the civil society (Newell 2008, Mitchell et al 2001), local actors 
and communities can no longer be ignored when energy-related opin-
ion-shaping and consequent decision-making are addressed (Kaisti and 
Käkönen 2012, Nakhooda and Van de Graaf 2014, 219). 

Thus, the state – be it in the context of energy politics or beyond – 
cannot be perceived as “a bounded, static actor that exists separate from 
the economy and civil society” but instead must be seen as “a contested 
and always changing field of discourses, policies and social relations that 
are networked across different scales” (Kristoferssen and Young 2014, 
578). As such, this broader understanding of political in the context of 
energy resonates with the notion of energy governance. The governance 
framework has been perceived by some as better able to grasp the diver-
sity of actors associated with energy-related decision-making as well as 
the multitude of levels and forums in which issues and decisions related 
to energy are negotiated, debated, implemented and reinforced (cf. 
Bazilian, Nakhooda and Van de Graaf 2014, 219). Instead of analyzing 
the actors, forums, venues or arenas of energy-related policy-making, 
the present work pursues an explicit interest in and emphasis on the 
profoundly and broadly political nature of how energy and its relation 
to the soci(et)al are debated, advocated and discussed, in particular, the 
discursive framings and representations at work and the ways in which 
some of these potentially overpower others. 

The “heterogeneous assemblage of different actors” (Kaisti and Käkö-
nen 2012, 148) and the broad interest that issues related to energy 
attract have to do with the role energy has as a “master resource”, one 
needed to utilize and mobilize other crucial resources (Strauss, Rupp 
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and Love 2013, 11; see also Stirling 2014, 85). Indeed, energy-related 
policies do not deal with energy itself as much they serve to achieve and 
secure other (state) functions and goals (Ruostetsaari 1998, 2010; Scrase 
and Ockwell 2010, Dryzek et al 2003). Energy – loosely defined as the 
“capacity to do work” (Bridge 2011, 307) – is a prerequisite for maintain-
ing all political, societal and economic life (Aalto and Westphal, 2007, 
5; Prontera, 2009, 9; Ruostetsaari 1998, 2010). As a “boundary object4” 
(cf. Star and Griesemer 1989, Star 2010), the energy concern cross-cuts 
different values, interests, discourses, use(r)s and living worlds, all of 
which are considerations far beyond the spheres of institutional politics. 

These remarks necessitate a discussion of the nature and notion of 
the political. A broader approach is called for than one adopting a view 
on politics (solely) as a sectoral and institutional phenomenon and/or 
a conflictual interstate relationship (cf. Bridge 2009, 1222). Such an 
approach conceptualizes politics and the political as a discursive battle 
for the right to define (cf. Palonen 1983) and is better able to accom-
modate the diversity of energy, related concerns and the diversity of 
actors and viewpoints potentially engaged in energy-related decision-
making and debates. Viewing the (energy) political as being shaped 
by and taking place through language, linguistic choices and framings 
(cf. e.g. Scrase and Ockwell 2010, Sengers et al 2010, Hajer 1995) also 
highlights the profoundly discursive nature of energy-related policies 
and decision-making. The discourse perspective on the political of the 
energy also draws attention to the fact that decision-making – either in 
the specific context of energy or beyond – is not a linear process based 
on factual knowledge and an objective rationality of any kind and that 

4.	� This interpretation of a boundary object is a relatively loose one. According to 
Star and Griesemer, boundary objects are ‘‘objects which are both plastic enough 
to adapt to local needs and constraints of the several parties employing them, 
yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites” (Star and Griese-
mer 1989, 393). Considering the way in which the “high politics” discourse has 
estranged itself from the “energy of everyday” perspective, it can be questioned 
whether the boundary object criterion of “collaboration despite heterogeneity” 
(Borie and Hulme 2015, 494) is actually fulfilled. However, the loose interpreta-
tion of a boundary object as any object with “interpretative flexibility” has gained 
significant popularity over the years (cf. Star 2010).
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energy-related arguments, debates and outcomes are thoroughly shaped 
by values and interests in a given temporal, spatial and cultural con-
text and advocated through diverse and skilled rhetorical choices (cf. 
e.g. Teräväinen 2010, Scrase and Ockwell 2010, Kamminga 2008). As 
energy resources do not have a voice of their own, they are employed 
and mobilized by other actors to advocate their own particular view of 
the (energy) world. While the material properties of energy might eas-
ily lend themselves more readily to serving certain framings than oth-
ers, the implications of the materialities of energy remain outside the 
explicit scope of this work. 

2.3 Energyscape

Thus far, several important points have been made on the notion of 
energy and (its relationship with) politics/the political. What is still 
required, however, is a conceptual approach to energy-related debates that 
can accommodate the viewpoints raised above: the discursivity, culturality, 
diversity, totality and ambiguity of energies as “hybrids that are at once 
simultaneously social constructions of value and unruly material objects 
with unique, place-specific, biophysical properties” (Chapman 2013, 96). 
One finds these globalized in terms of their conceptualization, measure-
ment, valuation and circulation as well as inescapably localized in their 
production, transportation and consumption (ibid.; also Bridge 2009). 

This work undertakes to grasp this complexity and multidimensional-
ity through the notion of energyscape (see also Strauss, Rupp and Love 
2013, Kaisti and Käkönen 20125), which forms a kind of a background 
framework for conceptualizing and contextualizing the energy concern 
in the Arctic. Derived from and built on the idea of “scapes” in the work 
of Appadurai (1996), the term “energyscape” has the potential to draw 
attention to several crucial features of energy that the contemporary 

5.	� My own earliest documented uses of the notion of energyscape date back to 2010, 
when I came upon the notion in reading Appadurai (1996) and Clarke (2005). 
The other authors cited here trace the origins of the use of the concept back to the 
work of Appadurai. 
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energy debate in the Arctic fails to take into account. On the one hand, 
the suffix -scape highlights the fluidity and irregularity of the regional 
energy landscape (Appadurai 1996, 33) in the biophysical as well as the 
societal meaning of the word. In terms of the Arctic, this feature trans-
lates into the researcher being open to both internal diversity as well as 
the potential of rupture and change. Just like Haarstad and Wanwik’s 
(2016) term “carbonscape”, the notion of energyscape does not portray 
the energy world as a systemic “coherent totality or a stable organic 
whole” but describes energy and the lived world within which it is made 
meaningful as “composed of various interrelated parts subject to change 
and destabilization” that are “held together in more or less impermanent 
relationships” (ibid., 2). 

On the other hand, approaching the energy concern as a “scape” also 
indicates that the relations associated with energy are not objectively 
given or that they “look the same from every angle of vision but, rather, 
that they are deeply perspectival constructs, inflected by the historical, 
linguistic, and political situatedness of different sorts of actors” (Appa-
durai 1996, 33). Energyscapes are thus inseparably perspectival (Kaisti 
and Käkönen 2012) and these perspectival constructs are indivisibly sit-
uated and temporal: the present of energy is “intrinsically related to the 
continuous exploration towards the horizon of potentialities and expec-
tations” as well as molded by the perceptions on and experiences of the 
past as memoryscapes and visionscapes (cf. Sejersen 2002, 84–85). As 
there can be different perspectives on what “matters” in the context of 
Arctic energy either historically, today or in the future, the emphasis 
on perspectivality introduces a normative component, as the perspec-
tives of different actors and entities are undoubtedly weighed differ-
ently in the energy-related debates, both in the context of the north and 
beyond. These themes – the fluidity of relationships and entanglements 
surrounding the issue of energy as well as the regional visions that are 
knit around a very specific, temporally situated and culturally mediated 
understanding of what energy entails – will be revisited in more con-
crete terms in the empirical chapters.

As a whole, the notion of energyscape places energy “in motion 
across social and physical spaces, shifting its cultural, social, economic, 
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and technological values” (Strauss, Rupp and Love 2013, 11). This 
makes energy an ordering perspective on a given situation as well as 
constitutive of the same broader societal context, as it is itself ordered 
by the other elements, events and developments in the same situation. 
Indeed, the energy concern is not only a question of energy but also one 
of people, communication, technologies, finances, ideas and more – in 
Appadurai’s (1996, 33) terms ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, 
financescapes and ideas – that all intertwine and entangle with but can-
not be reduced to energy (or vice versa). When approached through the 
conceptual prism of the energyscape, energy is not automatically rel-
egated to the arenas of state politics and market operations or wholly 
outside everyday life, meaning and experience: while it is an object of 
high-level decision-making and corporate activities, it is also a “cultural 
artifact” that manifests itself differently in different temporal and spatial 
settings and at different scales (Strauss, Rupp and Love 2013, 10–11). 
Energy permeates societies, technologies and economies as well as ways 
of communicating, thinking and living far beyond institutional politics 
or market transactions. In the end, “energy is a special thing: a prime 
mover, a complex category, a total field. Nothing exists that is not energy, 
or not affected by energy” (Ciutâ 2010, 124; italics in original). It is 
exactly this diversity that the notion of energyscape has the conceptual 
potential to capture; however, no amount of conceptual readiness can 
translate into being themes or perspectives that might be lacking from 
the “real-world” discussions and debates. This is, again, a topic that will 
be frequently revisited throughout the course of this work.
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3. ENERGY AND THE SOCIAL DIMENSION

In the introductory chapter of this study, the observed lack of atten-
tion to any social aspects of energy developments in the north was pin-
pointed as a key impetus for this work. The tendency to sideline social 
considerations from energy-related debates is by no means a solely Arc-
tic phenomenon: energy and related issues − like sustainability concerns 
in general – continue to be predominantly addressed through the “dom-
inating dyad” (Psaridikou and Szerszynski 2012) of the economic and 
the environmental dimensions (cf. Kokko et al 2013, 13; Karjalainen 
and Reinikainen 2008).

There are two issues in the statement above that require closer exam-
ination. The first has to do with the interest in the social dimension. In 
the specific context of the Arctic region and its scholarly debates, the 
lack of attention to and superficial manner of addressing the social in 
relation to energy are a rather surprising feature, considering that the 
social dimension of the Arctic region itself – its resilience (cf. ARR 
2011), adaptation (AMAP 2016) and social and human status and 
development (cf. AHDR 2004, 2015; ASI-I 2010, ASI-II 2014) – have 
attracted increasing scholarly attention for at least the last decade. The 
second issue has to do with the terms that are being used to capture 
the phenomenon referred to as “the social”. To judge from the titles 
of the Arctic assessments and reports, the region’s social dimension is 
increasingly being portrayed through concepts such as resilience, adap-
tation and (human/social) development, and progressively less through 
the vocabularies of sustainability; yet, in the particular case of energy the 
sustainability framework and its conceptual relatives have not lost their 
popularity or significance. Accordingly, this chapter delving into the 
scholarly debates on the essence of and relationships between energy and 
the social dimension grounds the debate on the social aspects of Arctic 
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energy mainly against the backdrop of the sustainability debate. The sus-
tainability perspective on energy and the social also opens up avenues for 
re-thinking the social per se, in the Arctic energyscape and beyond.

3.1 The energy − sustainability debate: a brief overview

Indeed, while concepts like adaptation and resilience have gained con-
siderable ground at the expense of the vocabularies of sustainability and/
or sustainable development in addressing the social dimension in the 
Arctic, in the overall context of energy, sustainability holds firm. Fur-
thermore, in (nearly) each scholarly article on the topic that was read 
for this study, the discussion on sustainable development was grounded 
with a reference to the three-pillar Brundtlandian definition of eco-
nomically, ecologically and socially sustainable development as meet-
ing today’s needs without compromising the future generations’ ability 
to meet their own needs (WCED 1987, 16). The extent to which the 
“classical” understanding of sustainability / sustainable development still 
enjoys its popularity as a point of departure for further discussions is 
rather surprising considering the staggering number of alternative defi-
nitions on record as well as the amount of criticism the concept has 
evoked. Lawhon and Murphy (2012, 355) summarize the flaws of the 
notion and its various interpretations in terms of its “fuzziness, cooption 
by neoliberal forms of capitalism, and lack of real-world applicability 
and progressiveness”; Davidson (2011) adds its inherent and unques-
tionable anthropocentrism to the list. The idea of sustainable develop-
ment in its “original”6 form has been described as “an attempt to square 

6.	� While the Brundtland report is widely referred to as having launched the notion 
of sustainable development and triggered its rise to political agendas, the under-
lying concern over the carrying capacity of ecosystems in the face of increasing 
human impacts and stressors was already present(ed) in many of the foundational 
works associated with the environmental awakening of the 1960s and 1970s (cf. 
e.g. Carson 1962, Meadows et al 1973). The notion of sustainability is seen as 
having emerged in “A Blueprint for Survival”, published in The Ecologist in 1972 
(Basiago 1995, 109).
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a circle” (Srivastava 2011, 107) in many respects: articulations of sus-
tainable development not only conceptualize development as synony-
mous with economic growth and progress (Davidson 2011, 352, 362; 
Robinson 2004, 370), but also conflate the notion of sustainable devel-
opment with that of techno-scientific, market-driven ecological mod-
ernization (cf. Dryzek 1997, 162–180). 

There are several burning conceptual concerns as to how the notion 
of sustainable development is (ab)used, in both the context of the energy 
concern – which I will take up shortly – and the broader sustainability 
debate. One of the crucial sources of confusion is the tendency to apply 
the notions of sustainability and sustainable development interchangea-
bly (cf. Banerjee 2008, 65: Han Onn and Woodley 2014, 2) despite the 
marked difference in their fundamental meanings. Whereas sustainable 
development implies either development that does not undermine the 
basis of its own continuity or, alternatively, development towards a state 
of sustainability, sustainability refers to a state of being or way of living 
which can, at least in principle, be maintained indefinitely (Kassel 2012, 
34; Missimer et al 2010, 1108). The notion of sustainability thus refers to 
“ongoing support of life as we know it” (Kassel 2012, 34), that is, main-
taining a steady state instead of “developing” or “growing”7. One would 
do well to stop and think which one we are talking about in a given case 
– sustainability or sustainable development. It is clearly a salient question 
also in assessing the social dimension of the Arctic energyscape.

Alongside the synonymous (ab)uses is another conceptual tendency 
whereby the use of the buzzword “sustainable development” is increas-
ingly giving way to the notion of sustainability. This transition − favor-
ing the use of sustainability as a modifier or headword in an astounding 

7.	� While the concept of development itself is not at the focus of this work, I am 
aware – and wary – of the connotations and complications of the term. What is 
especially problematic is the way in which the concept of sustainable development 
has been read does not really distinguish between growth and development in 
any radical manner (if at all). Daly’s (1996, also Victor 2006, 26) distinction of 
growth as quantitative and development as qualitative is useful in the sense that it 
opens up the idea of development as qualitative change that can take place with-
out quantitative growth.
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variety of contexts − has not been regarded solely as innocent ignorance 
but rather interpreted as a clever rhetorical strategy allowing the posi-
tive connotations of the umbrella concept of sustainable development to 
serve a wide range of political goals (cf. Hejrpe and Linner 2009, 243; in 
the context of energy see Littlefield 2013). However, at the same time, 
decoupling “sustainable” from its “problematic” (Sneddon 2000) partner 
“development” has also been hailed as a welcome terminological move. 
The term “sustainability” forces one to tie the elusive notion of sustainable 
(development) to a geographical, temporal and socioecological context, as 
it urges the reader to ask “what exactly is being sustained, at what scale, 
by and for whom, and using what institutional mechanisms?” (Sneddon 
2000, 525). These terminological questions will be further addressed in 
the discussions on social sustainability to follow shortly as well as in the 
empirical interventions on the Arctic energyscape in later chapters.

The reasons why the energy concern still tends to be depicted and 
addressed through the framework and terminology of sustainabilities 
might be several. On the one hand, the favoring of sustainability over 
resilience, for instance, might reflect the way in which energy and related 
concerns have been and continue to be relegated to the domains of nat-
ural science and technology and thus addressed through the techno-
econo-scientific frameworks of sustainability (Newberry 2013, 228, 232). 
On the other hand, energy and related concerns have for a long time 
occupied a very prominent position in the history of theorizing the chal-
lenges of and future avenues for sustainable existence and development. 
While it undoubtedly was the Brundtland report that popularized the 
understanding of energy as “crucial to sustainable development” (WCED 
1987, 20), energy-related concerns were addressed a good deal earlier, in 
the debate on sustainability and the limits for human economies and 
societies in the report Limits to Growth (cf. Meadows et al 1973). 

Against the history of the sustainability debate, the intertwinements 
of the social and/or the societal appear in twofold form. On the one 
hand, the availability and affordability of energy have been seen as a 
prerequisite: energy is essential in terms of not only (economic/human) 
development but also “daily survival” (WCED 1987, 141). While the 
linkages between energy and (under)development have been considered 
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manifold, although not always straightforward (cf. Di Muzio and Ova-
dia 2016, 3; Nussbaumer, Bazilian and Patt 2013), a strong correlation 
has been observed historically between per capita energy consumption 
and “development” (as measured by internationally shared indicators)8 
(cf. Hall et al 2003, 318). On the other hand, energy-related practices 
and choices play a crucial role in sustainable development through the 
societal and environmental impacts they entail. Thus, an “environmen-
tally sound and economically viable energy pathway that will sustain 
human progress into the distant future” has been seen as “clearly imper-
ative” (WCED 1987, 21). All in all, energy is both a fundamental need 
and a prerequisite – “a necessary (though not sufficient) condition” 
(Bent, Baker and Orr 2002, 4; see also Bazillian, Nadooka and Van de 
Graaf 2014, 219) for life and development as we know them as well as a 
sustainability concern in its own right. 

In addition to investigating the role(s) that energy plays in maintain-
ing and enabling societal life or human and social development, one can 
explore the issue of sustainability in the context of energy. The problem 
there, however, is that any discussion on energy sustainability is imme-
diately complicated by the diversity of energy itself, for it is seen in 
terms of its sources, production phases and value chains and examined 
on a variety of scales and levels of inquiry. Furthermore, energy-related 
sustainability concerns continue to be primarily investigated through 
the “dominating dyad” (Psaridikou and Szerszyski 2012, 32) of the eco-
nomic and the environmental. While “issues of access, equity and justice 
are central to the global energy dilemma” (Bradshaw 2014, 181; also 
Laborgne 2011, 211), they remain overshadowed by the economic and 
environmental concerns over energy sustainability. 

Yet, one profound change has taken place in conceptualizing envi-
ronmental issues in the context of and in relation to energy in recent 
decades. Once dominated by concern over problems like pollution, air 

8.	� The first “tantalising hint” (IEA 2015a, 1) of the potential decoupling of CO2 
emissions and economic activity was observed in the 2015 World Energy Out-
look report of the International Energy Agency. This does not, however, directly 
translate into a decoupling of energy consumption and GDP, the indicator most 
commonly used to measure “development”.
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quality and acidification (cf. e.g. WCED 1987, 20; Shields 1998), the 
energy-environment axis of the sustainability debate has now been 
all but colonized by climate change (Stirling 2014, 90). The focus on 
greenhouse gas emissions associated with energy production and con-
sumption has become a dominant feature in energy-related debates 
and decision-making not only on the level of global energy systems but 
also individual energy projects and solutions, which now become inter-
twined with global developments through the discursive focus on car-
bon. Meanwhile, “non-carbon concerns” still remain largely unaddressed 
in local contexts (Gamborg, Tegner and Anker 2014, 330; Kaisti and 
Käkönen 2012; Luukkanen, Tuominen and Vehmas 2012, 209). This 
observation on the level or scale on which entire systems are addressed is 
not insignificant. When energy-related issues are discussed, this is usu-
ally done at the systems level and through techno-scientific frameworks, 
and the tensions between the systems perspective and local (social) sus-
tainability concerns have been widely observed. In the worst case, the 
impacts of energy projects tend to be felt locally, whereas the benefits 
are enjoyed elsewhere (Luukkanen, Tuominen and Vehmas 2012, 218). 

Against this conceptual background, the broad definition proposed 
by Tester et al (2005, xix) of energy sustainability as “a living harmony 
between the equitable availability of energy services to all people and 
the preservation of the earth for future generations” is exceptional, 
as it explicitly integrates the human and/or social component into a 
systems-level definition of energy sustainability. This definition, while 
again undoubtedly open to interpretation on very many fronts, does put 
statements such as “the current energy system is not sustainable” (Ort-
tung, Perovic and Wenger 2009, 3) into a very different light by drawing 
explicit attention to the societal aspects of how we produce and con-
sume our energy and with what kinds of costs and consequences.

Fossil sustainabilities – an oxymoron?

An exceptionally intriguing and crucially relevant conceptual issue in the 
context of Arctic energy sustainability is the idea of sustainability in the 
context of non-renewable resource extraction. How can something that 
is finite by definition be extracted or utilized sustainably? The answer 
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to this oxymoron depends to a great extent on the stand one takes on 
the notion of sustainability on the weak versus strong axis. From the 
viewpoint of what is known as strong sustainability − preserving certain 
resources as such and in their own right − sustainably extracting finite 
resources is impossible by definition9. However, if the viewpoint of weak 
sustainability is adopted and the principle of substitutability of natural 
capital with other forms of man-made capital is accepted, more room 
is left for perceiving and constructing the extraction of non-renewable 
resources as sustainable (on weak vs. strong sustainability see e.g. Nobbs 
2013; Prno and Slocombe 2012, 348; Málovics, Nagypál Csignéné 
and Kraus 2008, 908–909; Shields 1998, 253). The focus on whether a 
resource is sustained or not, or transformed into capital of another kind, 
does not, however, take into account the associated (socio-environmen-
tal) externalities or, in the end, the ability of nature to serve as sink 
for the emissions from energy-related activities (Grundwald and Rösch 
2011, 6). 

Then again, it is crucial to keep in mind whether one is discussing 
a) sustainability in the context of energy or b) energy in the context of sus­
tainability/sustainable development. In the Arctic region, it has been 
argued that Arctic oil and gas resources can be extracted sustainably as 
long as “no lasting harm is done, for example through environmental 
degradation” and that the activities “produce lasting benefits, for exam-
ple through contributing to the cultural, economic, environmental, and 
social viability of a region or a society” (AMAP 2009, 3_5). In com-
parison, a sustainable approach to mining, which has been described as 
one “that integrates social, environmental, and economic considerations 
into the planning processes from the first stages of exploration until 
post-mine closure”, is inescapably unique in each mineral development 
project (Prno and Slocombe 2012, 348). Both of these points of view 
basically regard the utilization of (energy) resources as a developmen-
tal strategy and guarantor of government revenues and the well-being 

9.	� “Substitutability” has even more concrete meanings in the context of the fossil 
fuels, as “the quality and quantity of energy embodied in oil having been incor-
porated as a central feature on how our economies and societies fundamentally 
function” (Lähde 2015, 59).
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of communities (cf. Bertelsen, Justinussen and Smits 2015; Wilson 
and Stammler 2016, 1). In these cases, what is being “sustained” are 
not the resources themselves, but the “level of need satisfaction and 
equal opportunities” that utilizing them is expected or desired to pro-
vide (Langhelle, Blingheim and Öygaarden 2008, 20). From this per-
spective, measures or choices, regarded in their own right and from a 
mere resource-based or strong sustainability perspective as undoubtedly 
unsustainable, might after all be justified as unavoidable intermediate 
steps on the development path towards sustainability (ibid.). All in all, 
it might be quite naive to think of hydrocarbon energy in the Arctic 
either as wholly sustainable or wholly unsustainable: instead, it might be 
best seen as a “hybrid of both sorts of practices” (Campbell 1996, 303) 
and as a discursive and thus inevitably political battleground for various 
articulations of sustainability and their advocates. 

3.2 The “social” (in the sustainable)

Of the three pillars of the mantra-like understanding of sustainable 
development and/or sustainability – the economy, environment and the 
social – the last has been broadly recognized as the most elusive. The 
social dimension in the sustainability debates and agendas has been 
characterized as “fluid” or “dismissed altogether” (Boström 2012, 1), and 
it has widely been acknowledged as “more difficult to analyze, compre-
hend, define, and incorporate into sustainability projects and planning 
than the other dimensions of sustainability” (ibid., 6). The messiness 
of the debates on and definitions of social sustainability have led some 
authors to conclude that social sustainability is no more than “a con-
ceptual chaos” (Vallance, Perkins and Dixon 2011, 342) and that there 
is a good chance the notion should be abolished altogether (Sneddon 
2000, 523). However, hopeful views have been presented trusting that 
as a result of the recent discussions the notion will “continue to develop” 
(Axelsson et al 2013, 217). This work takes part in and pushes further 
these conceptual debates. 
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Despite the increasing attention to concepts such as resilience10, the 
last few years have witnessed the emergence of a field of literature aim-
ing to map, systematize and classify the exceptionally broad field of 
academic and political debate on the essence of “the social” in the sus-
tainability discourse. The renewed theoretical interest has evolved more 
or less in step with “real-world” developments. There is a “growing crit-
icism of cultural ignorance with which many energy implementation 
projects are handled” (Bastholm and Henning 2014, 1; see also Strauss 
2011) and associated concerns over societal acceptance of energy pro-
duction have received increasing public attention (Mitchell et al 2011). 
The social aspects of energy cannot, however, be reduced to project- or 
production-level considerations. Accordingly, the following discussions 
delve into the ways in which the social and its sustainability have been 
theorized, in the context of energy and more broadly.

Conceptualizing the social dimension I: Indicators and policy goals

Several recent analyses of policy programs and academic literature con-
firm the above observations about the elusiveness and the messiness of 
the social dimension of sustainability. However, some classifications and 
categorizations have been put forward that are useful for capturing the 
essential differences between the various ways in which social sustaina-
bility is understood. 

The first of these that merits mention is an approach that has been 
labelled “development sustainability” (Vallance, Perkins and Dixon 2011), 
“substantive sustainability” (Del Río and Burguillo 2008, 1328–1329) 
or, in some cases, “contextual sustainability” (Suopajärvi et al 2016). All 
of the concepts refer to a perspective from which social sustainability 
becomes defined, tracked and measured in a given context and in the 
Brundtlandian sense, that is, in terms of development goals and targets 
of a very concrete and measurable kind. Murphy (2012) has summarized 
these aims under “pre-eminent policy concepts”, examples being equity, 
awareness of sustainability, participation and social cohesion; Partridge’s 

10.	� The conceptual debates on resilience as well as its relation to other key notions 
such as sustainability will be revisited in chapter six.
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encyclopedia entry (2014, 6182–6183) presents a partly overlapping 
categorization of “normative goals” of quality of life, equity and social 
justice, inclusion / interconnectedness, access, future orientation and 
participation. Other categorizations have highlighted the importance 
of personal development prospects and democracy (cf. the encyclope-
dia entry by Ross 2013). Successfully implemented energy projects have 
been seen as having the potential to increase inclusion and integration in 
communities and strengthen local identities (Laborgne 2011, 211).

What must be noted at this point is that many of these broader prin-
ciples and understandings of the social mainly translate into the benefits 
that are expected from the possibilities and revenues generated through 
energy-related activities: the focus is on the question of what kind of 
future society we want to build and advance based on our manifold 
engagements with energy. As such, they provide very little insight into 
what “sustainable” in the social dimension might translate into when it 
comes to making energy-related decisions and implementing energy-
related policies today. In the broader context of the extractive industries 
in general, social sustainability requirements on the project level have 
translated into improving employment and working conditions; skills 
development; developing and maintaining businesses and livelihoods, 
recreational opportunities, the functioning of local social systems and 
the continuity of local culture; and preserving landscapes and cultural 
sites (Kokko et al 2013, 13). Despite their more immediate temporal 
orientation, these requirements nonetheless adopt a developmental 
understanding of socially sustainable energy by assigning the economic 
benefit from energy projects an instrumental role in regional and com-
munity development.

If the state, future and sustainability of the social dimension are indeed 
addressed and assessed as development and policy goals, one must con-
front the complex issue of how to define, measure and track change and 
development trends. In these definitions, “economic dimensions of the 
social” have become “integral”, with the state of the social understood 
largely in terms of economic output and productivity, employment, 
trade and gross domestic product (GDP) (Law and Urry 2004, 392). 
Indeed, although GDP was never devised and designed as an indica-
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tor of well-being, and criticism of GDP is common, its applications are 
manifestly widespread, so much so that “development has come to be 
defined largely in materialistic terms” (Bridge 2009, 1229). The limita-
tions of GDP have been widely acknowledged, among them its inability 
to identify issues related to distribution of income, the actual contribution 
of investments in local economies and populations, as well as concerns 
over resource depletion (cf. e.g. Victor 2008, Nobbs 2013, Fleurbaey and 
Blanchet 2013, 5). Thus, even in mainstream economics theory, a “very 
dominant strand of the literature considers that monetary valuation is 
inadequate for most of the components of well-being that do not sponta-
neously come out in monetary terms” (Fleurbaey and Blanchet 2013, 5). 

To overcome the inadequacies associated with using GDP as an indi-
cator of human well-being and social welfare, a wealth of indicators, 
classifications and indices has been introduced ranging from compos-
ite indicators such as the Human Development Index (UNDP 1990), 
Genuine Progress Indicator (see Victor 2008, 129), Sustainable Society 
Index (Van der Kerk and Manuel 2008) to a wide variety of “dashboard 
indicators” (cf. Fleurbaey and Blanchet 2013, 33); each of these measures 
has its benefits and shortcomings. In the Arctic, a set of region-specific 
social indicators has been devised and implemented under the umbrella 
of the Arctic Social Indicators project (cf. ASI-I, 2010, ASI-II, 2014; 
chapter six in this work). Despite their seeming diversity, all of the dif-
ferent indicators share an idea of social life, development and/or soci(et)
al sustainability as something that can be measured and quantified. Fur-
thermore, they not only measure or describe but “participate in, reflect 
upon, and enact the social” (Law and Urry 2004, 392; italics in original) 
and thus make a certain kind of social into being,

Measuring the present state of affairs, as well as the trends pointed to 
by different pre-defined sustainability indicators, differs radically from 
assessing the level of sustainability of that state now and in the future. 
Not only does assessing sustainability require one to rely on current 
knowledge and observations as a(n insufficient) basis for any projections 
and predictions, but it also forces assumptions to be made about what 
resources and goods are expected to be deemed crucial for well-being 
in the often-undefined future (Fleurbaey and Blanchet 2013, 49–51). 
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Thus, on the one hand, there can be “no sustainability assessment with-
out a prior consensus about what we want to sustain, that is, what con-
tent we give to the notion of current social well-being” (ibid., 75); on 
the other, “we also might be able to define sustainability yet be unable 
to ever actually measure it or even know, one day in the future, that 
we had achieved it” (Campbell 1996, 301). Against this background it 
is unsurprising that sustainability assessments – be they at the level of 
individual projects, companies or government agencies – have exhibited 
a consistent lack of explicit definitions of sustainability as well as uncer-
tainties as to how its different measures are determined and translated 
into indicators (Davidson 2011, 363). 

There is, however, another and equally profound concern associated 
with conceptualizing the social dimension as development targets, pol-
icy concepts and normative goals: the cultural bias and normativity 
inherent in the notion of sustainable development (cf. e.g. Ross 2013, 
2248). Does social sustainability – especially if understood strictly in 
terms of maintaining a state of living or being together – indeed require 
adherence, among other things, to the value-laden Western idea(l)s 
of democracy and equity or to the idea of quality of life as a life of a 
very certain kind? If so, what are the implications of thinking about the 
social in this way in relation to energy development in the north?

Conceptualizing the social dimension II: SIAs and (other) corporate 

interpretations

In the context of the extractive industries and large-scale industrial 
projects – categories into which both renewable and non-renewable 
energy-related projects often neatly fall – the concrete process of concep-
tualizing, assessing and measuring the social consequences of development 
projects tends to proceed for the most part under the umbrella of social 
impact assessments (SIA). While national understandings and practices 
vary, in principle SIAs (should) map, measure and track the social dimen-
sion of sustainability, its requirements and preconditions and its imple-
mentation in a particular project or broader development program. These 
linkages between sustainability goals and SIA are explicitly underlined in 
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SIA literature11, which, in turn, might also play a role in why the sustaina-
bility framework still plays such a crucial role in conceptualizing different 
dimensions of the energy concern. The principle of sustainability has been 
pinpointed as “a key value underlying SIA theory and practice” (Vanclay 
2003, 7), and the goal of the assessments “is to bring about a more ecolog-
ically, socio-culturally and economically sustainable and equitable devel-
opment” (ibid., 6) and to maximize the benefits and minimize the costs 
of the ongoing developments, “including those in other places and in the 
future” (ibid., 7). Existing codes of conduct for social impact assessments 
assign them a central role in capturing what the social entails and how 
its status can be “improved” in grass-roots (energy) development projects.

In the SIA literature, both “the social” and “impacts” are expounded 
in a very broad manner. The social dimension is conceived as “all 
impacts on humans” (Vanclay 2002, 201; italics in original); impacts are 
seen both as being perceived differently by different societal groups in 
different contexts and distributed differently among different groups in 
a community or a society (Slootweeg, Vanclay and Schooten 2001, 25; 
Vanclay 2003, 7). The scholarly SIA literature also adopts a very broad 
view of what constitutes an impact: both perceived and experienced 
impacts at the levels of individuals, families, communities and the soci-
ety are seen as impacts, starting from the first fears and expectations 
associated with the prospects of a future project (Vanclay 2002, 201–
202). By definition, social impacts are seen to 

include all social and cultural consequences to human populations 
of any public or private actions that alter the ways in which people 
live, work, play, relate to one another, organize to meet their needs, 
and generally cope as members of society. Cultural impacts involve 
changes to the norms, values, and beliefs of individuals that guide 
and rationalize their cognition to themselves and their society.

(Vanclay 2002, 190)

11.	� The majority of SIA literature focuses on mining. However, as an industry 
extracting local non-renewable resources for global markets with significant local 
impacts, mining bears a significant resemblance to the energy industry. 



48 | LEMPINEN: THE ELUSIVE SOCIAL

However, extensive criticism has been levelled against how these all-
encompassing ideals have been and still are implemented in assessing 
social impacts on the level of practice. First, case studies from around the 
world have demonstrated that social impact assessments tend to consti-
tute a very small proportion of the assessment reports compared to the 
length and detail dedicated to assessing biophysical impacts of devel-
opments (Suopajärvi 2013, Hildebrandt and Sandham 2014). Secondly, 
it has been noted that the assessments do not meet the standards set 
out to ensure a balanced, participatory and transparent approach: rather, 
case studies have pointed out the overrepresentation of some groups 
compared to others in consultations, a failure to identify and include 
vulnerable groups and an utter lack of reflection on the methodologies 
applied (Suopajärvi 2013). Legal and techno-scientific understandings 
of relevance and related cultures of argumentation can leave some per-
spectives and other aspects of social reality “violently excluded” (Strauss 
2011, 51). Furthermore, SIAs continue to be conducted as one-time 
pre-project assessments (Suopajärvi 2015, Kokko et al 2013, 41). This 
being the case, instead of actually “analyzing, monitoring and managing 
the social consequences of development” (Vanclay 2003, 6) throughout 
the different phases of the project, SIAs “do not tell about real impacts 
in the daily lives of people and communities in different phases of the 
mining project” but “are about local people’s expectations of the mining 
project; hopes and fears of the changes caused by the project in local 
life” (Suopajärvi 2015, 38, italics in original).

In engaging with the themes of sustainability and sustainable devel-
opment, the principles of SIA become entangled with the value biases 
and presuppositions embedded in the broader sustainable development 
discourse and its critiques. The international principles of SIA state that 
development should contribute to the social welfare of the wider com-
munity and thus “promoting equity and democratization should be the 
major driver of development planning” (Vanclay 2003, 9) and that pro-
gress made in these terms “should be a performance indicator in any 
form of impact assessment” (ibid., 5). In a similar manner, assessment 
guidelines highlight factors such as political participation, civil liber-
ties and property rights (Vanclay 2002, 186; Vanclay 2003, 8) although 
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they are far from universally shared worldwide and, as such, are value-
laden products of a worldview of a very certain kind. These intimate 
connections between (often corporate-led) development projects and 
governance of local development are taken even further in the social 
development approach, which intertwines “the future of the company 
with the future of the local community” (Estevez and Vanclay 2009, 
137) and integrates broader human development goals such as eradicat-
ing poverty and illiteracy (Esteves 2008, 43) and compensating for the 
shortcomings of local taxation regimes to serve the needs of the affected 
communities “with a view to developing the region so that it can attract 
a diverse range of other industries” (Esteves and Vanclay 2009, 139). 
The idea of corporate actors assuming the rhetoric, roles and respon-
sibilities of states and local governments, development agencies and 
NGOs in the context of the sustainable development agenda continues 
to prompt critical discussion both within the industry and academia, 
albeit for different reasons (cf. e.g. Harvey 2014, Aaron 2012, Málovics, 
Nagypál Csignéné and Kraus 2008). 

Assessing and measuring the contributions to and state of the social as 
well as its sustainability are also discussed in the framework of corporate 
social responsibility (CSR), although the ubiquity of sustainability as a 
notion has again spawned a wide range of interpretations of its content 
and requirements. In this context, definitions have ranged from environ-
mental management to business sustainability (Giovannoni and Fabietti 
2013, 22), the latter bending the concept of sustainability to its breaking 
point, where it refers to sustaining the corporation and its activities in the 
name of the contributions they might bring to sustainable development 
(Banerjee 2008). In practice, interpretations of social sustainability in the 
context of CSR have predominantly been reduced to determination of 
benefits gained by the host communities and countries in the form of 
taxes and royalties, job creation, donations and improved services to local 
communities. However, more normative approaches to CSR highlight 
the need for contributions to ensure “the presence of social justice for the 
most vulnerable social groups and communities impacted by corporate 
operations, over time and in relation to all significant needs and inter-
ests, without compromising the sustainability of the environment” (Ross 
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2013, 2245–2246). While companies’ ambition of introducing broader 
corporate understandings into their views on the social sustainability of 
activities has been warmly welcomed in many instances, concerns have 
been raised over introducing and implementing stricter demands and 
requirements, such as Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (cf. e.g. Hanna 
and Vanclay 2013, 150–155), in a situation where “[companies] are still 
grappling with the fundamentals of their corporate social responsibil-
ities” (Owen and Kemp 2014, 91). These discussions on the roles and 
responsibilities of corporations in relation to both (state) authorities and 
local communities also have repercussions for the Arctic energyscape, 
and the ways in which they resonate in the region will be touched upon 
in several instances later in this work. 

Beyond assessing and measuring

While the perspectives defining the social dimension in terms of policy 
goals and their concrete and quantifiable outcomes form the majority of 
the contributions to the social dimension of the sustainability debate, 
social aspects of energy have also been conceptualized beyond develop-
mental terms12. On the one hand, attention has been drawn to the proce-
dural aspects related to any decisions or developments that deal with the 
social dimension. From this perspective, it is not only the (f )actual and 
measurable outcomes or the status or trends of sustainability that need 
to be comprehended and assessed; instead, the perceptions and impres-
sions of the individuals and communities in one way or another affected 
by ongoing developments play a role as does their ability to influence 
those developments (Del Río and Burguillo 2008, 1328–1329; Whitton 
et al 2015; Kokko et al 2013, 13). In this respect, the sustainability dis-
cussion again overlaps with the principles and practices of social impact 

12.	� A strand of literature that has been labelled “bridge sustainability” (cf. Vallance, 
Perkins and Dixon 2011) portrays social sustainability as conceptualized mainly 
in terms of values, attitudes and behavior and promotion of environmentally sus-
tainable values and practices. Understood in this manner, the social dimension 
does not have any intrinsic value on the sustainability agenda; instead, the focus 
is on the social changes that are required on the path towards an environmentally 
sustainable society. As such, these views fall outside the scope of this work.
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assessments. The social is not reduced to actual, measurable impacts or 
contributions of a given project or development; rather, account is also 
taken of the hopes, fears, assumptions and expectations associated with 
projects and developments as well as of the inherent and inevitable per-
spectivity where the social dimension is concerned. Indeed, “there is no 
one social sustainability, but rather many articulations of the concept” 
(Hiedanpää, Jokinen and Jokinen 2012, 40). Very different understand-
ings of the content and status of the meaningful “social” as well as the 
impacts of ongoing developments can and often do exist in the same sit-
uational contexts and across a range of temporal and geographical scales 
(Lehtonen 2004). In this light, the relationship between the substantive/
developmental/contextual and procedural understandings of the social 
dimension in the sustainable is not exactly straightforward. However, 
while in many readings the two perspectives have been seen as mutually 
reinforcing, Campbell (1996, 301) questions this connection by pointing 
out that “societies view themselves as ‘fair’ if the procedures of allocation 
treat people equally, even if the substantive outcome is unbalanced” (ital-
ics in original). These remarks bear significance also where the governing 
of Arctic energy development is concerned. 

Viewpoints similar to these have been put forward within the emerg-
ing discourse on energy justice, which has seen a key position accorded 
to the procedural aspects of energy-related debates and developments 
alongside the distributional questions associated with the energy concern 
(cf. Fuller and MacCauley 2016, Jenkins et al 2016, Da Costa, Cohen 
and Schaeffer 2007). In its broadest form, the notion of energy justice 
centers on “questions about the costs and benefits of energy systems. In 
so doing, it brings questions of justice to the forefront in various ways, 
including the material infrastructure of energy technologies, access and 
cost of energy services and intergenerational equity in terms of current 
and future generations, among others” (Fuller and MacCauley 2016, 
1). In this respect, the concept of energy justice might be better able to 
accommodate the diversity of societal issues associated with energy – as 
well as the diversity of energy itself – than the often-invoked notion of 
social sustainability ever could, at least in its current forms and artic-
ulations. Much of the discussion on social sustainability in relation to 
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energy revolves around upstream activities and issues arising from energy 
production: consumption and related issues of equality and access have 
seldom been taken into consideration in these definitions (however, see 
Bradshaw 2014, 181; Laborgne 2011, 211; Dunlap 2008, 57; Grund-
wald and Rösch 2011, 6). Again, the attempts to better grasp “the social” 
move away from the techno-scientific vocabularies of sustainability.

In his analysis of the notion of social sustainability, Cuthill (2010) 
divides the content and the uses of the concept into four components: 
the theoretical, the operational, the ethical, and the methodological. 
These can also be identified in and applied to the broader discussion 
of the social dimension. In the present research, the interest lies mostly 
in the theoretical aspects of the notion, in the ways in which the social, 
sustaining it or making it “better” is – or, oftentimes, is not – articulated 
and advocated. The questions I am interested in place this work firmly 
amid the conceptual debates taking place under the broad umbrella 
notion of maintenance sustainability (Vallance, Perkins and Dixon 
2011). The literature in that field draws attention to the very question 
which most of the debate on the social dimension fails to address: what 
is it exactly that is being – or is wanted to be – sustained, by whom 
and how? What constitutes the social that we assemble and construct 
around the energy concern? From this perspective, the social and its 
sustainability become an issue of being able to continue an activity or 
way of living and being that is perceived as important and worth main-
taining (Sorsa 2015, 11). In the end, “social sustainability is about sus-
taining something” ( Jacobsen and Delaney 2014, 6), about what is this 
“social” that we want to sustain or, from a more normative perspective, 
what should be taken into account when the social, its sustainability and 
related choices are being discussed and decided upon. These questions 
unveil the inextricably political nature of the social and its development, 
which is far too often masked behind the seeming objectivity of the 
quantitative indicators that are applied. 
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3.3 Making the elusive social explicit

There is nothing wrong with this use of the word [social] as long as 
it designates what is already assembled together, without making 
any superfluous assumption about the nature of what is assembled. 

(Latour 2005, 1)

As noted in several instances above, both the broader umbrella notions 
of sustainable development and sustainability as well as the(ir) social 
dimension are contested and politicized concepts. The “vagueness and 
interpretative flexibility” (Boström 2012, 11) of both of the concepts 
allow for and derive from the various contents and rhetorical uses of 
the concepts so often taken as givens in popular and political debates. 
Indeed, what constitutes the social is seldom defined even in scholarly 
publications and its content is left to be implicitly understood. To some 
extent, taking the notion of the social as self-evident might be uninten-
tional as it is not an easy concept to grasp. As Latour notes, it “seems 
to be diluted everywhere and yet nowhere in particular” (Latour 2005, 
2). Whether they do so intentionally or not, these implicit references 
efficiently ignore the “often hidden, political work involved in defining 
what belongs to our common world” (Psaridikou and Szerszynski 2012, 
32). What then should be taken into account when the social dimen-
sion is addressed and decided upon?

On the rare occasions attempts are made to explicitly conceptual-
ize the social in or beyond the sustainability literature, these tend to 
resort to dictionary definitions. What all of them share and promote is 
an understanding of the social dimension as comprising and being lim-
ited to human actors, actions and institutions (cf. e.g. Murphy 2012, 18; 
Axelsson et al 2013, 217). Defining the constituents of the social strictly 
in human terms raises questions from (at least) two viewpoints. First, 
such an approach refuses to consider the diversity of the ways in which 
elements of nonhuman nature are intertwined in the practices through 
which our social interactions, institutions and societies come into being. 
Secondly, it efficiently constructs a solid and fixed binary between the 
essentialist categories of human and nonhuman. These viewpoints, both 
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of which are relevant also in terms of rethinking the social in the con-
text of energy, are taken up briefly in the following. 

As such, viewing the social as more than human is no more revo-
lutionary an idea than stating that “things other than humans make a 
difference in the way social relations unfold” (Bakker and Bridge 2006, 
17–18). It is an acknowledgement of the “sociality of things” (Clarke 
2005, 7) and that there are elements other than human ones that are 
entangled with the ways in which we relate to each other and the world. 
However, the extent to which as well as which nonhumans are “allowed” 
into the realm of the more-than-human social is the object of heated 
debate in scholarly literature. Some expand the social world to include 
nonhuman animals and biotics in general (cf. Hiedanpää, Jokinen 
and Jokinen 2012, Youatt 2007). These perspectives are embedded, for 
instance, in the basic assumptions about the nature of the world in the 
field of environmental sociology (cf. Dunlap and Catton 1979) as well 
as in the principles of social impact assessments, in which no attempt is 
made to conceptually “separate the biophysical from the social environ-
ment” (Slootweeg, Vanclay and Schooten 2001, 27). Other viewpoints 
push the boundaries of the social even further by including abiotic enti-
ties, underlining the diverse ways in which all lived and experienced 
social realities are shaped by and intertwined with elements of an inex-
tricably material nature (Psaridikou and Szerszynki 2012, Latour 2005, 
Clarke 2005). This study does not espouse a fixed, human-centric defi-
nition of the social, but rather embraces an understanding of the social 
as an issue that is always potentially more than exclusively human, an 
understanding that “the world in which we dwell is inhabited by beings 
of manifold kinds, not just human beings” (Ingold 1997, 232). 

In the brief remarks made above, the notions of human and nonhu-
man have been applied without drawing much attention to the evidently 
problematic nature of this binary13. Indeed, not only is the social a con-
cept, but so are the notions of both human and nonhuman. Despite their 

13.	� The human-nonhuman binary is by far not the only or the only problematic one: 
the “Western intellectual tradition” as a whole has been characterized as “a series 
of dualisms” (Brown and Walker 2008, 297).
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seemingly inherent nature, these, too, are conceptual categories and con-
structed subject positions with social, historical and political underpin-
nings (Fuller 1994, Casper 1994). The fixation on the existence of two 
ontological positions – human and everything else – is every bit as blind 
to the artificial and helplessly leaky nature of these categorizations (cf., 
e.g., hybrids in Latour 2005; cyborgs in Haraway 1991; co-constructs in 
Irwin 2001) as it to the essentially and inescapably social nature of mate-
rial entities. Despite their undeniably physical essence, materialities are 
not “pregiven substrates that variably enable and constrain social action”, 
although they are often taken as such in geopolitics-oriented interna-
tional theory (Mulligan 2016, 41; Bakker and Bridge 2006, 8; Aalto et 
al 2012); instead, they are “themselves historical products of material, 
representational and symbolic practices” (Bakker and Bridge 2006, 8). 

These factors also feature prominently in the hybridity of energy 
already touched upon. The crude materiality of energy is mediated by 
social and cultural perceptions, whereas changes in the material basis – 
the availability of cheap oil – have implications not only for the way in 
which the materiality of energy is itself understood (Redclift 2009, 374–
375), but also for how the social around us is perceived and constructed. 
Clearly, discursive and ideational elements play a role, both as constituents 
of the social in their own right as well as in mediating the ways in which 
relations between other elements of the social are perceived and acted 
upon (Clarke 2005, xxx), As Ingold notes, “our ideas about the world […] 
are fashioned against the background of our active engagement with its 
diverse human and nonhuman constituents” (Ingold 1997, 232). 

The calls for opening up the definition of the social resonate with the 
broader sustainability debate on at least two fronts. First, the necessity 
of contextualizing and situating applies to the notions of social and sus-
tainable, not least when they are applied together, as in the case of social 
sustainability. What needs to be explicated is what exactly the social is 
that is – or should be – sustained and in which context. Addressing this 
question in the context of the Arctic energyscape is the main empirical 
focus of this work. Secondly, the demands that the social be redefined 
are intertwined with the critiques aimed at dismantling the artificial 
separation of the ontological domains of the social, the environmen-
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tal and the economic, distinctions embedded in our thinking about the 
world as well as the notion of sustainable development. Understanding 
the social as constituted by both (so-called) human and nonhuman ele-
ments – including the material and ideational – efficiently dissolves the 
idea of human communities and societies as being made up of human 
beings only (cf. Elias 1978, 31) and constructs the environment, society 
and the economy as embedded and perspectival rather than as intercon-
nected but separate domains of societal life (Psaridikou and Szerszynski 
2012, Magis and Shinn 2009). 

The conceptual excursions above have arrived at the intermediate 
conclusion that exclusively human-centric understandings of the social 
dimension are not only inadequate but also “unrealistic and unfair” 
(Hiedanpää, Jokinen and Jokinen 2012, 47), as much in terms of their 
inclusiveness as in the ways in which they are blind to the value-laden 
nature of the seemingly objective notions on which the social is con-
structed as an exclusively human domain. What has been set forth is an 
understanding of the social which does not “limit in advance the beings 
that inhabit our social world” (Latour 2005, 16). In the context of the 
Arctic energyscape, this definition translates into perceiving the social 
dimension of energy as nothing less than “the full situation” (Clarke 
2005, xxvii). The particular situation defined in this work is the entity 
known as the “new energy province” (AES 2010, 12), used systemati-
cally in addressing and constructing the Arctic region when northern 
energy is discussed. The social thus becomes, in the end, a perspective on 
the energy situation, one comprised of and constituted by the “puzzling 
merger of human activities and non-human entities” (Latour 2005, 90. 
This perspective, in turn, places certain demands on research methodol-
ogies, on the one hand, and poses additional questions of a profoundly 
ontological nature, on the other. The following chapter is dedicated to 
addressing these concerns. However, the extent to which these broader 
understandings resonate with the ways in which the soci(et)al is 
addressed in the ongoing Arctic energy debates remains to be weighed 
in the empirical discussions in later parts of this work. 
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4. �THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS  
AND METHODOLOGICAL CHOICES: 
SITUATIONS UNDER CONSTRUCTION

This study could probably best be described as a conceptually informed 
in-depth empirical analysis. While no received theory as such is applied 
to support and structure the analysis, this does not mean there are no 
theoretical underpinnings that need to be explained and justified. Thus 
far this work has explicitly as well as between the lines referenced ways 
in which the social, the lived and the political become debated, negoti-
ated or constructed. Frequent use of such verbs reveals an ontological 
commitment to understanding both energy and its social dimension not 
as absolutes but as being in flux, perspectival and under construction in 
language and through interaction and in encounters with human and 
nonhuman constituents of different situations. 

Furthermore, the choices made and the words used in this work sig-
nal an acknowledgement of the roles of both the researcher and the 
research strategy in constructing the concern under inquiry. As Law 
and Urry saliently note, “social investigation makes worlds” (2004, 391). 
Research as a practice is heavily involved in the “business of ‘ontologi-
cal politics’” (ibid., 392), that is, making things into being through the 
questions it asks, the methodologies it applies and the issues and per-
spectives rendered visible in this process. This is very much the case in 
the present work, which has set out to take the elusive social dimension 
of energy in the north by surprise, as it were, a dimension ignored more 
often than not in scholarly, political and popular debates alike. 
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4.1 Constructing an energyscape

The references above to the role and importance of language echo the 
foundational assumptions behind the tradition of social constructionism. 
In its most traditional sense, social construction refers to the key role of 
language in making the social world into being (Berger and Luckmann 
1968); in IR, the application of social constructivism has translated into 
viewpoints that highlight the role that shared ideas have in shaping our 
understanding of the nature of the material world, other actors and our 
relationships with them (cf. Wendt 1999). Indeed, linguistic representa-
tions are not neutral descriptions of actors, institutions, entities, things 
or the world as they “really are”; instead of mirroring the world as it 
is, language both reflects and constructs the positions, identities, rela-
tionships and interrelationships of different entities with respect to their 
broader context or situation (cf. Potter 1996, 96–98). 

Linguistic representations always highlight some aspects of the same 
concern while slighting others, assign certain facets of an issue visibility 
while omitting others, and frame a concern in particular terms and based 
on certain interests instead of others. The uses and abuses of language are 
intrinsically entangled with power. (Scrase and Ockwell 2010, Fairclough 
1989, Lakoff and Johnson 1980). This is where the irrevocably political 
nature of linguistic representations comes into play, a politics that can be 
defined in terms broader than institutional or sectorial as the ongoing 
discursive struggle for the right to define the state of affairs (cf. Palonen 
1983). As De Goede (2003, 89) underlines, all definitions are political in 
nature. Not all perspectives are heard or weighed equally, but the ones 
that are can have profound effects on the ways in which issues – energy, 
for example – are acted upon and decided on (cf. Mason 2016a, 132). 

Visual representations14 as well both reflect and construct the ways in 
which see, experience and enact the world. Like words, images are out-
comes of active choices and emphasize certain meanings and aspects of 

14.	� While the visual analysis in this work focuses on photographic images, the terms 
“visual materials” or “visual representations” can have a considerably broader 
meaning (cf. e.g. Mitchell 2011, Margolis and Pauwels 2011, Rose 2007).
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issues at the expense of others; they include certain elements and per-
spectives while excluding others (Seppänen 2010, 78; Rose 2007, 12). 
The presence of an image in any given body of text is thus always the 
result of a choice, either intentional or unconscious. In a similar man-
ner, the choices made in constructing the image itself are always shaped 
by cultural practices and questions of power and politics (Burkin 1982, 
1–5; Rose 2007, 26). An image is thus never “innocent” (Rose 2007, 
26) or a neutral “window to the depicted world” (Pauwels 2011, 6). Yet, 
even in an era offering endless possibilities of digital manipulation, it 
will still often be interpreted as a “true” representation of the world and 
its events as they really are (Kunelius 2003, 44−45), much more so than 
written language ever would.

Underlying this discussion of constructivism is the idea that there is 
a material “bedrock reality” (Bakker and Bridge 2006, 8) that is open 
enough to interpretation to make it possible to advocate and emphasize 
certain viewpoints at the expense of others (Scrase and Ockwell 2010, 
2226). However, how the relationship between language and the mate-
rial world is conceptualized differs in degree even within the tradition 
of constructivism. At one end of the spectrum, there exists no real world 
outside its linguistic representations; at the other end, the biophysical 
world is assigned a more active role as an element shaping the manner 
in which the world can be linguistically constructed (cf. e.g. Potter 1996, 
97−98). Among the intervening alternatives, one finds concepts such 
as co-construction (Irwin 2001) and hybrids (Latour 1993, 10), which 
have been suggested in order to highlight the roles that elements and 
entities not human might have in constructing our social with and for 
us. What they all underline are the ways in which materialities influ-
ence, enter and shape the social as well as its representations and con-
structions. These emphases do not, however, mean that these materially 
oriented constructivist approaches are not inescapably anthropocentric. 
Even perspectives that view the social under construction as more than 
human, and the “constructors” of this social as not exclusively and solely 
human, still focus on the ways in which these other-than-human enti-
ties carve their ways into the linguistic representations and how they 
are employed and mobilized in these accounts (cf. Latour 2005, Bakker 
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and Bridge 2006, 8−10). While we remain inescapably anthropocentric 
in our concerns, “the question is which anthropomorphic values and 
priorities we will apply to the natural and the social world around us” 
(Campbell 1996, 301).

Earlier in this work I mentioned that resources do not have a voice 
of their own but rather are employed and mobilized by other actors to 
serve their own view of the world (cf. also Clarke 2005, 47). The idea 
of investigating linguistic representations of issues related to resources 
and/or energy, also in the context of the political outside “high poli-
tics”, is of course by no means unexplored. As noted by Fischhendler, 
Nathan and Boymen (2015, 114–115), energy resources are “integral 
elements to human systems”; owing to the fundamental role they play 
in making both everyday life and crucial state functions possible (Aalto 
and Westphal 2007), “they often fall prey to the rhetoric and compet-
ing discourses that decision-makers use to sustain, lobby for, and diffuse 
favored energy policies and services” (Fischhendler, Nathan and Boy-
men 2015, 114–115). This discursive malleability, in turn, follows from 
the instrumental role that energy has in enabling and securing other 
functions and goals: resource projects are not only about resources, but 
rather intertwine with “different domains of the social world” (Suopa-
järvi 2015, 41) far beyond the focal energy concern.

The ways in which language and linguistic choices play out in shap-
ing our understandings and actions in relation to energy have already 
been investigated on several fronts. Extensive work has been conducted 
on, among other topics, strategies and patterns of energy argumentation 
(e.g. Corvellec 2007; Windisch 2008), discourses on and the framing of 
different energy sources and alternatives (e.g. Scrase and Ockwell 2010, 
Sengers, Raven and Van Venrooij 2010, Ashmore et al 2016) as well as 
verbal and, occasionally, also visual energy metaphors and rhetoric (e.g. 
Lempinen 2013, Anshelm 2008, Littlefield 2013, Fitzgerald 2012, Live-
sey 2002, Mason 2016a, Tynkkynen 2016b). In a similar manner, Arctic 
understandings and their articulations related to sustainability – the key 
concept through which the energy concern continues to be addressed – 
have been investigated in a wide range of different settings. Discussions 
relevant to this work can be cited, for example, on the ways in which 
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social sustainability ( Jacobsen and Delaney 2014) and cultural sustain-
ability (Lempinen and Heininen 2016) in the Arctic context have been 
defined and understood. In the particular context of northern energy, 
research themes include the definitions and articulations of the sustain-
ability of oil and gas operations in the Arctic (Mikkelsen and Langhelle 
2010), as well as Russian (industry) interpretations of the sustainability 
of Arctic energy (Andreassen 2016, Tynkkynen 2016a). 

Needless to say, the literature features discussions beyond the con-
text of the Arctic energyscape on the ways in which the axis of energy 
and the social have been constructed. Among other themes, scholars 
have addressed inclusion of and perceptions on social sustainability in 
a wide range of contexts related to the EU renewable energy sustaina-
bility schemes (cf. German and Schonefeld 2012) and power planning 
(Ribeiro, Ferreira and Araújo 2011). Understandings and definitions 
of social sustainability have also been explored in the mining industry 
(Han Onn and Woodley 2014). Research on similar questions in spe-
cifically northern contexts has investigated understandings of social sus-
tainability in northern mining communities (Suopajärvi et al 2016) and 
the approaches to social sustainability of mining policy in Greenland 
(Tiainen 2016), just to name a few. 

The aim of citing all the contributions highlighted above has been to 
demonstrate that the profoundly political nature of the social, sustaina-
bility and energy-related issues alike can fruitfully be explored by focus-
ing on the use of language. In fact, the amount of existing literature on 
and related to the theme is so extensive that it might lead one to ques-
tion both the novelty and value of one more research endeavor focus-
ing on the issue. However, I argue that there remains a gap in the ways 
in which the discursivity of energy-related concerns is addressed, as to 
date few studies have attempted to go beyond the framings of dominant 
actors, hegemonic discourses or linguistic representations of individual 
energy sources or single issues or phenomena. The aim of this study is 
rather the contrary: to draw attention to the diversities and multiplicities 
of the elements that together, as a whole, constitute and contribute to the 
regional energyscape and the ways in which those elements intertwine 
with the broadly defined social in the context of the energy concern. 
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4.2 From (energy) actors and structures to situations

Much of the discussion above has revolved around the different constit-
uents – both human and nonhuman – of the social, on the one hand, 
and the linguistic constructions mediating (between) them, on the 
other. In research on energy policy as well as IR approaches in general, 
these elements have resulted in work conceptualizing energy-related 
phenomena in terms of human actors, material structures and politically 
laden discourses, as well as varying degrees of their interplay (cf. Aalto 
et al 2012, Wendt 1999). The range of perspectives promoted on these 
grounds has ranged from “actor-centric conceptualizations” with associ-
ated “simplistic rationalism and excessive voluntarism” (Aalto et al 2012, 
29) to explanations based solely on material features of political realities 
(cf. Prontera, 2009, 1) On occasion, the approaches within IR have led 
to a search for a balance between freedom of agency and the “free play 
of discourse” (Scrase and Ockwell 2010, 2227) or institutional structures 
that shape the prospects of energy political agency (cf. e.g. Teräväinen 
2010, Scrase and Ockwell 2010, 2227; Dryzek et al 2003). These ques-
tions are also at the core of work addressing the social dimension of the 
Arctic energyscape as well as its construction and constituents.

While the approaches cited above emphasize different considerations 
as regards the question whether it is the actors, “structures” or discourses 
that matter in energy-related concerns, they more or less agree on one 
thing: agency is an attribute that only individual and collective human 
actors possess (cf. e.g. Aalto et al 2012). In these framings, the nonhu-
man environment only forms “the material conditions of possibility that 
make the very structure of human societies possible” (Mulligan 2016, 
41). Everything other than human actors and collectives is assigned to 
the category of the non-agentic “bedrock reality” (Bakker and Bridge 
2006, 8) upon which human agency is enacted15. What these views fail 
to take into account is that agency, too, is no more than a concept, a 

15.	� In the literature, perceptions of the roles of ideas, social structures and discourses 
in structuration are more divided (for theories of structuration see e.g. Giddens 
1984, Wendt 1999, Aalto et al 2012).



4. THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS AND METHODOLOGICAL CHOICES | 63 

theoretical construct based on an already existing social and cultural 
order (cf. Ashmoore, Wooffet and Harding 1994, Fuller 1994). Thus, the 
notion of agency, like any other, needs to be situated culturally and his-
torically (Fuller 1994, Casper 1994, Brown and Walker 2008, 298) and 
explicitly dissected when any issues related to materiality are addressed 
(Bakker and Bridge 2006, 18).

The notion of agency as we know it – in its prominent and dominant 
Western16 articulations – knits agency tightly together with the thor-
oughly culturally laden notions of autonomy, sovereignty, free will and 
purposiveness (Pulkkinen 1996, 9–43; Youatt 1997, 2–3; also Latour 
2005, 61). This, in turn, contributes to a tendency to construct the 
human as unique, exceptional and superior to entities of a nonhuman 
kind (Lee and Brown 1994, Brown and Walker 2008, Casper 1994) 
and, as a consequence, to portray human actors and institutions as more 
important and mattering more than the passive material backdrop. 
However, the understanding of agency as a human (individual) property 
can be and has been questioned on at least two fronts. The first line 
of criticism focuses on the anthropocentric definitions through and by 
which agency is addressed. While the ideals of rationality and inten-
tionality efficiently exclude the idea of agency as an attribute of any 
entity of nonhuman nature, they also make agency a criterion that not 
all groups or individuals in the course of history have been perceived as 
able to fulfill, the result being that they have been seen and treated as 
less than human (cf. Fuller 1994, Casper 1994). 

The second strand of criticism builds on perceiving agency in another, 
less fixed and predefined manner altogether − as the “capability to ‘make 
a difference’ to the pre-existing state of affairs or the course of events” 
(Giddens 1984, 14) or as “mattering” (Clarke 2005, 78) in how situ-
ations unfold. This conception decouples the idea(l)s of intentionality 

16.	� As noted by Brown and Walker (2008, 297–298), by resorting to terms such as 
“ascribed”, “beliefs”, or “symbolic constructs” to describe the agency of the non-
human persons and things we “dismiss non-Western ontologies”. This viewpoint 
is especially relevant in addressing the social dimension in the Arctic, a culturally 
diverse region inhabited also by people(s) who do not necessarily share the West-
ern idea(ls) of ontology and agency.
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and agency17 and opens up a space for theorizing about the prospect of 
an agency other than of a human kind. These views, in turn, perceive the 
agency of so-called nonhuman elements as anything ranging from “full-
blown”18 (Latour 2005, 71) to structurally conditioning and linguisti-
cally mediated (Clarke 2005, 61), the former referring to the impact 
they have “through their specific material properties and requirements 
and through our engagement with them” (Clarke 2005, 16)19. 

From this viewpoint, the interest that emerges is the “dynamic that 
entangles […] other beings and things in ways that give them political 
life” (Bakker and Bridge 2006, 11). Instead of perceiving agency as a 
property of the (rational) individual, agency is seen as shared, decen-
tered and (re)distributed among elements of human and nonhuman 
nature in the same setting and situation (Latour 2005, 16; Bakker and 
Bridge 2006, 7). Despite their differences in emphasis, what both of the 
critiques above share is an effort to decenter the human actor as the 
foundational and primary notion through which the social around us 
is assessed and addressed. This viewpoint has also been raised in the 
specific context of energy through the references to the ways in which 
certain material qualities of the energy that we produce and consume 
enable and uphold certain forms of societal, economic and political 
organization (cf. e.g. Mitchell 2009, Bridge 2011, Rogers 2012, Bousa-
rovski and Bassin 2011, Tynkkynen 2016b). This enticing idea of the 
agency that energy itself might have in enacting our social is not empir-

17.	� The problematic relationship of agency and intentionality has been pointed out 
elsewhere: not only can “unintentional” elements matter and bring about a change 
in a situation, but intentional actions can have unintended consequences (cf. Elias 
1978, 94; Giddens 1984, 9, 14). 

18.	� Approaches willing to embrace the inseparable role of nonohuman entities in 
constituting what we understand as the social (Latour 2005, Psaridikou and 
Szerszynki 2012, Clarke 2005) appear to be more willing to assign agency of 
at least some kind or degree to elements of nonhuman nature. As such, there is 
nothing revolutionary in this observation, as both of these conceptual tendencies 
adhere to the same ontological requirements.

19.	� In some instances, the notion of actant is applied to signal the nonhumanness of 
the element that is assigned agency in a given situation (cf. Clarke 2005, 46–47); 
however, in others, the notion of actant refers to both human and nonhuman 
entities that have been granted cause of action (Latour 2005).
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ically pursued in this work, as the analysis proceeds from the social 
instead of energy as such. However, the active role that energy’s materi-
alities and infrastructures might play is implicitly present in the notion 
of the energyscape as well as in the principles and methodologies of 
situational analysis. Neither the theory nor its applications reserve the 
“right” to matter and make a change exclusively to human entities. 

The critical focus discussed above on the binary of the acting human 
actor and the passive material structure or backdrop is by no means the 
only perspective through which the hegemonic actor-structure divide 
has been debated. Upon closer examination, the idea of actors “navigat-
ing” (Aalto et al 2012, 15) amid external structures or material boundary 
conditions is also profoundly problematic. For one thing, and especially 
against the backdrop of the earlier discussions on the role of language 
and discourse in mediating and constructing our understandings about 
the world, structures cannot be seen in any way as “external” to actors: 
Giddens (1984, 25), for example, has pointed out that “as memory 
traces, and as instantiated in social practices, [structure] is in a certain 
sense more ‘internal’ than exterior to their activities” (cf. also Wendt 
1999). Moreover, the conceptual divide between actors and structures/
environments becomes problematic for actors and their coexistence in 
a given situation. Actors and their actions form the contexts, structures 
and environments of other actors (cf. Clarke 2005, 113); any actions 
taken by one actor are “bound to influence the course and outcome of 
all other actors or groups” in the same situation (Elias, 1978, cited in 
Bauman 1989, 40–41). In short, as Clarke observes, “structure is enacted 
in the flows of people and non-human objects doing things together. 
Structure is action and action is structure and everything is perspectival” 
(Clarke 2005, 13).

To compensate for the conceptual deficiencies outlined briefly above, 
this work relies heavily on the notion of situation. While this emphasis is 
at its empirical clearest in the context of the first case study, the concept 
of situation informs and guides the theoretical and empirical discussions 
on energy and its social dimension throughout. The concept “situation”, 
unlike “context”, does not imply a division between action and the envi-
ronment/structure/context, as “everything in [a] situation both constitutes 
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and affects most everything else in the situation in some way(s)” (Clarke, 
2005, 72, italics in original) and a situation is, in its temporal, spatial and 
relational specificities, “always greater than the sum of its parts” (ibid., 
23). Any situation “is both an object of confrontation and an ongoing 
process subsequent to that confrontation” (Morrione 1985, 161; also 
Clarke 2010, 870). The notion of situation also draws attention to the 
ways in which different elements relate to and come together in a given 
space and place (Neumann and Neumann 2015, 799) as well as to the 
“involvement of social beings with symbolic and material dimensions of 
sites and with the various social processes occurring in those domains” 
(Vannini 2008, 816). In short, the focus on situations renders the other-
wise quite hegemonic actor/agency-structure debate meaningless by ask-
ing questions of a completely different kind; the key to the approach is 
its focusing on the diversity of issues and entities that together constitute 
a given situation without assumptions about who or what matters and 
without a pre-existing interest in who might matter most. 

For the purposes of this study, the notion of situation is especially 
fruitful from at least four perspectives. First, as the notion of situation 
implies, it holds the potential for approaching the Arctic energyscape as 
a whole instead of suppositions about who – or, to be exact, what – “acts” 
or matters in relation to energy in the north. Secondly, on the conceptual 
level, it makes it possible to draw attention to complex interweavings 
and “figurations” (Elias 1978, 128–133); networks of connections entan-
gling the human and nonhuman (Latour 2005); and “scapes” of people, 
finances, technologies, media and ideas woven into these interactions and 
interdependencies in, by and with historically, politically and linguisti-
cally situated entities (cf. Appadurai 1996, 33). Thirdly, delimiting a par-
ticular situation forces the omnipresent energy concern into a concrete 
case study setting within which abstract laws and principles “become 
entangled with issues that relate to specific localities” (MacCauley 2016, 
143), although “locality” is admittedly understood in a broad sense here, 
as the locus of inquiry is the Arctic energyscape as a whole. Finally, sit-
uational analysis can be seen as better able to grasp the nestedness of 
different scales or levels or localness and remoteness compared to models 
which perceive “social worlds [as] composed of discrete entities stand-
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ing in hierarchical or inclusive relations with an another” (Law and Urry 
2004, 397). Instead of constructing a single, unitary world where “the 
larger entities subsume, explain, or create the conditions for the smaller, 
though the latter also carry or help to reproduce the larger” (ibid.), the 
situation approach replaces the ideas of layers and levels with those of 
messy intertwinements and often surprising proximities.

4.3 �Methodological considerations:  
introducing situational analysis

Cases cannot be abstracted from situations. Cases are situations.
(Clarke 2010, 870)

In this work, the intrinsically social Arctic energyscape will be 
approached through the “theory-method package” (Clarke 2005, 4) 
of situational analysis (SA). As the name implies, situational analysis 
takes the notion of situation as both the starting point and the locus 
of analysis. The aim of SA-oriented research is to “capture and discuss 
the messy complexities of the situation in their dense relations and per-
mutations” (Clarke 2005, xxxv), the situations studied being ones which 
“are constantly changing, messy, and political” (Salazar Pérez and Can-
nella 2013, 515). Analyses in this vein undertake to map and lay out 
as comprehensively as possible the diversity of elements through and 
among which the situation exists and is constructed. In this light, situ-
ational analysis can be seen as one of the “messy methods” called for by 
Law and Urry (2004, 390), which would, at least in principle, be able to 
grasp the multiple (social) worlds existing in a given setting as well as 
to make the multiplicity of these worlds visible better than a received 
and fixed theoretical or methodological framework could. However, the 
task is a slightly different one in the present inquiry, that is, to grasp the 
(potential) diversity of the ways in which the social world relates to the 
diverse understandings of energy in the context of the north.

While situational analysis is a relatively new contribution to the study 
of qualitative data, the methodology and its underpinnings have “deep 
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roots” (Clarke 2010, 870) in established scholarly traditions. Clarke her-
self traces the development of the approach back to “grounded theory 
method, symbolic interactionism, feminism, the poststructuralist work 
of Michel Foucault, and Anselm Strauss’ social worlds theory” (ibid.); 
others have emphasized the impact that postmodernist approaches in 
general (Salazar Pérez and Cannella 2013, 506) and actor-network the-
ory (Borie and Hulme 2015, 489) have had on the premises and prac-
tices of situational analysis. Theoretically, these influences are reflected 
in SA’s attention to diversity, discursivity, marginalities and absences as 
well as in its taking seriously the presence of the nonhuman in any sit-
uation. Methodologically, with its data orientation and focus on “devel-
oping fresh concepts over applying received theory” (Charmaz 2015, 
402), SA is largely indebted for its underpinnings to its predecessors in 
traditional grounded theory (cf. e.g. Glazer and Strauss 1967, Strauss 
and Corbin 1998). However, in SA-oriented research the anthropo-
centric focus on the “basic social process” of humans doing things is 
replaced with the key notion of situation and the ideal of theory gen-
eration is replaced by an aspiration to achieve a comprehensive under-
standing of the situation of inquiry as a whole. In this respect, SA as 
a method shares common ground with the basic tenets of data-based 
qualitative content analysis, which can, in turn, be roughly described as 
an open-ended, empirically grounded effort to gain an understanding of 
the themes in terms of which the phenomenon under investigation is 
constructed (cf. Tuomi and Sarajärvi 2013, Pickering 2004, Julien 2008).

Methodologically, situational analysis is thus an open-ended reading 
of the situation under study, that is, as comprehensive an interpreta-
tion as possible of all the actors and factors that are present(ed) in the 
empirical materials through and within which the situation is defined 
and analyzed. In its textbook applications, situational analysis proceeds 
through and visually highlights the “content” or constituents of a situa-
tion through the process of mapping. In her work, Clarke (2003, 2005, 
2010) outlines a series of alternative kinds of maps: situational maps as 
overall descriptions of the diversity of a given situation, maps of social 
words/arenas for investigating relations between different discourses, 
and positional maps for identifying the range of arguments and sub-
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ject positions as “strategies for articulating the elements in the situation 
and examining relations among them” (2005, 86; for mapping see ibid., 
83–127). While Clarke herself rather unreservedly advocates mapping 
as a “democratizing representational practice” (Clarke, Friese and Wash-
burn 2015b, 80) due to the ability of the maps to accommodate the com-
plexities and coexistences as well as the variety of elements and positions 
present in and constituting any situation (Clarke 2005, 2; cf. also Salazar 
Pérez and Cannella 2013), the practice is not wholly unproblematic. This 
issue will be revisited briefly in the section focusing on how situational 
analysis is operationalized in the context of this work.

While situational analysis is only gradually becoming institutional-
ized as a method of inquiry alongside the more “established” approaches 
of discourse/content/rhetorical/frame analysis, a growing body of rel-
atively recent research has demonstrated SA’s applicability in analyz-
ing the diversity and complexity of perspectives, issues and elements 
in debates on energy and in examining energy’s intertwinements with 
society at large. Fitzgerald’s (2012) investigation of the Appalachian 
coal debate explored the applicability of situational analysis in capturing 
the different voices at play in the processes of energy-related policy for-
mation. SA’s potential has been borne out in other studies as well. For 
example, it has been shown to illuminate many of the “new forms of 
political economic entanglement” (Clarke, Friese and Washburn 2015a, 
20), these including the intertwinements of electricity supply, society and 
vulnerability (Tennberg and Vola 2013), the complex dynamics of local 
and regional (un)development (Tennberg and Lempinen 2015), “the 
contemporary neoliberal condition” (Salazar Peréz and Cannella 2013), 
and the human-environment interface of ecosystem services (Borie and 
Hulme 2015). Together, these research efforts have demonstrated the 
applicability of the methodology of SA and its underpinning concept, 
the situation, in approaching both geographically strictly delimited case 
studies as well as more generic and abstract “societal” situations. 

As an approach, situational analysis is fully compatible with and 
complementary to the research goals, key concepts and ontological 
commitments laid out earlier in this work, that is, the energyscape, the 
(potentially) more-than-human social (Clarke 2005, xxx), the moder-
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ately constructivist stand towards language and images (Charmaz 2015), 
the attention to diversity and heterogeneity instead of oversimplifica-
tion (Salazar Pérez and Cannella 2013, 511) and the situatedness of all 
of the above. In this respect, SA has the potential of being “especially 
useful for understanding and elaborating what has been meant by “the 
social” in the social life” (Clarke 2005, xxix, italics mine). It is precisely 
this potential that this study seeks to explore and elaborate.

Operationalizing situational analysis

The manner in which situational analysis is applied in this work relies 
on a rather loose interpretation of the SA framework that shares fea-
tures with more general methodologies of textual and discourse analy-
ses (cf. e.g. Dryzek 2005, Julien 2008). Indeed, like any other research 
methodology, situational analysis “is not a method that should be repli-
cated or followed explicitly” (Salazar Pérez and Cannella 2013, 512, also 
515), but rather modified and molded to serve the interests and aims 
of a given research setting. In the present instance, this methodologi-
cal goal-oriented flexibility has translated into omitting the maps from 
the final versions of this work. I make use of a situational map only in 
one empirical chapter and forego using the visualized versions of social 
worlds/arenas and positional maps20. However, the key methodological 
and ontological commitments of SA-oriented research serve as guid-
ing principles of the empirical analysis throughout. These include 1) a 
data orientation, 2) a focus on situations as the key units of analysis, 
3) attention to diversity and heterogeneity and 4) the aim of creating 
a detailed understanding of the situation. In the present case, apply-
ing this last principle means producing a detailed understanding of the 
social dimension of the Arctic energy situation rather than generating a 
universal and generalizable theory relating to the energyscape.

20.	� Existing research has so far utilized the different SA maps in versatile ways, rang-
ing from full-blown three-map applications to ones using maps of only one or 
two types and others applying situational analysis only as a guiding principle of 
analysis (cf. Clarke, Friese and Washburn 2015c). This study stands among the 
more flexible interpretations. 
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Although – or maybe precisely because – the different kinds of maps 
are not utilized in this work, some remarks on the use of maps as illus-
trative devices are in order. While Clarke (2005, 30) herself prefers the 
use of maps as analytical tools over discourse analyses or narratives 
because maps may “helpfully rupture (some/most of ) our normal ways 
of working and may provoke us to see things afresh” and “allow unmap-
ping and remapping” “more quickly and easily than in narrative text”, 
their applications are not wholly unproblematic. The first concern has to 
do with the equally and inevitably value-laden, ideological and perspec-
tival nature of mapping as a cultural practice (cf. Agnew 1998, 11–31; 
Corner 1999, 213–216). Secondly, the visualized maps, with each of the 
elements placed at a certain point and place, “located” close to certain 
other elements and within a certain distance from this and that element, 
can erroneously be taken to imply fixed locations and static relations 
among different elements in situations across time and space, produc-
ing “a Euclidean reality of discrete entities” and of “spatial metaphors to 
do with height, depth, levels, size and proximity” (Law and Urry 2004, 
398). In this work, this shortcoming is the main reason for not employ-
ing maps as visual aids beyond the first empirical chapter, where pres-
entation of the map is, for several reasons, justified. Opting to not use 
maps in presenting the process and outcomes of analysis entails par-
ticular challenges, however, as it requires providing more in-depth and 
detailed verbal explanations to make it easier for the reader to follow 
and verify how the empirical analysis has been conducted. 

This aversion to mapping is not, however, solely based on theoretical 
concerns; it also stems from very practical grounds. It has been observed 
that the map format is ill-fitting within existing conventions of aca-
demic publishing, as it does not comply with the institutionalized ways 
of visually presenting research (cf. Gagnon, Jacob and Holmes 2015, 
290). In fact, the use of maps has given rise to divergent reactions when 
different parts and earlier versions of this work have been submitted and 
presented. On occasion, a simplified situational map has been warmly 
welcomed as an illustrative and informative visualization condensing 
a singularly diverse regional energy situation into a form allowing the 
viewer, in one slide, to grasp the scope of a complex concern. However, 
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in other instances the very same maps have been heavily criticized as 
flawed in creating static representations as well as for the ways in which 
they blur the importance of and power relations between different ele-
ments at play in different situations. 

In practice, the empirical analysis described in the following chapters 
begins by asking “situational questions” (Clarke 2005, 22; also Clarke 
2010, 870) of each set of empirical materials. In this process, “the social” 
and “energy” serve as sensitizing concepts (cf. Clarke 2005, 77), which 
inform the process of research throughout the analysis. The materials are 
read with the question in mind of what we are talking about when we 
talk about energy in north. What does this “energy” relate to and why 
does it matter? What and where is “the social” and how does it touch 
upon the energy concern? In tracing these answers, each of the case 
studies serves as a window of sorts on the Arctic energyscape, which, as 
a whole, is investigated with the perspective of the (elusively defined) 
social in mind. Throughout the analysis, explicit attention is drawn to 
what elements and concerns – often labelled using the binary categories 
of human and nonhuman – are represented as existing and mattering in 
relation to energy and the social broadly conceived within focal situa-
tion, the Arctic energyscape. Another specific interest is what concerns 
are missing from the representations of the regional energyscape. I ask 
who or what is – or could be – physically “there”, but has been left out 
of the discursive representations of it (cf. Salazar Pérez and Cannella 
2013, 512). 

It is crucial to clarify at the very outset the point of “absences” 
(Clarke 2015, 105) or references to something “missing”, as they sig-
nal an important standpoint in terms of the position of the researcher 
vis-à-vis the object of research. While traditional grounded theory, with 
its objectivist bias, adhered to the ideal of the outcomes of analysis as 
“emerging” from the data in the hands of the “modest witness” (Har-
away 1996), free of any conceptual load or value baggage, situational 
analysis – and, more broadly, constructivist grounded theory in general 
(cf. Charmaz 2015, 414) – draws attention to the ways in which “there 
is always some prior knowledge to direct the gaze of the researcher” 
(Clarke 2005, 28–29). Thus, the idea of situatedness is not only relevant 
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in terms of the object of research, but also to the researcher. It has been 
pointed out that “knowledge always comes from someone somewhere” 
(Par 2006, 431) and thus also the researcher is situated in terms of the 
research topic as well as by “linguistic, biographical, historical, political, 
cultural, ideological, material, and spatial dimensions” (Vannini 2008, 
816; also Neumann and Neumann 2015).

Neither the specific focuses of this work – drawing attention to the 
diversity of energy as well as bringing the heretofore ignored and sim-
plified understanding of the social dimension under closer scrutiny – nor 
the cases as such have spontaneously emerged from the Arctic energy 
debates but have taken shape in a dialogue with the inevitably situated 
and culturally mediated “researcher’s gaze” (Clarke 2005, 28–29). Fur-
thermore, neither the research design nor the research findings are free 
of the researcher’s intervention: no meanings or content can be commu-
nicated as such but they are always formulated, or “decoded”, against the 
existing knowledge and personal experiences, beliefs and preferences of 
the one who is receiving or reading them (cf. Hall 1980). These obser-
vations do not of course figure solely on the abstract level, but in the 
particular context of this work as well: as a researcher I do not come to 
the undertaking without personal or academic baggage. The questions I 
ask have without a doubt sprung at least to some extent from my educa-
tional background in the field of environmental sociology and political 
sciences as well as the green and socially aware values that I have both 
as a person and a member of a society in a northern European (former) 
welfare state. This does not, however, directly translate into the inter-
pretations of the answers to these questions being equally perspectival. 
Throughout the course of analysis, I draw on excerpts from the original 
sources in order to highlight and demonstrate the empirical grounds on 
which the arguments are pursued. 

While the empirical materials utilized in this study – verbal and 
visual components of northern media reporting and Arctic scientific 
assessments and reports – will be discussed in more detail in the context 
of each empirical chapter, some remarks on them are in order here. First, 
the materials investigated in this study have been selected due to their 
explicit focus on energy or the social or both in the context of the cir-



74 | LEMPINEN: THE ELUSIVE SOCIAL

cumpolar north. What all the materials have in common is that, unlike 
interview materials or community-based photographic project images, 
for example, they are and for a while already have been “out there in 
the world” (Rose 2007, 6) and “already culturally available” (Emmison, 
Smith and Mayall 2012, 20). These kinds of texts and images are often 
referred to as “found images” (Pauwels 2011, 19) or “mute evidence” 
(Gagnon, Jacob and Holmes 2015, 286). Their analysis is grounded 
on the idea that such data “tell different stories that can be revealed 
through the careful analysis produced by and constituted through texts 
and images” (ibid.), assuming that the materials have been selected with 
adequate background knowledge on the topic and with the purposes of 
the research question in mind (cf. Pauwels 2011, 19). 

The word “selected” here again echoes the active role of research as a 
practice that brings things “into being” instead of merely revealing “what 
is out there” and what “can be uncovered and brought to light” (Law 
and Urry 2004, 396) from an objective, independent reality. Indeed, a 
dramatic difference between the two perspectives cited above can be 
observed in terms of their underlying ontological presuppositions. The 
use of words like “evidence” and “revealed” in the remarks made by Gag-
non, Jacob and Holmes indicates an objectivist stance on the essence of 
language and images, that is, one maintaining that there is an independ-
ent reality – and only one – in or behind the texts that can be somehow 
brought to light through systematic scientific inquiry. Meanwhile, Pau-
wels’ emphasis on conscious selection and researchers’ prior knowledge 
suggests a more constructivist stance. As made evident in the theoret-
ical and methodological discussions above, the present study strongly 
adheres to the latter orientation.

The empirical materials utilized in this study have been gathered 
from different sources: from media reporting and from scientific assess-
ments and reports. The inherent biases of these kinds of materials as 
well as the analytical limitations they have imposed will be addressed 
in the context of each analysis. However, all in all, utilizing multisite 
data is a common feature of SA-oriented research, in which the aim of 
gaining an understanding of the diversity of themes and issues shaping 
and constituting a certain concern is often a defining feature (Clarke 
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2010). The empirical materials, consisting of textual and visual elements, 
are also multimodal (cf. Pauwels 2011, Van Leeuwen 2011). The prac-
tice of combining materials from different sources or of different kinds 
has been labelled data triangulation. The idea behind drawing on differ-
ent types of material is often justified by the advantages it can bring in 
reducing “biases or deficiencies caused by using only method of inquiry” 
(Rothbauer 2008, 893). Utilizing different kinds of data from a vari-
ety of sources can offer more insights into and a better understanding 
of the situation being studied. The use of a variety of sources has also 
been seen to enhance the credibility and confidence of the findings 
derived from the research process (Bryman 2004, Rothbauer 2008). In 
the context of this work, including an analysis of the visual materials is 
also motivated by an observed gap in the research in the field: despite 
the long-standing tradition of displaying the Arctic as a visual “spec-
tacle” (Potter 2007) and despite the powerful roles that images have in 
communicating and constructing meanings and worlds (Seppänen and 
Väliverronen 2000; Rose 2007, 2–7), very little scholarly attention has 
been explicitly devoted to the Arctic region, let alone its social dimen-
sion, in the context of the regional energy concern. For this reason, the 
third empirical chapter of this work is dedicated solely to addressing 
the visual aspects in and of the Arctic energyscape. Before that, how-
ever, two case excursions will be made focusing on the textual part of 
the empirical materials – one on the energyscape as a whole, the other 
explicitly delving into its social dimension.
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5. REMAPPING THE BARENTS ENERGYSCAPE

Thus far in the study, the discussion on the Arctic energyscape and its 
social dimension has proceeded mainly in conceptual and theoretical 
terms. I have presented tentative observations on how narrow the scope 
is with which energy, its social aspects and their political dimension have 
been treated in northern energy debates as well as Arctic scholarly con-
tributions. These perceptions have then been juxtaposed with perspectives 
from the scholarly literature, which understands and constructs both 
energy and the social in much broader terms. In order to accommodate 
the diversity and discursivity of the energy concern as well as its insepara-
bly social and situated nature, the notion of the energyscape has been put 
forward as a broader conceptual backdrop for considering the northern 
energy concern. This chapter is a step towards deploying the notion in an 
empirical setting, where it is applied to capture the energy situation in a 
sub-region in all its diversity, specifically to remap the Barents energyscape.

5.1 Putting the Barents region on the (energy) map

When the topic of Arctic energy is discussed, especially in European 
contexts, it is not usually the Arctic region as a whole that is being 
referred to. Instead, these debates focus on the Barents region or, to 
be exact, the prospective hydrocarbon fields of the high seas of the 
Euro-Arctic north. While these marine areas are officially not defined 
as parts of the Barents region, I will apply these broader understandings 
used in popular energy-related debates. The Barents was invented as a 
concept and as a region in 1993 following the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union and originally defined as the thirteen northernmost regions of 
Norway, Sweden, Finland, Russia and Norway (BEAC 2014); it will 
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soon include North Karelia, formerly an observer region (cf. Interna-
tional Barents Secretariat 2016). 

While the Barents region is usually framed as and referred to as a 
resource storehouse for global markets (Elenius 2015, 138), as a region 
it is as varied as it is artificial. It spans the northern territories of four 
environmentally, culturally and politically diverse nation-states and it is 
home to more than five million people of non-indigenous and indige-
nous backgrounds (BEAC 2016). Economically, the region is charac-
terized by raw-material-based low-development economies, as the vast 
renewable and non-renewable resources extracted or harvested in the 

Map 2: The Barents region (at the time of study)
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region are transported to be processed, refined or consumed elsewhere 
(cf. Tennberg, Riabova and Espirítu 2012, 15–18). Politically, the region 
remains rather loosely integrated, in terms of infrastructure, politics and 
regional identity alike (Elenius 2015). However, the increased interna-
tional interest in the northern regions and the associated strategy work 
on the regional and state levels has contributed to an increasing empha-
sis on furthering northern (economic) development through, among 
other measures, support for local livelihoods, infrastructure, business 
clusters and knowledge economies (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs 2014, Prime Minister’s Office of Finland 2013, Government 
Offices of Sweden 2011, Russian Federation Policy for the Arctic 2020). 
Nevertheless, it is the region’s energy resources that play the crucial role 
when rethinking its socio-economic landscape. 

The geographical focus and interest of this study lies in the northern 
regions of the globe. Why, then, begin with the Barents rather than the 
Arctic as a whole? First, the sub-regional focus offers an opportunity 
to begin the empirical venture in the Arctic energyscape with a more 
concrete view of the situated interweavings and entanglements that 
together constitute the regional energy concern. It is the first empirical 
chapter that engages in an explicit discussion of the notion of energy-
scape, presents its practical applications and demonstrates its empiri-
cal potential. This treatment will be followed by a more “abstract”, less 
geographically down-to-earth excursion, so to speak, that explores the 
ways in which the social dimension of Arctic energy is verbally and vis-
ually defined and constructed. As in article-based dissertations, it is the 
case studies together that contribute insights and (some) answers to the 
research questions that inform the work as a whole.

The Arctic region is clearly an internally heterogeneous one and 
thus no generalizations regarding the region as a whole or other Arctic 
sub-regions can be made based on the observations made on the Bar-
ents energyscape. Yet, I would claim that, despite its uniqueness, the 
Euro-Arctic north in many respects exhibits a number of features and 
development trajectories that are at work in one form or another in the 
Arctic region at large but in a geographically tractable case study set-
ting. These features include the significant renewable and non-renewa-
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ble energy resources, climate change, environmental vulnerability, a wide 
range of actors and their complex (power) relations, the longstanding 
presence of local populations and indigenous peoples, traditional life-
styles and livelihoods, geopolitical concerns, as well as economic poverty 
and potential (cf. e.g. AHDR 2004). Issues of data availability and gath-
ering have also played a role in limiting the focus here to the Barents. 
These will be addressed in the following. 

5.2 On empirical materials

As made evident by the earlier discussions in this work, a research 
strategy is always the outcome of conscious choices motivated by the 
research questions presented. In this chapter, these choices have trans-
lated into a decision to begin the empirical ventures into the Arctic 
energyscape through a sub-regional case study. As my interest here lies 
in gaining as comprehensive an understanding as possible of the Bar-
ents energyscape, I decided to tap extensive media materials reporting 
on regional energy developments in the Euro-Arctic north. However, 
an inquiry using such materials inevitably raises issues and concerns 
that need to be acknowledged and addressed. Perhaps the principal 
source of concern is that despite its seeming objectivity media content 
cannot be perceived as offering objective representations of actual and 
factual developments and events taking place in the world any more 
than other linguistic presentations can. All depictions of the world-
as-it-is are results of choosing what to represent and how and leaving 
other issues and angles out. In the case of media representations, these 
choices are made at and reflected on at least two levels. First, decisions 
are made about what to report and what not to: in the field of media 
studies, this is referred to as agenda setting (McCombs and Shaw 1972, 
McCombs 2005), Secondly, to make single, otherwise merely incidental 
concerns comprehensible, all issues and events are connected to broader 
contemporary, historical or future developments in the world. This is 
generally referred to as framing (Goffman 1974). Furthermore, certain 
reservations should be voiced when the interests and intentions behind 
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these choices are discussed, as the final media representations are always 
formed as a compromise in the interplay of (un)conscious practices of 
media production and consumption and the limitations set by media 
economics (cf. Cunningham, Flew and Smith 2015, Bräucher and Pos-
till 2010, Wright 2011, 333). 

Despite these biases and limitations, this chapter relies on and 
investigates media-based materials collected from the BarentsObserver, 
an online news service focused on reporting on and from the Barents 
region and the broader Arctic with a view to supporting “political, busi-
ness and people-to-people contacts across the borders in the  region” 
(BarentsObserver 2014). The Observer was selected as the source of 
empirical materials for this chapter for several interconnected and over-
lapping reasons. First, the regional focus of the news portal serves the 
purposes of the study and coincides with its geographical scope. Sec-
ondly, the media practice of citing a broad range of sources in pro-
ducing news items brings together a wide array of actors, documents, 
policies, voices and interests that are crucial for understanding the issue 
at hand. Thirdly, as this research has an explicit interest in the soci(et)
al aspects of energy, tracing the elusive social through the materials of 
a news service dedicated to providing information to promote regional 
cooperation and development on several levels and fronts – beyond state 
and corporate interests (cf. BarentsObserver 2014) – offers hope of cap-
turing what are otherwise invisible soci(et)al dimensions. The fourth 
justification has to do with Russia, on the one hand, and the issue of 
language, on the other. While Russia is the largest Arctic energy pro-
ducer – at least for as long as energy is understood as synonymous with 
hydrocarbons – for the non-Russian speaking research community the 
language barrier makes it challenging to address Russian perspectives 
and integrate them into the discussion and analysis. While the citations 
in the Observer’s news items are naturally both carefully selected in the 
editorial process as well as translated into English, they still offer win-
dows for at least attempting to grasp also the Russian side of the debate. 
This is a discourse that more often than not is either excluded from 
or mysticized in Western or Euro-centric academic debates – among 
which this research contribution to a great extent can be counted. 
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At the time the case study research was conducted, the Barents
Observer was run by the Norwegian Barents Secretariat and thus owned 
by the three northernmost counties of Norway, but the situation has 
changed dramatically since. In May 2015, the owners of the news por-
tal approved a proposal to subject the Observer to stricter political con-
trol. Until that time it had operated as a journalistic entity following the 
principles of editorial independence, often taking a critical stance on 
the environmental and human rights issues associated with political and 
industrial developments in the region. The subsequent course of events 
led to the editor being dismissed, and while the dismissal was later with-
drawn, the conflict over the principles of editorial freedom led to the 
employees of the earlier Observer establishing The Independent Barents
Observer. The original BarentsObserver continues to exist, but only as a 
news archive and it is no longer updated. All in all, the event prompted 
critical discussion and concern over freedom of the press both in Norway 
and elsewhere (for details on the course of events cf. BarentsObserver 
21.5.2015; BarentsObserver 28.9.2015; BarentsObserver 14.10.2015; 
BarentsObserver 29.9.2015; The Independent BarentsObserver 2015). 
While the principles of freedom of the press are significant far beyond 
the modest scope of this study, the developments and drama around the 
BarentsObserver can be taken to strengthen the arguments made in favor 
of selecting the Observer as a source of relevant reporting on regional 
issues and thus as a relevant empirical point of departure in the case study. 

The empirical materials utilized in this study were gathered from the 
BarentsObserver internet portal using two methods. First, all 936 entries 
classified under the section “Energy” were taken into account. Secondly, 
in order to retrieve articles related to energy that for one reason or 
another were not categorized under “energy” a keyword search using the 
term was conducted. After manually deleting overlapping entries – the 
keyword search naturally also returned entries already retrieved from the 
energy section – as well as several entries in which “energy” did not refer 
to energy as it is (open-endedly) conceptualized in this work, a total of 
511 news articles were added to the research materials. As a result, a 
total of 1 447 entries dated between February 19, 2008 and July 31, 2014 
were analyzed, the latter date being the date on which all existing entries 
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were retrieved from the database21. This timeframe, while ultimately dic-
tated by the date of conducting the research for this first case study, also 
makes sense from the perspective of “real-world” developments. The arti-
cles reflect the discussions and developments taking place in the region 
during an era (mainly) characterized by rising and/or high oil prices (cf. 
OPEC 2016, 91) but one when it was yet to feel the full impacts of 
sanctions and cooling international relations in aftermath of the Ukraine 
crisis (for an overview cf. European Union Newsroom 2016). 

In practice, the extensive empirical materials were analyzed manually 
by going through the entries repeatedly to identify the elements in whose 
interplay the energyscape is assembled and constructed. Although the 
total number of news entries was quite high, they focused on and fol-
lowed the course of a limited number of developments and megaprojects, 
which meant that the same issues, themes and events recurred through-
out the period investigated. This made it both possible and reasonable to 
forego computer-assisted analysis and to proceed with a more arts-and-
crafts style, traditional deep reading. In practice, I read the materials over 
and over again, making note of the elements based on and around which 
the regional energy puzzle was assembled. I kept “asking” a number of 
questions of the media materials: What does energy in the Barents region 
mean? What are the issues forming the context where energy is written 
about? What are all the considerations relating to the question of energy 
in the Barents region and its reporting? Is there a space for a “social” and, 
if so, what kind of space? The answers to these questions are first laid out 
on the situational map below and then discussed in more detail.

5.3 Situational map: The Barents energyscape

A situational map is above all a visual representational aid designed 
to assist in capturing the wide range of actors, factors, discourses and 
elements that constitute and construct the focal situation: it is a rep-

21.	� In the text, the BarentsObserver articles will be cited by their publication date in 
the form DD.MM.YYYY. 
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resentation of “all the actors and discourses in the situation regardless 
of their power” (Clarke, Friese and Washburn 2015a, 16; italics in orig-
inal). The situational map of the Barents energyscape below thus lays 
out the elements that are connected, in one way or another, with the 
developments, debates and policies relating to the issue of energy in the 
empirical materials during the period under investigation. To enable a 
reader not yet familiar with the debates and developments taking place 
in the Barents region to comprehend the surface of the regional energy-
scape at one glance, the situational map presented below is an “ordered” 
one: attention has been paid to grouping and categorizing themes, 
elements and events that appear together in the materials analyzed or 
that are thematically linked in that they relate to energy from similar 
kinds of perspectives. However, as the relations change and elements 
and events emerge and disappear over time, the map should not in any 
respect be taken to represent “locations” of different elements or their 
relative distance from each other or the energy concern. The dynamic 
not captured in the seemingly static image, that is, the manifold and 
changing relations and framings of different concerns and elements, is 
discussed in more detail in textual form in the sections following the 
map. The energy concern itself, however, has been placed in the center 
of the map for the very reason that it is the core concern of this inquiry.

While the map is an illustrative method of accessibly showcasing the 
wide range of themes that are linked to the energy concern – “the situ-
ation of inquiry broadly conceived” (Clarke 2005, xxii) – it only enables 
one to address the diversity and controversy around these elements to a 
limited extent. Different arguments and actors perceive the characteristics, 
roles and functions of different elements, as well as their interrelations, 
causes and effects, in very different ways. It also merits pointing out that 
as a key motivation of both this research endeavor and situational analy-
sis lies in capturing the elements and aspects sidelined and overridden by 
dominant perspectives, the presence of an element in the situational map 
does not signal equal weight, equal importance or an equal share of atten-
tion devoted to it in the original research materials. As this difference in 
emphasis is not indicated on the map, it needs to be explicated otherwise. 
In other studies, this consideration has been addressed through separate 
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Map 2: Situational map of the Barents energyscape
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situational maps of rhetorical and discursive elements (cf. Peréz and Can-
nella 2013, 50) or relational maps (Clarke 2010, 870); in the present work, 
however, the relations of different elements and their rhetorical and dis-
cursive representations will be taken up thematically in the following. 

A new energy province?

The Barents energyscape depicted by the regional energy reporting is 
without doubt an energyscape of “great expectations” (16.1.2012). Even 
“promising” (8.8.2011) is an understatement, for, as one source notes, 
the region’s waters “could hide oil and gas resources of elephant pro-
portions” (8.11.2013); they are expected to become the “treasure cham-
ber” (20.6.2010) for the companies operating in the region and the “new 
petroleum province” (16.1.2012) for hydrocarbon-producing Russia and 
Norway, which derive a major share of their national budgets from oil 
and gas revenues and which need new production areas to compensate 
for the declining production of their maturing fields (cf. e.g. 2.4.2014, 
3.1.2013, 22.11.2010; cf. also Statistics Norway 2015, World Bank 
2015). This imminent “boom” (23.11.2011) in energy-related activity is 
expected to nothing less than thoroughly transform life in the region. 

Alongside the optimism, one sees a future orientation as an equally 
prominent feature in the regional energy coverage: the ongoing devel-
opments are framed in temporal terms and in project development sto-
rylines. The corporate development and investment strategies paving the 
way for energy production in the region extend forward in time for “the 
next twenty years” (6.6.2014) or 2030 (8.12.2013); state policies revolv-
ing around energy (security) (10.11.2008), the Arctic region (26.5.2011) 
and climate (13.7.2009) refer to as distant a year as 2050. This is as 
far as imagining the “bright future” (7.4.2011) of the regional energy-
scape – the “visionscape” (Sejersen 2002) of Barents energy – extends. 
It does not, however, extend to a “post-petroleum” era, a time when the 
inescapably limited fossil fuel deposits of the region have been extracted 
permanently and there is no more oil and gas left to produce (cf. Kristo
ferssen and Dale 2014).

In the shorter term, the energy timeline is structured in terms of 
project phases and development plans. In fact, from a quantitative 
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perspective, much of the reporting is dedicated to following individ-
ual development projects, such as the Shtokman, Prirazlomnaya and 
Bovanenkovo in Russia or Snøhvit and Goliat in Norway. The his-
tories of these discoveries and individual projects also structure the 
“memoryscape” (Sejersen 2002) of the energy region (cf. e.g. 10.6.2011, 
30.6.2008, 23.4.2010, 28.4.2014). So, too, do dramatic incidents and 
accidents both within and outside the region, serving as sea changes in 
the history of the energyscape (cf. e.g. 11.6.2014, 27.6.2013, 15.11.2010, 
9.12.2013). The time of energy is also techno-economic time in another 
sense: it is measured through corporate quarterly reports (e.g. 4.11.2010, 
30.6.2010, 15.10.2010) and export, import and consumption statistics 
(e.g. 11.1.2011, 13.8.2008, 9.9.2009). 

While the future of the energyscape extends far beyond its con-
structed past in years, this feature of the reporting cannot be reduced to 
a property of the (regional) energy debate. In news reporting in general, 
different temporal layers exist simultaneously and serve different func-
tions: news serve not only to provide updates on present and immedi-
ate past and future developments or report on recent events, but also 
to analyze near-future impacts, longer-term project consequences and 
contextualize events from a perspective that makes them meaningful 
in the context of shared cultural and historical experience (cf. Neiger 
and Tenenboim-Weinblatt 2016). Particularly striking in the media rep-
resentations of the Barents region are the ways in which the hopes for 
a better future are so closely intertwined with the expectations tied to 
regional energy development. 

In addition to paving the way to a prosperous future of unforeseen 
proportions, oil and gas development in the Barents region becomes 
depicted as something unprecedented in magnitude. Projects that are 
unfolding in the cold and icy waters of the northern seas are portrayed as 
series of “first evers” (cf. e.g. 7.5.2014, 8.4.2014, 6.12.2012, 30.11.2010), 
as the “northernmost in the world ever” (8.5.2014, also 10.3.2010, 
7.7.2008, 29.8.2012), as requiring investments that are the “biggest 
ever” (20.3.2014), as using technologies especially designed to overcome 
the extreme cold, darkness and depths of the extreme north (7.9.2010, 
20.6.2010, 6.2.2012), but nevertheless as being realized within a “time 



88 | LEMPINEN: THE ELUSIVE SOCIAL

frame that is unprecedented” (28.8.2013). In the media citations, these 
technologies and developments are compared to the “moon landing” 
(20.1.2011) and the “conquering of the cosmos” (26.5.2011). In this 
vein, another item states that there is nothing that would prevent taking 
oil drilling “all the way to the North Pole” (23.9.2008). 

The symbolic and mythological proportions of these conquests are 
also echoed in the names given to Norwegian oil and gas fields such as 
Snøhvit (Snow White) and Goliat (Goliath); in the same spirit, national 
history and identity and the crucial role that oil has had in building 
the Norwegian welfare society are reflected in the process of naming 
and re-naming oil fields after key national figures (cf. 23.4.2013). These 
observations on the geographically marginal but the “culturally central”, 
even mythical, role that the circumpolar north has in Western imag-
inations (cf. also Hannigan 2015, 22) echo Desbiens’ findings in her 
analysis of Canadian hydropower megaprojects: the narratives of north-
ern energy development recycle and knit together traditional myths 
and figures in order to construct “a heroic endeavor in which ordinary 
men could participate and thus become larger than life” (Desbiens 2013, 
134). Large-scale energy development does nothing less than bring “civ-
ilization to the extreme north” (Tynkkynen 2016b, 390). In the process, 
it weaves (national) identities and energy-related developments into 
a tightly-knit, symbolic whole (cf. also Bouzarovski and Bassin 2011, 
Tynkkynen and Tynkkynen, forthcoming). 

Yet, there are challenges for the bright energy future. A crucial one is 
a lack of knowledge: the visions of the bountiful resources of the region 
are based on estimates only, and research, funding, cooperation and 
technological development are needed to turn the estimated resources 
into utilizable reserves (13.12.2012, 30.9.2012, 18.1.2014, 20.8.2012). 
In order to overcome the insecurity, mention is made of seismic stud-
ies, mapping, and exploration drillings continuously conducted in dif-
ferent corners of the vast region (e.g. 24.1.2012, 22.11.2010, 21.9.2010, 
11.8.2009, 4.8.2008). Still, a grave concern remains: it might be shown 
that the estimates of the quantity of resources have been overly optimis-
tic and unrealistic from the outset (e.g. 10.4.2014, 31.8.2010, 5.10.2012, 
7.9.2011; see also Lähde 2015). 
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Furthermore, even if the resource estimates in the region would 
be accurate, the great expectations for tomorrow are tempered by the 
uncertainty created by the harsh circumstances and challenges of today 
(cf. also Aalto and Jaakkola 2015, 128). As in Desbiens’ analysis of 
Canadian hydropower development, where the North was “a theatre 
where a confrontation between technology and nature was being played 
out” (Desbiens 2013, 34), in the Barents region the environmental and 
climatic conditions “get increasingly tough as the oil industry moves 
further north into Arctic waters” (31.10.2011). The long distances com-
bined with the inadequate and/or non-existent infrastructure of what 
is a remote and sparsely populated region pose further operational and 
financial challenges (4.4.2014, 28.3.2014, 28.1.2014). What is more, the 
environment in the region is particularly vulnerable to the activities of 
the hydrocarbon industry (e.g. 14.3.2008, 8.10.2008); the same waters 
utilized or sought-after by the oil and gas industry are important habi-
tats for birds and other animals and spawning grounds for fisheries (e.g. 
23.4.2008, 27.6.2013, 20.8.2012). In addition, the areas most suitable 
for energy development are often among those high in nature values 
prized by the tourism industry (24.8.2012, 5.1.2010) or crucial for tra-
ditional livelihoods and activities (25.9.2008, 4.2.2011, 4.3.2010). 

When the challenges faced by northern energy development are 
mapped, the changing climate also comes into play: the “happening” of 
climate change is a reality in the region (cf. e.g. 25.6.2012, 25.5.2010). 
However, in the energy-related reporting, it becomes framed mainly 
as an additional technological challenge posed by the requirements for 
CO2 capture and storage (24.4.2008, 27.7.2009, 10.3.2010). Very lit-
tle voice or visibility is accorded to the justifications for or necessity of 
northern hydrocarbon development on climate grounds: scattered ref-
erences to statements from the Church of Norway, the EU Parliament 
Environmental Committee and environmental organizations (19.2.2009, 
3.10.2012, 6.8.2012) are the only instances where news items engage in 
the climate debate. This is not the first case, however, in which the lack 
of attention to climate change has been observed, although it has been 
noted that the motivations, reasons and strategies for omitting global 
warming from the processes of (energy-related) decision-making vary. 
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In Norgaard’s (2011, 9) community-level analysis of the “socially organ-
ized denial”, the (ac)knowledge(ment) of climate change was not the 
root cause of the denial; it was regarded as a “response to social circum-
stances” and a “process of social interaction”. By contrast, Tynkkynen 
and Tynkkynen’s (forthcoming) state-level inquiry on climate denial in 
Russia observed outright climate denial and distrust in climate science 
that were constructed in the name of the country’s national identity 
as an energy superpower. In the case of the Barents energyscape, this 
ominous silence, accompanied as it is by references to the role of CO2 
capture and storage technologies and capping of climate gas emissions, 
implicitly ties the idea(l)s of northern energy developments to those of 
ecological modernization (cf. Hajer 1995) and elevates technology to 
a force reconciling the irreconcilable contradictions between the socio-
environment and large-scale, CO2-intensive “development”. 

Despite the high hopes, the reporting on the today of the Barents 
energyscape also draws attention to continuous disappointments, set-
backs and delays. Expected discoveries turn into dry wells or end up being 
economically unviable (23.10.2013, 8.4.2013, 5.5.2012, 22.7.2014). Pro-
jects under way suffer repeated delays (25.3.2014, 2.1.2014, 18.3.2013), 
with even the symbolically vital “prestige” projects (8.8.2012) being 
“postponed indefinitely” (29.8.2012) or plagued by cost and emission 
overruns, breakdowns and accidents (14.8.2018, 16.10.2008, 14.5.2008, 
for summary from 2012 cf. 3.10.2012). The contrast between the bright 
energy future and the contemporary “realities” reflected in and con-
structed by the regional energy reporting remains stark.

Beyond oil and gas

As discussed earlier, the energy resources of the Arctic as a whole tend 
to be conceptualized predominantly in terms of the region’s vast hydro-
carbon resources. This applies very much also to the Barents energy-
scape, despite the wealth of alternative energy resources available in the 
region (cf. e.g. Banul 2012, AES 2010, Megatrends 2011). The dozens 
and dozens of millions or even billions of barrels of oil (e.g. 10.5.2012, 
4.9.2012, 26.4.2012, 4.9.2009) and trillions and trillions of cubic meters 
of gas (e.g. 16.6.2009, 17.10.2010, 27.9.2013) that are constantly 
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referred to serve as the building blocks of the fantasies envisioning a 
bright regional energy future. However, what “energy” actually refers to 
(also) in the context of the Barents energyscape is a concern far more 
complex and diverse.

Although oil and gas resources and development plans dominate the 
energy-related reporting in the region, one also find policies, invest-
ments and plans related to other energy resources and their produc-
tion featuring in the debates on energy projects and development as 
well. In addition to the allegedly abundant oil and gas resources, other 
hydrocarbons still contribute to the regional energy puzzle: this is the 
case not only for coal, which continues to be produced in, transported 
from as well as still consumed in the region (e.g. 19.8.2010, 22.2.2012, 
27.3.2014). Peat, too – falling between the (debated) categorizations of 
renewable and nonrenewable22 and curiously framed as the “European 
approach” by a Russian politician (5.11.2011) – continues to play a role, 
although an admittedly marginal one.

However, it is not coal or peat but the diverse and expectedly mas-
sive renewable energy resource developments in all their various forms – 
wind, hydro, tidal, wave, solar, and biomass – that receive the bulk of the 
non-hydrocarbon attention in both the media materials analyzed here 
and regional renewable energy strategies (cf. e.g. 5.12.2013, 7.5.2013, 
13.1.2014, 5.6.2009, 10.2.2009, 6.2.2009; for strategies see Banul 2012). 
Renewable energy is discussed within a variety of frames: in the con-

22.	� The scientific and political debates on the position of peat have been long and are 
to still some extent ongoing, as the position of peat as an energy source is ambiv-
alent. While peat is a local energy source and thus a valuable contributor in terms 
of energy supply security, its use is incompatible with the emission reduction tar-
gets required to combat climate change. The IPCC has changed its classification 
from categorizing peat as a “solid fossil fuel” to regarding it as an energy source 
in its own category but still including emissions from combustion of peat in the 
calculations of fossil fuel emissions (cf. IPCC 2006). While the Finnish energy 
and climate strategies, for example, have shifted away from promoting peat as 
a renewable energy source to gradually phasing it out (cf. Finnish Ministry of 
Employment and the Economy 2008, 2013), peat is still considered a “renewable 
and local energy source” in Russia for instance (cf. Ministry of Energy of the Rus-
sian Federation 2010, 122).
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text of individual project implementation (22.4.2014, 22.11.2012); as an 
issue of research and development (14.5.2010, 4.8.2009); in relation to 
regional economic development prospects (22.4.2014, 6.6.2009; cf. also 
Heinbach et al 2014); as a matter of security of supply and power gen-
eration (14.4.2010, 26.9.2013); and as a means of achieving the green-
house gas emission reduction goals and renewable energy targets set by 
various policies (5.6.2008, 8.6.2010, 27.5.2008). While the “emission 
saving” aspects of renewable energy technologies are regularly cited, ref-
erences to their environmental or social impacts are few and far between 
(for a brief summary see Fischhendler, Nathan and Boyme 2015, 198). 
The slighting of such impacts is to a great extent evident in the Barents 
energyscape as well, especially where the contexts and concerns relate to 
other than indigenous peoples. 

The above remarks on renewable energy draw attention to one 
important point that the hydrocarbon discourse does not elaborate on: 
the fact that energy is not only produced in the region, but also con­
sumed there in significant quantities by households and industries alike 
(4.11.2013, 5.9.2013, 26.5.2009). Just as with issues related to energy 
production, the concerns associated with the consumption of energy in 
the region are manifold, vary between different countries and regions 
and reach far beyond the question of mere amount of energy consumed. 
Reporting on consumer debts and tariffs highlights the aspects of 
affordability (e.g. 23.11.2009, 5.6.2009, 15.5.2009, 5.5.2012), whereas 
news entries on delivery disruptions and shortages demonstrate that the 
concern over availability still remains timely, especially in the Russian 
part of the region (22.2.2011, 5.9.2013). Such considerations, in turn, 
intertwine the regional energy situation with not only global energy 
markets but also the discussions on and demands for energy security 
and energy justice within the region (cf. chapter 3.1 earlier). 

In coverage on the provision of energy for consumption in the region, 
references are made, for example, to the dire need for modernization 
and gasification of heating systems in Russia. This discussion revolves 
around questions of technological development, economic motives and 
environmental concerns alike (10.1.2012, 10.11.2010, 30.9.2008). In 
the reporting on Norwegian debates, electricity transmission and inad-
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equate grid capacity, which might hinder regional energy development, 
are key issues (29.8.2008, 22.7.2009). In addition to security of supply, 
limiting the consumption of energy is taken up: entries are found calling 
for, advocating and formulating energy efficiency and saving measures 
in the energy industry and others alike. These aspirations, in turn, are 
motivated equally by the outright saving of resources for more profit-
able use and exports and concerns over climate change (cf. e.g. 4.7.2009, 
30.5.2011, 12.5.2009, 20.4.2009). 

As broad as the range of issues presented above is, a crucially import-
ant regional energy concern remains to be discussed. Nuclear power – a 
prominent impetus for political cooperation in the Barents region (cf. 
BEAC 1993) – remains on the agenda as both an environmental and 
human concern. The nuclear question manifests itself in discussions of 
electricity generation (16.12.2010, 27.1.2011, 26.2.2013), safety con-
cerns related to the ageing reactors on the Kola Peninsula (20.5.2011, 
27.4.2010, 22.11.2013), the processing and storage of nuclear waste (e.g. 
27.11.2013, 29.11.2011, 8.7.2013, 12.2.2010) and the development of 
nuclear power(ed) technologies (20.1.2010, 8.9.2008, 24.2.2011). While 
references to the Soviet era are more common in the nuclear-focused 
reporting than in the other media materials, the time perspective of 
nuclear power is not exclusively historical. The items analyzed also deal 
with extensions of reactor lifetime in Russian facilities (27.6.2014), 
plans for additional nuclear power construction in the Finnish Barents 
(14.1.2014, 2.7.2010), as well as nuclear events around the world, such as 
the Fukushima incident (16.3.2011). This coverage ensures that nuclear 
concerns will continue to remain timely issues within the geographical 
boundaries of what is here understood as the Barents energyscape. 

States and markets (intertwined)

The literature has devoted extensive attention to the diverse interpreta-
tions of the role(s) that energy has both in market economies and as a 
political tool and necessity. While at one extreme energy resources are 
perceived as a powerful tool of state politics, at the other it is viewed as 
a value-free commodity traded by the same rules and logic as any other 
product (cf. e.g. Di Muzio 2016, 201; Chester 2010, Ciutâ 2010). These 
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viewpoints intertwine with the positions taken on the roles and relations 
of key actors in the energy context. If understood in its most traditional 
sense, energy politics is defined as state measures aiming at guarantee-
ing the availability of energy (Ruostetsaari 1998): this, in turn, molds 
the perception of the regional energy terrain as a facet of “global geo-
politics conceived not as the arena of autonomous nation-states fighting 
for the world’s resources but using world resources as a way to delimit 
and secure these boundaries” (Desbiens 2013, 176). From a contra-
dictory (or complementary?) perspective, energy-related decisions and 
choices are shaped in the interactions of different actors and interpreta-
tions – in the ongoing negotiations and processes of energy governance 
(cf. Bazilian, Nakhooda and Van de Graaf 2014, 219). The question of 
who acts, exists or matters when the energy concern is addressed is also 
among the themes that situational analysis might have the potential to 
illuminate. At least Clarke, Friese and Washburn (2015a, 18) empha-
size the potential that the framework has for identifying and addressing 
the variety of “stakeholders”, actors and institutions potentially affected 
by but not recognized in the processes of policy-making, this oversight 
being among “the most common errors” in policy development (ibid.). 
This section proceeds to illustrate the ways in which these viewpoints 
are empirically reflected in the reporting on the Barents energyscape.

In the Barents energyscape, states are portrayed as having a defining 
role in the processes of energy-related decision-making and develop-
ments. This “defining” occurs in a variety of ways: states regulate where, 
by whom and with what kind of fees energy is produced in the region 
by arranging tenders and auctions for licenses (22.2.2012, 8.5.2008, 
4.8.2010), issuing special decrees (21.11.2013, 1.2.2013, 30.9.2010), 
developing favorable taxation regimes (e.g. 18.6.2012, 15.4.2012), as 
well as drafting energy-related legislation and upholding certain envi-
ronmental standards (21.3.2012, 22.10.2010, 11.3.2011, 14.7.2009). 
Within the political system, parties aim to determine the courses taken 
and decisions made regarding which production areas to make available, 
when and for whom (22.4.2009, 7.4.2009, 19.12.2011). Meetings and 
negotiations between heads of state, as well as the emphasis on trea-
ties and contracts, place the events in the Barents energyscape firmly 
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on state agendas (e.g. 8.6.2011, 27.4.2009, 14.5.2014, 26.4.2011). Yet, 
it must be noted that differences are found between the political and 
administrative systems in the region, spanning as it does the areas of 
four different nation-states, each with its distinctive ways of regulating 
and governing energy-related developments (cf. Economy of the North 
2008, 17–22). The differences in this respect are not, however, at the 
focus of this study; what matters is the consistently mattering role of 
the state and the state-implemented measures and mechanisms that 
construct the content of the regional energy concern.

Alongside the “concrete” state-related interests and the implications 
for states of energy-related decisions and developments, energy-related 
projects, technologies and practices are questions of states’ and indus-
tries’ reputation (6.7.2009, 10.6.2011, 20.9.2009) and political “prestige” 
(8.8.2012). In the arena of state branding, adhering to environmental 
legislation and standards is of crucial importance: both companies and 
states are eager to position themselves as the developers of best prac-
tices and cleanest technologies and as the global leaders in stewardship 
of environmental values in the operations of the oil and gas industry 
(3.10.2012, 6.7.2009, 20.10.2008, 1.8.2008). In a related vein, numerous 
articles can be found in the materials that frame the delimitation treaty 
which settled the four-decade border dispute between Russia and Nor-
way (cf. Government of Norway 2010) as setting a good example on the 
global level for solving international disputes peacefully and in accor-
dance with the principles of international law (8.6.2011, 12.8.2013). 
This kind of “state branding” in the context of the Arctic is not unprec-
edented: similar tendencies on the part of states to enhance their image 
have been identified in their Arctic strategy work, with (allegedly) pro-
gressive policies on indigenous rights, environmental standards or clean 
technologies cited as arguments in the process of constructing an (Arc-
tic) identity (cf. Lempinen and Heininen 2016, 13; for Russian state 
branding see also Larouelle 2014, 12–15).

However, the Barents states cannot be viewed as internally coherent 
and unitary actors. State policies and strategies which direct and limit 
the choices made within and in relation to the energy situation overlap 
and contradict each other, and different ministers and ministries, state 
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agencies and authorities and regional actors may disagree on the direc-
tions and decisions to be taken in regional energy development. This 
being the case, a state’s “relations do not converge around a particular, 
shared point but produce fragmented institutions, priorities and prac-
tices that frequently work in tension rather than in tandem (or ‘balance’) 
with one another” (Kristoferssen and Young 2014, 578). In the media 
materials, this diversity of interests and interpretations between actors 
within a single state crystallizes into situations where, for example, mil-
itary interests interfere with energy project implementation or locations 
(27.3.2012, 24.11.2011, 2.8.2010), where oil and gas production areas 
are opened up for exploration by one state authority despite the rec-
ommendations by another agency to do exactly the opposite (3.2.2013, 
27.6.2013) or where one ministry tells another to stay within “their field 
of competence” (4.8.2010). This heterogeneity of voices from “within” 
the state does not vitiate, but rather highlights the important roles and 
the various forms, channels and levels through which energy becomes a 
political issue in the context of a given state. However, the diversity of 
voices does render conducting strict relational analyses (c.f. Clarke 2010, 
870; Charmaz 2000) between different actors and institutions rather 
meaningless, as the coalitions and dividing lines between them vary at 
different times and in the context of different issues. 

While state measures and policies undeniably play a crucial role in 
constructing and constituting the Barents energyscape, market actors 
and mechanisms are (equally) prominent factors in shaping and guid-
ing regional energy development. Companies – national and transna-
tional as well as state-owned and private – invest in and implement the 
projects and enact regional energy futures through corporate strategies 
of investment and development (e.g. 25.9.2012, 31.7.2008, 25.2.2013). 
They are, however, dependent on global capital and market developments 
in the implementation of these plans (Desbiens 2013, 173). Supply and 
demand (13.5.2009, 14.11.2011, 16.1.2014), profits and losses (3.6.2010, 
30.7.2010, 9.2.2010) and energy price developments (25.6.2013, 
1.7.2014, 15.4.2014) both in the region and elsewhere either provide 
initiative for implementation or render northern energy projects finan-
cially unviable altogether. In the reporting, economic interests are con-
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sistently framed as overriding political tensions and concerns: borders 
are settled to enable energy production (8.6.2011) and the “Cold War” 
finally ends when a US and a Russian company join forces in search of 
financial gain (1.9.2011). From the viewpoint of corporate cooperation, 
energy is perceived and constructed as a value-free commodity traded in 
free markets and in a field of cooperation bridging political tensions in 
the name of economic cooperation and regional prosperity.

However, the complicated nature of the state-market distinction 
becomes apparent on many fronts. While it is at its most evident in 
the market-oriented tools states employ to regulate energy develop-
ment or in the peculiar roles and (monopoly) positions of state-owned 
enterprises (cf. e.g. 1.10.2010, 5.6.2012), they are by no means the only 
contexts in which the artificial nature of the markets-politics dichot-
omy is reflected. Political tensions and events such as the Georgian 
conflict (22.9.2008, 20.8.2008), the transit crises between the Russian 
Federation and Ukraine (20.1.2010, 6.11.2008) as well as the crisis in 
Crimea and the subsequent sanctions imposed on Russia (22.5.2014, 
19.5.2014, 29.4.2014) all intertwine the artificially separated “political” 
into the “economic” on the level of political talk as well as through their 
concrete implications for the energy markets (for how the depoliticized 
economy and the political always intertwine cf. e.g. De Goede 2003, 
Newell 2008). The entanglement of the political and corporate levels is 
evident in a very concrete manner in the reporting on political represen-
tation at signing ceremonies or production sites (19.2.2008, 3.12.2008 
20.9.2012) as well as in stories of state and regional representatives 
cooperating with company actors through contracts and memorandums 
of understanding (30.8.2008, 25.5.2012); these settings indicate that 
the issue of energy in the north is as much one of markets as of politics. 

A distinction similar to the markets-politics dichotomy is the con-
ceptual segregation of the “political” into the sphere of “high politics” 
(Aalto et al 2013, 1) and the realm(s) of institutional politics. This 
has been deemed unsustainable in the earlier stages of this work. The 
broader understanding of the notion of the political allows for see-
ing the wide range of voices which aim to shape and have a say in 
the decisions made regarding the future of the regional energyscape. 
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Energy-related decisions are, first of all, commented on, promoted and 
influenced by a diverse range of subcontracting and supplying indus-
tries with both domestic and transnational backgrounds, often labelled 
“the industry lobby” (12.3.2013, 5.6.2012, 28.1.2010). Representatives 
of other regional livelihoods, such as reindeer husbandry and fishing are 
also involved in energy-related debates (3.2.2013, 8.6.2009, 4.3.2010). 
What is more, researchers, as well youth and environmental NGOs, 
both within and outside the region, are insisting on their right to par-
ticipate in making the decisions concerning future energy developments 
that may shape the regional and global energy future indefinitely (c.f. 
e.g. 29.6.2012, 13.9.2010, 29.5.2009, 12.6.2013). What of course needs 
to be noted in this context is that aiming to have a say in the course of 
developments is not tantamount to having one, nor does being cited in 
media materials constitute having a say. However, from the viewpoint 
of this study, assessing these kinds of power relations and possibilities 
of influencing is, again, not a core interest; more salient is the diver-
sity of different actors and factors making up the mosaic that is the 
ever-changing regional energyscape. Furthermore, through its reporting 
– the decisions regarding what to report on and how – the news service 
BarentsObserver itself does much to shape how the regional energy-
scape is perceived and comes into being.

Alongside the markets-politics axis – and in a closely intertwined 
manner – the energyscape of the region is fraught with tensions and 
polarized between the emphases on cooperation, on the one hand, and 
conflict, on the other. Both features are accentuated at and between dif-
ferent levels: states cooperate not only with each other, but with cor-
porate actors within and outside the energy industry and, by the same 
token, end up in conflicts with each other and industry actors. While 
joint ventures, cooperation agreements, meetings, conferences, deals and 
negotiations between companies characterize the energy-related interac-
tions in the region (e.g. 25.3.2011, 25.9.2012, 3.3.2011), competition is 
also a reality – even to the extent that disputes and court cases are not 
unheard of (25.3.2011, 19.1.2011, 5.8.3008). Companies cooperate with 
regions and cities, and cities collaborate and compete with each other (cf. 
e.g. 15.4.2012, 30.9.2008, 28.7.2009 17.2.2012, 10.7.2008). As a whole, 
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the Barents energyscape is thus formed in the interplay of changing rela-
tions of cooperation and conflict at various levels and scales; the actors 
are not unitary nor internally coherent in their views and positions may 
and do vary not only between issues, but also on the same issue at differ-
ent times and in relation to different developments. The messy nature of 
the positions taken and the relations formed renders the often-presented 
“cooperation or conflict” configuration used to describe the nature of the 
energy concern quite absurd, as both of extremes can and do exist in the 
same energy situation, which, in turn, appears very different depending 
on the perspectives and actors involved. 

Far away or a regional concern?

The remarks and observations made in the sections above have 
approached the regional energy concern to a great extent through 
state-centric terms and predominantly within the explicit geographical 
context of the Barents region and its surrounding marine areas. These 
emphases mainly derive from the manner in which the energy concern 
is reported on and constructed in the empirical materials used in the 
process of analysis. Thus, up until this point, only few references have 
been made to the connections and intertwinements between the Bar-
ents energyscape and events and developments taking place outside the 
region. Significantly, the regional debates and developments also address 
a broad range of “external” issues and concerns and on several fronts. 
While (Arctic) energy issues are often framed through and along the 
levels of the global, the international, the transnational and the regional 
(cf. e.g. Aalto and Jaakkola 2015, 128–129), the extent of all kinds of 
irregular, profound and unexpected linkages and chains of events call 
into question the conventionalized ways of thinking about (even inter-
connected) levels and invite conceptualizations that are able to capture 
the fluidity and mobility of the connections between different actors, 
elements and events at different spatial scales (cf. e.g. Appadurai 1996, 
Clarke 2005, Latour 2005). 

Indeed, the Barents energyscape is molded by considerations, actors 
and issues originating from far outside the Barents region. Plans call for 
transporting the resources produced in the Barents away from the region 
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to European, Asian or global markets (29.6.2009, 8.5.2009, 27.5.2014, 
23.5.2014), to be consumed far away from the locations where they 
were extracted (Holm 2015, xv). The global nature of energy commod-
ity flows intertwines the regional energy futures with patterns of global 
energy demand, market fluctuations and technological breakthroughs 
such as the “shale gas revolution” (24.10.2012). Companies from around 
the world − in the energy industry as well as its subcontractors, rang-
ing from Petrovietnam and Indian ONGC to Rolls Royce and Dae-
woo (2.8.2012, 21.8.2012, 7.6.2008, 10.2.2010) and from state-owned 
to private − have an interest in influencing and a desire to influence the 
course of energy developments in the region. International consulting 
companies, lawyers and analysts provide input to regional energy debates 
(2.4.2009, 21.8.2009, 10.9.2008, 16.9.2009), while institutions such as 
the World Bank (10.12.2010) and European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development (9.6.2009) indirectly shape regional energy develop-
ments through their criteria for providing loans. Moreover, agreements 
entered into by states in the eyes of international law, such as the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (22.11.2013, 21.9.2010), 
as well as intergovernmental entities such as the European Union (e.g. 
3.6.2009, 24.2.2009, 22.11.2012),23 cause the regional energy concerns 
to become entangled with broader international frameworks (cf. also 
Aalto et al 2012).

Not only international political tensions and conflicts, addressed ear-
lier in this chapter, but also natural disasters and events far away impact 
the regional energy situation. This influence takes place both directly 
(cf. Latour 2005, 81; Giddens 1984, 61), for example through market 
mechanisms, as well as indirectly, through the interpretations of differ-
ent actors (cf. Aalto et al 2012, 36). The Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 
the Gulf of Mexico – physically far away from the Barents region – led 

23.	� In this context, a remark is in order regarding the terms of the Ukrainian crisis and 
the related sanctions: while references to the sanctions began to appear in the news 
data soon after they were first implemented (14.5.2014, 23.7.2014), the temporal 
scope of this case study has been limited to exclude discussions on the ways in 
which the sanctions began to be framed after the initial reactions claiming that 
they would “curb” (14.5.2014) Arctic oil. 
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to a temporary halt in deep-water drilling in the region and saw several 
actors within and outside the region voice concerns over the detrimental 
impacts a similar spill would have in the Arctic region (cf. e.g. 8.6.2010, 
3.10.2012, 15.11.2011, 20.8.2012). A similar chain of events was trig-
gered by the Fukushima disaster in Japan: it influenced regional debates 
over construction of additional nuclear power in Finland and contrib-
uted to changing energy policies in Germany, which again revised the 
future horizons for the Barents energyscape (cf. 16.3.2011) – at least for 
a limited time. 

At the same time, and despite its inextricably inter- or transnational 
nature, the energy concern in the Barents region is also a profoundly 
regional one. The energy developments taking place in the region have 
been reserved an instrumental role in turning around the patterns of 
depopulation and economic decline plaguing the northern towns, coun-
ties and municipalities. Developing the energy industry has become syn-
onymous with the urgent need to develop regional economies (cf. Aalto 
et al 2012, 22), as energy developments create “spin-offs” (12.7.2012, 
7.4.2011), “ripple effects” (27.2.2013), business and knowledge clus-
ters (15.4.2012, 17.2.2012, 11.6.2010) and service and base functions 
(12.10.2011, 13.7.2009, 5.6.2009). They contribute to improved infra-
structure (28.6.2014, 1.12.2008), create incentives for training and edu-
cation (26.1.2009, 9.7.2008) and bring tax revenues, employment and 
increased income (12.6.2013, 27.1.2012, 5.6.2011,1.7.2014). In sum, 
they mean “taxes, roads, employment, expertise for the region” (28.9.2012; 
italics mine). The bright regional futures are constructed around employ-
ment estimates of varying proportions, some suggesting that the availa-
bility of skilled workforce will become a concern (15.6.2011, 24.8.2012). 
In the wildest of estimations, Arctic projects in Russia alone were pro-
jected as bringing “200,000, 300,000 and probably even 400,000 jobs” 
(15.4.2012) to the otherwise economically challenged region. 

This tendency to associate development in the extractive industries 
with prospects for employment in “economically weak remote regions” 
(Stammler and Wilson 2016, 1) is not a unique feature in the Barents 
energyscape. The expectations associated with energy development “tend 
to be the same, no matter how many times such expectations have been 
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disappointed or opportunities wasted in other regions in the past” (ibid.). 
As the region “needs the incentives (such as infrastructure, capital, and 
new workplaces/industries) that [only] petroleum is thought to be able to 
provide” (Kristoferssen and Dale 2014, 217), the local support for petro-
leum activities – the source of jobs opportunities, economic ripple effects, 
livability and local benefits of all imaginable kinds – often remains strong 
(Loe and Kelman 2016; Smits, Justinussen and Bertelsen 2016, 131). 

However, regional responses are not wholly free of conflict. Along-
side competition between different cities and municipalities, conflicts 
arise between the interests of different industries and livelihoods, espe-
cially the traditional ones whose “symbolic importance […] can often 
exceed their economic importance” (Kristoferssen and Dale 2014, 217). 
Around the region, energy infrastructure impacts the areas tradition-
ally used for reindeer herding, as pasturelands become fragmented and 
the migration routes of the herds are blocked by energy installations 
(4.2.2011, 4.10.2010, 21.10.2008). Likewise, fishers raise concerns over 
the impacts of oil and gas activities and potential accidents on their 
livelihoods (3.2.2013, 29.6.2012). In extreme cases, areas reserved for 
energy development projects are being closed off, with their recreational 
use by the local populations24 prohibited (5.8.2008). Furthermore, the 
tourism industry relies heavily on the nature values of what is an envi-
ronmentally vulnerable region, values that potentially conflict with those 
that drive energy activities (5.6.3013). 

Energy-related concerns are formally being heard and integrated into 
processes of decision-making through polls (24.1.2012, 15.4.2010) and 
participatory practices such as public hearings and meetings (4.2.2011, 
5.3.2010, 3.3.2010, 17.4.2012). In some cases people are even being 
compensated financially (4.2.2011, 8.10.2009, 8.6.2009). Yet dissatisfac-
tion and protests remain (13.7.2010, 27.4.2010, 19.9.2012). What all of 
these forms and spaces of political agency share is their reactive nature. 
As observed by Kristoferssen (2014, 7), the “movement northwards was 

24.	� Despite the wealth of news items analyzed in this study, references to local resi-
dents or populations are extremely scant. In the very rare cases in which they are 
referred to, their presence in the Barents energyscape is implicated, as local resi-
dents are practically never directly cited and thus not given a voice of their own. 
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negotiated between the industry and the government”. The northern com-
munities were only left to discuss, debate and strategize “how to respond” 
to what were inevitable, large-scale, life-changing energy developments.

5.4 �Intermediate conclusions:  
An Arctic energyscape remapped

The aim of this empirical chapter has been to remap the constituents of 
the regional energy debate in order to begin to grasp the diversity of ele-
ments and developments whose interplay shapes the Arctic energyscape 
of the Barents region and its social dimension. What has been extracted 
in the course of the analysis is a stunningly diverse range of issues that 
are intertwined with the perspectival whole of the Barents energyscape. 
As the empirical materials utilized in this case study consist of media 
representations only, all actors and elements that are constructed as 
meaningful in the context of energy are “implicated” (cf. Clarke 2005, 
47) ones. This means that they are framed from certain perspectives by 
certain actors with certain aims, values and interests and through certain 
conventionalized practices of news reporting. The news entries not only 
borrow from the linguistic representations of other actors through cita-
tions, but also construct framings and windows of their own coloring 
how the energyscape is seen.

The titles or themes under which the sections above have been 
arranged can be taken as alternative, competing and/or complementary 
themes, storylines or discourses through, along and within which the 
regional energyscape becomes both understood and further constructed. 
In the light of the primary concern of this work, the most interesting 
observation might very well be what is not among these themes: indeed, 
the absence of a section dedicated to the explicit “social” in the ener-
gyscape directly reflects the relative weight assigned to that concern in 
the reporting. Any social aspects of the energy concern beyond socio-
economic considerations remain elusive and implicit. The number of 
observations or findings is at best scanty, even in the context of an anal-
ysis of media materials which, by definition, could be expected to syn-
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thesize different kinds of perspectives and voices into a comprehensive, 
potentially more balanced whole. However, beyond the socioeconomics 
of employment and income, (symbolic) practices of public participation 
and abstract references to “value creation” (30.6.2008), corporate social 
responsibility (25.5.2012) or “social development” (7.11.2008) and “social 
infrastructure” (22.10.2008), the 1447 news entries of energy talk succeed 
to a great extent in evading any explicit and extensive attention to the 
social dimension associated with energy at least as the concern would be 
conceptualized in broader contemporary academic debates (cf. chapter 3). 

These observations are not meaningless: the ways in which the ener-
gyscape is reported on and depicted not only reflects the (energy) situ-
ation but also creates understandings of what is important, noteworthy 
and, in the end, what matters or exists in the situation in and based on 
which the choices and decisions about energy are being made. Indeed, 
every bit as important as analyzing what is made visible and meaning-
ful is drawing attention to who or what is “there”, but whose presence 
is not made explicit (cf. Clarke 2005, 47). At the same time, the lack 
of attention devoted to the social dimension in its explicit articulations 
does not mean that the regional energy concern is not an intrinsically 
social phenomenon: all the talk about energy in the Barents region 
would make very little sense indeed without the meanings and func-
tions that are assigned to energy soci(et)ally and culturally, even if these 
are not articulated and specifically addressed.

Although the aim of this case study has not been to compare report-
ing between the energy-related news coverage categorized under the 
“Energy” section and other energy-related materials, a remark is in 
order on a crucial difference observed between the two sets of news 
items reporting on energy. Whereas the entries classified as “energy 
news” to a great extent revolved around and borrow from the vocabular-
ies of economics, engineering, technology and environmental concerns, 
the entries retrieved by the keyword search revealed a broader range of 
issues, themes and developments taking place and relating to the Bar-
ents region that energy is inseparably intertwined with. This observa-
tion only confirms earlier findings in the academic literature that energy 
continues to be discussed through the frameworks of economy/econom-
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ics and the environment despite the multitude and complexity of ways 
in which energy in all its phases, forms, interpretations and side effects 
is linked to all aspects of soci(et)al life. 

Energy development and related decisions are not taking place in a 
void or separate from other regional development issues and trajectories. 
Thus, a full understanding of the regional energyscape would require 
taking into account factors beyond discoveries, projects, resources and 
investments: what would be needed is an analysis of how “economic devel-
opment, environmental concerns, personal and professional growth, fam-
ily relations, work-life balance, and other quality-of-life topics” (Sørnes, 
Browning and Henriksen 2015, 3) come into play and come together 
when looking at the region through the culturally mediated prism of the 
energy concern. As a region, the Barents is thus not one of resource pro-
duction only: it is at the same time “a region made up of fragmented 
peoples, resources and territories linked by many asymmetrical relations, 
flows and networks of political and economic power” (Tennberg 2015, 
92) – even if this multiplicity is not reflected in the political debates or 
majority of scholarly contributions on the regional energy concern.

Before moving on, one additional point that needs to be clarified is 
the relationship between this chapter and the notion and/or the goal of 
development in the context of the regional economy. The “great expec-
tations”, fears and concerns for the future are not those of the author: 
they are represented in this study only insofar they are reflected in the 
research materials. Indeed, what I wish to highlight is that the Barents 
– a region depicted predominantly in terms of investments, economic 
development prospects and enormous energy potential – is also the liv-
ing environment of people(s) with various (energy) needs and interests, 
sociocultural and economic backgrounds and livelihoods that are often 
in conflict with the requirements and consequences of local energy 
development. The narrow, explicit “social” and its unquestioned “devel-
opment”, framed as they are in terms of the twofold goal of employ-
ment and income prospects, reduce impacts on lives in and beyond the 
region to measurable, quantifiable indicators which are blind to aspects 
of life and changes in the world that cannot be reduced to numbers.
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6. �TRACING THE ELUSIVE SOCIAL:  
A PAN-ARCTIC PERSPECTIVE

In the previous chapter, the question of northern energy was open-end-
edly explored in a sub-regional case study of the Barents energyscape. 
The study drew on research materials consisting of media representa-
tions relying on and citing a broad spectrum of other voices and sources 
ranging from corporate press releases to political statements, research 
findings and NGO campaigners; the only sources lacking were non-
expert human beings. On this basis, the empirical analysis sketched an 
astonishingly multifaceted as well as disturbingly biased understanding 
of the diverse aspects that are woven together to comprise the regional 
energy concern. On the one hand, the case study demonstrated the 
intertwinements of energy in all its forms and in all its phases with the 
acute concern of regional development in the north; on the other, it 
showed how few if any explicitly social considerations, especially those 
beyond socioeconomic concerns, were integrated into the regional 
energy debate. The discussion on the issue of energy in its own right 
bore a strong resemblance to this, as “energy” appeared, if not com-
pletely reduced to, then at least as revolving around regional oil and gas 
production. It was these observations that prompted an interest in delv-
ing deeper into the ways in which both of the notions – energy and 
the social – as well as their interrelations, have been conceptualized in 
scholarly contributions on the Arctic. The present chapter undertakes to 
ascertain what exactly are we talking about when we discuss energy and 
the soci(et)al in the context of the circumpolar north.
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6.1 Eyes on the Arctic: The empirical data set

Where the previous chapter focused on the empirical applicability of 
the notion of energyscape, this chapter does not occupy itself as much 
with the different constituents of the regional energy concern as with the 
explicit ways in which the social dimension is defined and constructed in 
the Arctic energy region. Furthermore, the geographical focus of inquiry 
is expanded from the “sub-region” of the Barents to the Arctic as a whole 
and as a(n energy) situation. As is common practice in SA-inspired 
research settings, the empirical materials utilized in this study have been 
gathered from multisite sources. Accordingly, the process of data selec-
tion and gathering has been informed by the goal of comprehending the 
regional energy concern as well as its social dimension at different levels 
and contexts, from different perspectives and through different kinds of 
practices and cultures of knowledge production. If the focus in the pre-
vious chapter was on the analysis of media materials – deemed to be the 
best available source for gaining an overview of the diversity of the issues 
comprising the regional energy concern – the following empirical analysis 
attempts to fill the gaps in the reporting and the silence around the social. 
It does so by examining assessments and reports that reflect and con-
struct the scientific understandings of energy and the social in the region. 
This choice of materials has been made on the assumption that despite its 
limitations as a cultural practice (cf. e.g. Epple and Zittel 2014), scientific 
inquiry can potentially provide a systematic, in-depth perspective on the 
focal issue – the Arctic energyscape and its social dimension.

For the purposes of this empirical study, a total of 12 documents have 
been analyzed with a view to the rather openly formulated research 
questions presented above. The reports and assessments analyzed were 
the Arctic Human Development Report I (2004) & II (2015); Arctic Social 
Indicators I (2010) & II (2014); Arctic Resilience Interim Report (2014); 
Arctic Energy Summit final report25 (2010); AMAP Oil and Gas Assess­

25.	� The 2010 Arctic Energy Summit report was the only one of its kind at the time of 
conducting the research for this case study. The Summit has later developed into a 
biannual event (cf. Arctic Energy Summit 2016). 
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ment (2010); AMAP’s Arctic Oil and Gas report (2007); AACA-C 
report on Socioeconomic Drivers in the Arctic (2014); Economy of the North 
I (2006) & II (2008) reports; and Megatrends (2011). Of these, the first 
Arctic Human Development Report (AHDR 2004) set the goal of devel-
oping baseline knowledge for human development in the north; the 
second AHRD (2015) gives a ten-year update on the picture of Arctic 
human development. The Arctic Social Indicator project (ASI-I; ASI-II) 
built on the findings of the first AHDR and sought to develop concrete 
indicators for tracking and grasping social change and human develop-
ment. The Arctic Resilience Interim Report26 (2013) aimed at identifying 
drivers, thresholds, shocks and shifts crucial for human well-being in 
the rapidly changing Arctic in order to develop strategies for adaptation 
and transformation (ARR 2013, xi). The Arctic Energy Summit project 
was initiated to stimulate dialogue and a “balanced approach” to “creat-
ing energy wealth while eliminating energy poverty” in the north (AES 
2010, 5). AMAP’s Oil and Gas Assessment (AMAP 2010), as well as its 
summary report Arctic Oil and Gas (AMAP 2007), undertook to expand 
on earlier work focusing on environmental aspects of Arctic energy 
developments by providing a “holistic assessment” (AMAP 2007, iii) of 
social, health and economic concerns related to energy in the north27. 
As its title indicates, Socioeconomic Drivers in the Arctic (Socioeconomic 
Drivers 2014) focuses on the drivers of societal and economic changes 
in the north and devotes special attention to the issue of energy in the 
region. Finally, the Economy of the North reports (2006, 2008) delve 
deeper into the complexities of northern economies, while Megatrends 
(2011) outlines the nine major development trajectories shaping the 
futures of Arctic societies. 

26.	� The final version of the Arctic Resilience Report was not yet available when this 
study was conducted. At the time of writing, the report was expected to be pub-
lished in May 2016 (Arctic Council 2016).

27.	� As a whole, the AMAP’s Oil and Gas Assessment is a massive piece of work 
which reports also on environmental and health effects of Arctic oil and gas in 
addition to socioeconomic effects. However, for the purposes of this study, only 
the introduction, conclusion / summary and the chapter specifically dealing with 
socioeconomic effects have been analyzed. 
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While all of the reports focus on or touch upon either the human or 
social dimensions of the north, energy or their complex interface, there 
are differences in emphases between the publications. Some attempt 
to give an overview and capture the state of “human development” 
(AHDR I, AHDR II, Economy of the North I & II) in the Arctic at a 
given point in time, some focus on attempting to monitor ongoing and 
anticipated developments (ASI-I, ASI-II) and others seek to learn from 
past experiences (AMAP 2010) or to project and prepare for the future 
in the region (Socioeconomic Drivers 2014, ARR 2013, AES 2010, 
Megatrends 2011). Most importantly, what the reports and assessments 
share is their geographical or regional approach: the Arctic is discussed 
and thereby also constructed as a distinctive region (AHDR-II, 45), “the 
emerging energy province” (AES 2010, 12), through a “pan-Arctic per-
spective” (ARR 2013, 10) and, from the conceptual points of departure 
of this work, as a situation. Together, the reports span a decade of scien-
tific attention dedicated to questions of energy and the social in the Arc-
tic. In taking up overlapping themes and referencing one another amply, 
the reports can be seen as bound closely together into a coherent whole.

Naturally, there are grounds for ultimately drawing on this particu-
lar combination of documents. First, several of the documents share a 
direct connection to the Arctic Council, which is the primary “platform 
through which knowledge on the Arctic, its development and changing 
environment is constituted” (Sinevaara-Niskanen 2015, 23). The AMAP 
oil and gas documents, AHDRs, AACA-C’s Socioeconomic Drivers 
report, the Arctic Resilience Interim Report, as well as the Arctic Energy 
Summit project, all represent work done directly under the auspices of 
the Council and its working groups. The Arctic Social Indicators docu-
ments, while published by the Nordic Council of Ministers, are a direct 
outgrowth of the Council’s 2004 Arctic Human Development Report. 
The Economy of the North reports I and II, also published by the Nordic 
Council of Ministers, were also outcomes of projects carried out under 
the Council’s Sustainable Development Working Group (cf. Statistics 
Norway 2015). Likewise, the Nordic Council of Ministers was respon-
sible for the publication of the Megatrends report. The science-based 
documents cited here serve the interest of this chapter, which is to 
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expand the geographical focus of inquiry from the Barents region to the 
broader (Euro-)Arctic and to bring forth scientific perspectives to com-
plement and deepen the media depictions of the (social in the) Arctic 
energyscape. The validity of these documents for the purpose derives in 
part from their sources, the Arctic Council and the Nordic Council of 
Ministers. The former is “the leading intergovernmental forum promot-
ing cooperation, coordination and interaction among the Arctic states, 
Arctic indigenous communities and other Arctic inhabitants on com-
mon Arctic issues, in particular on issues of sustainable development 
and environmental protection in the Arctic“ (Arctic Council 2015), the 
latter the primary forum for Nordic governmental co-operation (Nordic 
Council of Ministers 2015). 

The analysis of these documents again loosely follows the basic prin-
ciples of situational analysis applied in the previous chapter on the Bar-
ents energyscape and discussed in detail in chapter 4.3; however, in this 
chapter a situational map is not used, as textual clarifications enable a 
more detailed and more informative approach. In the process of analysis, 
the materials were read thoroughly and repeatedly keeping in mind the 
sensitizing concepts of “energy” and “the social” and asking how energy 
is understood in the Arctic and how its social dimension is perceived. 
While these questions might sound simplistic, the findings of the first 
case study analysis confirm the need for such basic and fundamental 
concerns. After thematically dealing with what energy and then the 
social encompass, I provide what could best be described as a relational 
analysis; that is, I present in explicit detail the ways in which energy and 
the social relate to each other in this set of scientific assessments and 
reports dealing with the Arctic.
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6.2 On energy

Before addressing the intertwinements and entanglements of energy 
and soci(et)al development in the circumpolar north, attention must be 
directed to the question of energy itself – in all its diversity and com-
plexity. In the assessments and reports, questions associated with energy 
are often bundled under the umbrella of “industrial development” (e.g. 
Economy of the North 2008, 11–12) or “economic activity” (AHDR-II 
II, 151). When energy is explicitly addressed, discussion tends to begin 
with references to the huge share of global hydrocarbon resources that 
the Arctic holds28 (cf. e.g. Economy of the North 2006, 36; Socioec-
onomic Drivers 2014; AHDR-II, 158) and the significant role that 
energy extraction activities have in the northern economies; petroleum 
is described as the region’s most valuable natural resource (Economy of 
the North 2008, 30; Megatrends 2011, 62). As the report goes on to 
point out, most of the Arctic resources continue to be transported else-
where for processing (Economy of the North 2006, 20, 27) and the Arc-
tic appears to remain the “frontiers” region (Megatrends 2011, 10) and 
the global storehouse for resources (AHDR-I, 22) that it was already 
before developing the region’s energy potential emerged as an eco-
nomic possibility in regional development debates. However, one also 
sees voices that call for developing the Arctic as “an energy province” 
by and for the people of the north (AES 2010); that is, there has been 
discussion, albeit limited, on the ways in which resources and their value 
become defined. For instance, the Arctic Resilience Interim report (2013, 
63) explicitly defines valuation as “a social (multi-actor) process” and 
expresses concern over “collective recognition of the values embedded 
in the Arctic” (ibid.), noting that “societies place different values on dif-
ferent aspects of nature” (ibid., 20)29. However, the economic potential 

28.	� Numerous uncertainties related to accessibility, technology and costs remain in 
relation to actual implementation of the projects and they are acknowledged and 
addressed in the reports (c.f. AHDR-II, Socioeconomic Drivers 2014, Economy 
of the North I, II).

29.	� Indeed, perceiving values as fixed, let alone prices as absolute expressions of value 
and/or “unitary prime movers” (Ferry 2016, 82), ignores the processes through and 
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of the region’s energy endowments remains the defining frame through 
which the issue of energy is addressed.

In the majority of the reports (e.g. AHDRs, Socioeconomic Drivers 
2014, AMAP 2010), the discussion surrounding energy is limited to 
the production of oil and gas, related projects and the impacts of the 
different stages in their lifecycles from prospecting to decommissioning 
(especially AMAP 2010, 3_2). At the other end of the spectrum, the 
final report of the Arctic Energy Summit adopts an approach that differs 
in two respects. First, the report places an emphasis on the develop-
ment of Arctic coal (cf. also Economy of the North 2006, 30), which 
requires “[e]ducation and communication programs” in order to enable 
a “paradigm shift that will allow the world to view coal as a transforma-
tional fuel and a transitional hydrocarbon resource, rather than a “dirty 
combustion fuel” (AES 2010, 11). Secondly, the report highlights the 
“wealth of renewable energy resources including wind, hydro, tidal and 
geothermal” (AES 2010, 7) in the Arctic energyscape. The Megatrends 
report discusses the role and development of renewable energy alterna-
tives and their status around the Arctic region in great detail (Mega
trends 2011, 149–168), while the utilization of further alternatives, such 
as biomass, are also mentioned (Economy of the North 2006, 35). Both 
coal and renewables, burgeoning topics covered in the Barents energy 
reporting, also feature in scientific assessments of the energy potential 
of the Arctic region. However, also in the Arctic at large the role envi-
sioned for them is mainly a complementary one.

While the assessments and reports focus predominantly on energy 
production throughout, they also broach the issue of energy consumption 
and its “use for the people of the North” (AES 2010, 5; also ibid., 7). 
Paradoxically, the north is not only framed as a region of tremendous 
energy wealth but also one of energy poverty (AES 2010, 12), which, in 
the specific context of northern communities is understood as vulnera-
bility to the “uncontrolled price increases or loss of reliability of energy 

by which they have become to be considered as such: they do not account for the 
sociocultural encounters within which “they got to appear as packaged, how exactly 
they interact with other things, and how they come apart”(ibid., 83). Thus, also the 
notion of value should be seen as situated and contextual (De Goede 2003, 91).
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supply” (ibid., 24) and the “debilitating” costs for energy, especially for 
rural settlements and subsistence livelihoods (ibid., 5). In short, “qual­
ity of life in these rural villages is dictated by the cost and availability 
of electricity” (ibid., 8; italics mine). In the work underlying the AES 
report, the ultimate goal set is “energy self-sufficiency in the Arctic” 
(ibid., 13), which according to the report can be achieved by limiting 
energy consumption and developing the region’s energy resources “by 
and for the residents of the Arctic” (ibid.,7, 11). For its part, the Mega­
trends report deals with strengthening energy security in the region by 
reducing its dependence on oil and gas (2011, 12) and developing of 
technologies for energy efficiency and saving (ibid., 200). As a whole, 
the consumption of energy is a nuanced and complex topic in its own 
right, one deserving much closer scrutiny than it has been given thus far 
in other than academic debates. 

In the Arctic assessments and reports, the energy concern is at once 
an inseparably global and an undeniably regional concern. On the one 
hand, the prospects of local energy projects depend on and interact with 
economies, markets and trends on the global scale and with the fallout of 
events far beyond the imaginary boundaries of the geographical Arctic 
(ARR 2013, 62; Socioeconomic Drivers 2014; AHDR-II, 152); on the 
other hand, the Arctic energy reserves are frequently framed as one of 
the crucial factors behind the increasing interest in the Arctic region at 
large (cf. e.g. Socioeconomic Drivers 2014, 17; Megatrends 2011, 200). 
In fact, Arctic energy developments are seen as shaping “how the world 
defines energy security” (AES 2010, 24). The question of consumption 
cross-cuts this debate: there is a need to balance the concern over “local 
energy needs” and Arctic “energy poverty” (ibid., 7) with the role reserved 
for the “High North as a source of new energy for the world” (ibid., 
6). Energy production is thus not only a significant commercial activity 
for Arctic nations and communities; increasing attention is paid to the 
foundational role the resources (would) have in satisfying the region’s 
own energy needs (Socioeconomic Drivers 2014, 8).

An interesting feature in the hydrocarbon-dominated Arctic energy-
scape is the ambivalent relationship that the energy discourse as a whole 
has to the hot issue of climate change. Indeed, most of the reports ana-
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lyzed make no reference at all to the connection between the region’s 
hydrocarbons and climate change. Only in few instances is an explicit 
stand taken on the climate concern: where this occurs, (green) energy 
is framed as a requirement “to tackle climate change and other environ-
mental problems” (Megatrends 2011, 163). Technology, as is often the 
case, is seen as having the potential to reconcile the clash between hydro-
carbon energy production and global climate concerns by solving issues 
ranging from carbon capture and storage (AES 2010, 17) to how Arctic 
coal is used “elsewhere in the world” (ibid., 11). These observations echo 
the findings from the media representations of the Barents energyscape. 
In the context of Arctic energy, climate change is above all a technolog-
ical challenge to be successfully tackled rather than an instance of “force 
majeure” that would require the region’s hydrocarbon resources to be left 
untouched. This remains the case despite the explicit acknowledgement 
that “parts of the Arctic are seriously involved in the global greenhouse 
gas balance”, owing to both the comparatively high levels of per capita 
consumption (Megatrends 2011, 151) and the energy intensity of large-
scale extractive operations (Economy of the North 2006, 12; see also 
ARR 2013, 43). There is very little mention of what happens to resources 
originating in the Arctic that end up being consumed elsewhere.

6.3 Integrating the social: The human dimension

Background: An Arctic “social” in change

Before moving on to address the societal in relation to the energy con-
cern, a brief account will be given of some perspectives on the “baseline 
social” in the assessments and reports analyzed. These viewpoints merit 
pointing out in their own right as well as for the implications they might 
have in beginning to grasp the social in the explicit context of energy.

In readings of the ways in which the social is portrayed in the assess-
ments and reports, there appears to be something very distinctive about 
the social dimension of the Arctic compared to “the social” in the 
abstract elsewhere: its features are considered “unique” (Socioeconomic 
Drivers 2014, ix) and “special” (AHDR-I, 17), even to the extent that a 
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particular set of region-specific indicators has been developed to mon-
itor its development (ASI-I, ASI-II). In addition to being globally dis-
tinctive, the region is demographically (AHDR-II, 53–104) and “socially 
and culturally” (AHDR-I, 45) diverse. Indeed, it is far from homogene-
ous when measured by any number of parameters: there are differences 
between and within regions and gaps in terms of rural-urban and gen-
der divides (AHDR-II, 20). Furthermore, “development” as measured 
by different indicators does not follow similar directions even within the 
same sub-region (ASI-II, 88). All of these complexities are amplified 
by the widely acknowledged lack of data on social issues in the region30, 
which the reports and assessments, for their part, have set out to rectify. 
As a result of all this diversity and uncertainty, the very same assess-
ments and reports attempting to comprehend the soci(et)al situation in 
the Arctic from a pan-regional perspective are forced to approach their 
topic through fragmented and fragmenting case study perspectives and 
construct it on that basis (AMAP 2010, ASI-II, AHDR-I, AHDR-II). 

Although the Arctic social remains situated, diverse, unequally and 
unevenly developed and inadequately known, the discussions on the 
soci(et)al aspects of the region seem to agree that the region is under-
going a change. The reports portray “the Arctic [as] one of the most 
rapidly changing regions on the planet” (ARR 2013, ix). This change 
is described as “rapid and fundamental” (Socioeconomic Drivers 2014, 
iii) and unprecedented in rate and magnitude (AHDR-I, 249). The 
causes of this change are seen as originating both within and outside 
the region (ARR 2013, 35); they are frequently categorized under the 
umbrellas of environmental and/or biophysical and social processes of 
change (e.g. AHDR-I, ARR 2013; Socioeconomic Drivers 2014), all 
of which, in turn, have “complex interactions” (ASI-I, 21) with each 
other and are interconnected and mutually reinforcing (ARR 2013, x; 
AHDR-I, 20; Socioeconomic Drivers 2014, iii). The reports frequently 

30.	� Interestingly enough, it is the process of resource development that has contrib-
uted beneficially to data availability in the Arctic. However, as a result, data is 
available mainly from the regions where large-scale industrial developments have 
been planned or have occurred while communities located further away from pro-
spective sites “many not have ever been surveyed” (ASI-II, 204).
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note the existence of “multiple stressors of change” (ASI-I, 11), and 
point out that other processes of change – “social, economic, political, 
and cultural trends” (ARR 2013, 35) and globalization 31(AHDR-I, 20) 
– can in many cases have impacts that locally outweigh the magnitude 
of the climate concern (ARR 2013, x; AHDR-II, 29), which elsewhere 
is often depicted as the threat to the Arctic and its societies. 

However, while the change in and of Arctic societies tends to 
be framed in terms of concerns over “cultural losses and social ills” 
(AHDR-I, 45) and as a threat to the resilience and sustainability of 
Arctic communities, the assessments, albeit rarely, point to the necessary 
and healthy nature of change. As they note, change should be perceived 
as “an aspect of all societies and cultures” and “more “normal” and in that 
sense “healthier” than stagnation” (AHDR-I, 50). Furthermore, not all 
change is undesirable: some changes are essential in order “to ensure 
the long-term viability of Arctic social and economic systems” (ARR 
2013, 4), as not everything we might want to sustain or maintain is 
actually sustainable in the strict sense of the term (cf. Vallance, Perkins 
and Dixon 2011, also Sneddon 2000). Some changes in the Arctic will 
be “deliberate transformations”, while others will originate in and be 
reinforced by the actions taken to “cope with and adapt to the changing 
drivers and new combinations of pressures” (ibid., 35). All in all, the 
overall impact that the ongoing and accelerating developments and pro-
cesses of change have already had on the Arctic region is described as 
“decisive” (Megatrends 2011, 9). The assessments and reports portray an 
Arctic where the rapid and overlapping changes continue to “challenge” 
(AHDR-II, 21) and “have profound implications” (ARR 2013, xi) for 
Arctic communities and societies.

31.	� Overland (2016) has pointed out the largely neglected role that energy has in the 
context of globalization. In his view, energy cannot be perceived as “a set of simple 
commodities” owing to the “crucial role in the functioning of societies” that it has. 
From this perspective, energy can be perceived as an individual, under-discussed 
driver of globalization. In his words, “the accelerating globalization of energy works 
both ways”: the world’s energy supplies are increasingly interconnected and greater 
volumes of resources are moving across constantly greater distances (ibid., 123).
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The role of energy-related developments cannot be overlooked in 
these processes of change or the debates on them. In fact, the assess-
ments tend to frame energy as a driver32 of change in the contempo-
rary Arctic region. It is described as a “significant new driver” (ARR 
2013, 5), an “important economic driver” (AHDR-II, 402), a “major 
driver of social and economic change” (AMAP 2010, 7_4) and as a 
driver “external” (AHDR-II, 183) to Arctic communities and societies33. 
Energy, categorized among the “social” and/or “non-climatic” drivers in 
the region (Socioeconomic Drivers 2014, iii; ARR 2013, xiii), is, as a 
whole, nothing less than one of the fundamental “driving forces in soci-
ety” (ibid., 21), an impersonal force of change in its own right. How-
ever, while energy is repeatedly referred to as such, it is of course not 
energy itself that “drives” the events and developments taking place in 
the Arctic. The demand for energy resources and development is driven 
by economic and political interests and actors (AMAP 2010, 2_4) and 
predicated on future-oriented scenarios conceived based on “a function 
of population, affluence and technology” (Socioeconomic Drivers 2014, 
8). While energy demand is clearly driven by accessibility, energy prices, 
improved technology and aspirations of (energy) sovereignty and inde-
pendence (ibid., 18), these factors are not discussed or acknowledged to 
any major extent. Instead the Arctic, its energy project and its energy 
developments are constructed as “subject to outside forces” (AES 2010, 
15) or even “determined” (AHDR-I, 157) by outside events and devel-
opments in very abstract and imprecise terms. 

Development – or sustainability? Or well-being? Or resilience?

Against the background of rapid change, uneven and unequal condi-
tions, a lack of knowledge and unpredictably interacting drivers of 
change – among which the role of energy cannot be downplayed – the 
ultimate concern to emerge in the Arctic energyscape is human develop­
ment. The human or social dimension in the north has become “a matter 

32.	� The Arctic Resilience Interim Report defines a driver as a “natural or human-
induced factor that causes change in a system” (ARR 2013, viii, also 43). 

33.	� The perspectival nature of the internal-external categorization is also noted in 
passing in the ARR (ibid., viii).
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of widespread concern and interest” (ASI-I, 7) and a target of tracking, 
quantifying and measuring (ASI-II, ASI-II; cf. also Sinevaara-Niskanen 
2015). Much of the concern revolves around the rapid increase in large-
scale industrial activity in the region, especially combined with other 
“stressors” (ARR 2013, xi) associated with change. The fundamental 
question to be addressed is: Does the “growth in this area of the econ-
omy favor human development, the capacity of indigenous and other 
local Arctic residents to control their fate, to allow the development of 
their full potential?” (Economy of the North 2008, 12).

In many instances, the assessments employ the term “(human) devel-
opment” without defining it or use it nearly interchangeably with other 
closely related concepts. There is, however, a shared underlying assump-
tion of the GDP as an inadequate indicator of human development in 
the Arctic (cf. e.g. AHDR-I, AHDR-II, Economy of the North 2006, 
Economy of the North 2008, ASI-I, 54–56). Thus, while it is noted that 
“human development may also be fostered by growth”, and economic 
theory assumes an increase in welfare as a result of economic growth 
(Economy of the North 2008, 12), no direct link between economic 
growth and human development in the Arctic has been established 
(ibid., 22; AHDR-I, 82). The notion of human development is thus 
employed as an alternative to GDP (AHDR-I, 16). The Arctic Social 
Indicators (ASIs) have been developed as a response to the need to cap-
ture and conceptualize development in a broader manner and beyond 
monetary terms (AHDR-I, ASI-I, ASI-II), that is, to highlight “dimen-
sions of human well-being that are not prominent” (AHDR-I, 15) and 
to grasp the aspects of well-being that are specific to the Arctic as a 
region (ASI-II, II). Despite their region-specific nature and good inten-
tions, the ASIs are not immune to the criticism directed at indicators as 
means of depicting the social and its development: as a result of both 
scientific practice and political choice, they prioritize certain aspects of 
life over others and squeeze the diversity of the lived and experienced 
world into measurable, manageable and governable indicators (cf. also 
Sinevaara-Niskanen 2015). 

What is especially interesting is that the assessments and reports use 
expressions such as (human) “development” (AHDR-I, II, ASI-I, II), 
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“human capital” (AHDR-I, 389; AHDR-II, Megatrends 2011, 11), 
“resilience” (ARR 2013) “quality of life (ARR 2013, 5), “social welfare”, 
(ARR 2013, 61), “community viability” (AHDR-I, 139) and “well-
being” (ASI-II, 40; ASI-I, 47) rather interchangeably. More remarka-
bly, they do so despite their scientific nature and despite the obvious 
differences in emphasis between the terms and the undoubtedly diverse 
understandings of each of them. However, similar tendencies can be 
observed in the research literature and in assessments conducted in 
other settings (AHDR-II, 313; ASI-I, 47). While the different notions 
are generally treated synonymously, in some instances they are analyt-
ically broken down into different dimensions and categories. Whereas 
a “holistic” (ASI-II, 15) understanding of “overall well-being” (ASI-I, 
47) is seen as constituted by material, social, emotional, physical (ibid.) 
and even cultural (ibid., 92) dimensions, the assessments point out that 
“quality of life is not one dimensional” (ibid., 41) either. While the 
majority of the reports present sustainable development and sustaina-
bility as self-evident goals, also the applicability of the whole notion 
of “sustainability as an achievable steady-state” (ARR 2013, 89) has 
recently been questioned, one alternative suggested being the concept 
of resilience. Amid this conceptual diversity, only one conclusion can 
be made: the social dimension in the Arctic entails improving the liv-
ing conditions in the Arctic in broad terms, which, in turn, should be 
defined, understood, observed and tracked in a manner sensitive to the 
specificities of social life in the Arctic region. 

It must be noted at this point that the elusiveness of, and overlaps 
between, different notions attempting to capture the social dimension 
of the north are not features peculiar to Arctic debates: each of the 
terms used in assessments and reports is debated in the scholarly litera-
ture as well. However, crucial distinctions between the key notions can 
be pointed out. To begin with, the concepts of sustainability and resil-
ience are far from synonymous. While the notion of (un)sustainability 
intertwines with that of Ulrich Beck’s risk society (1992) in that it is the 
system’s own and internal logic and workings that are undermining its 
sustainability or even its very existence, the notion of resilience appears 
to refer to the capacity of a system to cope with and recover from exter­



120 | LEMPINEN: THE ELUSIVE SOCIAL

nal forces and stressors without profound qualitative change (for dis-
cussion on resilience cf. Reghezza-Zigg et al 2013)34. Furthermore, the 
ways in which the Arctic region and its economies and communities 
are depicted as driven by and to a great extent dependent on fossil fuel 
extraction (and consumption) set an uneasy backdrop for the sustain-
ability debate: how can “sustainable human development” (AHDR-II, 
15) in the circumpolar north be conceptualized or achieved for an 
“unlimited period” (Tynkkynen 2016b, 390) based on non-renewable 
resources, which are finite by definition (AMAP 2010, 3_69)? 

However, the focal concepts of sustainability and resilience also share 
common ground: they both approach and construct the social in terms 
of systems language and thinking. Throughout the assessments and 
reports, the social dimension of the Arctic is increasingly conceptualized 
in terms of systems language: it is described as a “complex” (ASI-II, 
32), “social” (ARR 2013, 89) or “human system” (AHDR-II, 24) and 
as “integrated system” (Socioeconomic Drivers 2014, iii) or “social-
ecological system” (ARR 2013, 11) that requires a “systems approach” 
(AES 2010, 10) in order to be fully comprehended (also Megatrends 
2011, 19). This dominance of systems rhetoric and its questionable rela-
tionship with some other institutionalized ways of conceptualizing the 
Arctic energy concern will be taken up later in this work. 

Energy is a prerequisite for social life and human development in 
the Arctic: it is portrayed as being fundamental to Arctic economies, 
communities and the quality of life in the North and framed in Brundt-
landian, developmental terms (cf. AHDR-I-122; AMAP 2010, 3_69; 
also Bertelsen, Justinussen and Smits 2016). In this process of broader 
sustainable development, Arctic energy resources – incompatible with 
the very notion of sustainability due to their finite, non-renewable 
nature – are thus assigned an instrumental role. While “sustainability 
usually relates whether the use of the natural environment can be sus-
tained indefinitely” (AMAP 2010, 3_58), pursuing sustainable develop-

34.	� However, instead of resisting change, other definitions and understandings, such as 
the one(s) advocated in the Arctic Resilience Report analyzed here, explicitly call 
for actively navigating change and the ability of systems to successfully transform.
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ment based on non-renewable resources forces an alternative definition 
that revolves around minimizing environmental harm and “sustaining 
economical and social viability of societies” (ibid., 3_69). Thus, what is 
being sustained is not the resource base, but the societies and commu-
nities and their needs, preferences and quality of life. However, based 
on at least some of the reports, the question of substitutability of cap-
ital, touched upon earlier in this work (cf. 3.1) can be raised here, as 
concerns do remain over the extent to which other kinds of capital can 
compensate for the loss of natural wealth. In contrast to the currently 
applied practices of accounting for wealth and resources, the reports 
recommend that “resources that have been extracted from the ground 
represent a loss of wealth that should not be counted as income” (Econ-
omy of the North 2006, 10; also 12).

While much of the discussion in the Arctic reports focuses on the 
interrelations of sustainable development in broad terms and extraction 
and export of non-renewable energy resources, the question of what 
sustainability means in the context of energy activities is also addressed. 
Attention is turned away from the roles and functions energy in the 
overall Arctic sustainability puzzle and focused on what is required from 
Arctic energy in order for it to be sustainable. These conceptualizations 
engage in a debate with the “classical” Brundtlandian views on sustain-
ability, contending, for example, that “[i]n exploring the concept of a 
sustainable Arctic energy project, three key topics must be examined 
and addressed: economics, environment and impact on the people of the 
North” (AES 2010, 7). Indeed, what is interesting is the detailed manner 
in which sustainability and its requirements and prerequisites – “decep-
tively simple in concept” but “critical to a successful and appropriately 
deployed Arctic energy project” (ibid., 9) – are addressed at the level of 
individual projects (cf. ibid., 17–22). At the same time, one sees sustain-
ability in the context of Arctic energy in a broader sense and develop-
mental view translate into “no lasting harm [being] done, for example 
through environmental degradation” and “lasting benefits” being gen-
erated for “cultural, economic, environmental, and social viability of a 
region or society” (AMAP 2010, 3_69, also AES 2010, 7). All in all, in 
the energy sustainability debate, the reports and assessments focus on 
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energy production, with consumption-related questions assigned a min-
imal role, as is the case in other contexts (c.f. Megatrends 2011, AES 
2010). The relationship between energy and the social dimension is an 
inseparably instrumental one, as it is northern hydrocarbon energy that 
will continue to fuel (sustainable) development in the Arctic.

Whose “development”?

At this point, the reference made to the “impacts on the people of 
the North” (AES 2010, 7) above deserves closer scrutiny, as it reflects 
a stand taken on a crucial question posed in both welfare economics 
and the sustainability debate: whose well-being, quality of life, develop-
ment and needs are being considered? In the assessments and reports, 
these concerns are – rather understandably – predominantly addressed 
in the specific context of the north. These are described variously as “the 
well-being of northern peoples (ARR 2013, 74), “rural communities 
(ARR 2013, x), “Arctic residents” (ASI-II, 12), “indigenous and non-
indigenous peoples” and “northern communities” (AHRD-I, 21) “as well 
as quality of life in the North” (ASI-I, 147). While the need to consider 
the situation of both indigenous and non-indigenous populations is 
repeatedly mentioned (e.g. ARR 2013, xii), the case studies addressing 
the human dimension of the Arctic (cf. ASI-I, ASI-II) and the social 
indicators through which its development is measured “may be more 
relevant to indigenous livelihoods” (ASI-II, 16). This observation about 
the ways in which the Arctic social becomes portrayed, constructed and 
presented predominantly in indigenous terms will be revisited in the 
context of the third, visually oriented case study.

Despite the frequently emphasized interconnections between devel-
opments within and outside the Arctic, references to concerns related 
to well-being, human development or quality of life outside the Arctic 
region are scant. The relationship between Arctic energy developments 
and the world outside the Arctic are mainly discussed in abstract terms 
through vague references to feeding “the energy needs of developed 
countries” (AHDR-I, 74) and responding to “global resource demand” 
(Economy of the North 2008, 7). Demands for intragenerational jus-
tice and intergenerational equity (Megatrends 2011, 200) as well as for 
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the equal distribution of benefits of large-scale resources development 
(AHDR-II, 273) – both crucial in terms of sustainability related to any 
events or developments – are not addressed to any meaningful extent35. 
These concerns are, however, explicitly voiced in some of the reports, 
although the attention they receive is at best marginal. The reports refer 
to an “increasing awareness that the fate of Arctic resources affects the 
well-being of people in distant regions” (AHDR-II, 256), that “the pros-
pects for people’s livelihoods in Arctic communities are entwined with 
the concerns and ambitions of people far away from Arctic landscapes 
and seascapes” (ARR 2013, 62) and that “the stakeholders of interest 
now include not just the local inhabitants of the Arctic but also a much 
broader swathe of the global community” (ibid., 64). All in all, where 
promoting development with regard to non-renewable resources is con-
cerned, it appears that “drawbacks might be global and in the distant 
future, but there are local balances and trade-offs for people” (Loe and 
Kelman 2016, 32) in the region that outweigh the concerns about the 
impacts outside it. At the end of the day, “those who use and those who 
produce a resource share the common fate of dependency” (Economy of 
the North 2006, 12) – even if this is not explicitly acknowledged.

35.	� The reports do not express too much concern over the impacts of Arctic develop-
ments on well-being / development / quality of life outside the northern regions, 
but this limitation is understandable: what is always included in any presentation 
is “an element of social or political choice, in that resources allocated to one pur-
pose are not readily available for something else” (ARR 2013, 24). 
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6.4 Impacts and effects

Who are right – those who predict prosperity and welfare result-
ing from industrial development or those who recommend devel-
opment of small-scale local economies giving benefits for the 
people directly involved?

(Economy of the North 2008, 11)

Compared to the attention dedicated to environmental issues, the con-
cerns over the social and human dimension as a whole as well as over 
social aspects of energy and related developments are a relatively new 
phenomenon. In fact, most of the reports and assessment analyzed in 
this study have been created as a response to the growing need to shed 
light on human impacts that until very recently have been dismissed 
“with vague references, effectively ignoring the questions of social and 
cultural stresses” (AHDR-I, 133) that accompany both overall soci-
etal change as well as large-scale resource development projects. Non-
renewable resource extraction – including but not limited to energy 
resources – has had (AMAP 2010), has (AHDR-II, 257) and will con-
tinue to have impacts, “social consequences” (Economy of the North 
2008, 12) and effects “on social life in the Arctic” (Megatrends 2011, 
16). The manner in which these impacts and effects are conceptualized 
in the reports will be investigated in the following. 

While the Arctic assessments agree unanimously that northern com-
munities and societies are being impacted by activities associated with 
energy, few if any generalization can be drawn on this basis about the 
nature of the impacts. These effects or impacts are seen as “rarely static” 
(AMAP 2010, 3_3), as differing “in relation to the specific economic, 
political, cultural, and geographic circumstances of a given time and 
place” (ibid.), as being either direct or indirect (AHDR-II, 257) and as 
varying according to the scale of and life-cycle stage from evaluation 
to decommissioning of an individual project36 (AMAP 2010). Further-

36.	� If the diversity of energy (beyond oil and gas) and considerations of consump-
tion were to be integrated, the discussion on impacts would become even more 
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more, the impacts are not equally dispersed or distributed (Economy of 
the North 2006, 16; AHDR-II, 479) and the perceptions of them are 
not uniform. Impacts depend on experience and perception, and “differ-
ent groups have different views on the allocation of costs and benefits” 
(AMAP 2010, 3_63; also Del Río and Burguillo 2008). From this per-
spective, the question of impacts is also linked to geographical scales: 
“the social effects are generally the greatest at the local level, while eco-
nomic effects are often also evident at the regional and national lev-
els” (AMAP 2010, 7_1). At the same time, however, crude distinctions 
between the social, environmental and economic impacts are concep-
tually unviable to begin with: economic effects have the potential to 
impact human well-being and social welfare (Economy of the North 
I, II) and environmental degradation can turn into a social impact as a 
source of social and cultural distress (AMAP 2007, 26).

In sum, the reports portray the actual and concrete impacts and effects 
associated with energy (production) in a very open-ended and situational 
manner. In this respect, they echo the ways in which the social as well 
as impacts are conceptualized in the literature on social impact assess-
ments (cf. Vanclay 2002, 2003; also 3.2 in this work). In this same spirit, 
the notion of “interactive effects” is invoked: similar effects or “stimuli” 
are seen to lead to radically different outcomes in different situational 
settings (AMAP 2010, 3_66). At the same time, despite the striking 
diversity of natural and cultural geographies in the Arctic, a number 
of pan-Arctic similarities are identified (AMAP 2010). To accommo-
date this conceptual and geographical diversity, most of the reports deal 
with the Arctic energy concern through and in the context of case stud-
ies, which point towards an uneven track record of energy projects and 
their impacts both historically as well as in the context of contemporary 
energy developments (AMAP 2007, 26–27; AMAP 2010, AES 2010).

Social impacts tend to be viewed by default in the context of nega-
tive effects on communities and societies in the broader social impact 

complicated than it is at present. However, the limited manner in which energy is 
addressed predominantly in terms of oil and gas production also limits the discus-
sion on and understanding of energy-related impacts in the north. 
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assessment debates and oftentimes in the Arctic as well. Impacts are 
conceived as increased dependence on outside forces and market vola-
tilities (AHDR-I, 20) and as coming in the form of destructive boom-
and-bust economies (Economy of the North 2006, 18; AMAP 2007, 
x); that is, the descriptions share a focus on increased “risks and threats” 
(AHDR-II, 467) of various kinds. These range from social, cultural and 
health disruptions in families and communities (AMAP 2007, 26) to 
deterioration of traditional livelihoods, subsistence lifestyles, cultures and 
identities (AHDR-II, 137, 463; AES 2010, 17), the loss of which can-
not be compensated monetarily (AHDR-II, 273). Despite the negative 
connotation of the notion of impact, energy-related developments in the 
north and elsewhere have also been observed to bring about effects and 
developments perceived as positive. Industrial projects – including energy 
developments – can contribute to “welcome changes” through brighter 
employment prospects, improvements in physical and social infrastruc-
ture, healthcare and education and, with these, an improved quality of life 
and “an increased possibility to choose lifestyles and careers” (AHDR-II, 
463; cf. also AMAP 2007, x; AHDR-1, 122). Yet, these references to 
individual freedom and choice and living up to one’s full potential do 
not come without underlying value presuppositions. Indeed, they signal 
a certain understanding of what human life in the region should be like, 
what qualities are desired and to be promoted in northern individuals 
and what constitutes development and desirable northern communities 
and societies (cf. also Lempinen and Heininen 2016). 

All in all, the categories of effects and impacts elaborated in the 
materials analyzed pervade all aspects of Arctic societies: these classi-
fications, all listed in AMAP’s Oil and Gas Assessment (AMAP 2010, 
6_64–66), for example, include macroeconomic effects, microeconomic 
effects, effects on demography, health effects, effects on education and 
training, effects on governance, effects on cultural integrity, effects on 
contact with nature, as well interactive effects. Furthermore, these con-
siderations are intertwined with those to be seen in the full list of social 
indicators designed to measure and track Arctic human development 
in the fields of health and population, material well-being, contact with 
nature, cultural integrity and fate control (ASI-I, ASI-II). In a similar 
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manner, the broad understanding of Arctic energy sustainability laid out 
in the Arctic Energy Summit final report links energy and its impacts 
as affecting all aspects of life in northern communities and societies: 
it highlights the interrelations between energy and policy, education 
and human resources, rural energy solutions, energy transportation and 
environmental concern, the impacts of the changing climate on energy 
infrastructure, the situation of the people in the north and concerns 
over energy security (AES 2010). On balance, there is no aspect of 
human or societal life in the Arctic that is not impacted by energy-
related developments.

This discussion on impacts and effects revisits the theme of change 
already addressed in the broader context of Arctic societies. First, isolat-
ing the effects, impacts or changes stemming specifically, either directly 
or indirectly, from energy-related developments is a highly problematic, 
unrealistic and very likely also an undesirable exercise. Energy – in all 
its diversity – is not the only factor contributing to the ongoing trans-
formation of Arctic societies (AMAP 2010, 3_2). Indeed, “[c]limate 
change, increased resource development, and social and economic 
change add layers of unpredictability in what is already a stressful milieu 
for the players involved, particularly those who possess less economic 
or political power” (AHDR-II, 254). Secondly, the interactive effects of 
energy-induced impacts and change both complicate conceptualizing 
the impacts and add to the already perceived and experienced impacts 
(AMAP 2010, 6_66). Amid all the changes and impacts, the notion of 
thresholds in the context of social systems is invoked: thresholds refer 
to context-dependent “triggers (either negative or positive) for social 
change and development” and draw attention to the limits of “socially 
acceptable change” (ARR 2013, 40–41). 

In sum, the discussion on the effects and impacts of energy – pre-
dominantly still focused on its production – portrays a complex and 
nuanced picture of, as well as an unpredictable and unstable relation-
ship between, energy and the social in the north. Amid all this diver-
sity, however, there seems to be somewhat of a consensus that “extractive 
development could bring wealth and jobs but impact a subsistence lifestyle” 
(AES 2010, 23; italics mine). This viewpoint is problematic in the sense 
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that it conceptualizes and, as a result, may highlight impacts considered 
negative only for the traditional lifestyles of indigenous communities. 
What is more, little conceptual room for choice is left for the non-
indigenous residents in the north not to embrace the “positive impacts” 
brought by energy developments. Indeed, much of the discussion in the 
reports revolves around the question of how to concretely “conduct” 
development and how to reconcile its contradicting dimensions. In this 
respect, the reports fail to escape the “planner’s triangle” of balancing 
the conflict between the economy, the societal and the environmental 
(c.f. e.g. Campbell 1996, Tynkkynen 2010) and to even begin question-
ing the whole paradigm, content and definitions of development or the 
idea(l) of successful, apolitical compromise and conflict resolution. 

6.5 Governing energy (and) development

The discussion in this chapter has thus far not only substantiated the 
well-known conclusion that there is a change in progress in the Arctic, 
but also analyzed the ways in which energy and its role as a driver of 
societal change in the region are discussed; the conception of societal 
change in this connection included the impacts and effects of energy on 
the society’s human dimension. The discourse examined spans the con-
texts of well-being, sustainability or development, with the salient terms 
shown to be used rather interchangeably throughout the set of materi-
als. However, a crucial component mediating the impacts and effects of 
energy, perceived predominantly as an external driver, still remains to 
be addressed: the notion and practice of governance, the tool which the 
assessments and reports expect to “meet the challenges of sustainability” 
(AHDR-II, 254) in the context of Artic energy, the social and beyond. 
These challenges are reflected in AMAP (2007, v), when it notes that 
oil and gas developments will, alongside climate change, “pose the most 
significant challenges to balancing resource development, socio-cultural 
effects and environmental protection in the Arctic in the next few 
decades”. It can be seen in the AHDR as well, which points out that 
“human societies are not impacted as dead matter but react creatively 
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within social and cultural structures that guide actions and adaptations” 
(AHDR-I, 16). 

In the second AHDR resource governance is defined as “the collective 
efforts of society to define and achieve societal goals related to human 
interactions with the environment” (ibid., 253). This multi-actor and 
multi-level view of governance is shared throughout the Arctic reports 
and assessments. Effective resource governance in the globalized Arctic 
is seen as taking place in the interplay and interaction of political insti-
tutions at the local level and beyond; market actors and forces; legisla-
tive frameworks; and civil society participation (cf. e.g. AMAP 2010, 
7_4; AHDR-I, 121; AHDR-II, 48; AHDR-II, 161). The relationship 
between (energy) resources and their governance is viewed as a recip-
rocal one: on the one hand, governance shapes and directs (the impacts 
of ) energy activities; on the other, energy and other industrial develop-
ments challenge, contribute to and shape the institutions of governance 
(AHDR-II, 401). All in all, (AMAP 2010, 3_69), “[t]he lesson is that 
institutions matter” and they are needed to “improve the sustainability of 
resource wealth” (Economy of the North 2006, 10). These references work 
together to support the broad understanding of political agency in rela-
tion to energy described earlier in this work; it is not only states or corpo-
rations that bring about changes in how issues related to energy play out.

In the context of regional energy developments, “good” energy gov-
ernance refers to the measures taken to ensure “that the environmental 
impacts will be minimized or that the economic spin-offs for the local 
populations will be maximized” (AHDR-I, 81). Indeed, with energy 
portrayed as an impersonal, overarching, independent driver of societal 
change, governance is the only available tool for mediating its impacts 
(AMAP 2010; ARR 2013, 21; Socioeconomic Drivers 2014, 8). While 
“some degree” (AMAP 2007, x) of risk is seen as unavoidable in energy 
development, social impacts need to be reduced and managed and the 
risk of “major disruptions” needs to be minimized (ibid., ix). Governance 
is needed to develop best practices in order to fully take into account 
“environmental, social and cultural costs and benefits” (AHDR-II, 25), 
to “sustain important living resources and cultural integrity of north-
ern peoples” (ibid., 256), and to “mediate the impacts and influence of 
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neoliberal practice” (ibid., 402). Energy (developments) need to be gov-
erned “to grapple with different and sometimes conflicting priorities” 
(ARR 2013, xi) and to resolve the “conundrum” of taking advantage of 
economic development without compromising “indigenous and local” 
interests and values (AHDR-I, 192). 

Thus, the requirements set for governing Arctic resource develop-
ments are high indeed. However, doubts remain whether “existing 
resource governance systems in the Arctic are able to respond quickly 
and flexibly to emerging opportunities in a way that contributes to 
healthy communities and sustainable economies” (AHDR-I, 134). 
Some historical and ongoing hydrocarbon developments have demon-
strated “little concern” (ibid., 81) for balancing environmental and 
social impacts with economic interests. Indeed, the Arctic region is not 
homogenous in terms of governance, either: while the “signals from 
world markets” are similar throughout the Arctic, “local response may 
differ from the response in other parts of the North” (AHDR-II, 152, 
also 121; AMAP 2007, vii; AMAP 2010). 

In reference to governance, the theme of (local) participation is ele-
vated to a crucial position as a measure to counteract the possible situa-
tion where “large-scale resource exploitation [as] currently organized in 
the Arctic is characterized by outside control and resources moving out 
of the region” (AHDR-I, 71). Energy developments are implemented 
by external capital and through decisions made “in far-flung nation-
state capitals” and “corporate boardrooms” (ASI-I, 129) “with very lim-
ited influence exercised by local communities” (Megatrends 2011, 16). 
At the same time, fate control − one of the Arctic-specific social indica-
tors, defined as the ability to control one’s own destiny “whether polit-
ical, economic or along other axes” (ASI-I, 16) – is seen as “critical” in 
terms of both human well-being and the sustainability of energy devel-
opments (ASI-I, 129). Whereas the ability to exert influence on deci-
sions shaping one’s daily life, living conditions and surroundings and on 
the pace of (industrial) development is seen as promoting well-being 
on both the individual and community level, lack of control is asso-
ciated with contradictory experiences and feelings of “anomie” (ASI-I, 
129). The two alternatives seem irreconcilable. The question that arises 
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is: How can one maintain control over one’s fate when in practice deci-
sions extending to all aspects of northern life are made elsewhere? (cf. 
also Tennberg and Lempinen 2015)

Derived from the idea(l) of participation, a normative stance on 
local inclusion and participation is adopted throughout the reports and 
assessments. The “underlying assumption” is that “sustainable develop-
ment in the Arctic is connected to how well people can assert or reas-
sert their local control of land and resources” (AHDR 2004, 116; also 
Megatrends 2011, 76). Local participation is unquestioningly seen as 
an encouraging development trend that should be further promoted 
(AHDR-II, 23; ARR 2013, 23; Socioeconomic Drivers 2014, iii). There 
are calls for more examples of “innovative” solutions (ARR 2013, xiii) 
and “success stories” (AHDR-II, 229) of enabling and enhancing local 
participation given that “past decisions have eroded traditional safe-
guards” (ARR 2013, xi) and the control over local lands and resources 
has been compromised by “outside forces” (ASI-I, 129) and (neo)colo-
nial encounters (ibid., 16). 

In this spirit, a key role is assigned to not only the capacity and moti-
vation of individuals and communities to influence and make decisions, 
but also to the resources that they have to implement these decisions 
(ibid., 129; Economy of the North 2008, 21). While participatory pro-
cesses are increasing, making a broader range of voices heard in the pro-
cesses of (energy-related) decision-making (ARR 2013, xii), devolution, 
increased self-determination as well as in the processes of production 
(AHDR, 232), the challenge of “meaningful consultation” (AHDR-II, 
483) remains, as it “does not mean that citizen involvement in the pub-
lic debate is a guarantee for beneficial human development” (Economy 
of the North 2008, 22). New ways of governing the resource potential 
of the north can, indeed, “either support or undermine self-determina-
tion and self-reliance” (AHDR-I, 122). As a whole, the discussion on 
governing energy development speaks to several ideas through which 
the social dimension has been conceptualized in scholarly writings: the 
participatory policy goals of sustainable development literature and the 
procedural understanding of socially sustainable energy. Yet, in prac-
tice, although responsibilized, local populations are not afforded the 
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resources and opportunities needed for effective participation and are 
relegated to a reactive role which offers few possibilities for influencing 
ongoing developments. 

6.6 �Intermediate conclusions II:  
Energy for (sustainable) development

As a whole, by delving deeper into energy, the social dimension and 
their interrelations in the Arctic, this chapter has attempted to respond 
to the questions raised and left open in the first empirical excursion 
into the Barents energyscape. In theory it is acknowledged that energy 
concerns in all their diversity intertwine with and include “various ques-
tions of rights, ownership, access, economic benefit distribution, sharing, 
extraction, exploration, sustainable management, subsistence, conser-
vation, the impacts of industrial development, etc.” (Megatrends 2011, 
191). Yet, the terms by and the levels on which these concerns are taken 
into account very seldom live up to these standards. 

From the perspective of energy, the scrutiny of Arctic assessments 
and reports adds little content but does provide conceptual depth to the 
observations made in the media case study analysis; the term “energy” 
continues to refer to the production of oil, gas and, in some instances, 
coal for the consumers of the global markets. However, the analysis 
shows that increasing attention is being paid to renewable energy pro-
duction, energy consumption and the development of energy technolo-
gies, with these themes constituting a “megatrend” in the Arctic in the 
decades to come. Still, it is fossil fuel production and demand that are 
still expected to remain significant “drivers” behind energy development 
and social change in the Arctic.

As regards the social dimension, the assessments and reports portray 
and construct an Arctic “social” as a social (socio-ecological) system in 
change and impacted by several overlapping and mutually reinforcing 
drivers and developments. This social dimension is, in several and often 
unspecific ways, portrayed as unique in the global context; at the same 
time, it is situated, diverse, unequally and unevenly developed within the 
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region and inadequately known throughout it. The goal of the assess-
ments and reports was, on the one hand, to generate knowledge to fill 
this gap and, on the other, to develop specific indicators for the region 
and for traditional (/indigenous?) livelihoods suitable for monitoring 
human/social “development”. These findings confirm and augment the 
observations made by Jacobsen and Delaney (2014, 7) that the discourse 
on the social is “specifically attuned to producing truths about the pos-
itive significance and importance of local livelihoods and local resource 
usage and local inclusion into decision-making processes in the Arctic” 
(italics mine). However, these framings also resonate with the theoretical 
debates on the notion of the more-than-human social, addressed earlier 
in this work, insofar that they advocate an understanding of an Arctic 
social in which nonhuman, especially natural and/or ecological, elements 
are weighty and meaningful constituents of everyday life and experience. 

Yet, the task remains of analyzing the relations between energy and 
this diverse, situated and systemic social. While the terms applied to 
refer to the soci(et)al, in the context of energy and beyond, vary wildly 
from sustainability to resilience to well-being, quality of life and back 
to human development – a topic that would be worthy of analysis in its 
own right – the core concern is clear: (sustainable) development of the 
region through good and participatory energy resource governance. Fur-
thermore, as things stand, it is exactly the region’s energy resources on 
which the future prospects of its social dimension hinge: very little room 
is left for imagining ways to sustain or develop Arctic communities that 
are not based on fossil fuels or natural resources. Themes familiar from 
the scholarly sustainability debate are reflected in the strong emphasis 
on participation as well as on minimizing the impacts of energy-related 
activities, again predominantly in the Arctic region.

This “regionalized” version of the sustainability of energy activities 
stands in stark contrast to the systems language that has infiltrated 
the discourse on the social dimension in the Arctic as and the ways in 
which the Arctic as a whole, as well as its relationship to the rest of the 
globe, are perceived. Curiously enough, the Arctic region constructed in 
the assessments and reports is at once connected in very many ways to 
global natural and cultural developments and a distinctive region within 
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which (energy) sustainability concerns ought to be and are addressed. It 
merits pointing out at this juncture that despite their decreasing pop-
ularity in addressing the social as a broader whole, the frameworks of 
sustainability and sustainable development continue to function largely 
as tools for approaching the energy concern. 

Probably the most thought-provoking observation in the context of 
energy in the Arctic has to do with the ways in which the assessments 
and reports – scientific in their nature – portray energy demand and 
development as impersonal drivers, unquestioned statements of fact or 
an independent laws of nature of sorts. They are deemed so inevitable 
and unquestionable that their course and impacts can, even at best, only 
be mediated and gently directed through modes and measures of mul-
ti-level and participatory governance. This manner of framing energy in 
the Arctic reflects Elias’ (1978, 20) thoughts that “[t]oo often we speak 
and think as though […] villages and states, the economy and poli-
tics, factors of production and technological advances, the sciences and 
the industrial system, among countless other social structures, were all 
extra-human entities with their own inner laws and thus quite inde-
pendent of human action and inaction”. By doing so, the power to define 
the content of the Arctic energy concern is efficiently placed beyond the 
region’s reach.
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7. �IMAG(IN)ING THE SOCIAL:  
VISUAL REPRESENTATIONS AND  
THE SOCIAL IN THE ARCTIC ENERGYSCAPE

Gazing at those images, it is easy to forget that their presence 
rearranges an entire geography, from an environmental point of 
view but also from a social and political one. 

(Desbiens 2013, 182)

Thus far, the empirical part of this study has focused on the ways in 
which Arctic energy and its elusive social dimension are reflected and 
constructed in and by the words used and stories being told about the 
region’s energyscape. The first empirical chapter fleshed out an under-
standing of the diversity of issues that constitutes the regional energy 
situation as a whole, while the second delved into the concerns that 
were not explicitly addressed in the first one to any meaningful extent, 
that is, the ways in which energy and the social dimension relate to 
one another and how their intertwinements have been conceptualized. 
In this process, a variety of empirical materials from a range of sources 
– regional media representations and Arctic scientific assessments and 
reports – have been used side by side in an effort to gain a more pro-
found and nuanced understanding of the focal issues of northern energy 
and the Arctic social. The present chapter sets out to add an additional 
perspective on the regional energy situation, with all eyes now turned 
(literally) to the ways in which Arctic energy and its social dimension 
are represented visually.

The chapter draws on the same set of materials analyzed in the ear-
lier chapters. However, it will now be the images accompanying the 
news entries as well as the photographs and illustrations in the scientific 
assessments and reports that will be examined. Methodologically, this 
decision can be seen as embracing the principles and goals of data tri-
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angulation touched upon earlier, that is, addressing and approaching the 
same concern through different sets of materials. This can, at best, sup-
port some observations made in the context of earlier analysis or, even 
better, provide insights which would not have been gained otherwise (cf. 
Bryman 2004, Rothbauer 2008). One question to pose and answer is: 
Do the visual representations of the materials already analyzed merely 
reinforce and illustrate the verbal storylines of what matters in and 
constitutes “the social” in relation to northern energyscape, or do the 
images construct and communicate a story of their own? Focusing on 
the visual representations of energy and the social in the Arctic is also 
especially interesting against the backdrop of the scholarly literature. 
Visual representations continue to be underinvestigated in both the 
regional context and in social scientific research more broadly – despite 
the powerful, even spectacular, images through and in which our under-
standing of the Arctic as a region has been constructed historically and 
continues to be constructed today (cf. Potter 2007).

7.1 �Researching the visual: Constructing a case study on 
the Arctic energyscape

While the mainstream of research addressing language as a means of 
persuasion and as a tool for constructing social realities has focused on 
verbal representation, the last several decades have seen increasing inter-
est in the human and social sciences in visual materials and their roles 
in language and communication. This growing attention to researching 
visual materials has not emerged in a void: not only research, but also 
the means and cultures of communication being studied have become 
increasingly visual at an ever-quickening pace (Rose 2007, 2–7; Leh
tonen 2002, 56–58). While the interest in researching images in these 
fields is often traced back to the “visual turn” of the late 1990s and early 
2000s (e.g. Mitchell 1994, 13; Helmers and Hill 2004, ix), in recent 
years the scholarly interest in visual materials has peaked, manifesting 
itself in, among other sources, several detailed and in-depth contribu-
tions on the roles and functions of visual elements and methodologies 
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for their analysis (cf. e.g. Rose 2007, Mitchell 2011, Margolis and Pau-
wels 2011, Harper 2012, Emmison, Smith and Mayall 2012). In this 
process, what is meant by visual materials has also expanded greatly 
from “two-dimensional” (Emmison, Smith and Mayall 2012, 63) mate-
rials such as photographs to include objects, built environments and 
multimodal representations; the scope of methodologies utilized to 
make meaning of the visual has expanded correspondingly (Pauwels 
2011, Rose 2007, Mitchell 2011, Van Leeuwen 2011). However, this 
trend has not rendered the analysis of photographic images or the use of 
more traditional analytical approaches obsolete. Like textual materials 
and linguistic representations, images remain political and “problematic” 
(Mitchell 2011, 98) and thus worthy “texts for analysis and interpreta-
tion” (Emmison, Smith and Mayall 2012, 47).

While the debate about nature and role of images is very much ongo-
ing (cf. Rose 2007, 21), there appears to be a widely shared consensus 
that although images can be analyzed like any other texts, they still are 
somehow “special” compared to verbal language in terms of the roles 
they serve and reactions they evoke. Traditionally, images – although 
considered irrational and inferior to written text – have been seen as 
mattering, and this “mattering” has been theorized to work through the 
emotional37 responses they trigger in anyone who viewing them. (cf. e.g. 
Blair 2004, 41–42, 45–46; Hill 2004, 26–27; Helmers and Hill 2004, 
1−2). Images have been likened to metaphors in written texts (Seppä-
nen and Väliverronen 2000, 346; Inayatullah 2005, 17–18; Hill 2004, 
31–14) and examined for their enormous rhetorical potential (Blair 
2004). While images cannot necessarily be considered arguments in the 
same sense as textual statements in that they might include conclusions, 

37.	� Relegating visuals and images to the sphere of emotions is problematic in various 
senses, not least owing to the artificial nature of the rational-emotional binary. A 
distinction between text / language and image, however rough, is also difficult to 
uphold conceptually, as the notions of “text” and “language” are equally used to 
refer to and/or to include visual language and images or even completely different 
systems of communicating meanings (e.g. Lehtonen 2002, 49; Guggin 2004). Van 
Leeuwen (2011) has also used the expression “new writing” to refer to textual 
entities in which visual and verbal content has merged to the extent that reading 
the pieces of writing out loud would no longer be possible in a meaningful way. 
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justifications or the like (cf. e.g. Toulmin 2003), they have been seen 
as serving to strengthen, challenge or refute the arguments made in a 
text. Indeed, visual elements can illustrate and underline the content of 
a written text as readily as they may challenge and augment it (Seppä-
nen and Väliverronen 2002; Van Leeuwen 2011, 51; Rose 2007, 11). 
However, what is also noteworthy in the case of visual representations 
is that they are open to interpretation and readings of different kinds as 
much or even more than textual materials, as looking at an image is not 
a neutral biological process but one mediated by personal experience 
and cultural practices of seeing (Harper 2012, 4).

While the analysis of visual materials has gained a foothold on sev-
eral fronts in the field of human and social scientific studies, the research 
conducted thus far on the roles and content of visual representations 
of energy-related concerns is limited, and much of the existing liter-
ature revolves around the roles of images in energy campaigning and 
advertising. Livesey (2002) focused on the ways in which images were 
used to promote and reinforce the core message of ExxonMobil’s US 
anti-climate change campaign; Mason (2016a) has looked at the ways 
in which aesthetics and artistic expression has been utilized in corporate 
Arctic energy campaigning. In my earlier work (cf. Lempinen 2013) I 
have addressed the ways in which visual representations were utilized in 
the promotional campaign of an energy company designed to influence 
peat-related political debates in Finland. Tynkkynen’s (2016b) visual 
analysis of Gazprom’s promotional video materials adopts similar points 
of departure. While the methodologies and emphases of these research 
contributions vary, together they serve to point out the powerful and 
highly political nature that energy imageries have in making certain 
(energy) worldviews into being at the expense of others.

Despite the less-researched nature of the visual dimension in and of 
the Arctic, this study is not the first to investigate the visual content of 
the Arctic Council documents. As the empirical analysis in this chap-
ter will later demonstrate, Long Martello’s (2008) findings on visual 
components of the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment are relevant 
for the observations made in the present case study. Some remarks on 
the nature of visual representations of the Arctic in general can also be 
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found in the literature. Potter’s (2007) analysis of 19th century Arctic 
imageries highlights that the ways of representing the Arctic have not 
changed much in the last two hundred years. Powerful images of vast 
emptiness, majestic icebergs, iconic polar bears and white glaciers (now 
crumbling into turquoise, icy seas) still dominate the ways in which the 
extensive and diverse north is (re)presented.

As a whole, this study and its focus on the social dimension in the 
northern energyscape have been structured on and by the principles of 
situational analysis. There is no reason to suspect that a similar approach 
could not be fruitfully applied in analyzing visual materials reflecting, 
communicating and constructing the Arctic as an energyscape and 
-space: after all, situational analysis presents itself as a methodology 
compatible with both multisite and multimodal data and as one able to 
“draw together different kinds of data about a particular phenomenon or 
sets of data about different sites, or both” (Clarke, Friese and Washburn 
2015a, 16). In this chapter, the practical adaptation of situational analysis 
combines elements of visual content analysis and visual discourse analysis 
(cf. Rose 2007, 59–73, 141–171). Attention is trained on 1) how Arctic 
energy and the northern social are represented and illustrated and 2) the 
kinds of thematic categories, coherent storylines or visual discourses that 
can be sewn together based on those representations. The focus is pre-
dominantly on the content of images themselves with less consideration 
given to either the contexts in which they have been produced or the 
sociocultural environments in which they are received (cf. Rose 2007).

As in the context of the previous case studies, in this chapter the 
manner in which the tools of situational analysis are again adapted and 
applied in a loose manner. In this chapter, this flexibility includes keep-
ing in mind also two other concepts that need to be acknowledged in 
analyzing the visual – ones naturally relevant in analyzing verbal texts 
as well –: those of denotation and connotation (Barthes 1984; cf. also 
Van Leeuwen 2011, 2003; Mitchell 2012, 41–42; Emmison, Smith and 
Mayall 2012, 47–47). While denotation can be taken to refer to the 
most apparent and self-evident views of what an image represents, that 
is, what is in the picture, connotation points towards the underlying 
meanings associated with the content of the image: these include the 
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myths and metaphors as well cultural meanings and categorizations by 
and through which the elements in a given image are interpreted in a 
given cultural context. Of course, (also) this conceptual distinction is 
highly artificial and the connotation and denotation of an image are 
difficult to differentiate in practice. How can one separate the symbolic 
elements embedded in and intertwined with any given object of rep-
resentation from its immediate essence and content?

Especially when a wealth of empirical materials is involved, an SA-
oriented content analysis will inevitably leave interesting considerations 
and themes outside the scope of the inquiry. Among these is an exam-
ination of the production context, that is, the choices made with regard 
to cropping, perspective / angle or metaphorical facets of the objects 
of representation. Furthermore, a large number of images precludes 
analyzing the “internal” dynamics of images in any great detail (cf. also 
Rose 2007, 11). In the present case, this constraint has meant excluding 
consideration of the relationship between texts and images in the mate-
rials. However, this be compensated for in the concluding section of this 
work, where I undertake to knit together the findings of the verbal and 
visual analyses into a meaningful, coherent whole.

A background note

In order to ground and contextualize the forthcoming discussion, a 
note is order on the nature, or genre, of the images. In visual research, 
genres serve as the starting point for interpreting images: it is impor-
tant to acknowledge what kinds of photographs being analyzed in 
order to understand their roles, goals and conventions of representa-
tion (cf. Emmison, Smith and Mayall 2012, 74). The imageries of the 
assessments and reports could easily be seen as falling under the broad 
umbrella notion of documentary photography. As a genre, this “usu-
ally pictures the relatively powerless to the relatively powerful” (Rose 
2007, 16), from a perspective that is considered truthful to “reality” with 
an aim to inspire societal change. While this can be taken to apply to 
the reports and assessments, as they aim to support and spur regional 
human development, the pictures may also be considered examples of 
street photography. As a genre, street photography also shares the aim 
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of documentary photography of “pictur[ing] life as it apparently is”, but 
the setting in which the photographs are taken and displayed differs 
from that in the documentary tradition with respect to the reactions the 
images are designed to evoke. Instead of inspiring or calling for change 
(with goals often defined from the perspectives of people other than 
those who the images represent), street photography tries to evoke a 
sense of awe and wonder for the world as it already is (ibid.). Although 
it is not wholly unproblematic to determine the category into which 
the imageries of the assessments and reports would fall, it is important 
– even where, as here, definitive categorization is not the primary con-
cern – to acknowledge the implications that categorizations have for the 
ways in which images may be perceived and read. 

The images in the BarentsObserver can be seen as (stereo)typical 
examples of press photography (cf. Wright 2011). Like documentary 
photography, press photographs are perceived as showing the world and 
its phenomena as they “really” are, but like any other (visual) representa-
tions, they too are “much more than mere ‘mirrors’ of society” (ibid., 
333). Although news photographs are implicitly seen as truthful wit-
nesses of the state of the events and conveyors of up-to-date informa-
tion about the world, they also work on metaphorical levels, creating “a 
visual identity” for each story. This being the case, they need to be read 
as the outcome of varied journalistic practices and as “part of a complex 
network of cultural phenomena” (ibid., 317). These remarks also bear on 
the ways in which the visual representations of the Barents energyscape 
are addressed in the following.

One last remark is in order on the images and the reasons why none 
of them have ended up as pictures on the pages that follow. While their 
inclusion here would make both the process of analysis more transpar-
ent to the reader and the chapter a more entertaining read, they have 
been omitted owing to the difficulty of obtaining the rights to reprint 
the images. However, all of the images used can be found either in the 
BarentsObserver news archive or in the assessments and reports, all of 
which can be downloaded online. The references to the images in the 
text make it possible to locate them either by date in the news archive 
or by page number in the reports. 
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7.2 The Barents energyscape revisited

Backdrop: Imagining an energy region

Regardless of an item’s textual content, many of the images used in 
reporting the energy news are images of landscapes. The visual focus is 
on the natural environments and beautiful, pristine and dramatic scenes 
of the north: mountainous islands and fjords (18.11.2011, 5.5.2012, 
29.4.2014), sleepy settlements lit by a wintery Arctic sunset (24.1.2011), 
vast northern seas (7.1.2013, 6.8.2013, 10.4.2014) and iconic polar bears 
on Arctic ice (e.g. 20.8.2012, 28.3.2014, 1.7.2014). These echo famil-
iar and popular representations of the Arctic as a pristine, uninhabited 
nature reserve on which few of those residing outside the region have or 
will ever set foot (Potter 2007). To a great extent, these images accen-
tuate the ways in which the understandings of the Barents region as an 
energy province are associated with the offshore resources the waters in 
the north are estimated to possess: visual representations of nature on 
land are relatively rare (11.12.2012, 18.4.2012), the sea being if not a 
dominant element, at least a distinctive one in visually framing the Bar-
ents (as an) energyscape.

However, the news images also illustrate and imply a region of a very 
different character: the stage on which large-scale energy developments 
will play out is not only a pristine natural environment, but also a highly 
urbanized and densely populated region. Photographs of and from 
large cities are abundant (cf. e.g. 20.10.2011, 25.10.2011, 22.7.2009, 
22.3.2013); smaller settlements, towns and villages are also represented 
(e.g. 20.7.2009, 25.5.2010, 24.7.2009). In fact, the region on the brink 
of becoming the world’s new energy province is pictured as a predom-
inantly urbanized one; traditional indigenous settlements are displayed 
in only one of the images in the entire dataset (cf. 11.11.2014). In the 
same vein, the Barents visually depicted and constructed by the news 
reporting is not a region of traditional livelihoods and small-scale eco-
nomic activities: rather, the images convey an idea of a heavily industrial-
ized region with huge factories (8.5.2012, 21.1.2015), mines (16.4.2009, 
28.5.2014) and busy shipyards (16.4.2009, 23.11.2010, 6.6.2011). Trucks 
(18.6.2015) export the region’s resource produced on land, while ice-
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breakers (30.4.2015) and ships of various kinds loaded with goods (e.g. 
16.6.2015, 17.12.2012, 18.11.2014) sail back and forth across the north-
ern seas. As such, the visual representations echo the portrait painted by 
the regional statistics and existing literature on the “resource region” (cf. 
Economy of the North 2006, Economy of the North 2008; Tennberg, 
Riabova and Espiritu 2012, 17–18). Yet they juxtapose it with another 
prominent Arctic storyline, that of a region of pristine nature. The visuals 
of unspoiled nature clash with the ways in the region is presented and 
further constructed as the world’s large-scale resource storehouse. 

Visualizing energy

Even the most superficial reading of the visual representations of the 
Barents energyscape reveals an understanding of energy as hydrocarbon 
production. A considerable amount of energy-related imagery focuses 
on portraying energy as oil rigs defying the vast open Arctic seas, even 
to the extent that the lonely rig at sea becomes a visual icon of what 
(Euro-) Arctic energy means (e.g. 14.10.2014, 26.11.2014, 10.9.2014, 
16.4.2015). This is, however, not the first time “the creation and circu-
lation of dramatic photographs of the engineering structures” (Desbiens 
2013, 180) has played a part in constructing an energy future as a facet 
of a region’s identity: in her study on Canadian hydroelectricity, cited 
several times in the chapters above, Desbiens found similar means and 
mechanisms at work. As visual symbols of energy in the Barents region, 
images of drilling technology (27.1.2015, 25.3.2014, 30.1.2015), explo-
ration vessels (e.g. 22.7.2014, 26.8.2014, 20.4.2015) or spill mitigation 
equipment (1.6.2010) do not come even close to fulfilling their rhetor-
ical potential; that is, unlike oil rigs they fail to crystallize the idea(l) of 
what energy in the Arctic means in a single powerful image of nearly 
artistic, iconic appeal. Indeed, the role of aesthetics in constructing an 
understanding of energy cannot be underestimated: visual representa-
tions and aesthetic images have the potential of shaping not only energy 
idea(l)s but also actions and attitudes (cf. Mason 2016a). 

Besides focusing to a great extent on hydrocarbon installations, the 
images of northern energy construct energy production as a distinctively 
offshore activity: only a fraction of the images offer representations of 
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energy being extracted on land and the ones that do, rather simplisti-
cally, provide no more than aerial views of existing production sites (e.g. 
30.7.2010, 4.6.2015, 21.8.2014, 11.2.2015). Even fewer visual materials 
communicate or construct aspects of onshore oil and gas activities beyond 
their extraction: among the very few are a clean-up boat fighting a spill 
on a tundra river turned black from oil (14.6.2013) alongside a picture 
of workers attempting to battle another oil spill on land (11.6.2013). As 
a whole, the images of drilling installations standing alone amidst the 
vast emptiness of Arctic landscapes portray an energy future that is yet 
to come: it is one of large-scale offshore production and a new “cultural 
relationship to the land that unfolds within the paradigm of progress, 
productivity and triumphant modernity” (Desbiens 2013, 39).

While a major share of the visual representations of energy in the 
Barents region focus on (predominantly offshore) hydrocarbon pro-
duction, this visual discourse is complemented by another cate-
gory of images: those focusing on and displaying the channels and 
manners through which the resources extracted in the region are 
exported. What one sees is an array of storage facilities and contain-
ers (14.4.2011), trucks and roads (23.10.2013, 17.10.2014, 11.6.2014) 
pipelines (17.4.2009, 17.6.2010, 18.11.2010) and tank cars on railways 
(30.8.2010, 6.10.2010) and LNG terminals (22.12.2014) and tankers 
(e.g. 3.11.2014, 11.11.2014, 25.11.2014, 19.3.2015). Furthermore, it is 
not only and gas that are being transported. Electricity lines are also 
a recurrent visual theme (e.g. 25.10.2010; 20.1.2011, 21.8.2009): the 
electricity generated in the power plants of the region (19.1.2011) is 
transported both within and away from the region by the electricity 
lines standing high against the blue northern skies. Together, the many 
images of the energy export infrastructure not only underline the verbal 
discourse on the region but also – again – visually reinforce the idea of 
the Barents as a resource-exporting region.

The visual depictions of the region do not center exclusively on oil 
and gas. As in the textual materials, the production / generation of 
renewable energy is represented to a some extent; there are pictures 
of tidal power plants (22.2.2008; 2.6.2008), solar panels (21.1.2013, 
11.6.2015), piles of logs (12.1.2011), hydropower (17.6. 2013) and wind 
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power facilities (e.g. 4.3.2010, 27.6.2008, 4.10. 2010, 12.1.2015), the 
last of these being the most often pictured “renewable”38. The ways in 
which renewable energy sources are visually depicted do not in gen-
eral add to the textual narratives; they serve mainly an illustrative role 
(cf. Van Leeuwen 2011, 551). In the case of wind power in particu-
lar, the images convey the inseparably northern essence of the regional 
energyscape: echoing and entangling with the ways in which both the 
northern regions and its settlements are represented, windmills stand on 
snowy fells (22.7.2009, 4.3.2010), on majestic cliffs by open wintry seas 
(28.5.2015) or amid small wooden houses against a landscape of snowy 
mountains (22.9.2009). 

Considering the special role that issues related to nuclear power, 
nuclear radiation and nuclear waste were observed to have in the tex-
tual representations of the Barents energyscape, the ways in which that 
same concern is visually displayed and articulated hardly comes as a sur-
prise. What one sees are images of old nuclear submarines (29.11.2011), 
nuclear reactors (e.g. 4.10.2013, 22.4.2015) and designs for future float-
ing nuclear power plants and other futuristic nuclear-powered designs 
(9.1.2011, 24.2.2011) accompanied by images of radioactive waste treat-
ment plants (17.7.2012) and waste transportation (4.4.2013). Curiously 
enough, nuclear waste is the only issue whose treatment also addresses 
the emissions from northern energy in any manner. The broadly iconic 
image of a nuclear power plant’s cooling tower is presented only once 
in the discourse (2.12.2008); more frequent are very different regional 
tokens representing the nuclear concern: the “aging Kola NPP”, located 
in Polarnye Zori (28.1.2014), appears a number of times, seen from 
both the outside (cf. e.g. 25.11.2013, 25.8.2014) and inside (cf. e.g. 

38.	� Alongside Desbiens’ (2013) analysis of the visualities associated with hydropower 
development, Fergen and Jacquet’s (2016) inquiry on the values and attitudes 
related to wind power development are among the very few contributions explic-
itly assessing the visual side of energy production from a social scientific perspec-
tive. In Fergen and Jacquet’s work the visual aspects have only a nominal role, 
however; the researchers only refer to their poll indicating that turbines in motion 
are experienced as more aesthetically appealing than stationary ones. 
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27.6.2014, 13.2.2013), as do campaign logos and posters of the region’s 
anti-nuclear campaigns (16.6.2011, 15.2.2012). 

Coal, on the other hand, is (re)present(ed) through images of coal 
mines (16.2.2014, 29.10.2014), heaps of coal waiting for loading 
(28.5.2014), dusty loads of coal being transported by rail (5.3.2015, 
27.3.2014), coal-fired power plants (29.5.2010) and the blackened face 
of a coal mine worker (26.11.2011), all of these accentuating the grey 
and dirt associated with coal as an energy source. In a similar manner, 
peat – albeit very rarely – is presented as a part of the energyscape of 
the region that is far more versatile than hydrocarbons (10.11.2010). 
Again, images are not used for much more than merely illustrating the 
verbal energy concern; faithful to the conventions of news photogra-
phy, the images give the stories a “visual identity” and in doing so con-
nect the individual news entries to broader storylines of regional energy 
developments (cf. Wright 2011). 	

Although the dominant discourse on the Barents region frames the 
regional energyscape in terms of energy production and transporting 
the extracted resources away from the region through electricity lines, 
container ships, railways and pipelines, there are nevertheless depic-
tions of the region as an area where energy is consumed. While unde-
niably only a fraction of the materials in quantitative terms, images 
occur showing large industrial installations (6.6.2011, 28.5.2011, 
21.1.2015), solar-powered lighthouses (9.12.2008, 12.4.2013), small-
scale wind power installations in local villages (8.12.2009), gasoline sta-
tions (23.11.2009, 12.3.2012), electric cars (15.10.2013), thermal plants 
(8.10.2010) and heating pipes (10.1.2012, 23.11.2009), phototherapy 
lights at Swedish bus stops (3.12.2012) and the eternal gas flame of the 
Alyesha war memorial (5.9.2013). These draw at least some visual atten-
tion not only to the ways in which energy is consumed in the region but 
also to the practical, cultural and symbolic aspects that its consumption 
is entangled with. 
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Populating the Barents energyscape

While the above remarks on energy consumption in what appears to 
be a highly industrialized and urbanized region, as well as the observa-
tions on the functions and meanings assigned to energy use, are highly 
intriguing, they will not be discussed in further detail: all in all, the 
visual representations which comprise the empirical materials leave little 
or no room for such discussion. Beyond urban jungles of concrete build-
ings, networks of pipeline systems or large industrial facilities with their 
continuous streams of emissions dispersing in the northern skies, the 
issue of how and by whom the energy in the region is consumed is not 
broached. However, this does not mean that the regional energyscape is 
not “inhabited”; indeed, actors of various kinds are frequently portrayed, 
although from a different perspective. 

It is a striking feature of the news images that “ordinary” people and 
their everyday life in the region seem to have disappeared from the 
regional energyscape. Contrastingly, a considerable amount of visual 
presence is allocated to actors and entities from the realms of “high poli-
tics”, that is, the political and market actors also traditionally understood 
as the primary actors and most influential constructors of energy-related 
decisions and debates. Presidents (e.g. 8.6.2010, 11.6.2010) as well as pol-
iticians at different levels pose for cameras with national flags (11.5.2012, 
3.9.2009) and shake hands with other politicians and corporate repre-
sentatives (e.g. 30.9.3014, 10.6.2013, 9.12.2013); they are portrayed 
giving speeches and presentations (30.5.2011, 15.4.2014, 5.4.2012) 
and interviews (3.10.2014, 27.2.2013), attending meetings (17.7.2009, 
12.8.2009, 24.6.2014) and making ceremonial visits to energy facilities 
(10.4.2014, 20.2.2013, 13.10.2010). Through these repeated inclusions 
and exclusions (cf. Rose 2007, 12), that is, choices of whom to picture 
and whom not to, these series of images construct an understanding of 
the regional energy concern that has very much to do with state author-
ities and high-level politicians and very little to do with “normal people” 
or any aspects of everyday life and existence in the region.

In addition to policymakers and state officials, corporate representa-
tives receive considerable attention. The ways in which these corporate 
leaders are depicted echo the manners of representation familiar from the 
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images of decision-makers: they are (re)presented through photographs 
taken during interviews (e.g. 15.6.2009, 20.3.2014), meetings and confer-
ences (e.g. 29.4.2014, 6.2.2014, 26.8.2014) and visits to energy installa-
tions (e.g. 28.6.2014, 15.8.2014, 15.6.2015) and when signing documents 
and shaking hands (e.g. 18.8.2014). The leaders receive attention compa-
rable to that received by political representatives, and members of the two 
groups are very often photographed together. The images of corporate 
actors resemble the photographs of state leaders also in another respect: 
where the former have the flags of nation-states on their desks, the latter 
are pictured with company logos (18.8.2014, 20.1.2015, 20.3.2014). The 
striking similarities between the ways in which the high-level state offi-
cials and top-end corporate representatives are presented visually evoke 
one of the recurrent themes of both the textual reporting on the Bar-
ents energyscape and the literature on energy-related decision-making: 
Is energy an issue of interstate politics or one of international markets?

While the official stages and settings appear to be occupied by polit-
ical and corporate actors, NGO actors and representatives are also 
accorded some space in the images. Some photographs show groups 
of people gathered for meetings posing for the camera (13.11.2013, 
27.4.2010, 20.9.2011); others have been taken during interviews (e.g. 
22.1.205, 20.3.2015, 8.6.2013). However, the most powerful images 
show the NGOs “in action” through images of demonstrators with signs 
(5.9.2012, 11.6.2010, 26.3.2011, 18.10.2013) and the different stages of 
the Greenpeace activities against the Prirazlomnaya oil drilling platform 
(e.g. 18.9.2013, 20.9.2013, 1.8.2014). In addition a space – albeit small 
– is carved out for science in the visuals of the regional energyscape: 
researchers, scientists and analysts pose for cameras (presumably) dur-
ing press interviews (e.g. 7.9.2011, 6.11.2012, 3.3.2014, 19.1.2015), at 
work or presenting their work or findings (e.g. 19.1.2015, 7.10.2011, 
7.3.2012, 8.1.2015). While the opinions voiced and stands taken by the 
researchers in the textual news reports are not visually conveyed to the 
reader or reinforced, the visual reference to and presence of the mem-
bers and practices of the mainly natural scientific research community 
do add implicit meaning to the regional energy reporting; they signal 
that, as a concern, energy is of a techno-scientific nature.
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All in all, the images discussed above echo and illustrate both the tex-
tual reports on regional events and earlier scholarly observations: while 
the role of scientific and non-governmental actors in taking part and 
shaping energy-related developments has been observed (cf. Prontera, 
2009; Newell 2008, Mitchell et al 2001), the invisible position, or at 
best reactive role, that the public and regional population tend to have 
in the face of decisions regarding large-scale resource developments is 
visually only further underlined. Images of “ordinary” people and their 
everyday lives are scant; among the very few presented are photographs 
of indigenous reindeer herders (8.10.2009) or people driving their cars 
on the snowy northern streets (7.12.2010) The energy stage – set against 
a highly urbanized and environmentally pristine backdrop – is occupied 
by politicians at all levels, NGO activists, company CEOs and repre-
sentatives and highly specialized experts and researchers, but for the 
most part actors and entities beyond the sphere of high politics are left 
out of these visual constructions of the Barents energyscape. Regardless 
of whether the choices at work in the process were intentional or not, 
the decisions on what and whom to portray and why in the context of 
the regional energyscape construct and promote an understanding of 
who “matters” in terms of the energy-related debates and decisions in 
the region. So far, the analysis of visual discourse on energy develop-
ments and debates in and from the Barents region has portrayed the 
regional energyscape as a sphere of political and corporate agency. 

However, one thematic category of representations in this con-
text still remains to be addressed: while “life” in the energyscape does 
is not portrayed or visualized, working life in the energy industry is. 
Several images represent people at work at the energy installations 
in the region: (consistently male) workers at oil and gas facilities (e.g. 
26.6.2009, 31.10.2011, 1.7.2013, 4.4.2014, 6.8.2014 etc.) and in coal 
mines (26.11.2011), employees wearing the overalls of power companies 
(26.2.2013, 3.12.2014, 5.1.2015), energy subcontractors (25.5.2010) and 
workers handling nuclear waste (11.11.2008) or wearing helmets and 
standing next to windmills (7.5.2013). Again, regardless of how con-
sciously and intentionally these images were chosen, the ways in which 
the humans in the energyscape are portrayed leave little room for inter-
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pretation in terms of the roles assigned to the people living in the region. 
The mantra-like verbal discourse on employment and income is echoed 
and accentuated by the visual illustrations of the energy debate. The 
images of male workers at energy installations also hint at whose employ-
ment and income it is that is at stake in northern energy development.

There is one other rather crucial question to be asked and answered 
with regard to who is present and represented in the Barents energy-
scape: What is the one quality or attribute shared by the politicians, 
corporate leaders, researchers and the blue-collar workers in the images. 
The answer is: their gender is male. While this study is not a quan-
titative study of the visual representations of the Barents energyscape, 
the striking difference between the number of male and female indi-
viduals pictured in the news items simply cannot go unnoticed. The 
regional energy concern is not only an issue of high politics, interna-
tional markets and techno-scientific rationalities but, more often than 
not, a blatantly, unashamedly masculine one (cf. also Desbiens 2013, 
159; Tynkkynen 2016b, 387). 

Illustration, manipulation and the energyscape

Up until this point, the discussion has focused on photographic images 
and the ways in which they represent and construct the regional ener-
gyscape. There are also other types of visuals in the news reporting, ones 
that could best be described as illustrations. Of these, many are photo-
graphs which have simply been manipulated in one way or another to 
underline and – again – literally illustrate the message of the article texts. 
The images include light bulbs held gently by human hands (27.10.2010), 
blue-and-white mittens holding an electrical cord by a socket and a 
Russian flag (14.10.2010) and the nuclear symbol (e.g. 30.10.2008). 
One also sees flags (3.6.2011), coats of arms (19.2.2005) or logos (cf. 
e.g. 25.5.2009, 16.4.2013, 22.8.2013), each superimposed on an Arctic 
landscape or an energy project (on image manipulation as visual argu-
mentation cf. Blair 2004). The diversity of issues that energy as a concern 
is interconnected with is reflected in the illustrations: searches for news 
entries using the keyword energy return images of visas (22.6.2010), cash 
(20.8.2008), newspapers (17.12.2012) or even a (indeed very metaphori-
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cal) pack of cards (5.5.2015). Representations of flags and logos occupy a 
prominent role in the visual dimension of constructing the Barents ener-
gyscape; among others, the US flag (15.9.2008), the flag of the King-
dom of Denmark (16.4.2010), the Canadian flag (3.5.2011), the Russian 
flag (8.12.2009) and even the flag of India (3.6.2011) are represented, 
as are the logos and/or the headquarters of oil and gas (e.g. 12.10.2009, 
15.3.2011, 25.3.2011) and other energy companies (e.g. 12.8.2008, 
17.2.2011). While it can be debated how deliberate the choices were 
in the case of these particular visualizations, their presence still conveys 
and constructs a certain kind of understanding of what actors or entities 
matter in the context of the energy debate: nation-states and corporate 
actors, not only within the region but also far beyond. 

However, a special case where the illustrations are concerned is 
the way in which energy and related projects and technologies being 
planned and under construction are displayed: through them, the new 
“energy province” (AES 2010, 12) of the Barents region and the devel-
oped technologies, which to a large extent still only exist on the level of 
political speeches, corporate strategies and engineering agencies, is vis-
ually made “real” and into being (cf. e.g. 16.9.2009, 8.1.2010, 14.9.2010, 
3.7.2013). However, these images not only construct the energy future 
of the region but also contribute to the (self-)understanding of the Bar-
ents region of today (cf. Mason 2006a, 1).

From this perspective, the ways in which maps are used in communi-
cating about energy in the region tightly overlap: while they sometimes 
are used to indicate the geographical location of a given discussion or 
development (e.g. 16.10.2008, 10.2.2009, 11.10.2010), oftentimes their 
function is to make visible the energy (future) potential of a given area or 
region (cf. also Corner 1999). Maps showcase the region in terms of its 
prospective resources (5.2.2009), blocks reserved for oil and gas explo-
ration and development (28.1.2014, 8.5.2009, 23.2.2009, 12.9.2008) 
and the locations of future production sites and transportation corridors 
(21.1.2009, 30.9.2009, 15.11.2013). Kristoferssen and Young (2014) 
have also noted the instrumental role that such maps have in construct-
ing the northern seas as a new promising and productive region for eco-
nomic development. Together, the illustrations make visible an energy 
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province that is only yet to come: amid the disappointments, delays and 
declining economies it is possible that the value of “the drama and the 
character of today’s images of the energy future lie[s] in their capacity 
for governing over the decay of the present” (Mason 2006, 4). If, as in 
Corner’s (1999, 212) view, “the function of mapping is less to mirror 
reality than to engender the re-shaping of the worlds in which peo-
ple live”, the maps of northern region depicting the region in terms of 
its resource endowments construct a future lifeworld of a very techno-
econo-scientific kind.

7.3 Illustrating the Arctic energyscape

Setting the stage: The documents and the Arctic

In the context of the scientific assessments and reports which together 
form the second empirical data set in this chapter, the natural way to 
begin opening up the themes and topics of the visual discourse on the 
axis of energy and the social in the region is to have a look at the covers 
of the reports. While some do not have illustrated covers (Economy of 
the North 2006, Economy of the North 2008), most set the stage for 
the discussion taking place between the covers through the images they 
deploy. Some present a single image, which may be a long line of people 
on snowmobiles crossing a snowy Arctic landscape on a sunny winter 
day (AHDR-II), a town view of small wooden houses (ASI-II), a house 
lit in the blue late-day light of the polar night (AES 2010), pipelines 
(AMAP 2007, AMAP 2010) and a gas flare at an installation with the 
moon in the sky (Socioeconomic Drivers 2014). On other report covers, 
the themes and topics of the book are visually highlighted through a set 
of several images (Megatrends 2011) or through illustrations where sev-
eral images have been merged into one. This is the case in the first Arctic 
Human Development Report (2004), where a map, indigenous residents 
of a town, a ship in icy waters and a town view have all been brought 
together to represent the different face(t)s of the social in the Arctic.

One theme that was illustrated in the analysis of the energy-related 
media materials in the previous section was the manner in which the 
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northern regions themselves were portrayed and presented. Pictures of 
Arctic landscapes abound in the reports, as elsewhere, being at their most 
iconic where they show majestic icebergs floating on the still surfaces of 
the waters in the bays and fjords (ARR 2013, 63; Economy of the North 
2006, 63, 88–89: Economy of the North 2008, 36), formations and pat-
terns of breaking sea ice (ARR 2013, xiii; ASI-I, 127; ASI-I, 111), snowy 
fjords (AHDR 2, 481), as well as mountains (AES 2010, back cover), 
forests (Economy of the North 2006, 52) and tracts of land. In this 
respect, the Arctic assessments and reports use ways of visually making 
the Arctic into being that rely on and borrow from the “already estab-
lished visual vocabulary of Arctic imagery” (Potter 2007, 209), which 
can be traced back to the traditional ways in which the “seldom-visited 
but uncannily familiar realm of eternal frost” (ibid., 210) has been repre-
sented to the wider public. However, the Arctic of today is not solely a 
winter wonderland: among the images of the region one sees green fields 
and moors (Megatrends 2011, 92, ASI-II, 83, Megatrends 2011, 103), 
ice-free, open seas (ASI-I, 32), rivers (ARR 2013, 21), lakes (Economy 
of the North 2008, 48), as well as mountain paths and walking bridges 
surrounded by green, summery scenery (ARR 2013, 50; AHDR-II, 264). 

The images used in the assessments and reports feature the iconic 
polar bears, with large photographs of them spanning their pages 
(Economy of the North 2006, 92–93; Economy of the North 2008, 16: 
AHDR-I, 129; ARR 2013, 64); however, they are accompanied by other 
Arctic animals, such as walruses (ARR 2013, 103), seals (ARR 2013, 
114), an Arctic fox ( 180) and even flocks of birds (Economy of the 
North 2008, 32; AMAP 2007, 4). Also represented are more domes-
ticated animals, such as the huskies that pull dogsleds (ARR 2013, 
31; Economy of the North 2006, 72; AHDR-II, 228), reindeer herds 
(AHDR-II, 49; ARR 2013, 32; AHRD-I, 120) and even a brown bear 
wandering in an industrial landscape (Economy of the North 2008, 71). 
The considerable extent to which the assessments and reports present 
animals of all kinds alongside the countless imaginaries of Arctic nature 
is one of the approaches used to construct the region that did not feature 
significantly in the Barents news reporting. By visually constructing and 
contributing to an understanding of the Arctic region as an area of great 
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ecological diversity and as one of not-so-rare and distant human-animal 
encounters and relations, the images engage with the textual matter of 
the reports, prompting consideration of the Arctic living world as a sys-
tem of an inherently social-ecological nature. 

However, as in the case of the media representations of the Barents 
region, the Arctic constructed by and in the images of the reports is 
not one untouched by humans but rather a diversely populated region. 
Images vary from abandoned housing (ASI-I, 103; Megatrends 2011, 
80) to villages and settlements with small wooden houses (ASI-I, 62; 
ARR 2013, xii) to urbanized megacities of the North (ASI-II, 29; 
AHDR-II, 485; Economy of the North 2006, 48, Megatrends 2011, 
125) and the small towns in between (ASI-II, 287; ASI-I, 20). Together, 
they illustrate the diversity of the north as a populated region. By the 
same token, within the settlements, anything ranging from children’s 
swings (ASI-I, 58) to road signs (ASI-I, 100, ASI-II, 131) and build-
ings forming social, political and cultural landmarks (Megatrends 2011, 
26, AHDR-II; 22, AHDR-II, 42) are portrayed. Another distinctive 
feature in the visual materials is the omnipresence of village docks, har-
bors and small boats, elements which together construct and underline 
the region’s maritime history, economy and identity (Megatrends, 30; 
AHDR 1, 123; Economy of the North 2006, 20, 22; Megatrends, 68).

Again, as in the context of the Barents energyscape, the broader Arc-
tic is presented as a region where economic activities already exist. How-
ever, compared to the industrialized factory views surrounded by smog, 
the picture portrayed by the reports of the economic activity in the north 
is far more diverse and nuanced. While images of factories (ASI-I, 56; 
AHDR II, 39, ASI-I, 59) and mines (Economy of the North 2006, 131; 
Megatrends 2011, 62) are accorded much attention, as are the railways, 
roads and ships that transport the region’s products away to be consumed 
elsewhere (Megatrends 2011, 183), other industries are represented as 
well. Alongside the heavy industry imag(in)eries, timber (Economy of the 
North 2006, 51), fisheries (AHDR-II, 268, 454; Economy of the North 
2006, 60), a great deal of attention is given to traditional livelihoods such 
as whaling (ASI-II, 185; AHDR-I, 126) and reindeer herding (e.g. ARR 
2013, 24; ASI-I, 152; AHDR-I, 49), the sale and preparation of tra-
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ditional foods (ASI-II, 170; ARR 2013, 115; AHDR-II, 46; Economy 
of the North 2006, 70) and agriculture (ASI-II, 80; AHDR-II, 161). 
Furthermore, forms of economic activity typical of service industries are 
made visible and present through the images of the reports; these include 
as sales (AHDR-II, 436; Economy of the North 2008, 24; Megatrends 
2011, 64), tourism (ASI-I, 13; AHDR-I, 151; Economy of the North 
2008, 54), restaurants (AHDR-I, 399; Megatrends 2011, 122, 123), 
textile industry (ASI-I, 63) and promoting local products (Megatrends 
2011, 184). If one only takes a closer look at the visual representations, 
the “world’s new energy province” is not only a resource storehouse, but a 
dynamic and diverse (economic) space. 

Bringing in the people

One of the most prominent features of the images of the media report-
ing in and on the Barents energyscape was the rather striking absence 
of ordinary human beings and (their) everyday life. Another, equally or 
potentially even more disturbing tendency was the obvious exclusion of 
human beings other than male workers and high-level representatives 
from the ways in which the region and its energy concern are conveyed 
and constructed. However, the presence and ways of presenting people 
constitute one of the features differentiating the Arctic assessments and 
reports, and dramatically so, from the other accounts of the energyscape. 
There are numerous pictures indeed in which people are represented and 
brought to the fore. The will be discussed in more detail in the following.

The assessments and reports indeed include people in the pictures and 
photographs they use. There are little children (AHDR-I, 145; AHDR-I, 
20; AHDR 2, 241; ASI-I, 31), teenagers (ASI-I, 42; Megatrends 2011, 
177) and elderly people (AHDR-I, 55; Megatrends 2011, 8; ASI-I, 43, 
Megatrends, 38) – people of any and all ages – pictured both on their 
own, with someone else and in groups39. (AHDR-II, 68; ASI-II, 39; 

39.	� The findings of Long Martello’s (2008) analysis of the ACIA report differ from 
the observations made in the context of this study. While the climate report could 
be observed to have a bias towards both indigenous and male representation, the 
Arctic assessments and reports analyzed here feature a far more diverse Arctic 
human dimension, at least in terms of gender and age distribution. 
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ASI-I, 60; ASI-I, 71; ASI-I, 91). They are portrayed in a wide variety of 
activities: taking a walk in town (Megatrends 2011, 45), shopping (ibid., 
131), playing games outside (Megatrends 2011, 30; AHDR 2, 125), 
attending community meetings (ASI-II, 259; AMAP 2007, 33, 37), grad-
uation ceremonies (AHDR-II, 208) and festivals (AHDR 1, 59), studying 
in classrooms (AHDR-II, 236) or hunting, fishing and roaming in nature 
(Economy of the North 2008, 69; AHDR-I, 126). Together, the images 
fill the Arctic and its landscapes, seas and towns with bubbling human life. 

However, there is something distinctive about this human and social 
life that echoes the findings of Long Martello’s (2008) visual analy-
sis. The overwhelming majority of the people portrayed in all of the 
assessments and reports are of indigenous background and often shown 
engaged in traditional activities. In this respect, the reports visually convey 
and construct an understanding of the indigenous populations not only 
as “poster children” (ibid., 352) of climate change, as in Long Martello’s 
ACIA analysis, but also of the Arctic social and the change in it. While 
the boundaries between and the fluid nature of these categorizations and 
identities has been and continues to be debated, the “human” in the Arctic 
is, to judge by the visuals on the pages of the assessments and reports, 
distinctively indigenous. The images show people wearing traditional 
clothing (e.g. ASI-II, 285; ASI-II, 246; ASI-I, 85; Economy of the North 
2008, 90; Economy of the North 2008, 60; Economy of the North 2006, 
10–11; Economy of the North 2008, 12), practicing traditional livelihoods 
such as reindeer herding (ARR 2013, 88; ASI-I, 12; ASI-I, 116) and 
engaged in the preparation and consumption of traditional foods (ASI-II, 
119, 121). This emphasis on indigeneity in the assessment is a marked dif-
ference between the two sets of visual materials analyzed for this study.40

40.	� While the metaphorical aspects and symbolic meanings of the images analyzed 
are beyond the scope of this study, some of them would provide a fruitful plat-
form for an analysis of visually negotiating indigeneity and modernity. The static 
images of traditional Arctic (indigenous) cultures such as carvings (ASI-1, 110) 
and sculptures (AHDR-I, 236) are challenged and complemented by images of 
musical performances (AHDR-II, 415), breakdancing (AHDR-II, 124), fashion 
shows (AHDR-II, 367), graffiti (AHDR-II, 141) and contemporary arts and 
crafts (AHDR-II, 142), blurring the idea(l) of binaries between the modern and 
traditional / indigenous in Arctic culture.
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In any case, the ways in which people are represented and present is in 
general one of the crucial points where the visual discourses of the two 
sets of empirical materials differ. Indeed, in the assessments and reports 
there are no images in which corporate leaders are depicted in a manner 
similar to that in the news entries: there are no handshakes, no symbolic 
visits to production sites nor corporate emblems or company logos to 
be seen. Moreover, images of politicians are rarely encountered: photos 
of policymakers are present mainly in forewords or introductions, sym-
bolizing their political blessing or approval of the science in the reports 
(AHDR-II, 9; ARR 2013, ix; Megatrends, foreword). A few other pic-
tures show them giving speeches (AES 2010, 13, 14; ARR 2013; 81), 
signing documents (Economy of the North 2008, 62; AHDR II, 230) or 
attending meetings (AHDR-II; 210, ARR 2013, 81; AHDR-II, 209). In 
addition to the considerably more modest presence of images from the 
sphere of “high politics”, there is also a crucial difference between the 
datasets in the ways in which the politicians appear in the photographs. 
While the front stage of the Barents energyscape was populated by fig-
ures in dark suits, in most of the pictures in the assessments and reports, 
the images of politicians include individuals dressed in clothing clearly 
underlining and performing their indigenous identities (Economy of the 
North 2008, 62; AHDR-II, 206; AHDR-II, 210). 

Compared with the astonishing number of people portrayed in the 
media materials with helmets and company overalls on and engaged in 
work at energy installations, the people in the assessments and reports 
are pictured mostly engaged in activities of all sorts other than work, 
although there still are some representations of industrial workers, both 
on energy installations and elsewhere (e.g. AMAP 2007, 13; AMAP 
2010, 2_175; AMAP 2007, 29). The case is very similar with the images 
of researchers and scientists: while there are some pictures from con-
ferences and workshops (e.g. ARR 2013, 12; AES 2010, 6, 35, 37, 85), 
there none of researchers either in the field or presenting their work. 
However, there are several images of regionally important educational 
institutions, such as the University of Akureyri (AHDR-I, 372) or the 
University of Svalbard (AHDR-II, 32). As a whole, these observations 
again echo and constitute a social sphere of a very different kind to that 



158 | LEMPINEN: THE ELUSIVE SOCIAL

vaguely sketched in the news coverage on the Barents energyscape: a 
human dimension of everyday life in all its colorful diversity.

Picturing energy

While the discussion on the visuals of the Barents energyscape energy 
was taken up among the very first thematic topics, in this chapter the 
order has been the reverse. This approach can be attributed to a large 
extent to the different orientations of the two datasets: the visual dis-
course in the media materials centers on issues related to energy, where 
the assessment and reports – both verbally and visually – focus on the 
human dimension in the north. Indeed, in many of the documents, 
energy – while, as a concern, it is verbally addressed – is not represented 
in the images to any meaningful extent. This discrepancy, as it were, 
reflects the ways in which, in many instances, energy is dealt with in 
the reports under the umbrella notion of economic activity. Then again, 
some of the reports are wholly dedicated to dealing with energy as an 
Arctic concern, visually discussing and displaying their topic in great 
detail even beyond the iconic drilling rig (e.g. AMAP 2007, 2; AMAP 
2010, 2_182; AMAP 2_184; Economy of the North 2006, 48–49).

Indeed, when Arctic energy activities are represented in the assess-
ments and reports, the offshore oil platform is not their icon of choice 
or their visual synonym. In most of the images in which energy-related 
activities are pictured, what is displayed are onshore energy infrastruc-
ture and land-based energy development (e.g. AHDR-I, 130; AMAP 
2010, 2_187; Economy of the North 2008, 70). Aerial views of land 
areas that have been impacted by oil and gas development are frequently 
presented (AMAP 2010, 2_17, 2_178; AMAP 2007, 22) and there are 
also a few dramatic photographs of gas flares (AMAP 2007, 28, 29) 
used to visually illustrate the essence and existence of energy activities 
in the region. However, even more dramatic are the pictures in which 
the impacts of energy-related incidents feature prominently: dead birds 
(AMAP 2007, 24), oil spill combating equipment (ibid., 25) and pic-
tures from clean-up operations (ibid., 23) portray an Arctic energy land-
scape of a dramatically different kind, and one very different from the 
nearly artistic representations observed by Mason (2016a) as recently 
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having taken on a central role as iconic images of Arctic energy. The 
image conveyed by the visual material examined in the present study is 
one of impacts and persistent marks on the land instead of one of glo-
rious expectations.

Unlike the images in the news coverage of the Barents energyscape, 
most of the energy-related activity depicted in the assessments and 
reports takes place on land. These representations of what energy activi-
ties look like in the north again differs markedly from the Barents region’s 
iconic oil rigs. This difference might have to do with the different tempo-
ral orientation of the empirical datasets: while media representations tend 
to report on “future time”, the aims and scopes of the reports and assess-
ments centered on contemporary developments and the historical trajec-
tories leading up to them. The temporal orientation might also contribute 
to explaining the scant visual attention devoted to renewable energy: 
renewables are only visualized in two of all assessments and reports. There 
is a smiling man showing wood pellets to the camera (Megatrends 2011, 
156), an image of technologies for renewable energy storage (ibid., 155), 
a bio-powered heat and power plant (Megatrends 2001, 162) and wind 
turbine (AES 2010, 57), all of which can be read as visual cues indicating 
the Arctic’s energy future beyond hydrocarbon extraction.

A focus on export is apparent in the scientific assessments and reports, 
seen in the inclusion of images of oil tankers (AMAP 2010, 2_226) and 
pipelines (Economy of the North 2006, 45; AMAP 2007, 14; AMAP 
2007, 2010, covers), for example, but is not as visually dominant as in 
other sources. Representations explicitly dealing with the consumption 
side in any manner are rare. At the same time, however, the entire front 
cover of the Arctic Energy Summit report is dedicated to a small wooden 
house pictured in the late evening Arctic twilight with a warm light 
glowing from its small windows (AES 2010, front), visually symbolizing 
the verbal emphasis of the report, which is the ambition of making the 
north an energy province for the benefit, wealth and well-being of the 
people of the north. 
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Mapping and illustrating energy and the social

As in the case of the news entries and media reports, most of the images 
discussed up until this point have mainly been photographic. However, 
the reports and assessments include a wealth of maps and illustrations, 
as well as graphs, tables and statistics. While the maps portray and 
define the Arctic region (e.g. AHDR-I, 18; ARR 2013, ii) and frame 
both energy and the social under discussion on its territory (AHDR-I, 
19; AMAP 2010, 2_164-2_165), the science behind the reports is con-
densed into endless arrays of statistics, graphs, and tables (e.g. Econ-
omy of the North 2006, Economy of the North 2008, AMAP 2010, 
AHDR-I & II). Clearly, the representational form of a graph or a dia-
gram – characterized by “language and visual fusion” (Van Leeuwen 
2011, 560) – has gained popularity far beyond the Arctic region, but in 
its condensing large numbers of events and phenomena into a clear-cut, 
self-evident, unquestionable form, it is far from being a value-free rep-
resentation of the lived social in the Arctic or, for that matter, anywhere 
else. Instead, graphs and tables are embedded in a scientific rational-
ity which has its own distinct, seemingly objectivist logic in rendering 
the social sphere knowable and understandable (cf. Sinevaara-Niskanen 
2015, 25–26). Color-coded graphs forcefully condense a wild diver-
sity of lived and experienced human life into a quantifiable, governable 
whole (cf. also Long Martello 2008, 364). 

In addition to highlighting the distribution of people, money and 
resources, the illustrations in the reports also draw attention to and sim-
plify complex networks of relations and cause and effect in nature in 
the Arctic (Economy of the North 2006, 85) and in the processes of 
energy production (AMAP 2010, 2_179), its intertwinements with the 
food chain (AMAP 2007, 25) and the surrounding social and natural 
world (ibid., 6). In the context of more social scientific topics, illustra-
tions are also employed to make the theories, concepts and approaches 
applied in the research process simpler for and more transparent to the 
reader (ASI-II, 290; ARR 2013, 7, 5). However, overall the illustrations 
in the assessments and reports appear to echo those of the visual media 
materials: while the regional energy future was visually made into being 
in them, the illustrations in the reports tend more to describe existing 
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states, basic processes and research outcomes, one exception being graphs 
forecasting scenarios for future (energy) development (cf. Socioeconomic 
Drivers 2014). In any case, what all of these illustrations – along with the 
graphs, statistics and textual content of the documents – represent and 
advocate is not only a resource-based region, but also one constructed on 
the terms of and through the practices of technologies and science. 

7.4 Intermediate conclusions, part III: Unrelated worlds

It is as if representations of the future have taken on an agency 
of their own and are acting as key players in the construction of 
the present, and thereby the very future they purport to represent.

(Mason 2006, 1)

The discussion above sought to delve deeper into the ways in which 
energy and the social (and their often far-ranging intertwinements) are 
visually represented in the context of the Arctic energyscape(s). The 
foregoing detailed scrutiny of the visual representations in both the 
news coverage on the Barents energyscape and the scientific assessments 
and reports analyzing the Arctic mainly serves to underline the obser-
vations made earlier on the textual content of the materials. Even vis-
ually, “energy” has the tendency to translate into oil and gas; in the news 
coverage, little or no visual attention is devoted to any human actors 
beyond the spheres of markets and politics; and in the assessments and 
reports, indigenous residents of the Arctic more or less become the face 
and the visual symbol of the entire human dimension in the region (cf. 
Long Martello 2008). All in all, there is very little overlap between the 
ways in which the energy concern and the social dimension are visually 
depicted and dealt with, an observation that only underlines the find-
ings made both earlier in this work and in earlier analyses of the inter-
twinements of energy and the social at large. 

However, drawing attention to the visual does not only highlight the 
ways in which the social dimension and energy do not in general inter-
act; it also makes more evident certain features left only implicit in tex-
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tual materials. One is the theme of absence (Mitchell 2011, 107–108): 
in the regional energy reporting, representatives of the female gender are 
essentially lacking. The way in which male workers become the (only) 
visual embodiment of the interrelations of energy development and 
everyday life is equally striking. Another observation relates to the way in 
which energy is represented: where in the Arctic assessments and reports 
it is mainly present(ed) as marks and traces of energy-related activities 
onshore, the news coverage elevates the image of a lonely oil rig at sea to 
a nearly iconic position in depicting the northern energyscape. In doing 
so, it answers Wright’s (2011, 318) question “[t]o what extent can a sin-
gle picture be representative of the wider situation?” in one, powerful 
image. In the images, the energy future that is yet to come is made visible 
through models and project designs (cf. Mason 2006, 2); the estimated 
resources are made more concrete through pie charts; and the diversity 
of the Arctic social is squeezed into statistics, graphs and visualized indi-
geneity, which in no way interact with the ways in which energy is rep-
resented. What all this means in the context of the overall scope of this 
study will be knit together in the concluding chapter that follows.

The above discussion on images and visuals implicitly commits to at 
least two ideas that are worth pointing out. The first is an assumption 
that has already been touched upon: the choice of which images to use 
and how has been considered as a conscious and a well-planned one. 
In the reports, many of the pictures appear to have been taken by the 
authors of the reports during their research trips or fieldwork. Perhaps 
they have been selected based of their availability and/or ease of use? 
In a similar manner, images and photographs augmenting the media 
representations of the Barents region are sometimes repeated in dif-
ferent news entries. What is more, promotional photographic materi-
als obtained from the energy actors in the region have been used. How 
deliberate can the use of these images be considered in this light? While 
this question of intentionality must be taken into account, as analyzing 
these kinds of sets of images is a slightly different kind of endeavor than 
an analysis of advertisement campaigns or other such materials created 
specifically to send out a message and to create an impact, it is not the 
focus of discussion here. Regardless of the reasons why certain images 
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have ended up where they are, that is, being used to visually represent 
and construct the northern energyscape(s), they are still there; and as 
long as they are there, they still communicate and contribute to a cer-
tain kind of understanding of energy debates and developments in the 
north, as well as their relationships to the social in the region. 
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8. CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

8.1 The three case studies: A brief reminder

This work has approached the questions of energy, the social and their 
intertwinements through a situational analysis of multisite, multimodal 
empirical materials constituting three northern case studies. In order to 
begin to grasp the social dimension and how it is addressed in Arctic 
energyscape, the first empirical chapter mapped the sub-regional case 
of the Barents region. Energy − defined largely in terms of producing 
oil and gas for global exports – appeared as entangled with a stunningly 
diverse scope of issues ranging from technology and science to inter-
national politics and global markets, the environmental concern and 
regional socioeconomic development. Also highlighted, however, were 
the very limited ways in which any considerations regarded as “social” 
even in the traditional sense of the word were addressed in the entire set 
of 1447 news entries on the regional energy concern.

The first empirical chapter focused on the empirical operationaliza-
tion of the concept of energyscape, open-endedly (re)mapping themes 
and issues through which the energy concern in the region is con-
structed and constituted and, conversely, the things that energy mat-
ters in relation to. The second went on to delve into how the notions 
of energy, the social and their interface have been conceptualized in a 
wealth of Arctic scientific assessments and reports. The analysis of the 
documents again highlighted an understanding – although admittedly 
a much more nuanced one – of Arctic energy as oil and gas and their 
production for export and international markets. Furthermore, also the 
articulations of the social dimension, despite receiving much greater 
attention, appeared to follow the lines set by the first case study: the 
social in relation to energy was found to relate to and revolve around 
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(and be reduced to) mediating social impacts and maximizing benefits; 
it was essentially equated with “development” as measured or defined 
through socioeconomic indicators and as participatory mechanisms and 
modes of decision-making and governance in the Arctic region.

In the third and final case study, the focus of inquiry was shifted 
to the generally underresearched visual representations of the regional 
energyscape in the empirical materials in order to complement, chal-
lenge and contribute to the observations made in the two analyses above. 
The visual analysis painted a picture (literally) and further reinforced an 
understanding of Arctic energy as the production of oil and gas and as 
a concern of technoscience and masculine labor. The news coverage of 
the regional energyscape also visually relegated energy to the spheres of 
high politics and global markets, which, in turn, has little or nothing in 
common with the “visually indigenous” Arctic social under stress and 
change as portrayed by and in the Arctic assessments and reports. All 
in all, the findings and observations highlighted above bear significance 
beyond their specific contexts: these themes and their implications will 
be discussed in the following. 

8.2 The social dimension and the Arctic energyscape

The title of this work in itself gives away something distinctive about 
the nature of the discussion revolving around “the social” on the concep-
tual level. In debates related to energy and beyond, the social has been 
broadly acknowledged as elusive and, as such, the discussions of the 
notion in this work further underline the messy nature of what is very 
much an ongoing debate. While some conclusions and clarifications can 
be made, they are mainly of a conceptual nature, the most important 
one being the inherently situated and always potentially more-than-
human nature of whatever the social might entail. As such, this claim 
no more revolutionary than, on the one hand, stating that the aspects of 
any given phenomenon cannot be reduced to human actors and institu-
tions only and that also other elements matter in terms of everyday life 
and experience and human societies; or, on the other hand, than arguing 
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that the elements of this “social” are not necessarily the same in different 
situations or even in the same situation when it is seen from different 
perspectives. Whether approached through Latour’s “networks”, Elias’ 
“figurations”, Appadurai’s “scapes” or Clarke’s “situations”, the social and 
the energyscape appear as “neither an absolute or a constant” (Dempsey 
et al 2009, 292) but as dynamic, temporally and spatially situated con-
cepts of a profoundly perspectival and political nature. 

However, operationalizing this broader understanding of the social 
in the context of the empirical analysis proved to be rather complicated, 
making the social not only conceptually elusive but also empirically eva-
sive. As such, the social dimension as it is portrayed in the analyzed 
materials does not really offer any concrete contributions in terms of the 
“heterogeneous and sorely needed conceptualizations of the social per 
se” (Clarke, Friese and Washburn 2015a, 44), with the exception of the 
references to the social-ecological systems of the north made in some 
of the Arctic assessments and reports. By both visually and verbally 
emphasizing the ways in which human societies remain inseparably 
embedded in their natural and biophysical setting, these observations at 
least begin to open the door to conceptualizations of the social beyond 
its development-related articulations. 

This remark does not, however, imply that the framework through 
which the energy-social interface in the empirical materials was 
approached was not a suitable one; what it does, however, underline 
the wide gap that remains between the “best practices” of scholarly 
understandings of the social dimension and the institutionalized way in 
which Arctic social sciences still address the Arctic societal very much 
in developmental terms. Thus, it demonstrates a dire need to readjust 
our vocabularies and understandings in order to better understand what 
might constitute the social and its intertwinements with the energy 
concern (in the north).

Based on the discussion above, I suggest we think about the social 
dimension of energy using the terms “explicit” and “implicit” social. The 
former refers to definitions and conceptualizations of the social aspects 
in more concrete terms, that is, socioeconomic indicators, impacts and 
developments, as in the materials analyzed in this study. The implicit 
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social, for its part, refers to the inseparably social nature of energy and 
all energy-related talk and activities. The difference between these two 
understandings is also where the political nature of all energy-related 
talk crystallizes: only the explicit articulations of energy as well as its 
social dimension are the ones that are included in and taken into account 
when decisions about energy are made and debated in the north, and 
not all perspectives are weighed or heard equally in the process.

Indeed, although no such thing as a social dimension can fruitfully 
be separated and neatly sliced from the overall energy concern, energy 
is an intrinsically social issue. There would not be discussion of energy 
if it were not one. Everything that energy is seen as connected with and 
made meaningful in relation to is in one way or another relevant in the 
context of our societies and living worlds and thus inevitably and indi-
visibly “social” in nature: it all is positioned and assembled in one way or 
another, from one perspective or another, as a part of what is happening 
in our social world. This standpoint is also behind the generous use of the 
expression “soci(et)al” on the pages of this work: it does not distinguish a 
certain social sphere from the broader societal ones any more than – from 
the perspectives of environmental sociology or systems rhetoric – it draws 
an unnecessary and artificial boundary between society and the environ-
ment. In the end, the idea of an energyscape is not more complex than 
looking at a given situation – in the context of this study, the contempo-
rary Arctic energyscape – through the prism of energy and asking, what 
matters in relation to energy and why does energy matter? This question 
is also at the core of understanding the social dimension of energy.

8.3 Energy, the Arctic and “regionalized sustainability”

Indeed, owing to the foundational ways in which energy as a concern can 
be and is entangled with so many actors and interests and, in the end, with 
pretty much everything that happens in the world, the Arctic energyscape 
is not just an issue of energy; neither is it solely an issue of extracting 
oil and gas for global markets, as indicated by some of the observations 
made in the three case studies in this work. Earlier in this study energy 
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was conceptualized as a boundary object (with some reservations raised in 
the footnote), a concern that cross-cuts an astonishing spectrum of other 
societal concerns and is relevant for different reasons for a wide range of 
different perspectives. It is precisely because of this diversity of interests 
and interpretations that investigating the ways in which boundary objects 
such as energy are discussed and dealt with “can be an important pathway 
into often complicated situations, allowing the analyst to study the dif-
ferent participants through their distinctive relations with and discourses 
about the specific boundary object in question. This can help frame the 
broader situation of inquiry as well” (Clarke 2003, 51). 

This is also very much the case in the context of the Arctic ener-
gyscape: the talk about the energy concern can also be seen to work 
as a window to the complex and often contradictory and conflicting 
dynamics of social and natural change and human (un)development in 
the Arctic region at large. Regionally, the Arctic energy discourse is not 
so much about sustaining resources as it is about sustaining and devel-
oping communities, life and regional development. What also needs 
to be noted in this context is that while other concepts have gained 
foothold in addressing the social dimension per se, the terminology and 
approaches of sustainability hold their ground at least in energy-related 
contexts: the social dimension becomes addressed through vocabular-
ies of sustainable development and the energy concern as an issue of 
technoscientific and econo-environmental nature. 

Indeed, the region’s energy resource endowments continue to be con-
sistently framed in developmental terms: as the developmental strategy 
for Arctic communities and societies whose existence, well-being and 
development “hinges on being able to capture the value and benefits 
of their natural resources” (Bertelsen, Justinussen and Smits 2015, 22) 
for something that can be loosely defined in terms of a greater public 
good (cf. Strauss 2011). Curiously enough, this remains the case even 
in a situation where previous experiences have repeatedly demonstrated 
“that societies cannot necessarily rely on extractive industries as a secure 
foundation for future development” (Stammler and Wilson 2016, 3). 
Hydrocarbon development projects are not only established on a finite 
resource base, but they are also dependent on “large-scale external fac-
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tors” (ibid.) such as commodity prices, political events and corporate 
priorities – all factors far beyond regional reach and control.

In this vein, the scientific and assessments analyzed for this study 
repeatedly refer to energy as a “driver”, as if it were an independent force 
in its own right beyond the influence of regional decision-making. This 
manner of speaking, writing and thinking constructs the global demand 
for energy as well as energy production in the north as something that 
resembles a force of nature of sorts, with internal laws, workings and a 
logic of its own. The talk about a faceless, insatiable demand for energy 
and an impersonal, energy-hungry world works to both outsource 
responsibility about our energy choices and further blur the fact that all 
decisions related to energy are indeed choices with consequences (cf. also 
Tynkkynen 2016b, 395) and thus inevitably political, despite being repre-
sented on several fronts as everything but political (cf. also Stirling 2014). 

While these framings of energy as a driver construct the regional 
energy concern as a value-neutral and law-of-nature-like force, this 
manner of understanding energy demand and development is neither 
free of underlying value commitments nor innocent in its potential 
consequences. Constructing energy as an independent driver with its 
objective logic instead of as a contested cultural artifact comprised of 
and constituted by a perplexing multitude of situated values, practices 
and choices places the ways in which energy is thought about more in 
the realms of natural science and technology than in those of societal 
discussion and debate. Energy becomes an issue that is placed in the 
hands of experts in order for it to be quantified, modelled, predicted 
and projected. It is only natural that a logic of this kind is found in 
close relation to a certain understanding of what constitutes the social 
aspects that energy might relate to or entail: it is a logic that constructs, 
advocates and, essentially, is conceptually only able to grasp the parts of 
the lived and experienced social world that can be reduced to measura-
ble, manageable and governable indicators (cf. also Sinevaara-Niskanen 
2015, Dale 2016). Together, these framings work to mask the “work of 
culture” (Desbiens 2013, 10); that is, they sustain techno-scientific, neo-
liberal values and assumptions, as well as the choices and decisions made 
based on these values, that we do not even come to think of as values 
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and decisions but which still underpin the whole energy debate. They 
underlie the dominant understandings of both what the Arctic region 
is and what constitutes – and is defined and desired as – “development” 
within and beyond the region’s contested boundaries.

At the same time as energy in the Arctic is entangled with more or 
less all major challenges and developments that are unfolding in the 
region, there is one grand concern to which surprisingly little attention 
is devoted within the explicit framework of energy: climate change. 
While the impact of fossil fuel extraction and combustion on global 
warming goes relatively unquestioned on broader energy agendas, 
whether to go forward with northern oil and gas developments is not 
debated on climatic grounds: the energy-climate axis is to a great extent 
reduced to a matter of introducing cleaner energy technologies, renew-
able energy alternatives, energy efficiency and saving as well as carbon 
capture and storage. This “absence” (Clarke 2015, 105) of and silence 
on – or, in some cases, even outright denial (cf. Norgaard 2011, Tynk
kynen and Tynkkynen, forthcoming) of – the climate concern in the 
context of energy appears especially peculiar against the background of 
accelerating natural and social change in the region. Although climate 
change is seen as among the biggest stressors of change and as one of 
the greatest threats to sustaining societal and cultural well-being and 
human development in the Arctic region, the climate impacts of Arctic 
energy developments are overlooked. The main regional concern in the 
context of Arctic energy developments is how to minimize their nega-
tive impacts in the region as well as how to maximize and distribute the 
potential benefits derived from them.

This observation on the relative absence of explicit attention devoted 
to the relationship between energy and climate in the region is note-
worthy also from another perspective, one with implications on both the 
empirical and conceptual fronts. The impacts of Arctic energy develop-
ments are discussed in the empirical materials only insofar they affect 
the Arctic region and its inhabitants. This, in turn, stands in stark con-
trast to the way in which systems rhetoric has gained a dominant posi-
tion in describing and conceptualizing the Arctic and its position in and 
relationship with the rest of the biophysical world. How is it possible 
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that in a world where everything is interconnected and where the resil-
ience and vulnerability of Arctic societies are inextricably dependent on 
social-ecological systems and feedback loops, and in a region which is, 
by a similar logic, embedded in global processes, the impacts of energy 
activities can somehow be confined to the region? How can the sustain-
ability of Arctic energy developments – which are, despite the gradually 
rising interest in and applications of far-from-straightforward renewa-
ble energy alternatives still perceived as hydrocarbon-based grand-scale 
industrial projects – be framed using regional terms and definitions 
when the greenhouse gas emissions have consequences that are world-
wide and the resources extracted in the region are consumed elsewhere?

8.4 �The Arctic energyscape and the energy (political) 
research agenda

In the conclusions drawn above, as well as throughout this work, 
repeated references have been made to the inevitably and insepara-
bly political nature of the ways in which equally energy and its social 
dimension are defined and debated. From the perspective of the polit-
ical, the energy concern in the Arctic energyscape manifests itself in 
rather paradoxical ways. On the one hand, the repoliticization of energy 
has given rise to perspectives that strategically frame energy as an issue 
of state security and strategic leverage (cf. e.g. Favennec 2011, Newn-
ham 2011, Sussex and Kanet 2015). On the other hand, energy is dealt 
with and discussed in highly depoliticized ways, in both senses of the 
word, that is, by framing energy as a value-free object and subject to 
market transactions as well as in technocratic terms (cf. Chester 2010). 
What these two seemingly opposite viewpoints share is that they both 
suppress any meaningful public discourse addressing the question “what 
is energy for”? (Sidortsov 2016, 4) or dealing with the societal values 
underpinning energy-related decisions and solutions (cf. Kuzemko 
2015). Dale (2016) perceives this not only as a modality of managing 
resources, but also as one of managing mentalities: “the dominant tech-
no-scientific governmentality” (ibid., 15) of resource management is 
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intertwined with a “specific ordering of the world” (ibid., 9) in which 
(seemingly) objective natural science comes together with a neoliberal 
economic rationality to constitute a truth which leaves very little room 
for non-expert voices to participate in the processes of its definition 
(cf. also Desbiens 2013, 139–40). It has also been suggested that there 
might be something about the materialities of oil and gas in their own 
right that conspires to construct hydrocarbon-based energy as a field 
and sphere of high-level expertise: before they are consumed, oil and 
gas go through complex processes of transformations requiring tech-
noscientific and economic capacity and expertise (Mitchell 2009, 420), 
rendering energy a specialist issue also in material terms.

While many features of this study – its focus on the sidelined social 
dimension as well as the approaches derived and refined from those of 
the loosely defined and partly overlapping disciplines of (environmen-
tal) sociology, social impact assessment literature as well as welfare and 
sustainability studies – could be seen as placing its contributions outside 
what is normally considered the disciplinary umbrella of IR, I argue that 
it is precisely the attention paid to the “political” of energy and the social 
that makes this work highly relevant for the field. First of all, owing to 
both the porous nature of the disciplinary boundaries between IR and 
political science in a globalizing world and the well-institutionalized 
“aspectual” understanding of the political as discursive instead of strictly 
institutional (cf. Linjakumpu 2005, Palonen 1983, Scrase and Ockwell 
2010), the approaches applied here fall under the “broad concept of the 
subject” of IR (Wilkinson 2007, 1), as do many of the themes it touches 
upon: (international) cooperation and conflictual relationships, the roles 
and responsibilities of different actors as well as the globalized issues of 
energy (trade) and climate change. Through its focus on energy, this dis-
sertation also engages in the debates on the roles that natural resources 
have from the perspective of the international system. While these ongo-
ing discussions have to a great extent proceeded along the axes of states 
and markets and politics and economics – on energy as a tool of state 
power play, a value-free commodity traded, or both (cf. e.g. Paillard 2010, 
Aalto et al 2012, Chester 2010, Ciutâ 2010) – the approaches embraced 
and advocated in this work can be grouped under the “socially fragmented 
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and marginal” but still distinctively emerging array of perspectives on the 
international energy concern focusing on foundational questions of a 
completely different kind. These include the sustainability and resilience 
of our energy systems, which for too long have been all but excluded from 
studies of the international system, its status and its anticipated develop-
ments (cf. Di Muzio 2016, 201; also Di Muzio and Ovadia 2016).

In his analysis of over 4000 scholarly contributions focusing on the 
issue of energy, Sovacool (2014, 2) found “that the typical author of an 
energy studies article is at a North American institution; male; trained 
in science, economics, or energy studies; affiliated with a university or 
research institute; and worked within traditional disciplinary boundaries 
when publishing their article”. In the light of the discussions above, this 
study has responded to Sovacool’s (2014, 2) urgent call for increasing 
interdisciplinarity in energy-related studies and on several fronts. The 
awareness of and attention to the role that the non-human world might 
have in constructing our energy world is among the most important 
contributions of this work to its own field of study. Despite the extent to 
which these approaches have become institutionalized parts of, among 
other fields, environmental sociology, science and technology studies or 
geography, even in all of their cautiousness and incompleteness the dis-
cussions pursued in this work venture quite far from the mainstream 
debates of IR or political scientific takes on the Arctic energy debate. 
The most tangible conceptual contribution based on these discussions 
has been the attempt to introduce and further develop the notion of the 
energyscape. Although further empirical and conceptual work certainly 
remains to be done, I argue that research proceeding from the notion of 
the energyscape has the potential to complement existing approaches to 
the study of the political nature of energy, for such research will be able 
to grasp the broad societal whole that the energy concern both relates to 
and constitutes. As an open-ended approach to any energy-related sit-
uation or case study, the energyscape can serve as a tool to tease out the 
profound ways in which energy and related developments intertwine 
with the lives we live and the societies we are a part of, patterns that 
would not necessarily be rendered visible through more institutionalized 
approaches to the study of energy politics. 
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The term “situation” here warrants closer attention from at least two 
perspectives. My first remarks have to do with the ways in which the 
notion can be used and how a situation can be delimited: can some-
thing as abstract as the Arctic energy debate be scrutinized and con-
structed as a situation in cases where the term “situation” is often taken 
to refer to more concrete, spatially more localized settings? The inter-
pretation adopted in this work – that they can – is based on Clarke’s 
formulation that “[c]ases cannot be abstracted from situations” as they 
“are situations” (2010, 870), not “out there” just waiting to be researched 
but formed in the engagements of the researcher and the subject of the 
inquiry. Applying the notion of situation is also justified by the con-
ceptual advantages it has compared with, for example, the concept of 
context, which automatically assigns importance and agency to some 
elements and deals with the rest as a mere backdrop to events. The focus 
on situations does, however, have implications for the generalizability of 
the findings of this work, as the knowledge acquired from and within 
a given situation is inevitably situated. Since both energy and its social 
dimension can and do take different forms and meanings in different 
societal and spatio-temporal settings and when viewed through the 
prisms of different conceptual and methodological tools utilized by dif-
ferent researchers, there is very little universally valid that can be con-
cluded about them. Focusing on the Arctic as a distinct energyscape 
– as it continues to be portrayed on political, economic, and scientific 
agendas – suggests that while energy as a concern is both inseparably 
social and inherently global, debates revolving around and the concerns 
related to energy might be distinctively different in different places or 
areas and during different times. 

In addition, an open-ended approach to what might constitute the 
energy concern in a given situation requires methodologies that are at 
least in principle able to grasp the inherently diverse views on what 
energy means. In this work, the tool applied in this process has been 
refined from situational analysis, acclaimed as particularly capable of 
“explor[ing] collective processes of meaning-making while being atten-
tive to the importance of non-humans and materials in social interac-
tion” (Borie and Hulme 2015, 489). As such, it is at least in principle 
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able to accommodate empirical diversity both in the sense of identify-
ing a broader range of concerns and constituents of the energy concern 
from the same sets of materials as well as combining different types of 
data sets as avenues to carry out the inquiry. Furthermore, its practical 
applications come surprisingly close to an already more institutionalized 
way of dealing with large-scale extractive industry projects on the prac-
tical side of things: social impact assessments. While further work needs 
to be done in order to develop the empirical applications of the theory-
method framework, at least in this study and in combination with the 
notion of energyscape it has served to identify “ruptures” (Haarstad and 
Wanwik 2016) in the sense of being able to highlight issues otherwise 
left in the margins of the regional energy debate.

In the context of this work, the decision to tap media representations 
and scientific assessments and reports as the targets of empirical scru-
tiny was mainly motivated by two reasons. On the one hand, media and 
science are probably among the strongest voices in portraying and con-
structing the Arctic region and its energyscape to broad audiences. On 
the other hand, their institutionalized practices share the same idea(l) of 
aspiring towards balanced representations and integrating a diversity of 
perspectives (at least on the level of principle). The decision to explicitly 
investigate the visual representations in the same materials was moti-
vated by the lack of attention to date to the visual in the Arctic, despite 
not only the power that visual representations have in contemporary 
modes of communications but also their acknowledged role historically 
in the constructing and understanding of the Arctic (cf. Potter 2007). 
There is also a dire need to analyze the ways in which both energy and 
the social in the Arctic are visually represented as, like verbal language, 
visuals work to construct, relay and advocate certain understandings of 
the (energy) world at the expense of, that is, sidelining, others. 

The choice to analyze exactly two seemingly unrelated sets of Arctic 
data (in two senses of the word, that is, data from and on the Arctic) 
– media entries on the one hand and images of scientific reports and 
assessments on the other, as well as both textual and visual materials – 
might at first seem arbitrary and thus, as a result, the findings derived 
from the process seemingly insignificant and irrelevant. However, the 
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very idea of utilizing multisite and multimodal data is founded on the 
idea of potential benefits brought by data triangulation: the assump-
tion that approaching the same question or situation through different 
sets of empirical materials can serve to draw attention to different sides 
of the same issue and, as a consequence, may highlight some perspec-
tives that might otherwise have gone unnoticed. Drawing on different 
materials to approach the same research question also has the potential 
benefit of making it easier to justify and demonstrate the observations 
made and the arguments pursued based on the materials. The plenti-
ful use of direct citations from empirical materials used throughout this 
work was intended to serve the same purpose: to make the steps of the 
process of analysis as clear as possible and thus enable the reader to 
assess and judge the materials in the absence of quantitative data and 
positivist points of departure. The sheer amount of materials used in 
the empirical sections of course complicated achieving this goal. How-
ever, in the cases where the use of excerpts as confirmations of what is 
“happening” in the materials was not possible, detailed references to the 
sources of those claims served as guides to the exact locations where the 
basis of the interpretations and arguments can be found. 

This aspiration towards being transparent in the process of dealing 
with the empirical side of the debate is also the primary reason why no 
computer-assisted analysis programs have been used in the process of 
analysis, although issues of personal preference as well as the established 
conventions of analysis within the discipline of political science – where 
researcher-based, hands-on analysis still holds its ground – played a role 
as well. While use of software is gaining popularity in other fields of sci-
ence (although the debate about their benefits and pitfalls continues) (cf. 
e.g. Seror 2012), it is certain that in the hands of a researcher with limited 
computer abilities and suspicions towards technology they do not serve 
to strengthen the process of analysis but may in fact may undermine it. A 
computer-assisted analysis might of course have yielded slightly different 
kinds of results, but the same applies if any other research methodology 
had been chosen. Indeed, a research strategy is always the outcome of 
conscious choice and, as such, the “best” it can offer is a systematic, inter-
nally consistent perspective on the issue at hand and challenge, add to 
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and complement the other scholarly perspectives that together shed light 
on the same issue, but from different angles.

The aim of this work has not been to take a stand on how things 
“really are” in the Arctic energyscape; to be exact, from the ontological 
and epistemological standpoints of this work, this “really” is in the end 
an issue of perspective and all knowledge that can be gained from this 
reality is situated both geographically and in terms of the researcher’s 
own stance. Instead, it is the inherently political nature of the language 
that is used to define and discuss energy and its social dimension – in 
the Arctic and beyond – that has been one of the core concerns of this 
work. This focus is not, however, only on the “political” dimension of 
this study, as taking an interest in the social – more often than not side-
lined, silenced and simplified when energy in the context of the north is 
debated and decided upon – is already a political act in the broad sense 
of the term. Chasing, tracing and shedding light on what the social is, is 
not and might be in relation to energy works to draw attention to view-
points that are “missing” from the regional energy debate and by partic-
ipating in making something visible and acknowledged takes a stand on 
the issue. For Law and Urry (2004, 396), the process of research “is not 
simply how what is out there can be uncovered and brought to light”, 
but “also about what might be made in the relations of investigation, 
what might be brought into being” and, essentially also about “what 
should be brought into being.” By explicitly delving into energy and 
(its) soci(et)al, this study also takes part in bringing them into being, 
partially in a manner in which they did not exist before in the context 
of Arctic and/or energy studies. 

8.5 Afterword

Throughout the years I have been working with the concepts of energy 
and the social and how they play out in the Arctic energyscape, I have 
been – at conferences, during seminars, by my supervisors, in the com-
ments of the thesis pre-examiners – urged to offer my own definition 
of what the social in relation to energy entails. The best answers I have 
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been able to provide have often remained on a very abstract level and 
been of a very conceptual nature, revolving around the situated, more-
than-human, ever-changing and perspectival nature of the term. It can 
be questioned whether posing such fundamental questions to a PhD 
candidate with the expectation of receiving a universally applicable defi-
nition as an answer is a “fair” move to begin with: after all, even in the 
history of modern sociology, the term “social” has been used mainly in 
explanatory terms without much success in articulating its actual mean-
ings and content (cf. Latour 2005). These kinds of questions also echo 
an understanding of science of a very specific kind: one that is able to 
provide models and universally applicable definitions; one that weighs 
and grades its outcomes based on criteria derived from these expecta-
tions; and one that has the role or even the duty to translate its findings 
into coherent policy recommendations that can be swiftly implemented.

If we agree to embrace the inescapably situated, always different 
and constantly fluid nature of the social, I believe that some tools for 
beginning to piece together its puzzle can be derived from the prin-
ciples of situational analysis, particularly in the form in which they 
can be observed in the social impact assessment literature; indeed, the 
principles of those two approaches bear significant resemblance to one 
another despite the differences in the applications for and intentions 
by which they have been designed. However, what cannot be empha-
sized enough is that, considering the value presuppositions at work in 
conducting social impact assessments, this is far from an unproblem-
atic move. How “genuine” can the intentions and interests behind com-
prehending the social dimension be when the ideas of both getting to 
implement the project in question and promoting overall development 
of a certain kind are embedded in the framework to begin with? I am 
quite unsure whether the questions regarding the “content” of the social 
have been presented with a conceptual interest mind or whether they 
have been posed with the concern of how to conveniently operationalize 
the term for practical purposes of very versatile kinds. 

Indeed, what is most problematic is the inherently instrumental 
nature of the inquiries which take an explicit focus on the social in rela-
tion to energy. They always appear to have already set the goal of going 
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forward with energy developments with their only aim being to seek an 
acceptable compromise between the standpoints of the population or 
the community and those of the enterprise or the state. Negotiations 
such as these are not free from power relations or from requirements 
of intellectual resources and expertise of a very specific kind. Further-
more, communities are heterogeneous. From these vantage points, there 
is very little reason to be hopeful that the “development conflict”, that 
is, the conflicting priorities between different dimensions of what we 
have learned to label “development”, could be solved in any manner that 
could or even would truly want to understand or take into account the 
social in its broadest terms and often contradicting interpretations, or 
that the resolution of development conflicts could actually exist free 
from pre-assigned power relations. I doubt there is very little genuine 
interest in actually understanding, let alone “celebrating”, the social, 
but instead in cost-efficiently instrumentalizing and operationalizing it 
into a calculable, governable whole that can be embedded in the exist-
ing frameworks of consultation and compensation, which can then be 
implemented to bring about what has been defined in advance as desir-
able: as “development”.
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