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Afterword: after the Inquiry — the Politics of
the Future

Peter van Dam and Marin Kuijt

In 2009, the International Commission on Stratigraphy (1cs) installed a work-
ing group to explore whether the Anthropocene should officially be recognized
as a geological epoch. The term was proposed to denote an era in which the
impact of humanity on the planet equaled that of “geological” forces, profoundly
impacting the Earth’s climate system (Steffen et al.). As the so-called Anthropo-
cene Working Group investigated sites throughout the world to explore whether
this new epoch should be inserted after the Holocene in the International
Chronostratigraphic Chart, the soil above the Groningen gas field continued to
subside. New gasquakes caused infrastructural damage, anxiety, and increasing
frustration over a lack of recognition by policymakers, fossil fuel companies, and
the general public. In 2024, the 1¢s officially rejected the Anthropocene as a new
epoch. The commission of international experts tasked with standardizing geo-
logical timescales stated that human impact on the planet has a much longer
history and that a geological epoch of only about 70 years is incommensurate
with the timescales employed for similar epochs (Carrington). In the same year,
the extraction of gas from the Groningen gas field was officially halted.

At first glance, the termination of gas extraction in Groningen and the inter-
national experts’ discussions over the Anthropocene have little in common. Yet
this volume connects them. Just like the 1¢cs’ geologists determine epochs in
the history of the earth on the basis of local indications, the local history of gas
extraction can help us understand the trajectory of the epoch of unprecedented
human impact on the planet. Interweaving the two can reveal the blind spots in
local and generalized accounts of history. In this afterword, we first discuss some
of the blind spots this volume brings to the fore by connecting global and local
perspectives. Returning to the premise that our present demands a reconfigura-
tion of how we relate the past to the future, we conclude by exploring how this
reconfiguration informs our understanding of the politics of the future.

1 Localizing the Anthropocene
Localizing the history of fossil fuel extraction in a part of the world regarded

as prosperous and as a “beneficiary” of global inequality highlights how
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inequalities are haunting such areas too. This volume thus questions the appli-
cability of a shorthand North-South-dichotomy for how the Anthropocene
unfolds. Presenting the history of gas extraction in Groningen alongside the
more general history of humanity’s impact on the planet explicates how trends
in energy use and carbon dioxide output result from practices of extraction
that are discontinuous, embedded, and impact the environment beyond gen-
eralized indicators. That the Netherlands was a major site and beneficiary of
gas extraction must also inform our evaluation of the costs of building a pros-
perous society. An imaginary interlocking gas extraction and progress contin-
ued to dominate evaluations of gas extraction even as its drawbacks gradually
became visible. A focus on the damage done by fossil fuel extraction locally
and on a planetary scale provides crucial cues to reimagine what a good society
could look like beyond these practices of extraction.

Until now, the political and public debate about the history and conse-
quences of gas extraction in Groningen have understandably focused on the
local social consequences of gas extraction and the mishandling of its conse-
quences. The contributions to this volume exhibit a similar tendency. Under-
standing these histories as part of the history of the Anthropocene offers an
opportunity to connect social and environmental perspectives, as the history
of the planet draws the latter into view. Gas extraction played an essential role
in a range of practices that have caused human-induced climate change. Its
history highlights how states and fossil fuel companies created the infrastruc-
tures for fossil fuel extraction and distribution and how they subsequently
collaborated to push for more energy consumption. Such a history also illu-
minates how, as a result, the everyday lives of people in prosperous countries
became inextricably connected to the use of these fuels. These entanglements
abetted the push to continue to extract fossil fuels despite its known detrimen-
tal consequences.

As clear as the planetary impact of gas extraction is, more intricate envi-
ronmental histories of the local effects have only recently been introduced
(Noordhoff; Porada). Such local perspectives can further our understanding of
how the climate crisis touches every place in a distinct way. They can also shed
light on the coalitions which have been realized to challenge the trajectory
of the Anthropocene. The contributions to this volume show how difficult it
has been to establish alliances between groups contesting extraction’s social
impact and its environmental consequences. If we understand environmen-
talism as a struggle for preserving basic living conditions rather than a postma-
terialist endeavor (Martinez-Alier; Guha), the strands of activism which have
challenged the gas industry around Groningen can be regarded as reacting to a
common threat that is at once environmental and social. Yet in practice it has
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proven hard to establish a coalition between these strands. Studying local con-
tention can further our understanding of how the environmental and social
dimensions came to be regarded as separate and were taken up by distinct
coalitions, as well as of the moments when these boundaries were bridged.

When approaching the Anthropocene through the history of Groningen
gas, three further questions present themselves. First, that of the everyday
embeddedness of natural gas. The contributions to this volume indicate how
the gas industry created distinct regional “petrocultures” (Wilson et al.). These
took shape through the involvement of fossil fuel companies in creating nota-
ble architecture and heritage sites, sponsoring local civic organizations, and
employing people in the region (Buelens). The influence of petrocultures
extended all the way to everyday life, remaking expectations about what it
meant to live prosperously in a home with gas-powered central heating and
instantly available hot water (Overbeeke 2001). More attention is warranted for
the ways in which gas extraction remade the everyday lives and expectations
of people in different regions in relation to their immediate environment and
other parts of the world.

Second, the regional entanglements of gas extraction have been notably
absent from scholarly and public accounts. Although the fossil fuel industry
operates globally, Groningen’s history highlights the specific regional connec-
tions and impacts of these operations, which do not point to isolated local his-
tories but rather to particular ways of being connected. Future explorations of
gas extraction in this region would do well to assess the effects of extraction in
the areas bordering Groningen in the Netherlands (the provinces of Friesland,
Drenthe, and Overijssel in particular) and in Germany, as well as the relation to
the attempted extraction in the Wadden Sea area. From the 1970s onwards, gas
fields in the North Sea have played an increasingly important role in the econ-
omy of gas, serving as a new frontier for fossil fuel companies and providing
the government with an opportunity to preserve the Groningen gas field as a
strategic reserve. The social impact of the exploitation of North Sea gas fields,
however, was less immediate and has largely remained invisible as a result. Its
environmental impact, too, is little understood.

Third, an approach which explores the way a site of extraction is situated
in a web of relations of power calls attention to the distinct role that fossil
fuel companies have played in the history of gas extraction. In the case of
Groningen, the opaque relationship between the government and these com-
panies has been the object of analysis and was singled out by the parliamen-
tary inquiry as a key problem. Nonetheless, the companies themselves have
remained notably aloof in the debates about gas extraction, in part because
of their deliberate decision not to cooperate with the parliamentary inquiry
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beyond what was legally required. This aloofness reflects a long history of priv-
ileged access and backdoor communications. The specificity of the arrange-
ments around the Groningen gas field are particularly striking when compared
to the modus operandi around the North Sea gas fields, where agreements were
more transparent and less stable. The parliamentary inquiry on the history
of gas extraction in Groningen has rightly stressed that reimagining a future
beyond fossil fuels requires reconsidering the relations between government
institutions and fossil fuel companies (Groningers boven gas —vol. 1).

2 The Politics of the Future

The history of Groningen gas extraction and the Anthropocene are also con-
nected in terms of their temporal horizons. In the course of the geological
debates about the Anthropocene, a group of scholars suggested that defining
it as an event rather than an epoch would be more apt (Gibbard et al.). That
geologists are debating whether to classify the disruption we are witnessing as
an event or an epoch is an indication of their attempt to classify a history that
is unfolding. As part of such an Anthropocene history, this volume positions
gas extraction in Groningen as ongoing rather than as having been concluded.
Any contribution to this unfolding history is thus also implicated in a politics
of the future.

Gas extraction has evolved in constant interplay with imaginaries of the
future. An analysis of these imaginaries provides an entry point for positioning
the history of gas extraction in Groningen as part of a politics of the future.
In a sweeping discussion of how futures have been constructed in the past,
Joachim Radkau (2017) has drawn attention to the crucial importance of ana-
lyzing how people have looked toward the future. Whether their expectations
eventually materialized or turned out to have been wrong-headed is beside the
point. Gauging the extent to which a group of people is surprised by develop-
ments around them is essential to understand their societal context and what
informed their decisions, Radkau argues. How the future is imagined first and
foremost sheds light on what people deemed likely, what developments they
recognized as important, what hopes they harbored and what goals they set,
and on what kinds of knowledge they depended. Even in the span of the sixty
years of gas extraction in Groningen, we witness several shifts in the expecta-
tions about gas as a source of energy that mostly proved misguided. At every
turn, this history points to the crucial ways in which gas extraction was inter-
woven with the uses of and expectations for other sources of energy. The rapid
development of the gas field, for example, was connected to expectations that
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nuclear power would eventually provide the bulk of the energy needed in the
Netherlands. The eventual reluctance to phase out gas extraction, in turn, was
connected to the fossil fuel industry’s promotion of gas as a “transition fuel”
capable of bridging a fossil fuel-driven past with a clean energy future.

The very idea of an energy transition, Jean-Baptiste Fressoz has recently
pointed out, is rooted in a distinct way to imagine the future. Fressoz criti-
cizes this “futurology” for misleadingly implying that societies transition
from the use of one fuel to another. What he diagnoses instead is a process
of adding new sources of energy to old ones, thus increasing the total use of
energy. Speaking of energy transitions, then, avoids discussing which sources
of energy we should and should not use or how much energy we ought to use.
It also reapplies the language of necessity, which, the contributions to this vol-
ume have pointed out, has abetted gas extraction. In presenting its adverse
effects as the necessary price of progress, the future of extraction was effec-
tively depoliticized.

This volume has returned to the past to highlight how, behind the facade
of necessity, choices about the future of gas extraction were made. This is a
first step towards a debate about the choices we face about the future of Gron-
ingen and the use of fossil fuels. Developing competing imaginations of the
future is critical to the process of political deliberation. The historian Reinhart
Koselleck has argued that politicization occurs when people imagine different
possible futures (99—102). This is a pressing issue as gas extraction is ending in
the Groningen region. A politics of the future for the Groningen region should
encompass a discussion of what gas extraction will leave behind. How will the
histories of extraction remain visible in the landscape? This debate goes well
beyond the question of whether a museum or a commemorative site should
be established. It extends all the way to the everyday lives of the people in the
area. As the contributions to this volume have demonstrated, the debate relates
to the landscape — what traces of the disruption caused by gas extraction will
remain visible? — as well as to the communities in the region — how can they
move forward after the divisions sown by gas extraction? Can people who have
enabled and benefited from gas extraction be part of these communities? And
how can the inequalities caused by the different and often arbitrary outcomes
of individual compensation be overcome?

It is essential to develop a vision for the future that can sustain the inhab-
itants of the region and acknowledge past injustices. Such a reckoning with
past injustices is all the more crucial as the region is once again tied up in
debates about the future of energy. This is highly visible in the proliferation of
windmills to provide clean energy. Less palpable, discussions about the way
in which Groningen can move towards the future often reference its potential
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as an energy hub. Groningen’s imagined future as a “gas rotunda,” which was
explored particularly in collaboration with Russian gas firms, seems to be fad-
ing into the background, even though the region’s gas infrastructure continues
to be used for importing LNG. The latter propels promises of a pioneering role
for the area in the fossil fuel companies’ sambitions to develop hydrogen as a
new energy source or to use the former gas field as storage for carbon capture
ventures.

The parliamentary inquiry on the effects of gas extraction in Groningen has
painstakingly documented the injustices suffered by the people affected in the
area, but the pressing need to do justice to the experiences of people in Gron-
ingen should not eclipse the broader issues that are at stake too. In the past,
the social and environmental consequences of energy extraction and distribu-
tion could be neglected by presenting gas as the key to a clean and prosperous
future. This should serve as a firm warning in evaluating new prospects for the
area. Engaging in a conversation about the past and future of gas extraction
at the point where personal and professional involvement meet, this volume
insists on a careful weighing of the interests involved in the different futures
we can imagine as the Anthropocene unfolds.
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