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States, Markets, and Institutions:
Integrating International Political Economy
and Global Energy Politics

Thijs Van de Graaf, Benjamin K. Sovacool,
Arunabha Ghosh, Florian Kern, and Michael T. Klare

Perhaps not since the 1970s has energy policy, technology, and security been
so intensely discussed as today. Whether it is the race for energy resources in
the Arctic, roller-coaster oil prices, the transition toward low carbon sources
of energy, or concerns over nuclear safety, energy continues to make interna-
tional headlines. Today’s pressing energy challenges have opened up an incred-
ibly vast research agenda. Sadly, political scientists and other social scientists have
lagged behind their colleagues from science, engineering, and economics in
addressing these issues. While some researchers directed their focus to energy
matters and, especially, oil during the turbulent era of the oil shocks, the
attention was short-lived. Only recently, after two decades of relative neglect,
have political scientists began to rediscover energy as a major area of inquiry
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(Hughes and Lipscy 2013; Falkner 2014). Given the sheer magnitude, social
pervasiveness, policy salience, and long-term nature of today’s energy prob-
lems, their interest is likely to persist.

The intermittent attention to the international energy sector has impor-
tant consequences for new scholars who want to venture into this domain.
In contrast to the strong research traditions in international trade, secu-
rity, and the environment, there is a deplorable paucity of peer-reviewed
studies on the international world of energy. There is no established set of
theories and concepts to which students can turn to interpret the global
politics of energy. This is especially troubling given the centrality of energy
policy in efforts to slow the pace of climate change. Writing in 1987,
Ernest Wilson noted that, ‘although no other single issue is so emblazoned
on the public mind as a symbol of the age [as energy], no other issue
has proven so resistant to conceptual rigor and theoretical development’
(Wilson 1987, p. 126). Unfortunately, his conclusion that work on energy,
especially its international dimensions, is ‘largely descriptive, atheoretical,
and noncumulative’ (Wilson 1987, p. 128) is as valid today as it was in
the late 1980s.

In searching for an analytic framework to study the changing world of energy,
the field of International Political Economy (IPE) has much to offer.! In the
simplest terms, IPE studies the relationship between politics and economics,
between states and markets, at the international level. This makes it particu-
larly apt in studying energy. It is no coincidence that the emergence of IPE as a
field of study was prompted, in part, by the 1973 oil shock. Curiously, though,
energy issues soon slipped off the radar of IPE scholars, leaving a theoretical
and conceptual void. This is not to say IPE scholars have paid no attention to
energy issues whatsoever. Yet, much of the work has been done in a fragmented
fashion and has failed to spur an integrated research program. Even today,
energy remains conspicuously absent from mainstream IPE textbooks.

This handbook aims to bring energy into IPE again, heeding the calls that
have recently been made for an ‘IPE of energy’ research agenda (Keating et al.
2012; Stoddard 2013; Ostrowski 2013; Hancock and Vivoda 2014). Robert
Keohane (2009), one of the pioneers in the field, has identified the vola-

'Tt is often pointed out that the adjective ‘international’ is a misnomer for the subject matter in that it
confuses ‘nation’ with ‘state,’ and fails to acknowledge the significance of private actors in world politics.
Nowadays, therefore, the field is often referred to as ‘global political economy’ (e.g., Ravenhill 2014). We
follow conventional usage in employing the abbreviation IPE.

2For example, Gilpin (1987), Frieden and Lake (2000), Oatley (2012), Ravenhill (2014), Cohen (2014).
Some exceptions are: Gill and Law (1988), Spero and Hart (2009), Balaam and Dillman (2013),
Broome (2014), Frieden et al. (2014).
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tility in energy markets as one of the ‘big questions’ in the study of world
politics that have been overlooked by the current generation of IPE scholars.
Kathleen McNamara (2009, p. 82) also noted that ‘energy issues ... seem ripe
to reorder the international political economy in ways that we as a field have
not adequately analyzed.” IPE offers a powerful framework for analysis upon
which scholars of energy politics can build. Energy, in turn, offers a rich but
largely unexplored testing ground for insights from IPE. In the next section,
we will explore the current state of energy-related social science research in
order to set the scene, before turning more directly to IPE and its relation
with energy issues.

1 The Rediscovery of Energy Policy
and Politics by Social Scientists

Research on energy policy has long been dominated by the ‘classic’ paradigms
of natural sciences and economics, with social scientists playing second fiddle
(Sovacool 2014). This is unfortunate, for both energy research and the social
sciences would benefit tremendously from closer engagement. All too often,
energy research focuses exclusively on technical fixes, without due apprecia-
tion for the political decision-making and distributional consequences that
are associated with energy technologies. Omitting social, political, and behav-
ioral variables thus creates significant ‘blind spots’ in research on energy policy
(Stern 1986). Conversely, energy constitutes one of the world’s foremost pub-
lic policy challenges that social scientists in general, and political scientists in
particular, cannot afford to ignore.

The same reasoning applies, mutatis mutandis, to climate policy. The
International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has barely engaged with
social sciences disciplines. Just one branch of the social sciences—econom-
ics—has had a major voice in the IPCC’s assessment process. Yet, as David
Victor compellingly argues, social scientists can help to provide answers to
questions that are key to effective climate policy, including: ‘which countries
will bear the costs of climate change; schemes for allocating the burden of cut-
ting emissions; the design of international agreements; how voters respond to
information about climate policy; and whether countries will go to war over
climate-related stress’ (Victor 2015, p. 28).°

3 A recent attempt to link the science of climate change to direct physical impacts as well as systemic risks
(including mass migration, state failure, and conflict) can be found in King et al. (2015).
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Fortunately, energy seems to be coming back in vogue among social sci-
entists. The revival of interest in energy matters after two decades of relative
neglect is illustrated in Fig. 1.1, which shows the numbers of peer-reviewed
articles on ‘energy policy’ or ‘energy politics’ since the 1960s, as indexed
in the Web of Science. More precisely, it depicts the number of published
articles on energy in the categories of social science (panel 1), political sci-
ence (panel 2), and international relations (IR) (panel 3). While these panels
have not been corrected for the fact that peer-reviewed publications have
increased in general, they clearly illustrate that the first burst of interest in
energy policy and politics occurred in the wake of the first oil shock. Yet,
interest for energy issues in all three categories soon waned and during the
1990s, a period of very low oil prices, energy was mostly a fringe issue in
these disciplines. Starting around 2001, and accelerating after 2008, energy
issues resurfaced on the radar screen of social scientists, political scientists,
and IR specialists.

After the first wave of energy research, an authoritative review essay came to
the harsh conclusion that ‘there is little if any sustained intellectual give-and-
take in the field of international energy policy studies over the most appro-
priate ways to analyze the phenomenon’ (Wilson 1987, p. 126). Energy is
still most often analyzed from geopolitical or hard-nosed security perspectives
(e.g., Moran and Russell 2009; Deni 2015). In and of itself, this need not be a
problem. The role of geography (markets, raw materials, shipping lanes, ports,
etc.) is certainly important to understand global energy politics. Scholars of
the ‘geopolitics of energy’ can also fall back on a rich tradition that goes back
to the pioneers in geopolitical thinking, such as Halford Mackinder, Alfred
Thayer Mahan, and Nicholas ]. Spykman. The problem, however, is that
many political scientists and IR theorists still live in a state-centric world in
which states are the primary actors and their diplomatic/military interactions
are believed to be what matters most. They cannot conceive of a far more
complex energy world in which states, national oil companies (NOCs), cor-
porations, consumers/citizens, local energy cooperatives, and markets all play
a pivotal role.

The dominance of geopolitical frames in public policy debates on energy
has been criticized, particularly in recent years. Goldthau and Witte (2009,
p. 374), for example, have lamented that ‘the lopsided attention to the
geopolitical dimension of energy security is based on the myopic and erro-
neous presumption that global energy politics is necessarily a zero-sum
game in which one country’s energy security is another’s lack thereof.” They
argue that the geopolitical frame overlooks the fact that market forces are
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Fig. 1.1 Peer-reviewed articles on energy policy or politics since 1961



