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Abstract: 

 

Energy security has become a central focus in social scientific studies of energy resources, and 

most research on the securitization of energy emphasizes the pivotal role of fossil fuels in 

shaping geopolitics in the 20th century. We extend the temporal scope of energy security by 

conducting a case study of the early 19th century whale oil industry to demonstrate the ways in 

which a focus on the human security consequences of energy competition can affect Anglo-

American commercial balance of power relations. This case study also demonstrates the 

significance of the physicality of energy sources in understanding their effect on international 

affairs. Crucially, whereas the stationary nature, or locational fixity, of natural resources 

constitutes a defining characteristic of their treatment in the resource curse, resource 

nationalism and resource conflict literatures, the geographically unbounded nature of whale oil 

introduces a qualitatively different dynamic. The insights provided by the whale oil industry 

are instructive not only for understanding the dynamics of securitization of energy but also for 

considering how the embryonic energy transition towards renewables will reshape geopolitics 

in the 21st century. 
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“Our oil would burn bright til morning:” Geopolitics, Resource securitization, 

and Anglo-American Competition for Whale Oil, 1783-1818 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In their exploration of how energy research can contribute to the social sciences, Van Veelen 

and colleagues [1]: 1 argue that “a focus on energy makes visible and thinkable that [which] 

other entry points do not.” The surprising connections between: 1) Anglo-American 

contestation for the control of the spermaceti whale oil industry in the aftermath of American 

independence, 2) Securitization theory and its human security variant in International 

Relations, and 3) The consequences of energy transitions, is a case in point. Whaling 

competition provides valuable insights for energy security in the context of International 

Relations theory and energy transitions, offering novel contributions to a rapidly-evolving area 

of energy research. In doing so, we evaluate two interrelated research questions: Firstly, how 

can Anglo-American contestation over whale oil provide insights into the human security 

consequences of energy securitization in a balance of power context? Secondly, how can the 

physicality of whale oil, made manifest both in its unparalleled lustrousness and its locational 

mobility – the fact that it is geographically unbounded – offer new insight into the study of 

contemporary energy security and energy transitions? 

 

The spermaceti whale oil industry was recognized in its time as inextricably linked to matters 

of state security and sovereignty. In 1785, when the Ambassador to Great Britain (and future 

US President) John Adams discussed with William Pitt the Younger (the British Prime 

Minister), their respective countries’ rival interests in the North Atlantic whale fisheries, the 

American noted the importance of this energy source for Britain’s security.  

 

“We are all surprised,” Adams wrote “that you prefer darkness, and consequent 

robberies, burglaries, and murders in your streets to the receiving as a remittance our 

spermaceti oil. The lamps around Grosvenor square, I know, and in Downing Street 

too, I suppose, are dim by midnight and extinguished by two o’clock; whereas our oil 

would burn bright till 9 o’clock in the morning and chase away, before the watchmen, 

all the villain and save you the trouble and danger of introducing a new police into the 

city” [2].  

 

Adams was referring to the punishing tariffs that Britain had placed on American whale oil. 

He was suggesting that energy security needs can outweigh geopolitical security concerns, and 

that asymmetries of access to energy resources might tempt great powers to ignore balance of 

power politics and acquiesce to the preferences of a smaller, rising rival. Moreover, by 

contrasting the extraordinary brightness of spermaceti oil lamps with the veritable darkness of 

London’s streets, Adams indicted the British government for failing at a fundamental task of 

the sovereign state – providing sufficient security within its territory.  

 

In addressing our first research question, we entertain Adams’ claims by considering whether 

the need to keep Londoners safe, via regular access to spermaceti oil, could have affected 

Anglo-American geopolitics. Our case study addresses energy through an energy securitization 

approach that “frame[s] energy as an existential threat” [3]: 114. However, whereas energy 

securitization approaches that posit the sovereign territorial state as the subject of security, we 

will take up a ‘human security’ lens, which places the emphasis on human beings’ safety, 

freedom from fear, and freedom from want as the central subject of security [4]: 229. In doing 
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so, we expand upon Wilson’s securitization approach to energy politics [3]: 118, by adding 

human security to his three frames of energy securitization (economic, regime, and 

geopolitical). At the same time, we contribute to two discussions in International Relations 

theory: one on the ways in which human security can explain geopolitical outcomes that 

structural realism cannot [5]: 241, and another on the conceptual roots and temporal scope of 

human security (e.g., [6]). 

 

In considering the second question, this case study will demonstrate the significance of the 

physicality of energy sources in understanding international affairs. The ‘resource curse’ 

literature has focused on the impact of rapidly-increasing revenues, or rents, from natural 

resources upon states and societies (e.g., [7]), without considering the material properties of 

either the resources themselves or their methods of extraction. However, Mitchell’s [8] ‘carbon 

democracy’ shows that the physical nature of energy sources must be accounted for when 

connecting energy to societal developments. For Mitchell, the significant material difference 

between coal and oil cleaves the 20th century into two distinct geopolitical eras. We investigate 

a third historical era, in which the dominant energy source was not territorially-bound, to derive 

lessons about the implications of a future global energy system unconstrained by sovereign 

control of resources.  

 

Considering these questions together allows for insights that could be missed by addressing 

either alone. The insights provided by the whale oil case clarify the dynamics of energy 

securitization [9]; [3], while allowing for the reconsideration of how transitions towards 

renewable energy sources will reshape global politics [10]. Consequently, connecting the 

physicality of whale oil to energy politics and geopolitics demonstrates that the politics of 

security and of energy transitions are mutually constitutive. 

 

The article proceeds as follows: We begin by reviewing the relevant literatures to contextualize 

the contributions that the whale oil case can make across multiple debates. Then, we examine 

our case to evaluate central assumptions about balance of power and the securitization of 

resources as reflected in current research. Lastly, we demonstrate how the dynamics and 

trajectory of late 18th century contestation for whale oil provides important lessons for the 

prospects of contemporary energy transitions. While we will ultimately part ways with Adams, 

rejecting his claims, tracing the issue through a human security perspective leads us to new 

insights about how human security can illuminate political aspects of energy transitions. 

Ultimately, the security-seeking subjects we find are not everyday Londoners facing dark 

streets, but instead the Nantucket Quaker whaling community, who financed whaling 

expeditions, extracted the leviathans from the sea, and converted the resource to usable energy. 

 

 

2. Literature Review 

 

Energy security has become a central focus in social scientific studies of energy resources, and 

the availability and control of resources, has been an element of International Relations theory 

since Morgenthau’s 1967 Politics Among Nations [11] included natural resources within his 

conceptualization of power. But, in the 21st century, it has taken on new significance as 

understandings of security have expanded. Our case provides insights into security within both 

fields, and it also has more discipline-specific contributions within each field. We briefly 

consider these disciplinary contributions, then situate them within the energy securitization 

literature. 
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Most research on energy security emphasizes the pivotal role played by fossil fuels in shaping 

geopolitics in the 20th century (e.g., [12]). Within the field of energy security, we make two 

contributions. Firstly, we extend the temporal scope of energy security by conducting a case 

set in the decades following American independence to demonstrate the implications of energy 

needs for International Relations theory in the empirical context of Anglo-American balance 

of power relations [13]; [14]. Pace Van Veelen and colleagues [1]: 5, “the materialities of 

energy warrant attention in their own right.” Crucially, whereas the stationary nature, or 

locational fixity, of natural resources constitutes a defining characteristic of their treatment in 

much of the resource curse, resource nationalism and resource conflict literatures (see [15]; 

[16]; and [17], respectively), the inherent mobility of the whale oil resource introduces a 

qualitatively different dynamic and understanding of its effect on international relations. 

 

In this case, we turn from traditional Balance of Power analyses toward more recent critical 

developments in human security. Traditionally, security studies focused on the sovereign 

territorial state: if a nation’s borders were inviolate, and its government free from foreign 

intervention, then the state was secure. However, ever since the 1990s saw the ‘third debate’ 

in International Relations take hold [18], there has been an increasing plurality in the ways that 

scholars address security. One such addition was the concept of human security, which 

reorients the subject of security from states to people, asking whether the people who live 

within a state are safe and free from fear of violence [19]: 195. As a practical consequence, this 

shift to human security reinforced the role of the state, because, as Krause [20]: 6 points out 

“making states and their rulers keep their side of the basic social contract: states are created 

(among other things) to provide security - in order that individuals can pursue their passive 

lives in peace.” When first introduced by the UN Development Programme in 1995, human 

security – which focused on a series of challenges including dimensions of economic security, 

health security, food security and basic needs – was an explicitly normative concept, introduced 

to argue that states ought to link these issues from human rights to security, thereby establishing 

that securing these rights was a basic sovereign responsibility, on par with maintaining the 

sanctity of borders [4]: 229-230. 

 

By positioning the whale oil case as a human security issue that helped shape the contours of 

the commercial balance of power between the United States and Britain, we also extend the 

origins of human security as a practical concept. The intellectual roots of ‘human security’ are 

fiercely debated, with persuasive claims being made for an inchoate version found in non-

western thought [6], in feminist security studies [21], or even in the early development 

economics found in the writings of Adam Smith [22]: 586. Nevertheless, these early roots tend 

to be found more in prescriptive theorizing than in practice. Once consequence of seeing human 

security as a new form of security is that state security tends to be privileged as a more deeply 

causally-homogeneous concept [5]: 240. However, as Lebow [23]: 547 writes “movements 

establish genealogies to legitimate themselves.” By positioning human security as a central 

feature of Anglo-American contestation over whale oil, we offer an example of security that 

privileges human security needs during the high age of geopolitics. This extends the concept’s 

explanatory potential.  

 

Moreover, it shows that considering human security around competition for energy resources 

(and competition for dominance of the whaling industry) can explain the contours of trading 

policy between Great Britain and the United States more effectively than classical balance of 

power theory alone. Although scholars interested in the 18th century balance of power realized 

that the newly independent American states were inclined to “repudiate the balance of power” 

system of Europe, it was never clear that the Americans had the capacities to meet their 
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ambitions [24]: 169. Though not yet geopolitically powerful, the Americans were rich in 

resources. Realists view abundant raw materials as an important element of national power. 

For Morgenthau, self-sufficiency with regard to the raw materials necessary for security and 

the control of access to sources of raw materials, are crucial characteristics of Great Power 

states [11]: 111. Furthermore, according to Morgenthau, resources were becoming even more 

important to national power: “Since the industrial revolution […] national power has become 

more and more dependent upon the control of raw materials in peace and war” [11]: 111. More 

recently the link between harnessing domestic natural resources and national security and 

power projection is manifested in the Trump administration’s pursuit of ‘energy dominance’ 

[25]. Overall, if the United States were able to harness its abundant resources, it could become 

an irresistible geopolitical force. 

 

At the same time, the immovable geopolitical object was Great Britain. The British were the 

primary “standing supporter and guardian of the balance of power” [26]: 143. Britain was both 

aware of, and keenly interested in maintaining its advantage of power in order to enforce the 

existing distribution of global power [24]: 151. And by the 18th century, Balance of Power had 

been generalized into an operational theory amongst Europe’s leaders that both explained the 

global international order and called upon the hegemon to maintain the status quo [26]: 142-

44. Moreover, at this time, statesmen understood that maintaining the balance of power 

required great powers to pay careful attention to the threat of small states; small states had 

greater latitude to act without constraints from great power balancing, and this freedom of 

movement could upend the balance [26]: 142-43.  

 

So, according to 18th century balance of power theory, Britain needed to balance against the 

United States, despite the massive gulf in global power between the two nations. And, although 

Britain largely did so, the decision to restore trade relations in 1794 through the Jay Treaty 

(along with the concession of American fishing rights in certain British-patrolled international 

waters through the Treaty of 1818) conspicuously runs counter to Britain’s overall policy with 

regard to the United States. Both these actions contradict the realist prediction that the 

economic relationships between these two nations would be characterized by ‘commercial 

balancing.’ 

 

By committing to commercial balancing [27]: 212-13, the British could contain America’s 

future growth. Consequently, while they were more powerful, the British should never 

liberalize trade with America. Moreover, the former colonies would be expected to either build 

a navy that would protect its commercial interests or to stay out of balance of power politics 

altogether [27]. The United States took neither of these actions, so American power projection 

cannot explain why the British began to rebuild trade relations with the USA in 1794 or why 

the British eventually removed any protections of its own whaling industry in 1849. Recasting 

this decision in light of human security concerns – as Adams would have had Pitt do – could 

explain what seems like an anomaly in British policy. 

 

Taking up this task also supports human security as an analytical concept. Although it was 

designed as a normative theory to shape contemporary foreign policy, explaining 19th century 

security decisions – novel facts outside the theory’s initial scope – bolsters the theory’s 

explanatory power [28]: 234. Furthermore, the connection between Balance of Power theory 

and energy transitions is identified by Adnan Amin, the former Director-General of the 

International Renewable Energy Agency, who argues that the transition from fossil fuels to 

renewable sources of energy “also entails the transformation of the geopolitical landscape … 

and the reconfiguration of international relations.” This transition will transform the global 
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distribution of power as that power becomes diffused and ‘new actors’ gain prominence [29]: 

x-xi. And whereas the origins of geopolitical studies of renewable energy date back to the 

1970s and 80s, this scholarship has been rapidly evolving in the last decade and remains in 

conceptual flux [10]. 

 

Because we investigate a relatively short but significant period of geopolitical contestation over 

whale oil at the turn of the 19th century in order to make our claims, we follow in a burgeoning 

approach to energy transitions research that focuses on historical transitions in order to derive 

lessons for the present day. As Fouquet [30]: 7 suggests, the relatively rare nature of transitions 

drives scholars to look for historical comparisons. Moreover, Gismondi [31]: 193 reminds us 

that historical thinking can contribute to our understanding of energy transitions by insisting 

upon the temporality and context of transitions – thereby avoiding dependence on technocratic 

narratives of change and development. And, as we discuss below, historical approaches to 

energy transition lend themselves well to process-tracing methods, which help establish causal 

chains for rare social processes. 

 

 

3. Key Contributions and Methods 

 

Taken together, the contributions to these literatures extend the securitization approach to 

global energy politics by making humans the subject of energy security. Wilson [3]: 118 offers 

a new way of thinking about energy security by offering a crucial question: “What… leads 

governments to discursively frame energy as a securitised issue?” In other words, what are the 

conditions that would lead a sovereign state to consider energy policy as addressing a crisis in 

need of state intervention beyond the constraints of conventional political thinking? 

 

Wilson offers three answers in the form of alternative models of securitization, distinguished 

by the referent object of security: economic securitization, regime securitization, and 

geopolitical securitization. For each of these, energy (systems, accessibility, and competition) 

comes to be seen by states as both an integral piece and an endangered piece of their core 

national interests [3]. These modes of securitization explain how anxieties over energy access 

could (respectively) come to be seen as a threat to a country’s economic interests (especially 

those of political elites), to a ruling party’s capacity to hold domestic power, or to a country’s 

relative power within the international system. Importantly, the effect of any energy 

securitization is the politicization of energy policy, which could lead a state with otherwise 

realist international policies to adopt liberal positions of interdependence when it comes to 

energy policy (or vice versa). 

 

The argument is excellent, but incomplete. Wilson’s modalities of securitization are statist, 

focusing either on the geopolitical power of the state, or the economic and political security of 

its ruling elites. Our case adds an additional dimension to energy securitization, building on 

Wilson’s framework: human securitization. By making the safety and security of people – not 

states – the subject of security, we show how limited access to energy resources (due to political 

reasons) could further drive a securitized change in energy policies. In this way, our 

contribution complements and extends Wilson’s approach. 

 

Approaching the case study in this way, we expected to find that the need to safely govern a 

rapidly-expanding London at night would necessitate access to vast quantities of spermaceti 

oil. Because the Americans were the major supplier of whale oil (generally) and spermaceti oil 

and candles (specifically), one might expect (as Adams did) that the geopolitics of containment 
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would give way to the resumption of normal trade relations. As we will see, there were reasons 

to accept the plausibility of Adams’ hypothesis, due to the materiality of whale oil – even 

though we ultimately disconfirm it. After all, an increase in street lighting across London (from 

1765-75) “had brought about a sharp decrease in crimes after dark, and the use of whale oil 

became an important factor” [32]: 18. Equally well documented is the physical character of the 

light provided by spermaceti oil. As Brox [33]: 46 noted: “Spermaceti candles had no 

comparison… [and] would eventually become the standard of measure for luminous intensity 

– one candlepower – against which the light of all other candles, all lamps, and even the first 

electric lights would be measured.” But this turns out not to be the case. The British were not 

driven toward American whale oil because of street crime. Instead, for a time, they were able 

to develop their own domestic whale fishery to compete with the Americans, by providing 

capital that allowed them to use the skilled labor of the American whalers. 

 

The case study will clearly show that, when it comes to whale oil contestation, human 

securitization offers more plausible explanations than Wilson’s alternatives. After all, what the 

case study will show is not regime securitization. The crown was not in danger of a domestic 

revolution if London’s streets were underlit. It is not geopolitical securitization, for many 

reasons, but foremost because the eventual Jay treaty (and subsequent Treaty of 1818) allowed 

for American growth, and British policies in the interregnum steered American oil toward 

French shores – tilting the European balance of power. Finally, if access to American whale oil 

were crucial to the functioning of the British economy, then we would have seen earlier actions 

adopted to retain access to that oil, suggesting that this is not economic securitization. By 

contrast a human security approach can show how the British leveraged Nantucket whalers’ 

human security needs in order to bolster their own energy supply (and thereby their own energy 

security). 

 

Taking our cue from Sovacool and colleagues’ [34]: 12 argument for “promoting novelty, 

rigor, and style in energy social science”, we set out the methodological underpinnings of our 

article as follows. Firstly, we ensure that we ask a ‘big question’, i.e., one that advances theory 

and addresses a crucial social problem. The 19th Century whale oil case provides novel insights 

into theories about the securitization of energy resources. Considering the geographical 

unboundedness of whale oil links the historical case to the currently unfolding energy transition 

towards a low-carbon economy based on renewables – thus providing a richer historical 

understanding of what is arguably the most pressing challenge of this century. We do so by 

engaging with clearly defined concepts in International Relations (human security in a Balance 

of Power context) and energy research (energy securitization and transition). Furthermore, our 

combination of theoretical frameworks drawn from International Relations and energy studies 

constitutes a novel synthesis, which is then applied to a historical case seldom receiving 

detailed recognition in studies pertaining to the present-day energy transition. We promote 

rigour by means of a clear definition of key concepts (Sections 1 and 2) and a detailed 

investigation of the historical case (Section 4), drawing on both contemporary and current 

sources.  

 

We make this argument by employing process-tracing methods to our single case: Anglo-

American competition for whale oil in the period 1783-1818. We bookend this case around 

two treaties: the Treaty of Paris (1783) in which US-UK relations are formally established as 

sovereign equals, and the “Convention respecting fisheries, boundary and the restoration of 

slaves,” commonly known as the Treaty of 1818, which is broadly understood as a turning 

point in the contentious early relationship of these two nations [35]. In a process-trace, a 

researcher “attempts to trace the links between possible causes and observed outcomes” [36]: 
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6 in order to validate causal explanations through detailed observations linking each step in a 

causal chain, thereby eliminating other explanations [37]: 459-60. By narrating a causal 

sequence of events, linking the steps in the causal chain, the process trace allows a researcher 

“to unearth micro-causal relationships, to consider major actors’ decisions in context, and to 

trace events from a static pre-causal point to their eventual outcome in cases with a small or 

unique n (where neither statistical inference nor the comparative method would do)” [38]: 477. 

The process-tracing method can help to develop theories while explaining single cases [39] 

and has increasingly been used to analyse historical energy transitions [40]; [41]; [42]. 

 

Although the process-tracing method is well suited to developing generalizable observations 

from a single case, following Fouquet [30]: 11-12, we take care to “[understand] what lessons 

from historical energy transitions are relevant and transferable for the future”. Cognizant of the 

great differences in the socio-technical systems of the early 19th and early 21st centuries, we 

recognize limitations in analogies between whale oil and renewables given the asymmetrical 

dynamics that characterize the former (despite its geographical unboundedness, which also sets 

it apart from fossil fuels) and the more symmetrical dynamics of a global energy system based 

on renewables. At the same time, we are also able to demonstrate how the complexity and 

unpredictability (of outcomes, such as the distribution of costs and benefits) of energy 

transitions is evident in both the historical case and the present-day case. 
 

 

4. Anglo-American Whale Oil Competition  

 

At the outbreak of the war for American Independence, American whale oil had become crucial 

to domestic security in Britain. As per Graham’s [13]: 180 account, “[u]p to the organization 

of the Peelite policy force, in 1829, perhaps the greatest contributor to public safety in the realm 

was the sperm-whale.” But the whale oil that kept Britain safe was not of English origin. By 

the mid 1760s, the British whaling industry was floundering [43]: 124-25. American 

whaleboats outnumbered their British counterparts by nearly 9 to 1, and London was the single 

greatest market for American whale oil. In the years preceding the American Revolution, the 

English were “annually purchasing four thousand tons of sperm oil at a cost of three hundred 

thousand pounds” [43]: 167. If British domestic security was dependent upon regular access to 

large quantities of sperm whale oil, then public safety in London was dependent upon trade 

with the Americans. 

 

Whale oil would, moreover, become increasingly important for British security in a broader 

sense. Graham [13] argues that the whale fisheries provided an improved stock of sailors, 

crucial to the maintenance of a superior navy in an era of increasing naval competition. Once 

its utility as a source of illumination became eclipsed by natural gas and electricity, and its 

value in improving the stock of sailors diminished by the arrival of the steamboats, whale oil’s 

centrality to national defence strategies remained high, as its derivative products became 

integral to the development of explosives, such as dynamite [9]: 136.  

 

Perhaps, then, it is unsurprising that, when Pitt and Adams first met, a conversation about 

security rapidly turned toward the whale oil trade. Adams’ letter to Jay reveals a security 

agenda that would not surprise any political realist, thereby placing whale oil competition 

shoulder-to-shoulder with Realpolitik concerns. For Adams, the foremost points to be 

considered were the removal of British outposts at the American frontier, and the construction 

of the Armistice – followed more generally by a treaty of commerce [2]. The stationing of 

soldiers and the negotiation of an armistice are self-evidently geopolitical concerns, but for 
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Adams, even negotiations about the resumption of trade came down to politics: Adams suspects 

that, behind the British exclusions on American trade, one could find “jealously of [the 

Americans’ naval power] and a fixed system of policy to prevent the growth of it” [2]. In other 

words, the British are aware that America is both resource-rich and cash-strapped. Exacting 

and punishing trade policies, along with insisting upon payment for British possessions 

damaged during the revolution, may have been designed to prevent the Americans from gaining 

the liquidity needed to take full advantage of their immense resources. The conversation about 

whale oil was as much about security as it was about commerce. 

 

Even beyond the logic of containment, traditional balance of power politics would suggest that 

Great Britain would have little interest in supporting the growth of the newly independent states 

by resumption of trade, for many reasons. Foremost among these was the suspicion that “a 

homegrown whale fishery would serve as a nursery of seamen for the British navy” [43]: 167. 

Ceding the sperm whale fishery to the Americans could thereby endanger Britain’s global naval 

superiority [13]: 186. Moreover, the island of Nantucket (where America’s whaling industry 

was based) was ambivalent about the break with Great Britain, and Nantucketers were viewed 

with suspicion from the United States and Britain alike. To save their livelihoods, many 

Nantucket whalemen began to move to the Canadian Maritime Provinces – where they were 

courted by governing administrators – striking another blow to American financial 

independence [13]: 189. Overall, British reluctance to receive American whale oil could best 

be understood in the context of defence policy [13]: 202. 

 

The political consequences of the struggle for whale oil are exacerbated by the specific 

materiality and physicality of the resource, which “illuminat[e] the constitutive role of material 

artefacts and processes in social and political life” [1]: 2. Three properties explain the effect of 

whale oil on Anglo-American relations. First is the unique luminary capacity of spermaceti oil, 

“which could be made into candles of the highest quality” [33]: 43. Sperm whale oil burned 

longer than other types of whale oil, was comparatively odorless, and was more than twice as 

bright as available alternatives [33]: 43. The difference in quality between spermaceti oil and 

other illuminating materials was so intense that Edmund Burke spoke of it in 1775 during his 

speech against the Restraining Act. Burke praised the enterprising nature of the American 

whalemen, noting that the “’dexterous and firm sagacity of British enterprise,’ could not yield 

quantities of oil sufficient to Britain’s energy needs” (quoted in [43]: 147). 

 

This brings us to the second crucial material factor around whale oil: its fluidity. Unlike coal 

or crude oil, whale oil is not fixed in the ground of a sovereign territory. While the concept of 

territorial waters dates back well before the start of this case [44], it did not yet provide the sort 

of locational fixity that characterizes energy security politics in the 20th Century. Even if it had, 

the Americans mostly hunted sperm whales and processed the oil in the deep seas between 

Chile’s coast and the islands of the South Pacific – almost entirely outside of any British or 

American territorial claims.  

 

But territorial waters are of limited relevance because of the third important material factor: 

whales swim, unconstrained by manmade boundaries. While obvious, this point has important 

consequences. As Mitchell [8]: 402 argued, the consumption of energy associated with 

industrialization was a key driver of colonization: “Production on a mass scale required access 

to large new territories for growing crops… and to produce the industrial raw materials” on 

which the growth of modern manufacturing cities depended. So, whale oil occupies a curious 

space in the history of industrialization. On one hand, it was indispensable to modernization: 

it provided light that could regularize working hours, it lubricated the machines that powered 
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the industrial revolution [9]: 136. On the other hand, it was uniquely suited for a post-colonial 

relationship. The British could still have access to whale oil, even without a colonial 

relationship or trading relationship with their former territory. They only needed the skilled 

labor and proper equipment to obtain it. 

 

The need for skilled labor became the main driver of resource competition, only the object of 

contestation was not whales. Rather, the scarce resource that the English, the Americans, and 

(eventually) the French would position themselves to collect was labor. The contestation was 

over the Nantucket whalemen, who were the most knowledgeable and skilled hunters of 

whales. The decade between the Treaty of Paris (1783) and the Jay Treaty (1794) could be best 

understood as competition for the emigration of skilled labor – and the human security needs 

of these skilled laborers shaped the power politics of the age. 

 

Consequently, the British adopted policies to improve their access to spermaceti oil, but they 

did not do it through establishing trade relationships. Their strategy reflects the importance of 

the geographical unboundedness of the resource, and of the inherent mobility of a second order 

resource. The second order resource was the community of Quakers in Nantucket, whose 

successful specialization in the whaling trade was unparalleled. In the years leading up to the 

outbreak of the war in 1775, Nantucket whalers annually extracted 45,000 barrels of spermaceti 

oil from the Southern Whale Fishery, most of it headed for the markets in London [43]: 140. 

At this point in time, there were no British ships that were equipped to hunt sperm whales. 

Britain’s dependence upon the colonists from Nantucket for whale oil was so complete that in 

the House of Commons’ debate on the Retraining Act of 1775 (which would lead to the battles 

at Lexington and Concord), it was argued that the curtailment of Nantucket whaling would 

unduly harm Britain [32]: 5-6. Consequently, the act (which severely curtailed shipbuilding, 

fishing and trade from the colonies) excluded Nantucket whalers from its most severe 

stipulations – an exception that was itself a securitizing act [43]: 147. 

 

After the war, when the English imposed devastating tariffs on American whale oil, the 

Quaker-owned whaling expeditions suffered greatly to the point where each ton of sperm whale 

oil sold by Americans in Britain in 1783 came in at an £8 loss [43]: 168. Britain chose to impose 

their punishing tariffs to promote their own whaling industry and – in a stroke of commercial 

balance-of power logic – to weaken the struggling new American nation [43]: 167. If their 

economic policies were successful, they would have responded effectively to their recent 

realization that “America was now Britain’s great commercial rival” [32]: 22. After all, if the 

United States “could peacefully exploit its vast territory and resources” it would likely soon 

“attain the status of a major power” [27]: 230. 

 

But the Quakers of Nantucket did not see themselves as enthusiastic participants in the 

American democratic experiment. Removed from the revolution by geography and 

temperament (Quakers are pacifists who refused to take up arms during the revolution), they 

instead saw themselves as neutral parties in the conflict between the two powers [43]: 174. And 

if they could not make a living by plying their trade as Americans, then the most sensible thing 

to do would be to change their national identity. These skilled laborers, much like whale oil, 

were a geographically unbounded resource. As a result, some Nantucket Quakers had begun to 

resettle in British-controlled Nova Scotia, where they could provide some oil to the English 

markets [43]: 174. Yet they were not temperamentally suited for the “militaristic government 

of Halifax” [43]: 417.  
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Then, in 1785 (shortly after Adams’ audience with Pitt), a prominent Nantucket whaler named 

William Rotch gained an audience with Pitt. Noting that Nantucket had not participated in the 

rebellion and that the people of Nantucket wished only to follow their religious order and 

continue supporting themselves through whaling, Rotch suggested that the Quaker whalemen 

would be willing to relocate their base of operations to a suitable colony in Falmouth, on the 

British coast. The Quakers could continue their trade, and in so doing they would “teach the 

British the finer points of whaling” while securing oil and profit for Britons [43]: 174-75.  

In order to relocate the entire Nantucket enterprise to Britain, Rotch requested moving expenses 

and the ability to carry on their lives and their trade without undue interference [32]: 50.  

 

Pitt referred the proposal to the Board of Trade [32]: 66-70. But the businessmen who 

bankrolled the British whalers (and held influence in the Board of Trade) were not interested 

in competition arriving from Nantucket. Sensing desperation, the Board refused to allow 

registry for imported ships, insisting that they wanted Nantucketers as laborers, not 

businessmen [43]: 175. Overall, the British believed that, without access to English markets, 

the Nantucket whaling companies were in an untenable situation, and that they would need to 

accept offers of employment from British companies. The English would gain their labor and 

their expertise; America would lose its fleet and its ability to smuggle bootlegged oil through 

Nova Scotia; English-owned companies would profit [32]: 21. For these reasons, Rotch’s 

proposal was rejected. 

 

For a time, the result was as the British predicted: British whaling firms grew; American 

whaling suffered. In 1775, the British were outfitting their first ship for the Southern Whale 

Fishery; 10 years later, they had grown to 15 ships, and between 1785 (when Rotch’s proposal 

was refused) and 1787, the British industry grew to over 65 ships in the Southern Fishery [32]: 

90. At this same time, only 20 ships sailed from the United States. Nevertheless, over 450 men 

on the British ships that set sail in 1787 were from Nantucket [32]. The British flag may have 

flown over the whaling industry, but the captains, harpooners, and whalemen who secured 

British dominion over whales were Nantucket Quakers. 

 

Yet, by 1785, the French had begun negotiating with Rotch on a proposal like the one refused 

by the British [43]: 175. The French realized that, if they could entice the Quakers to their 

shores, the British owned industry would suffer. By 1786, Rotch was in the process of building 

a colony at Dunkirk. He had registered ships in France, had been allowed to transport Nantucket 

oil to France without duties or tariffs, and was granted permission to “conduct their religious 

affairs as members of the Society of Friends” while living in Dunkirk – including the exemption 

of all Quakers from French military or naval service [32]: 100. As he did so, the French agreed 

to overlook the illegal importation of American oil under the French flag. This would give the 

Americans access to European markets, and – for a while – to London markets as well. 

 

Having secured such promises, Rotch made plans to ship the necessary technology for refining 

raw whale oil to Dunkirk – including presses for the manufacture of spermaceti candles [32]: 

101. The process for making these extraordinary candles – a three-stage months-long process, 

requiring specialized knowledge and equipment – was a closely guarded trade secret [43]: 111-

12. By 1761 the ten companies that knew how to manufacture these candles formed the 

‘Spermaceti trust’ – the world’s first oil cartel, dominated by New Englanders – to coordinate 

prices and to “use all fair and honourable means to stop potential rivals from building new 

candleworks” [43]: 114. At this point in time, there were no spermaceti candleworks in Dunkirk 

[32]: 101. While the records are unclear, there may have been none in Europe. Even if there 

were, they were surely inadequate for the demand: by the mid 1760’s demand for spermaceti 
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candles was soaring, and it could not be matched by either the capacities of the existing 

American candleworks or even by the supply of raw materials captured from sperm whales 

[32]: 113. Consequently, even if the English were capturing the raw materials for this energy 

source, they were likely unable to convert it to peak-performance energy en masse.  

 

Nevertheless, by 1789-90, the British were dominating the Southern Whale Fishery, with the 

Americans and French also participating. Ships were sailing from London, Dunkirk, 

Nantucket, and Nova Scotia. But, when all the ships from all these ports of call are taken into 

account, “at least three-quarters of the shipmasters and officers manning the ships were 

Nantucket men” [32]: 111. At the moment when the British rose to the top of the whaling 

industry, and all other nations competed for second place, the boats from all these nations are 

filled with sailors from Nantucket. The Nantucket Quakers still dominated the industry while 

flying many different nations’ flags. 

 

So, we had expected to tell a straightforward story about human security. Twenty years after 

the Treaty of Paris, the British signed the Jay Treaty, which reframed Anglo-American trade 

and granted most-favored-nation status to the British [27]: 228. We expected a human security 

approach to support Adams’ hypothesis: the safety of Londoners would drive the British to 

temper their commercial balance of power logic, allowing for America’s financial growth – 

because they needed to govern their cities at night, which required the importation of American 

whale oil. But the narrative is not this straightforward.  

 

There are several reasons that the Adams hypothesis did not hold. One can be attributed to 

Adams’ characteristic bumptiousness: he simply may have overstated his case. As Fouquet and 

Pearson [45]: 149-51 show, spermaceti oil may have been the highest quality source of 

illumination available on the market, but it was not the only option available to the British. 

Without spermaceti, the British could still turn to oil from the right whale, fish oils, vegetable 

oils, tallow, and other types of candles. Spermaceti oil may have been the choicest lighting for 

the wealthy, but it never provided the bulk of lighting from whale oil, let alone of all oils 

available in the market [45]: 156. Therefore, as Fouquet and Pearson show, while the total 

amount of lumen-hours in London dipped significantly during the interregnum Adams 

addresses “perhaps leaving the streets in some darkness” [45]: 156, the British were able to 

tolerate this temporary dimming of their streetlights while they developed their own fisheries. 

This leads to the more important point: that the British were able to develop their own fishery. 

Because the Americans did not have geographic control over the whales, the British were able 

– for a time – to leverage the fluidity of labor. Before long, the British Southern Whale Fishery 

was ascendant. The British secured their whale oil by dominating the seas and by employing 

the experts. Consequently, British protection of their whaling industry did not end with the Jay 

Treaty but continued in some fashion until 1849 [32]: 382.  

 

To understand the ways in which this is a human security story, one first needs to remember 

the primary insight of human security: people – not states – are the subjects of security. To 

think of Londoners’ being endangered is, to some extent, a reframing of the subjects of security, 

but it is still geographically bound and therefore statist. It may have been sensible to think 

about the subjects of security in terms of Londoners, but the true security-seeking subjects in 

this case are the Nantucket Quakers. This shifts our understanding of the Nantucket whalemen 

from objects of geopolitical competition to actors with independent goals, needs, and political 

agency. This insight combined with the tenets of human security analysis helps us to 

understand why Britain’s commercial balance of power scheme fell apart by the second decade 

of the 19th Century. 
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The Quakers were looking for freedom from religious persecution and for the ability to prosper 

from their labors. These goals map directly onto the basic tenets of human security: protecting 

individuals within a state so that they are free from fear and from want [20]: 3. When faced 

with an untenable situation in which Nantucket whaleboats were commandeered and its 

whalers impressed by the British navy, and in which they could not profitably gain access to 

their primary market, it became clear to the Quakers that it was their new identity as Americans 

that was harming them. Some set up colonies in Nova Scotia. Others set up colonies in France. 

Still others found employment on British ships, and by the mid 1790s, a small number of 

Nantucket Quakers were granted permission to settle a colony in Wales [32]: 235. In short, 

having found the security situation in Nantucket wanting, these seafaring members of the 

Society of Friends moved on. 

 

But it was not to last. When revolution came to France, the new government initially agreed to 

abide by the same arrangement that Rotch had made with the monarchy. But the Quakers 

suspected that the republican principles of Liberté, Égalite, and Fraternité would not allow 

religious exemptions from military service, and so, in 1793, they made plans to abandon 

Dunkirk and return to Nantucket [32]: 226. Dunkirk offered them the opportunity to grow 

prosperous, but soon would endanger their religious freedoms.  

 

Similarly, the Nantucket Quakers began to have difficulties with the English – both when 

sailing under British flags and otherwise. They saw their boats seized by the warring European 

powers, under suspicion of trading with the enemy [27]: 211-212. The ratification of the Jay 

Treaty, far from being a boon to American whalers, actually limited their capacities for trade 

by closing down access to markets in the French West Indies [27]: 227-30. The British were 

commandeered American ships that attempted to circumvent these restrictions – a contributing 

cause to the War of 1812. The French saw the Jay Treaty as a violation of their alliance with 

the Americans and began to systematically harass American ships, a campaign known as the 

Quasi-War [27]: 231-33. 

 

The Nantucket whalemen suddenly had few appealing options. They did not believe that they 

would be guaranteed religious freedoms in France. And sailing in ships from Nova Scotia, 

London, or Nantucket all exposed them to risks of capture and impressment, threatening their 

livelihood and their lives. By the time the war of 1812 was over, the Southern Whale Fishery 

was thoroughly disrupted. When faced with British companies that could not secure their safety 

or prosperity, or with a French colony that could not secure freedom from persecution, they 

found these alternatives less appealing than Nantucket. So, the first fifteen years of the 19th 

Century saw Nantucket whalemen returning home from Britain and France [32]: 317. In 

Nantucket, they knew that their religious liberties would be secure. Consequently, when the 

United States signed the Treaty of Ghent in 1815, and European powers were preoccupied with 

the Napoleonic wars, Nantucket whalemen were once again free to hunt in the Southern Whale 

Fishery, and now did so primarily flying American colors.  

 

As a result, by 1825, the Americans once more began to dominate the Southern Whale Fishery, 

and they maintained that economic status throughout the classical whale-oil age [32]: 371. 

During this time, the British fleet shrank by one third and the American fleet expanded ten 

times over [32]: 381. By the 1840s, over 80% of whaling ships were American [46]. In 1849, 

the British repealed their protective duties on whale oil. The British were again, for a time, 

dependent upon American whale oil, and the balance of power shifted. The shift was based on 

the competition for Nantucket whalemen, and for their own peregrinations in search of liberty, 
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security and prosperity. The quest for human security shaped great power relationships with 

regard to contestation over non-territorial resources and affected both access to resources and 

the distribution of power.  

 

To be clear, the movement of the Quaker whalers was not a natural consequence of their 

profession. Whales may be mobile, but the base of whaling operations need not be. As the 

Americans, English and French developed economic policies with the balance of power in 

mind, the human security needs of the Nantucket Quaker community drove them to seek new 

environs in order to ply their trade. Unable to sell to British markets after the war for American 

Independence, the Quaker whalemen sought to relocate in order to remain British subjects, for 

the purposes of access to British markets. The British cut off American oil prior to the 

development of their own industry, which means that their decision to do so was not driven by 

a lack of demand -- it was driven by power politics. Without Britain’s active policies to promote 

their own fishery by forcing out competition for British markets, there would have been no 

British whaling industry [47]: 156, and no reason for the American whalers to move. Balance 

of power politics first brought the Quakers to Nova Scotia, then to ask for permission to relocate 

to England, and then to France. Britain’s active policies to promote its own fisheries provided 

the initial economic impetus for the Quakers to move in order to preserve their livelihoods. 

Later, political decisions in each of these nations drove the Quakers to return to the United 

States. Each step of the way, the history demonstrates the effects of government balance of 

power policies on the human security of the skilled non-state actors who were able to capture 

and extract this mobile resource. 

 

 

5. 19th Century Lessons for 21st Century Transitions 

 

Following from the insights provided by the whale oil case for understanding securitization in 

a Balance of Power context are valuable insights for our understanding of energy transitions. 

Modern civilization has been shaped by energy transitions, and before the Industrial Revolution 

fossil fuels “played no significant part in economic activity” [48]: 9. Since then, coal came to 

dominate 19th and early 20th Century industrialization, followed by the addition of oil and, 

subsequently, natural gas as crucial components of primary energy supply. The massive 

expansion of fossil fuel production and consumption in the industrialized West in the latter half 

of the 20th Century eventually coincides with a global expansion of fossil fuel demand 

worldwide [48]. Indeed, the world in which we live today can best be described by what 

DiMuzio [49] terms ‘petro-market civilization’.  

 

Given their centrality to modern life, fossil fuels have become intertwined with states’ concerns 

about energy security. As per traditional studies of energy security, what Van de Graaf and 

Sovacool [29] describe as the ‘neo-mercantilist’ approach to energy studies (cf. [3], on 

‘resource mercantilist strategies’), access to fossil fuels became constitutive of 20th century 

geopolitics, from the Royal Navy switching from coal to oil in the 1910s to the Arab Oil 

Embargo and the Iranian Revolution in the 1970s and beyond. Just as access to oil was a 

predominant security concern in the 20th Century, we have seen how whale oil was securitized 

following American independence when the resource becomes a significant factor in Anglo-

American naval competition [13]. And now concerns about the security implications of a shift 

away from fossil fuels towards renewables are becoming increasingly prominent in geopolitical 

analyses, however unclear the ultimate effects of that shift in terms of its impact on states’ 

security concerns about access and supply currently are (e.g., [50]).  
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Energy transitions are drawn-out, complex processes [51], even if Sovacool [52] suggests that 

conceptual clarity about what transitions actually entail and how they should be measured 

(rapid vs. protracted) is lacking. Moreover, Kern and Rogge [53] argue that while previous 

transitions have been protracted, they were not “actively” governed in the way that the current 

transition is. Thus, the current transition towards renewable sources of energy – notably solar 

and wind – might be achieved more quickly [54]. Still, Sovacool [52]: 212 acknowledges, pace 

the Multi-Level Perspective [55], that future energy transitions “will likely continue to be, path 

dependent rather than revolutionary, cumulative rather than fully substitutive”. This is, 

likewise, the conclusion drawn by Fouquet [56], noting furthermore that “it is vital to look at 

historical experiences for lessons about how [energy transitions] might unfold in the future” 

[30]: 7. The history of shifts in the dominance of particular fossil fuels “represents additions 

rather than energy transitions” [29]: 4. Whether future transitions are likely to be protracted 

and cumulative is of crucial importance for the current transition. As per York’s [57]: 1 

examination of how the late 19th Century whale-oil industry survived petroleum’s emergence, 

“[t]he idea that the development of a new resource will suppress use of a formerly dominant 

resource is at least as common today as it was in the past”. If the rise of renewables is primarily 

adding capacity to meet surging global demand, rather than significantly substituting fossil 

fuels, we run the risk of failing to mitigate global warming and climate change. And recent 

trends suggest that persistent global demand growth is resulting in new renewables capacity 

supplementing rather than replacing fossil fuels [58]. 

 

A trajectory characterized by addition rather than transition is especially problematic given the 

unprecedented stakes of the current transition. Specifically, its rapid progress matters in ways 

that the speed and timing of previous transitions did not. This because the current transition is 

happening while we are approximating the biosphere’s carrying capacity in terms of CO2 

emissions. Managing to stay within those boundaries by limiting global warming to no more 

than 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels will determine our collective ability to mitigate 

catastrophic climate change [59].  

 

In this context, York’s [57] argument about the unanticipated consequences of petroleum’s 

emergence as a rival to spermaceti oil is also instructive. It demonstrates that we should not 

expect a linear trajectory in the transition towards renewables: complexity is inherent in the 

transition from one global energy system to another, and so is uncertainty [60]. As was the case 

with whale oil in the late 19th Century [9]; [57], emerging technologies provide new venues for 

prolonging the marketability of fossil fuels. For example, even if we decarbonize global 

electricity supply, global growth in sea and air transport and petrochemicals will ensure future 

demand for oil and natural gas. The International Energy Agency [61] highlights surging 

demand for petrochemicals and Fatih Birol, its Executive Director, notes that “[p]etrochemicals 

are one of the key blind spots in the global energy debate, especially given the influence they 

will exert on future energy trends.” Even the production of renewable energy infrastructure to 

replace fossil fuel usage – recalling that global oil consumption on the eve of the Covid 

pandemic was approximately 100 million barrels per day – will require substantial fossil fuels 

input into the production process. We should therefore be wary of optimistic prognostications 

about meeting the global climate challenge. Too often these prognostications rely on the 

undoubtedly impressive growth trajectory of installed solar and wind capacity and the 

increasing cost-competitiveness of these energy sources as evidence of immanent success. 

Likewise, they risk overestimating the efficacy of increasing pressures exerted by policy 

makers, environmental activists and investors concerned about ‘stranded assets’ to force the 

fossil fuel industries to become active participants in, rather than obstacles to, this transition to 

a low-carbon global economy based on renewables [62]. 
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Moreover, because the current energy transition might determine the survival of the human 

species (and therefore denotes a qualitatively different urgency than in previous transitions) it 

is more likely to be characterized by a “post-normal science … constrained by uncertainty, 

urgency, high stakes, and public values” [63]. In other words, the current transition is inevitably 

highly politicized with consequences for geopolitics, human security and the world economy 

that are unrivalled when compared to momentous transitions of the past [64]. On a more 

ominous note, Selby [65]: 1, in examining the Trump administration’s erratic approach to 

global climate governance, suggests that “[g]iven current directions of travel … this coming 

transition is likely to be deeply conflict-laden – probably violently so – and to have 

consequences that will reverberate right across [the 21st Century] international order”.  

 

Thus, the irrepressible ascent of renewable sources of energy will reconfigure both global 

energy markets and global politics [50]. Here, too, the historical case of whale oil – an energy 

resource defined by its geographically unbounded nature – provides pertinent lessons. The 

whale oil case is not merely an example of how transitions often outlast expectations. Its 

mobility offers lessons about the more decentralized nature of renewable energy sources’ 

impact on energy security and geopolitics. The geopolitical security implications of a future 

energy system based on near-omnipresent energy sources like solar and wind will yield 

geopolitical and market dynamics very different from those of the current energy system based 

on fossil fuels.  

 

The emphasis on sovereign control of resources and the global infrastructure facilitating their 

trade will yield to a more decentralized global energy system whose distributional 

consequences – in terms of state power, economic opportunity and security – will be more 

open-ended in nature. As Scholten and colleagues [50]: 1 suggest, however, “while renewables 

will eventually render energy relations more horizontal and polycentric, achieving a smooth 

transition will not be easy”. Still, they predict an ultimately benign impact on international 

relations and, especially, Great Power rivalries. Whereas the asymmetric distribution of fossil 

fuels has been an international “driver of tension,” the international energy relations of 

renewables will be “more symmetrical and stable as countries will essentially trade because 

they want to, rather than because they have to”, resulting also in energy security becoming 

“defined in more cooperative and common terms” [50]: 4. This is, on balance, likely to be the 

case even if rare earth metals, central to the manufacturing of the key components of the low-

carbon energy transition, such as photovoltaic panels, wind turbines and electric vehicles [66]: 

86, are not symmetrically distributed but, in terms of currently available deposits, highly 

geographically concentrated in China. Even so, while Klinger [67] recognizes that this 

concentration of currently available deposits causes concerns about supply chains in emerging 

renewable energy industries, she also notes that current deposits do not equate to future 

availability (consider declining US oil production prior to the ‘shale revolution’), and that 

concerns about Chinese control over rare earth supplies have triggered a range of substitution 

and new extraction efforts in the US and elsewhere.  

 

The trajectory towards greater symmetry of a low-carbon economy based on renewables 

suggests an important modification to the lessons learned from the historical case of whale oil: 

While the asymmetry of access to whale oil (while geographically unbounded, the chase to 

capture this energy resource encouraged direct rivalry in a way that the harnessing of solar and 

wind does not) caused Britain to deviate somewhat from traditional balance of power politics 

vis-à-vis America, the increasing symmetry of access to renewable energy sources will likely 

shift international energy relations from a ‘realist’ preoccupation with balance of power to one 
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where more ‘liberal’ concerns about interdependence predominate (cf. [3]). Whatever the 

ultimate outcomes – and these are uncertain – there will be significant winners and losers [68]; 

[10], thus ensuring that we will not be arriving at any End of History in international energy 

relations. 

 

There is one last important parallel between whale oil and renewable energy. Just as Anglo-

American competition for whale oil demonstrated that it was not merely the resource itself that 

interested the contending parties, but ultimately the labor and expertise of the Nantucketer 

whalers, we find that it is not only the environmental benefits of renewables that are sought 

after today, but the associated technologies, expertise and socio-economic benefits associated 

with these rapidly evolving technologies. As Schmitz [69]: 1-2 notes regarding the pursuit of 

“climate-relevant” policies among rising powers of the Global South, these policies are not 

pursued merely, or even primarily, for the sake of climate change mitigation, but in the interest 

of “securing energy, building competitive green industries, creating jobs or providing a basis 

for future public revenue”. The mitigation of climate change is “a co-benefit rather than a 

driver” [69]: 2.  

 

Recent studies highlight a range of benefits associated with renewable sources of energy. 

Samaras and colleagues [70] demonstrate the leadership role of military agencies in 

progressing (and securitizing) research and development in renewables technologies. Liu and 

Goldstein [71]: 422 examine how China has negotiated entry barriers to renewable energy 

markets by prioritizing the acquisition of new technology and knowledge:  

 

“The development of the requisite technological capabilities involves more than 

acquisition of capital goods, including also specialized labor skills, engineering and 

technical know-how, and ready access to high quality and low cost components – many 

of which also require sophisticated capabilities to produce” (cf. [72]).  

 

China’s entry into renewables manufacturing and exports is negotiated primarily at the firm 

level. China has since set upon a rapid path to leadership in these technologies, becoming the 

leading global provider of solar and wind energy technologies and infrastructure [73]. China’s 

success in what will, eventually, become the 21st Century’s dominant energy resource markets 

is yet another manifestation of the historical trajectory of economic, technological and 

developmental ‘catch-up’ that has characterized East Asia throughout the post-WWII era (e.g., 

[74]). In addition, Lund [75] demonstrates how smaller and developing countries might also 

benefit by gaining access to technology and expertise, to foster domestic renewables industries 

that can lead to benefits like economic diversification. Thus, the energy transition is not only 

reconfiguring international relations as a consequence of the greater geographical symmetry in 

access to renewables (sunshine and wind), but also due to what Urban [76]: 320 describes, in 

the case of China’s ascent as a renewables power, as “an increase in indigenous innovation 

capabilities, resulting in South-South technology transfer and cooperation as well as elements 

of ‘reverse’ South-North technology cooperation.” 

 

A shift in the global balance of power is coming, even if we can only speak of that shift in 

terms of probabilities. Since the mid-20th century, international energy relations have consisted 

of consumers of fossil fuels making concessions to producer states. Consider the alliance 

between the US and Saudi Arabia which has endured since the Saudi monarchy granted 

Standard Oil exclusive prospecting rights in 1933 and has resulted in US economic, military 

and diplomatic support for its incongruous ally ever since. The relative power of such producer 

states, and those, like Russia, dependent on fossil fuel exports as the vehicle for ambitious 
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aspirations to project power globally, will wane. Wealthier states highly dependent on fossil 

fuels imports, e.g., Japan and South Korea, will benefit, along with emerging leaders in 

renewable technologies with rapidly growing domestic energy demand, like China. 

 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

In the roughly 200 years that have elapsed since the Americans first developed, lost, and then 

regained dominance in the Southern Whale Fishery, much has changed in our energy and 

security landscape. Nevertheless, this case study offers much for those who want to understand 

contemporary security politics and energy transitions. First, we suggest the logic of human 

security can hold prior to its first articulation in the 1990s, back to the turn of the 19th century. 

It is plausible that a state’s domestic energy needs (in our case – lit and governable cities, along 

with the well-oiled machinery of the early industrial age) can affect how a country calculates 

its security policies and could lead to policy decisions that would affect the balance of power.  

 

Second, when we recognize the human dimension to security, we are reminded that there is no 

necessary overlap between the security needs of individuals and of states. When security-

seeking individuals and communities, like the Nantucket Quakers, strive for freedom from fear 

and want, they can cross state boundaries, which can affect a state’s security. This becomes 

exacerbated when the security-seeking community has specialized skills connected to resource 

extraction. In these cases, these skilled laborers are both security-seeking subjects, and objects 

in the geopolitical competition for state security. As such human securitization can reorient 

energy scholars to new areas for conflict and contestation. And international relations scholars 

are reminded to pay close attention to the physicality of the materials that would provide human 

security – as these materials change, other dimensions of security will also shift. 

 

Thirdly, a human security approach can connect energy security to ‘energy justice.’ During 

this case, London’s victims of street crime were overwhelmingly from marginalized 

populations [77]: 37. Such crimes were rarely prosecuted [78]: 13. Furthermore, an increase in 

crime during 1776-1790 followed from a “tense period of insecurity” in which the working 

poor of London felt endangered [79]: §7.4.34. Yet this did not drive Britain to change its 

economic policy against its former colonies. Britain was willing to accept the insecurity of its 

working poor during the transition period from dependence on American whale oil to their own 

whaling success. The failure of the Adams hypothesis, therefore, offers potentially fruitful 

areas for research that would complement the burgeoning ‘energy justice’ literature, which 

evaluates whether the benefits and costs of energy services are fairly distributed [80]: 436. 

Specifically, a human security approach could answer Healy and Barry’s [81]: 451 call for a 

more complete understanding “of justice implications across entire energy life cycles.” A 

human security approach to just transitions could illuminate the relationship between poverty, 

light, and crime, and could remind us that, when assessing a transition, the externalities that 

affect marginal populations can be invisible when considering security and safety at the state 

level. 

 

Finally, we are reminded that the only constant, when it comes to energy security, is change. 

As technologies of capture develop, we can expect transitions between energy sources. When 

these sources have different physical properties, it follows that methods of capture and 

extraction can change, which can affect great power relationships. The transition from a mobile 

energy source (whale oil) to geographically-fixed resources (coal, then oil and natural gas) 

nestled global political influence in the sovereign territorial state that controlled territory where 
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deposits were located – thereby transforming the commercial resource competition for 

Nantucket whalemen into the geography of realpolitik. A reversal toward geographically 

unbounded resources may lessen the possibility of territorial contestation but does not free 

states from competition and conflict. 
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