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Introduction: Aftershocks of Extraction

Peter van Dam and Marin Kuijt

Reports on the current situation in the Dutch province of Groningen are full of
images of cracked walls, houses that have been braced to prevent them from
collapsing, and old buildings being demolished and replaced by new ones. The
cracks caused by the extraction-induced earthquakes have come to symbol-
ize the aftershocks of the gas industry. A 2024 documentary series directed by
Maarten Blokzijl, De aarde beeft (“the earth shakes”), extends the image of the
cracks beyond the physical realm, stating that gas extraction has caused “cracks
in the society” of Groningen. The benefits of gas extraction and the compensa-
tion paid for the resulting damages have both been unequally divided. People
in the area have lived in existential insecurity and suffered from apparently
arbitrary decisions about their future being taken by governing institutions. In
particularly harrowing instances, the houses of people living on one side of the
street were merely braced, whilst their neighbors across the street were offered
new housing. Gas extraction thus resulted in tensions within local communi-
ties, prolonged legal battles against faceless institutions, distrust, depression,
frustration, and anger.

This image of a cracked society stands in stark contrast to the nostalgia for
a supposedly clean and prosperous past enabled by the extraction of gas and
other fossil fuels. This contrast has been inscribed in the landscape of Gronin-
gen by two competing monuments lined up along a highway running through
the province. The “Gas Molecule” (Figure o.1) is a work by sculptor Marc
Ruygrok that was gifted to the municipality of Slochteren in 2009 by the fossil
fuel companies involved in the extraction to commemorate the discovery of the
gas field fifty years earlier. This monument presents a vision of shining, clean,
and ordered prosperity. Just a couple of kilometers further along the road, “The
Other Monument” from 2019 by artist Karel Buskes confronts passers-by with
the legacy of this past: a cracked wall commemorating the suffering caused by
gas extraction in Groningen and the resistance this inspired (Figure o0.2).

We are not used to witnessing the ruinous effects of fossil fuel extraction
in relatively affluent regions like the province of Groningen. Yet it is crucial to
learn to see the link between such extraction and climate change in order to
come to terms with the history and prospects of a world ravaged by it (Brown;
Tsing). This volume attempts to bridge the disconnect between local histories
of extraction and devastation in Groningen and a transnational history of cli-
mate change. How can such a broader perspective inform discussions of the
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FIGURE 0.1 The Gas Molecule by Marc Ruygrok (2009)
WIKIMEDIA COMMONS — GERARDUS

past and future of Groningen, and how can the local histories in turn inform
our thinking about the current global condition that has been labeled “the
Anthropocene” because of the unparalleled impact of humans on the condi-
tion of the planet?

The Anthropocene designates an era in which humans are affecting the global
climate on an unprecedented scale, challenging our understanding of the rela-
tions between humans and nature and our conceptualizations of human and
planetary history (Chakrabarty 10-15). The label “Anthropocene” conjoins human
and planetary histories in an attempt to address the climate crisis. The focus on
an abstracted human species and its impact has rightfully been met with reser-
vations. It affirms a view of history in which humans are the decisive actors at
a time when the limits of human agency appear all too clear and a recognition
of non-human agency is called for (LeCain; Haraway). By itself, the concept also
lacks the historical precision to analyze the trajectories which have led up to this
moment and to differentiate who bears responsibility for what (Bonneuil and
Fressoz). Thus cautioned, signaling the start of a new era characterized by the
impact of human actions on the living conditions on Earth is apt at a time when
we find ourselves in the middle of an environmental crisis on a planetary scale.
“Life on planet Earth is under siege,” as a group of natural scientists has phrased
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FIGURE 0.2 The Other Monument by Karel Buskes (2019)
WIKIMEDIA COMMONS — GKLINKENBERG
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it (Ripple et al.: 841). This siege of planet Earth takes the form of an ever-esca-
lating extraction of natural resources and rising energy consumption. The most
striking and frightening result of this process is the volume of carbon dioxide
released into the atmosphere by the burning of gigantic amounts of fossil fuels.
Our energy consumption also continues to increase. Despite hopeful discussions
of an “energy transition,” the history of energy is one of “additions” rather than of
transitions (Fressoz). Gas was one of the key additions to the global energy mix.
From the second half of the twentieth century, its consumption added extra fuel
to the fire of the climate crisis (Figure 0.3).

1 3 Our World
Global primary energy consumption by source
Primary energy” is based on the substitution method? and measured in terawatt-hours®.
Other
renewables
160,000 TWh |~ Modern biofuels
Solar
Wind
Hydropower
140,000 TWh Niliclear
Natural gas
120,000 TWh
100,000 TWh
80,000 TWh oil
60,000 TWh
40,000 TWh
Coal
20,000 TWh
__ Traditional
0TWh biomass
1800 1850 1900 1950 2000 2022
Data source: Energy Institute - Statistical Review of World Energy (2023); Smil (2017) OurWorldInData.org/energy | CC BY

Note: In the absence of more recent data, traditional biomass is assumed constant since 2015.

1. Primary energy: Primary energy is the energy available as resources - such as the fuels burnt in power plants - before it has been transformed.
This relates to the coal before it has been burned, the uranium, or the barrels of oil. Primary energy includes energy that the end user needs, in the
form of electricity, transport and heating, plus inefficiencies and energy that is lost when raw resources are transformed into a usable form. You can
read more on the different ways of measuring energy in our article.

2. Substitution method: The ‘substitution method’ is used by researchers to correct primary energy consumption for efficiency losses experienced

by fossil fuels. It tries to adjust non-fossil energy sources to the inputs that would be needed if it was generated from fossil fuels. It assumes that
wind and solar electricity is as inefficient as coal or gas. To do this, energy generation from non-fossil sources are divided by a standard ‘thermal
efficiency factor’ - typically around 0.4 Nuclear power is also adjusted despite it also experiencing thermal losses in a power plant. Since it's

reported in terms of electricity output, we need to do this adjustment to calculate its equivalent input value. You can read more about this adjustment
in our article.

3. Watt-hour: A watt-hour is the energy delivered by one watt of power for one hour. Since one watt is equivalent to one Joule per second, a
watt-hour is equivalent to 3600 Joules of energy. Metric prefixes are used for multiples of the unit, usually: - kilowatt-hours (kWh), or a thousand
watt-hours. - Megawatt-hours (MWh), or a million watt-hours. - Gigawatt-hours (GWh), or a billion watt-hours. - Terawatt-hours (TWh), or a trillion
watt-hours.

FIGURE 0.3 Gas as a key part of the global energy mix
OUR WORLD IN DATA
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In this climate crisis, our questions about the present also alter our view
of the past (Maf}). Confronted with an escalating greenhouse effect, the
appraisal of fossil fuels is rapidly shifting. Until recently, labels like “black
gold” for oil and “earth’s treasure” for gas reserves were common. Their dis-
covery was narrated as a fortunate one, rewarding enterprising explorers
with great personal wealth and providing a material base for the prosperity
of countries across the world. During the 1970s and early 1980s, however, the
scientific community established the negative impact of the use of fossil fuels
on the earth’s climate (Weart). By the end of the 1980s, international nego-
tiations over limiting carbon emissions were underway (Morgan). Estab-
lishing a political framework to address this global problem was a daunting
task to begin with. Adding insult to injury, initiatives to rein in the use of
fossil fuels and curb the greenhouse effect have been counteracted by fossil
fuel companies and other beneficiaries of the established energy economy
employing a range of tactics from inducing doubt about scientific findings to
shifting responsibility for climate change away from fossil fuel extraction and
distribution (Stoddard et al.).

The mounting visibility of the disastrous effects of climate change across
the world and the persistent attempts by activists to hold governments and
companies accountable have produced a notable shift in perception. The
emergence of the new perspective on fossil fuels has, however, been by no
means straightforward or decisive. It has depended on unexpected twists
and turns, such as the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, which led Euro-
pean countries to reconsider their dependency on natural gas imported from
Russia and to accelerate their transition to other gas suppliers and differ-
ent sources of energy. Global and more local developments have combined
to induce a reappraisal of the history and future of energy in many places
across the world. Because the circumstances, dependencies, and available
alternatives vary immensely across the world, the reappraisal has developed
unevenly.

This volume presents the history of gas extraction in Groningen to an
international audience, discussing the region’s current state and the lega-
cies extraction will leave behind. In this introduction, we outline the history
of Groningen gas extraction and its relevance to positioning ourselves in
the Anthropocene. We go on to discuss how the regional story of Groningen
speaks more particularly to the histories of the international energy econ-
omy and the end of European empires in the twentieth century. We then
explore its relevance for reconfiguring our relations to the past and the
future. The introduction ends with a roadmap for the contributions in this
volume.



6 VAN DAM AND KUIJT
1 A Global Condition, a Local Affair

The climate crisis is often heralded as a global condition, but this does not
render it an abstract, distant, or faceless event — on the contrary. Although the
whole world is affected, different places are implicated in very different ways.
This volume revolves around the legacy of gas extraction in the Dutch prov-
ince of Groningen. Here, the impact of fossil fuel extraction has become all
too visible in the everyday lives of those stuck in houses that have become
unsafe because of soil subsidence and earthquakes caused by gas extraction,
or “gasquakes,” and in a landscape that was reconfigured to serve the purposes
of fossil-fuel extraction (and, more recently, the transition to wind energy; see
the chapter by Jesse van Amelsvoort) (Kester 12).

The effects of gas extraction in the north of the affluent Netherlands should
have been easy to mitigate and address in comparison to regions in the Global
South facing heatwaves, prolonged droughts, mudslides, and flooding. Yet the
effects were disastrous, with earthquakes wreaking havoc on homes and nei-
ther the Dutch state nor the companies involved adequately redressing the
damage. Observing the disruption caused by the aftershocks of extraction in a
place that should be well-equipped to deal with them is as important as attend-
ing to more vulnerable regions. It highlights the pervasive but dispersed effects
of fossil fuel extraction, the unwillingness of the state and companies to face
these consequences, and the extent to which the resources that procure the
energy we consume have become part of our visions of history and the future.

The history of gas extraction in the Netherlands provides an important lens
to understand our Anthropocene moment. What price are our societies and
the planet paying for the use of fossil fuels? How has gas extraction impacted
lives and environments at the sites of extraction? And how has it changed
the lives of those who used the gas or benefited from the revenues? When
the Netherlands, in the 1960s, became one of the countries to exploit its gas
reserves on an enormous scale, the extraction and use of gas were considered
the pinnacle of progress (see the chapter by Jeroen van Zanten). The history
of gas in Groningen shows how this supposed progress structurally depended
on extraction, exploitation, and the marginalization, bordering on destitution,
of the local population. Yet gas continues to be presented as a clean fuel for
the energy transition by energy companies (Smil; Gustafson; Milieudefensie).
Even as the transition away from fossil fuels is gradually taking shape, fossil
fuel companies are claiming an exceptional status for natural gas as a “transi-
tion fuel” because gas extraction and use are less environmentally damaging
and carbon-intensive in comparison to the extraction and use of oil and coal.
Gas thus presents both the “cleanest” version of the history of fossil fuels and
the last hold-out of fossil fuel exploitation.
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Considering the history, present, and prospects of gas extraction, the stakes
are thus particularly high. As the reconsideration of gas extraction amply
demonstrates, the transition away from fossil fuels entails much more than
a technological transition. It necessitates a revision of how we narrate the
history of statehood, industrialization, and postwar Western prosperity and
politics (see the chapter by Peter van Dam and Jouke Turpijn). It also comes
up against the way we situate ourselves in a present that continues to affirm
the toxic legacy of fossil fuel-driven politics, economies, and lifestyles. And, as
we revise our relation to this inheritance, we are forced to reframe our future.
Seeing our histories of progress become questionable, what should we aspire
to in the future? This question comes to a head in places where the destruc-
tive inheritance of fossil fuel extraction is most acutely felt, such as the Dutch
province of Groningen, where the lives of the inhabitants, their houses, and
the landscape have borne the brunt of this history (see the chapter by Hanneke
Ronnes and Wouter van Elburg).

The Dutch Petroleum Company (Nederlandse Aardolie Maatschappij, NAM)
started extracting oil in the late 1940s in a remote corner of Drenthe, an eastern
Dutch province. NAM was a joint venture of Royal Dutch Shell and Exxon Mobil
(known in the twentieth century first as Standard Oil of New Jersey and then as
Esso), both holding 50% of the company’s shares. In practice, NAM operated
as a part of Shell, while Esso provided capital, equipment, and expertise when
needed. NAM surveyed the Dutch soil and found other fossil-fuel deposits;
oil in the Rotterdam/The Hague area and small gas fields in the North of the
Netherlands. All these fields paled compared to NAM’s discovery of the Gron-
ingen gas field in 1959. At that moment, it was the second-largest gas field in
the world and the largest in Europe. After negotiations between NAM and the
state about the degree of state involvement in extraction, the gas field entered
production in 1963. The field was so large that it could satisfy both the Dutch
domestic energy market and those of neighboring European countries. Soon,
gas exports started to Germany, Belgium, and beyond. Thus, the discovery of
gas in the Netherlands contributed significantly to the gasification of Europe
and made the Netherlands a dominant supplier of natural gas in Europe until
the late 1990s (Figure 0.4).

This gas — increasingly supplemented by gas extracted from sites in the
North Sea since the 1970s — drove the development of the Netherlands, as
an energy-intensive economy and corresponding lifestyles developed. By the
early 1970s, the Netherlands had become “one of the most energy intensive
economies in the world, with a much higher ratio between GDP and energy
consumption than the rest of Europe” (Van Zanden 167). The extraction has
long been heralded as an all-around success: the national government earned
419 billion euros since exploitation commenced, underpinning the expansion
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Gas production
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FIGURE 0.4 Gas production in Western Europe and in Europe’s essential supplier Algeria
OUR WORLD IN DATA

of the Dutch welfare state (CBs 2019). The oil companies contributed their
expertise in exchange for a guaranteed role in the entire gas supply chain,
privileged access to government officials, and enormous profits. Citizens and
businesses benefited from the expansion of the welfare state, obtained their
energy at relatively low prices, and saw their everyday comfort improve by the
introduction of features like central heating and gas stoves. The detrimental
effects of gas exploitation on local environments were hardly discussed. The
local inequalities resulting from decisions about which communities would
benefit from gas extraction were neglected too. As extraction proceeded, sub-
sidence and gasquakes of increasing magnitude caused damage to houses and
other buildings as well as landscapes, leading to unsafe housing conditions and
psychological distress among the inhabitants of the affected areas (Porada et
al,; Stroebe et al.).

2 Interrogating History

As the damage caused by gas extraction has escalated, the societal apprecia-
tion of gas and its history has started to shift. The old narratives about gas are
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slowly falling apart. A recent Dutch parliamentary inquiry into the effects of the
Groningen gas extraction (2022—2023) catalyzed this reappraisal of the history
of gas extraction in the Netherlands (see the chapter by Dirk Jan Wolffram).
The parliamentary inquiry was started after many years of the dire situation
in which people in Groningen found themselves being mishandled by the gov-
ernment and the companies involved. The seven inquiry committee members
were tasked with analyzing the decision-making process around gas extraction,
claims settlement, and the reinforcement of houses that had become unsafe.
They were also asked to assess how the interests of the local population had
been considered as gas extraction proceeded (Groningers boven gas —vol. 1).

The parliamentary committee presented its findings in February 2023. Its
extensive report was programmatically titled Groningers boven gas, officially
translated as “Groningers before gas,” stressing that, according to the committee,
people should take priority over extraction. The title also translates as “Gron-
ingers above gas,” stressing that Groningers literally live above the gas field.
The report documented the history of gas extraction in Groningen in detail,
highlighting how the problems caused by extraction were long made light of
by the officials and companies involved. In particular, the report criticized the
untransparent relationship between the government and the oil companies,
which resulted in an affirmation of their shared economic interests over objec-
tions about the detrimental effects of gas extraction (Groningers boven gas —
vol. 5). Moreover, the committee of inquiry concluded that the government
failed to adequately protect citizens from harm (Groningers boven gas —vol. 1).

The parliamentary inquiry report was an important milestone in the
reconsideration of the history of gas extraction. It centered on the injustices
inflicted upon the inhabitants of Groningen, held functionaries to account,
and explicated the problematic ties between fossil fuel companies and the
Dutch national government. The parliamentary investigation was remarkable
not only for its conclusions but also for fostering an only partially revised his-
torical narrative about Groningen’s gas industry. Its acknowledgement of the
human suffering that occurred in areas affected by extraction-induced earth-
quakes was combined with a nostalgia for a fossil-fuel driven, prosperous past.
During the hearings of the parliamentary inquiry, its committed and concil-
iatory chairman Tom van der Lee opened every session by stating that “sixty
years of gas extraction have generated many benefits for the Netherlands but
had downsides particularly for those affected.”

Groningers boven gas thus constructs a contradictory new historical nar-
rative. On the one hand, it foregrounds the detrimental social effects of gas
extraction and the accompanying problematic structures of governance.
On the other hand, it continues to present fossil fuel extraction as a benefi-
ciary practice by continuously referring to the “benefits” gas brought to the
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Netherlands. The emphasis on the inhabitants of the Groningen province is
important and justified in light of the injustices committed and the dire need
to address these. Yet the committee’s report amounts to an incomplete revision
of the history of gas in the Netherlands. If fossil fuel extraction led to major
damage, nostalgia for the fossil past is misguided.

Gas extraction in Groningen was as much a local tragedy as an episode in
a global one. By connecting the past, present, and future prospects of fossil
fuel extraction and adopting local, national, and transnational perspectives,
this volume attempts to carry on the work of revising the history of gas. The
chapters seek to understand gas extraction in the Netherlands in the context of
the Anthropocene. They present Groningen as a lens to better understand how
people have come to cause climate change and why they have continued the
same practices despite warnings about the dangerous consequences, as well as
to expose climate change’s highly unequal impact both globally and locally. To
do so, the contributions connect different disciplines and localize our under-
standing of how the climate crisis has evolved and affected people in different
situations (Kuchenbuch 742-744).

To consider it as a transnational phenomenon, it is essential to position
gas extraction in Groningen within the framework of an international energy
economy. Despite the important role the exploitation of natural gas in the
Netherlands played in Dutch society and the European energy economy, it is
largely absent from international historiography. International audiences most
readily associate Dutch gas with the “Dutch Disease.” Economists coined this
concept to explain the decline of Dutch industry in the 1970s and 1980s as a
result of the rise of gas extraction in the Netherlands. The economic model of
the Dutch Disease stipulates that demand for gas drove up the Dutch currency’s
real exchange rate and that this led to a decline in industry. This analysis was
challenged as early as 1984 (Corden 395) and more recent research by econo-
mists proves that the Netherlands did not suffer from the disease named after
itself (Kojo; Niille and Davis). More broadly, the Dutch Disease is understood
as a relation between gas revenue and excessive government spending. Rather
than as causing deindustrialization, many see the Dutch Disease as a condition
in which the state used gas revenue to raise welfare spending to unsustain-
able levels (Corden 395). Yet, as one observer remarked, this “was essentially
an ideological discussion, in which the actual source of the revenues was never
in focus” (Correljé 190). The Dutch Disease, then, was not actually an illness
related to gas extraction; rather, it was a way to conduct a broader debate on
the desired volume of public expenditure.

Groningen has a marginal presence in the historiography of the post-
war European energy economy, specifically in histories of gas (Hogselius;
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Gustafson; Gross). The authors of such histories have recognized the impor-
tance of the discovery and exploitation of gas in the Netherlands in driving
the adoption of natural gas as an important energy source in Europe without
exploring it at length. As Gustafson puts it, “Dutch gas basically created today’s
continental European gas industry” (20). This foundation was made up of gas
infrastructure, gas exports, and a “conceptual framework” consisting of a reg-
ulatory regime, contracts, and a method to price gas (Gustafson 20). From the
1990s onwards, Groningen became a key node in the global gas system. The
Dutch state, together with the involved companies, envisioned a future for
their gas infrastructure beyond extraction as a “gas roundabout” for Europe
(Schenk and Timmer). Together, they started importing liquefied natural gas
(LNG) from all over the world and gas from Norway and Russia for the Euro-
pean market, for instance by co-financing the Nordstream 1 pipelines. Despite
this centrality to Europe’s energy system and the history of gas, international
literature has not explored the case of Groningen beyond a few remarks. This
volume sets out to fill this lacuna by providing a detailed exploration of Gron-
ingen’s history, present, and possible futures.

3 Energy and Empire

The history of gas in Europe is a story of pipelines running between the Soviet
Union and Germany and between Norway and the Netherlands. It is partly a
story of the connections between different European countries, and it is often
told as such (Hogselius). But comprehensively considering gas extraction in
Groningen also prompts a reconsideration of the history of decolonization
and its connections to gas. Decolonization was an important reason why gas
from the Netherlands was valued as highly as it was in the European Eco-
nomic Community in the 1960s (see the chapters by Ruud van Dijk and Marin
Kuijt). Gas provided an opportunity to become less dependent on oil imports
from recently decolonized countries in Africa and Asia. These countries had
achieved political sovereignty, but now sought to decolonize their economies
as well, thus reducing the influence of Western oil companies (Dietrich). In
1960, OPEC united the oil producing countries Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia,
and Venezuela, soon to be joined by Qatar, Indonesia, Libya, the United Arab
Emirates, Algeria, Nigeria, Ecuador, and Gabon. The organization gradually
increased the power of these states to dictate the global flow of oil (Garavini).
As European states lost control over the energy flows, the discovery of gas in
Groningen provided a welcome, stable source of energy to power European
economies.
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Paradoxically, in the Netherlands, the context of the global decolonization
of the oil industry is almost entirely forgotten, even though gas extraction is
framed as a project of internal colonization (see the chapter by Wim de Jong,
Maurice Paulissen, and Susan Hogervorst). According to many inhabitants
of Groningen, the affluent Western part of the Netherlands colonized Gron-
ingen to extract gas, syphoned off the profits, and left the province in ruins.
Recent Dutch publications about Groningen refer to the area as a “gas colony”
(Brandsma et al.) or a wingewest, an area occupied for extractive purposes (De
aarde beeft — 2 2024). These references to Groningen’s internal colonial status
have, however, done little to clarify Groningen’s connections to the history
of the Dutch empire and the imperialism of Western oil companies. As this
volume shows, while there are connections between colonial history and gas
extraction in Groningen, this does not imply that the experiences of the Gron-
ingers can be equated with the fates of people who lived through Dutch colo-
nization in the “overseas” colonies (see the chapter by Marin Kuijt).

” o«

The words “colony,” “colonial,” and “colonization” are used in Dutch to refer
to, on the one hand, projects in the East and West Indies and, on the other,
projects in areas on the European continent ranging from the extraction of
peat and gas in Groningen to the creation of large polder areas around the
former Zuiderzee (Van der Grift). The shared use of these terms expresses a
connection between these projects. This pertains to the way they were under-
stood conceptually. The connection extends to the work of experts who had
experience in both contexts (Van Diepen). Yet this connection does not imply
that both situations were essentially the same. Just like the experts involved in
projects of colonization negotiated the similarities and differences between
the East and West Indies and areas in the continental Netherlands, we need to
carefully discern between these situations in which people are oppressed and
nature is being exploited in similar but different ways (Valladares Pasquel).
Describing Groningen as a colony only becomes plausible when the term is
disconnected from what we commonly understand as “colonial history.” Prac-
tices of oil and gas extraction in the Dutch colonies and beyond were much
more gruesome than the fate that befell Groningen.

Recent scholarship around notions like fossil capitalism, slow violence,
and sacrifice zones has focused on the social and environmental impact of
extraction and the resistance to the power relations involved (Malm; Liboiron;
see the chapter by Esther Peeren). This strand of research offers an opportu-
nity to reconsider how gas extraction in a site like Groningen is at once part of
a global history of empire and energy, whilst also taking up a position distinct
from sites traditionally classified as “colonial” in the West. Even as experts,
technology, and even governing structures were transposed from one site to
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the next, a constant process of negotiation and adaptation took place with
regard to which practices were considered suitable where. Gas extraction in
Groningen, then, is inextricably linked to a history of colonial extraction but
does not coincide with it.

4 Reconfiguring Future Histories

The disruptive effects of fossil fuel extraction have become impossible to
ignore. Considering the particularities and more general implications of
the Groningen case provides crucial insights for our present perspective on
the past and future of energy. In Groningen, gas extraction has resulted in a
multi-layered crisis, the depths and widths of which the parliamentary inquiry
and the contributions to this volume attempt to measure. The inquiry has
above all pointed out the deadlock into which people living in Groningen
have been maneuvered by the failings of public governance and private-public
partnerships. The contributions expand on these findings and extend them to
include the pressures of the international energy economy and the devastating
environmental effects of gas extraction.

Aggregating these perspectives on the Groningen crisis, what transpires is
a better understanding of the challenge to historical thought we are facing.
The narrative of progress based on economic and technological development
has not just lost steam. The inequalities this development has caused and the
damage it has inflicted have of course long been evident. In the midst of
the climate crisis, the negative consequences of economic and technological
expansion no longer figure as a dark side to a history of progress. Rather, they
urge us to fundamentally reconsider how we weave past, present, and future
into narratives (Bonneuil and Fressoz). Historical accounts grappling with
the Anthropocene condition have explored a nostalgic, a fragmented, and
a grounded response. The nostalgic approach inverts histories of progress
by turning their indicators into signs of decline. The fragmented approach
breaks history up into individual trajectories around specific subjects,
suggesting the incommensurability of developments in different societal
domains, times, and places. The grounded approach, finally, attempts to tie
down divergent developments by departing from a singular place, person, or
object. Tracing the connections and the disconnections that have shaped the
history of extraction in Groningen, the contributions to this volume under-
line the potential of such a grounded approach for understanding how fossil
fuel extraction is at once a local and a transnational phenomenon and how
it exacerbates inequalities.
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Taking our cue from Groningen’s local histories, it becomes possible to
ask which perspectives we can interweave and which coalitions can be
forged to come to terms with the climate crisis. What pasts are we bring-
ing into the future? This volume highlights how our conventional narratives
of progress are implicated in fossil fuel-driven destruction. Such a critical
reflection compels us to reconnect the past and the future in new ways,
avoiding narratives that are blind to the damage inflicted upon human and
non-human others and ourselves. The ongoing struggles of the inhabitants
of Groningen with the legacy of gas extraction make clear that this reconfig-
uration is also a material question. Groningers must now decide what parts
of their damaged environment can be preserved for the future and how to
accomplish this. What do they want to hold on to in order to maintain rela-
tions to a past impaired by gas extraction? Can their houses be made safe,
or should they rather build new ones? Acknowledging these struggles, we
are reminded that, in the Anthropocene, we all have to answer such ques-
tions as the impact of human-induced climate change causes challenges
everywhere. The history of Groningen emphasizes how environments are
affected by extractive practices in different ways and stresses the unequal
means different humans as well as non-humans have at their disposal to
address their impact.

5 Retrospects, Here and Now, and Prospects

This is not a traditional academic volume. It attempts to elucidate how gas
extraction has affected people and the environment in vastly diverging ways
and is looked at differently from disparate perspectives. The chapters develop
conventional scholarly accounts of gas extraction alongside personal ones.
By design, they reflect the messiness of Groningen’s history and the manifold
ways it informs our present and future.

Divided into three parts, the book opens with reflections on the history of
gas extraction: “retrospects.” These reflections aim to broaden the historical
horizon within which Groningen is considered and discussed. The different
chapters situate Groningen in interaction with other Dutch provinces, the
history of the Dutch empire, decolonization, and the international economy.
Together, the chapters underline that the traditional, nostalgic narrative about
gas extraction is no longer tenable — that gas extraction was always already
implicated in forms of exploitation. These retrospects not only provide new
insights for historians but also have the broader aim of showing that how we
are able to envision the future of Groningen is tied to our understanding of
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the region’s past. Opening up the past is what allows for different futures to be
imagined.

The first chapter by Jeroen van Zanten tells the story of the region from the
perspective of his own childhood memories. Bringing these memories into
conversation with the history of regional (de)industrialization, Van Zanten
shows how Groningen at first believed in the link between progress and gas
but later slowly became alienated from the promises of “modernity.” His per-
sonal reflections are followed by Marin Kuijt's exploration of the connections
between gas in the Netherlands and oil extraction in the Dutch empire. Kuijt
argues that the specific mixed political economy of gas has a colonial geneal-
ogy. To understand the world of gas in the North of the Netherlands, the legacy
of oilfields in colonial Sumatra and Java must be understood. Wim de Jong,
Maurice Paulissen, and Susan Hogervorst then show how populations of work-
ers moved between different extractive projects (peat, coal, gas) within the
Netherlands. This chapter follows up another relation to the colonial, which
is regularly invoked in relation to modernization projects within the Nether-
lands. The authors present a connected history of extraction from below and
consider the impact of extraction on regional identity and pride.

The next chapters recontextualize the history of gas in Groningen. Ruud van
Dijk continues this volume’s attempt to broaden the historical context within
which Groningen is understood by discussing the Cold War. This superpower
rivalry partly revolved around energy sources and Groningen played a part in
that story. Peter van Dam and Jouke Turpijn conclude this part of the book with
an examination of the historiography of gas in the Netherlands. They point
out the gradual shift from histories of progress to accounts that acknowledge
the detrimental effects of gas extraction. Highlighting the interconnections
between public, political, and scholarly analysis, they argue for a new history
of gas in the Netherlands that regards climate change and environmental his-
tory as essential tenets.

The second part of the volume, “Here and Now,” addresses Groningen’s cur-
rent situation. How can we better understand the present trajectory of the
region and do justice to the damaged lives and landscapes? The chapters in
this part engage with these issues by bringing concepts such as “sacrifice zone,”
“slow violence,” and “reconciliation” to bear on Groningen, but also by recount-
ing the stories of local activists.

Ineke Noordhoff tells the story of how people in Groningen attempted to
address the consequences of gas extraction. She highlights the crucial role
local activists such as the Groninger Soil Movement (Groninger Bodem Beweg-
ing) played, recounting how these activists eventually succeeded in breaking
the deadlock and contributing to the end of gas extraction. She also discusses
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the frustrations and tragedies activists experienced and explains the current
challenges and problems faced by the movement as it has become clear that
all is not well now that extraction has stopped. Dirk Jan Wolffram’s chapter
complements Noordhoff’s by exploring the official political reaction to the
damage done by extraction. It positions this reaction in the broader context
of parliamentary inquiries in the Netherlands. This historical perspective
enables Wolffram to trace the opaque nature of public-private alliances in the
Netherlands. The chapter by Agustin de Julio Pardo, Nienke Busscher, and Tom
Postmes also examines the parliamentary inquiry into gas extraction. Focusing
on the similarities between the inquiry and truth and reconciliation commit-
tees, the authors make clear that although the inquiry had a lot of potential, it
also faced many difficulties. Continuing the exploration of the here and now,
Esther Peeren examines the depiction of gas extraction in a documentary and
a novel. She argues that gas extraction is characterized by “slow violence” and
that Groningen in effect became a “sacrifice zone.” Examining the factual and
fictional representations of gas extraction against this background underlines
how these forms of violence are justified and perpetuated, whilst also finding
critical voices and counter narratives.

The last part of the book presents “Prospects,” directing attention to the
future of the region and gas. Its chapters revolve around the question of how
we will remember this history. How does the past affect the future? What place
will damaged homes and affected people have in our narratives? What coa-
litions are possible, how do we prevent solutions from falling into the same
pitfalls (striving for “progress” without regard for the costs), and how do we
avoid Groningen being seen as an isolated issue instead of as part of a broader
history of fossil extraction?

The first chapter by Harriét Bergman recounts her involvement in climate
activism in Groningen and shows how local activism can be connected to
broader concerns about the climate through the notion of “climate justice.”
The chapter grapples with the notion of “radical climate justice,” obstacles to
collaboration between local and national movements, and ways of overcom-
ing them. Bergman underscores the importance of alliances between different
groups of activists for a just transition. The next two chapters examine rela-
tions between gas extraction and heritage. Gertjan Plets and Christiaan Vonk
show how gas extraction is monumentalized in and around Groningen. Han-
neke Ronnes and Wouter van Elburg consider the impact of earthquakes on
monumental buildings in the province. They point out that reconstruction
efforts might lead to the destruction of many of these building, leaving behind
a built environment without historical monuments. The final chapter is an
essay by Jesse van Amelsvoort that recounts the childhood memories of the
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region invoked by a recent visit. It shows how the impact of extractive prac-
tices produced a feeling of abandonment in the region. The construction of
windmills threatens to perpetuate the same pattern, contributing to the rise of
populist politics in Groningen.

We end this volume with an afterword in which we return to the question
how gas extraction in Groningen can shed new light on how we understand
the Anthropocene — and vice versa. Interweaving these perspectives program-
matically connects environmental and social history, questions a shorthand
North-South-binary, and highlights the importance of following up on the way
sites of extraction are situated in a web of relations of power. This volume,
however, cannot end on a proper conclusion as gas extraction will not be a
thing of the past for the foreseeable future. Even as its effects are keeping the
planet under siege, natural gas continues to be regarded as a key “transition
fuel” Fossil fuel extraction and its consequences will continue to haunt the
environments we live in and challenge our prospects. The afterword therefore
concludes by situating gas extraction in a politics of the future.
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