
1_ 

Socio-technical Imaginaries of the Energy Transition 
in Iceland 

LUCSUS 
Lund University Centre for 
Sustainability Studies 

Sigurlaug Guðmundsdóttir 

potential consequences for future conservation efforts 

Master Thesis Series in Environmental Studies and Sustainability Science,  
No 2023:049 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements of Lund University 
International Master’s Programme in Environmental Studies and Sustainability Science 

(30hp/credits) 



 

 

  

 

Socio-technical Imaginaries of the Energy Transition in 

Iceland 

potential consequences for future conservation efforts 

 

 

 

Sigurlaug Birna Guðmundsdóttir 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements of Lund University International 

Master’s Programme in Environmental Studies and Sustainability Science 

Submitted September 27, 2023 

Supervisor: Fabiola Espinoza Córdova, LUCSUS, Lund University  



 

 

 
  



 

 

Abstract  

In 2021, the Icelandic government stated that Iceland will implement an energy transition plan with 

the goal of becoming a 100% carbon neutral and fossil free nation by 2040, furthermore, that a 

doubling in renewable energy production was needed to reach that goal. This led to an upsurge of a 

discourse among stakeholders and concerned citizens about the future of Iceland. This thesis is an 

attempt to identify storylines reflecting specific socio-technical imaginaries by following an 

argumentative discourse analysis approach through a political ecology lens. Data was collected 

through policy documents, news statements and interviews. A key storyline was identified as “win the 

race” imaginary, where current electives of power wished to make an example of Iceland as the most 

sustainable and green country of the world. This imaginary is beneficial to the energy companies and 

unfavorable to the landscape of Iceland and those who try to speak for it.  
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1 Introduction 

Climate change has been a popular topic of discussion and research for decades now and with good 

reason (Fawzy et al., 2020). The latest IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) reports have 

shown striking evidence for the immediate consequences that global climate change can have on the 

Earth and its citizens (Seneviratne, et al., 2021). For example, in Northern Europe those consequences 

can present themselves as deadly heatwaves or freak storms that can lead to landslides (Bednar-Friedl, 

et al., 2022). These reports and international treaties such as the Paris Agreement have acted as drivers 

for nations to follow and set goals that aim to mitigate those consequences (UNFCCC, n.d.). For 

example, nations can pledge to phase out of fossil fuels and revert to using only renewable energy, i.e. 

energy transition (Labussière & Nadaï, 2018). The energy transition is a necessary step in the fight 

against climate change and is first and foremost a responsibility that falls on the global north as the 

richest 10% of humanity consume at least 35% of the world’s energy according to numbers from 2015 

(Smil, 2018). However, the decisions to come about and reach those goals will ultimately be decided 

by the minority (government) and not the majority (citizens) even in democratic countries and will be 

highly influenced by the climate crisis (Povitkina, 2018). Moreover, people’s dominant visions of the 

future and the historical narrative of each country can have great impact (Rudek, 2022). Therefore, it 

is interesting to see how much the decision-making process of how to reach the energy transition in 

each country is driven by any certain vision of the people in power rather than the common people. 

Furthermore, to what extent non-human nature is realized within that vision. 

Iceland is one of the countries that has pledged to uphold the Paris Agreement (Ministry for 

the Environment and Natural Resources, 2021). In 2021, the government officially stated that Iceland 

will implement an energy transition plan where the goal is to become a 100% carbon neutral and fossil 

free nation by 2040 (Agreement on the Platform for the Coalition Government, 2021). However, this 

official statement sparked some controversy and lead to a dispute about the discrepancy in the way 

the goal was advertised and what it really entailed (Ministry of the Environment, Energy and Climate, 

2022). The government went on to say that a doubling in energy production output would be needed 

to reach this goal, to quote the current minister of energy and environment: “It is obvious, according 

to the Green Book [expl. Government issued report on the state and challenges of energy affairs] and 

the best information we have, that it is necessary to at least double the energy production to achieve 

the energy transition” (Logadóttir, 2022b). That would mean introducing some new renewable energy 

sources, such as wind energy to Iceland or build at least five new mega hydropower plants 

(Björnsdóttir, 2022). According to numbers from 2019 out of all the electricity that Iceland produces 
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100% comes from renewables but controversially, 80% of that electricity goes to heavy industries 

(Orkustofnun, 2020). Households are heated up by using the remaining 20% but the transportation 

sector is still running on fossil fuels and if the renewable energy is not redistributed from the heavy 

industries then this is where the doubling of energy is needed (Orkustofnun, 2020). 

In the eyes of the world, Iceland is considered a frontrunner in the renewable energy sector 

for its rich resources and pioneering work in harnessing and utilizing geothermal energy and 

hydropower (Ellis, 2023). Interestingly, ever since this abundance of renewable energy resources were 

discovered and harnessed, the phrase “it is our duty to save the world” has become more and more 

common in the discourse in Iceland (Benediktsson, 2021). This hero-complex is highly contagious 

especially with those who have any stakes in the renewable sector or have any decision-making power 

(Landsvirkjun, 2021). 

In addition to being a frontrunner in renewable energy, Iceland is also well known for its 

beautiful landscape. It is unique in being seemingly untouched and vast, with few trees to obscure the 

scenery, and for the amazing interplay of ice and fire, with large glaciers and active volcanos (Iceland’s 

Best Natural Wonders, 2021). For the past decades tourists have flocked to the country to witness the 

wonder in increasing numbers. For the past year have over 2 million tourists traveled to Iceland 

compared to 2009 when that number was only 500 thousand (Icelandic Tourist Board, 2009, 2023). 

Conservation of this landscape is therefore very important and to quote the writer Kristín Helga 

Gunnarsdóttir; “Now more than ever, nature is presented as an easy-to-digest quick dish and even as 

an emergency contribution to the global climate problem. Iceland's highlands need to enter a highland 

national park as soon as possible. It is a land that we have a duty to preserve as Europe's last large, 

continuous, and unspoiled wilderness” (Gunnarsdóttir, 2022). Conservation of this landscape is 

sustained in national parks and protected areas and within those areas no production of renewable 

energy such as hydropower plants and geothermal powerplants can be constructed (48/2011, n.d.).  

 The public in Iceland has many different views on this dispute or what is the most important 

factor, for example, protecting nature, securing energy production for future generations, profiting 

from sustainability and seeing the introduction of new technology as an exciting opportunity for 

Icelandic landscape, etc. (Bjarnason, 2022; Isaksen, 2021; Landvernd, 2021). With the climate crisis 

looming over the world have people’s visions for the future started to result in more radical decisions-

making, for example, in the form of greener technology that lowers emissions but is invasive to the 

environment (Benediktsson, 2021; Dryzek, 1997) and the question that follows is; what are we willing 

to sacrifice to survive? 
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In this thesis I aim to explore the clashing visions for the future that have risen in Iceland in 

recent years surrounding the push for an increase in renewable energy production and to what affect 

they can have on the conservation of the Icelandic landscape by detecting and describing any storylines 

that reflect those imaginaries in the discourse. In other words, try to answer the above proposed 

question, what are we willing to sacrifice to survive? I do so by analyzing collective visions of the future 

of energy production using the concept of the imaginary (visions of the future will be referred to as 

imaginaries from now on). Imaginaries,  in particular, socio-technical imaginaries, are people’s 

collective vision of a desired future that is guided by new technology and development and have 

immense role in shaping decisions regarding energy transitions (Rudek, 2022). Imaginaries have been 

used for assessing the optimalisation of niche sustainable solutions such as micro-smart grids in cities 

(Engels & Münch, 2015) to assessing how imaginaries of energy are reflected in digital games (Wagner 

& Gałuszka, 2020). Upham et al. (2022) used imaginaries to assess the public opinion towards data 

centers in Iceland and Norway and similarly Hirt et al. (2022) used imaginaries to assess what future 

vision of solar energy is gaining momentum in Switzerland. 

Rudek (2022) presents a few knowlede gaps within sociotechnical imaginaries research which 

will act as a motivation for this thesis. Those being, the lack of research focusing on the origin of 

sociotechnical imaginaries and research that focuses on public reason instead of only on policy making. 

Specifically in Iceland, the assessment of imaginaries of energy transitions are often, if not always, 

highly connected to its implications to nature (Benediktsson, 2021). However, no specific connection 

has been made between the current energy transition plan and the new technologies that are bound 

to follow, and the future outlook of the Icelandic landscape and the effect it could have on 

conservation efforts.  

I first reviewed literature on the topic and then conducted an argumentative discourse 

analysis on policy documents and on the interviews that I conducted, using a political theory lens. 

Further explanation of the theory and methods used are found in chapters 3 and 4.  

1.1 Sustainability science 

This thesis will contribute to the expanding topic of sustainability science. Sustainability science is 

essentially a field of science that aims to bridge the conversation between natural sciences and social 

sciences (Jerneck et al., 2011). It seeks to value the needs of society while preserving all the Earth’s 

systems thus primarily serves as an interdisciplinary science dedicated to overcoming the divides 

among conventional scientific fields and the boundaries that separate interconnected human 

endeavors, including energy production, agriculture, urban living, and transportation sectors (Kates et 
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al., 2001). Energy transitions have therefore always fit within the definition of sustainability science, 

as the transition from non-renewables to renewables is obviously a change to the environment (both 

for the better and worse) and is inherently political and social (Labussière & Nadaï, 2018). 

1.2 Research aims and questions	

Through the lens of political ecology, I will try to understand the imaginaries of the energy transition 

proposed for Iceland by looking for certain storylines that reflect them and assess who is benefiting 

from dominating discourses and who is not. The power relations of the opponents of the energy 

transition plan versus the energy companies benefitting from it will be analyzed and their perspective 

roles in influencing governmental decisions. The constant debate of whether to commodify or protect 

nature will be considered and the history of energy production and conservation will be touched upon, 

with the overall aim of generating knowledge that could be beneficial for all stakeholder groups and 

help them understand each other values. Hopefully, this knowledge will help protect the landscape 

whilst being a step forward in the fight against climate change. 

Within the theory of political ecology, the following research questions will guide this thesis: 

RQ 1: What are the dominant storylines that reflects the socio-technical imaginary of 

the energy transition in Iceland?  

RQ 2: Whose interest do the dominant storylines serve? 

RQ 3: What are the consequences of the dominant storylines for conservation efforts?  

The first research question acts as the main goal of the thesis. The second question will build on the 

first question, as well as determining the current main actors in the debate to flush out people in 

power. The third question will look at the landscape and nature of Iceland and how the discourse on 

the energy transition could lead to either good or bad consequences for the conservation work of the 

future.   
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2 Background 

The energy transition globally refers to the shift of the primary energy use and consumption from 

greenhouse gas emitting fuels such as fossil fuels to non-emitting sources or renewables (Arent et al., 

2017). For Iceland, this means primarily shifting the energy used in the transport sector to renewables 

as most heating and electricity is already utilizing hydro power or geothermal power (Markmið og 

skuldbindingar, n.d.). In this chapter I will introduce the basic history of energy utilization in Iceland as 

well as what future targets have been set by the current Icelandic government. Furthermore, I will 

introduce the history of nature conservation in Iceland and what landscape means to the Icelandic 

people. 

2.1 Energy in Iceland 

In the beginning of the 20th century, Icelanders started to use the abundance of geothermal energy 

found on the island for something other than bathing and cleaning by leading the hot water in pipes 

to their houses. Around the same time electrification of the country started with small hydropower 

stations that steadily grew with growing demand. The first large hydropower plants were built in the 

late 60s by the state company Landsvirkjun and were coupled with the construction of the first 

aluminum smelter (own by a Swiss company). Landsvirkjun is to this day the largest energy company 

in Iceland with 15 hydropower plants, 3 geothermal powerplants and is currently experimenting with 

operating 2 windmills (Benediktsson & Waage, 2020; Landsvirkjun, n.d.-a).  

In 2020, had domestic renewable production reached 85% of the total primal energy supply 

in Iceland, with 65% coming from geothermal energy and 20% from hydropower, see figure 1 

(Government of Iceland, n.d.). This means that there is, currently, still about 15% of the total primal 

energy supply that is non-renewable energy like fossil fuels, mainly imported diesel and gas for cars, 

ships, and airplanes (Government of Iceland, n.d.). These remaining final 15% are the main targets of 

the energy transition.  

The currently elected government, running since November 2021, has set out three main 

targets to reach before the year 2040 based on the Energy policy that was published a year prior 

(Agreement on the Platform for the Coalition Government, 2021; Orkustefna fyrir Ísland, n.d.). 

Originally the goals were set for the year 2050 but the government upped the ante and raised the goal 

of becoming carbon neutral to the year 2040; “Iceland wants to lead by example and has set itself the 

goal of achieving carbon neutrality in 2040 instead of 2050” (Markmið og skuldbindingar, n.d.). The 
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first target is in coherence with the Paris Agreement for 2030, where Iceland has a common goal with 

Norway and EU to reduce emissions by 55% or more compared to emissions from 1990, but also an 

independent national goal of 55% reduction in emissions by 2030 compared to 2005 (Ministry of the 

Environment, Energy and Climate, 2022). The second target is reaching carbon neutrality by 2040 and 

the third is being fossil fuel free by 2040. The last one is extremely ambitious and would result in a 

complete shift from fossil fuel run engines to electrically run engines in all transportation within the 

country and to and from the country. However, Iceland still has far to go in terms of consumption. 

Iceland has the highest household energy consumption per capita in Europe, of which 60% is for 

heating (see figure 2) (Statistics Iceland, 2020).  

Figure 1 Primary energy use in Iceland (Orkustofnun, 2021). 

Figure 2 Household energy consumption (Statistics Iceland, 2020). 
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A part of the energy transition plan is introducing new modes of renewable energy 

production. Wind energy is relatively new to Icelanders, where most people have only seen the wind 

turbines in Denmark and Sweden, as well as being new for the government to manage (Logadóttir, 

2022a). The turbines can be as tall as 150 meters and are very visible in the landscape (Logadóttir, 

2022a). At least 35 wind energy projects have been proposed so far and they have both been submitted 

by Icelandic energy companies and foreign energy companies (Aðalbjörnsson & Guðmundsson, 2022). 

Very few have been accepted so far, those are Blöndulundur (projected energy production of 350 GW 

hours/year) and Búrfellslundur (projected energy production of 440 GW hours/year) (see figure 3) 

(Landsvirkjun, n.d.-b), at the same time most of the proposals have been rejected by the Master Plan 

(ice. Rammaáætlun) committee or withdrawn by the company itself or are still being considered by 

the committee. The Master Plan is a government issued framework that is the first step that all energy 

projects need to go through to be considered for utilization (Pétursdóttir, 2021). The committee 

investigates the environmental, societal, and economic effects of energy projects on their proposed 

areas and categorizes them into utilization, on hold and protection (Pétursdóttir, 2021).   

Figure 3 Computer generated picture of how the windmill park of Búrfellslundur would look like  (Landsvirkjun, 
n.d.). 
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Figure 4 Map of the energy proposals that were considered in the latest report from the Master Plan 
committee. The black line indicates the central highlands, yellow marks for wind energy, red for 
geothermal (increase), blue for hydropower and blue triangle for hydropower increase. Notice how 
Búrfellslundur windfarm is right on the border of the highlands (Pétursdóttir, 2021). 

 

2.2 Nature in Iceland 

Wilderness area is an area that has no human constructures and Iceland covers around 42% of all the 

wilderness areas in Europe (Landvernd, 2019). The central highlands are a particular topic of debate 

because they are a popular recreational area and central to sheep farmers as a pastural land  

(Landvernd, 2019). According to a study by Ólafsdóttir and Sæþórsdóttir (2020), do most Icelanders 

regard the wilderness areas in Iceland as an economic, cultural and environmental asset to the country.  

The nature and landscape of Iceland have great cultural value and since the rise of tourism 

in the country, a large economic value. It is the land of fire and ice and truthfully so. Large glaciers, 

black sands and vast wildernesses free from human interference have attracted travelers and 

filmmakers to the country. The landscape gives and it takes, the harsh highlands have bred stories of 

trolls and ghosts and the beauty has influenced many poets. Therefore, changes to the landscape and 

nature can have an incredible cultural impact (Thórhallsdóttir, 2007). This became very clear during 

the proposal and construction phase of the largest power plant in Iceland, Kárahnjúkavirkjun, that was 
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built in the middle of the highlands north of Vatnajökull glacier. Sparking protests involving the 

throwing of green skyr (expl. Icelandic yoghurt) on the politicians and writing of books and papers 

about the case (Ragnarsson, 2004). 

However, conservation efforts in Iceland did not really become recognized until the 1970’s 

when a debate between the township of Akureyri and farmers in Mývatnssveit resulted in a bombing 

of a dam in the Laxá river which really shows the power of activism (Ríkisútvarpið, 2013). Today, over 

25% of the country that is protected via protection laws and national park establishments, see figure 

4 (Kristjánsdóttir, 2022; Statistics Iceland, n.d.). The largest national park, Vatnajökulsþjóðgarður, 

currently covers around 15% of the country (Sérstaða þjóðgarðsins, n.d.). Of which, a large part is 

untouched wilderness. 

  

Figure 5 Protected areas in Iceland in 2022 (Kristjánsdóttir, 2022). 
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2.3 The debate and society 

Unsurprisingly, the introduction to the energy transition efforts of the government ignited a debate 

that has been on the rise ever since. As stated in the report State and Challenges of Energy Affairs 

(Green Book) from 2022:  

“Opinions are divided on public actions, actions of others and on Action Plans that 

should lead to energy transition. The matters of dispute concern, i.a. the different 

assessments of how much electricity is needed for energy transition for 

transportation and for a full energy transition, in which regions this electricity should 

be generated and how it should be distributed and finally, with what production 

methods the electricity should be generated. Furthermore, opinions are divided on 

increasing energy production for a variety of new business and export activities that 

are being worked on around the country. Energy-intensive industry generates about 

a quarter of Iceland’s export revenue and has played a major role in building Iceland’s 

electricity system and living standards in Iceland.” (p. 21) 

Interestingly the committee ends this statement by empathizing the fact that energy-intensive 

industry is a major player in the improved living standards in Iceland over the years as if they are 

already defending those industries and do not mention the effect it could have on the landscape (see 

further discussion on this in chapter 5.2.2). The opinions that they refer to can be used as arguments 

among the citizens are prominent in public forums such as Facebook and newspapers. Furthermore, 

these opinions can also appear among stakeholders in open meetings and public statements. 

An example of a recent debate in Iceland that led to a division of the public is the Highland 

national park project. In 2020, a loud debate started within the Icelandic parliament, centering on 

whether to bring to a vote a proposal that aimed to transform the entirety of the Icelandic highlands 

into a national park, see figure 6 (Rúnarsson, 2021). This controversial debate divided the nation into 

two distinct groups, with supporters and opponents passionately advocating for their respective 

positions. However, ordinary citizens and vested stakeholders interpreted the debate in diverse ways, 

leading to fruitful and at times harsh discussions. For some, the debate revolved around safeguarding 

the highlands from extensive development projects such as hydropower dams and wind farms 

(Gunnarsdóttir, 2022). Others viewed it as an opportunity to draw more tourists to the highlands and 

secure the designation of the largest national park in Europe (Landvernd, n.d.). Meanwhile, some 

perceived the proposal as a violation to their rights to roam freely within the highlands (Ingólfsson, 

2020). The Icelandic highlands have long been portrayed as wild and mysterious and consequently a 
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force of nature that should remain untouched (Benediktsson, 2021). Therefore, the discussion of 

establishing an official national park in the highlands, effectively restricting future energy production 

investments in the region, had been discussed before in the parliament but this was the first time the 

voting actually took place (Hálendisþjóðgarður, 2019). As of 2022, a new environmental minister 

assumed power, subsequently suspending the progress of this bill. Nonetheless, the discourse 

surrounding this topic continues to resonate within Icelandic society (Morgunblaðið, 2021). 

Furthermore, it set a prerequisite to the energy transition discourse because the same groups seem to 

be forming but now with a more abstract and holistic topic.  

Now these types of disputes might happen because there are clashing imaginaries within the 

society. Different aspects of society that envision different futures for the country but inevitably have 

the same goal of becoming more sustainable.  

  

Figure 6 Proposed area (in green) for the highland national park (Hálendisþjóðgarður, 2019). 
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3 Theory 

Theory and adaptive frameworks are used in sustainability sciences as a mode of generating and 

consolidating knowledge (Schlüter et al., 2022). In the following chapter, I present the political ecology 

theory which will provide me with the grounds to understand the power relations in my research. After 

explaining the theory, I will present the socio-technical imaginaries framework and further back up its 

relevance to this case.  

3.1 Political ecology 

„Environmental conflicts are, therefore, struggles over ideas about nature, in which one group 

prevails not because they hold a better or more accurate account of a process – soil erosion, global 

warming, ozone depletion – but because they access and mobilize social power to create consensus 

on the truth“ (Robbins, 2012, p. 128). 

Political ecology as a theory or a term is trying to explain the connections between environmental 

governance and society. In other words, the focus is on how society and nature coexist and function. 

It states that political and economic processes essentially affect the decisions that have direct effect 

on the environment. Therefore, the environmental problems cannot be considered in isolation from 

the political and economic context in which they were created, which is the capitalistic system of 

continuous growth. Furthermore, political ecology explores or tries to address the change in 

environmental systems by considering its relation to power. Hence political ecology studies look for 

the causes of environmental problems and not their results and tries to be both critical in explaining 

why an environmental problem occurred and explore solutions, offering both a hatchet to break away 

the problem and a seed to grow new socio-ecologies (Robbins, 2012).  

However, conflict over environmental resources is also typically a struggle over ideas like the 

quote here above indicates. And that is why it is relevant to use political ecology theory for this thesis 

where the ideas behind these energy proposals will have large impact on nature. Furthermore, within 

political ecology there are many aspects and, in this thesis, the aspect of poststructuralist power 

perspective, inspired by Foucault, will be used to analyze the dominant storylines with key focus on 

discursive power (Svarstad et al., 2018). "Discursive power" is used when actors, for example, 

corporations, government agencies or NGOs, generate discourses and persuade other groups to adopt 

and support the continuation of their discourses (Svarstad et al., 2018).  

 



13 

 

3.2 Imaginaries 

Social imaginaries are collectively shared visions of the future held by the same social group about 

what the desired and proper life should look like. That social group can range from being a small town 

or religious group to a whole nation. When analyzing a problem that has not yet been realized the 

problem becomes an imaginary. People always like to look to the future and envision a smarter world 

or somewhat of a utopia. Planning and policymaking are tools used by people to push that vision to 

become real. However, not everyone shares the same vision which can lead to conflicts. This is highly 

relevant when planning involves energy production because most energy projects are built with the 

intention to last decades and for future generations to reap the benefits (Benediktsson, 2021; O’Neill, 

2016).  

3.2.1 Socio-technical imaginaries 

Socio-technical imaginaries are, as defined by Jasanoff & Kim (2015, p. 4), “collectively held, 

institutionally stabilized, and publicly performed visions of desirable futures, animated by shared 

understandings of forms of social life and social order attainable through, and supportive of, advances 

in science and technology”. As a matter of fact, there have been a couple of papers that have explored 

the socio-technical imaginaries of energy transitions in other countries and with good reason as energy 

transitions have been going slower than anticipated. As Rudek (2022, p. 220) puts it; “It turns out that 

the dominant techno-economical perspective is insufficient to break the deadlock.” This concept is 

complex and holistic and evidently future-focused. The energy transition in Iceland, as well as 

everywhere else, is or will be connected to technology and innovation. Therefore, it is highly relevant 

to explore the sociotechnical imaginaries of energy transitions rather than only social imaginaries. 

The concept of socio-technical imaginaries originated with two social scientists Sheila 

Jasanoff and Shang-Hyun Kim and their book called the Dreamscapes of Modernity (Jasanoff & Kim, 

2015). Since the publication of this initial argument, the sociotechnical imaginaries approach has been 

widely applied to frame discussions about energy transitions, both in Northern and Southern global 

contexts (Rudek, 2022). For example, Karhunmaa (2021) showed how policy actors are influenced by 

the sociotechnical imaginary of carbon nutrality in Finland and Rabiej-Sienicka et al. (2022) showed 

how a dominant sociotechnical imaginary focused on energy security leads to resistance towards an 

energy transition in Poland. This continued utilization underscores its enduring significance as a 

theoretical and methodological framework for analyzing how societies perceive and chart pathways 

toward carbon neutrality. 
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4 Methodology 

In this section I will present how I obtained the data and the methodology used in this analysis. This 

thesis was conducted using mixed methods of qualitative research by both conducting interviews and 

analyzing policy documents and official statements.  

4.1 Data collection 

The interest for the topic of this thesis began with seeing the discourse, of both the Highland national 

park proposal and the energy transition proposal, unfold in the media in Iceland. Both in official 

statements by the government and energy companies and the public discussion in media outlets like 

Facebook and in the newspapers. By using a mixed methods approach of both talking to stakeholders 

directly and analyzing relevant documents and statements, I was able to get a better picture of what 

socio-technical imaginaries appeared in what social groups. 

4.1.1 Open interviews 

In open interviews, instead of the interviewer leading the conversation with predetermined questions, 

the goal is to break away from the usual structured format. While the interviewer may suggest 

important topics and questions for the interviewee to address, the interview's direction is primarily 

guided and explored by the participant themselves (Robinson et al., 2021).  

For this thesis I performed 4 open interviews, all performed in Icelandic, with people that had 

diverse points of view on the topic and stakes in the discourse (see table 1). They are and will further 

be referenced as they appear in the table 1. First, I made a list of institutions and/or organizations that 

I believed had stake in the energy transition plan. Then I sent an email to a respondent from those 

organizations describing my intentions and the topics I wanted to discuss. Almost everyone responded 

with an interest of talking to me but because of time constraints and the scope of this thesis I only 

chose 4 respondents that covered a wide enough range of stakes; one researcher that had worked 

with the Master Plan committee, one actor that represented an energy company, one actor that 

represented municipalities and one actor that represented a conservation organization. All the 

interviews were performed over video calls in March of 2023, with each call lasting around 40 minutes, 

and were recorded with permissions from the respondents but for the sake of their privacy their names 

or names of the institutions that they represent will not be disclosed. Their position towards the energy 

transition plan was not known prior to the interview. After the interviews I transcribed them myself 

and translated to English to make the analysis easier.  



15 

 

 

Interviewee Position (energy transition plan) 

Researcher Against 

Environmentalist Against 

Municipality With and against  

Energy company With 

 
Table 1 Interviewees 

Before I performed those interviews, I talked to a researcher that had done interesting 

research on socio-technical imaginaries in Iceland. That initial interview that was not for any data 

collection, but it did help with the decision on the direction of this thesis as the researcher was both 

very knowledgeable about energy production in Iceland as well as about environmental conservation 

work.  

4.1.2 Document analysis 

The documents that were primarily analyzed are shown in table 2. As the analysis is based on 

argumentative discourse analysis the range of data had to come from different viewpoints (Hajer, 

2006). Three main sources are from government documents. The first one is the statement of the 

current government coalition and their goals for the future. The second one is a report that was done 

by a committee that was appointed by the minister of environment and energy and analyzed the 

current state and challenges of energy affairs. Finally, the third one is a report done by a committee, 

that was also appointed by the minister of environment and energy, to analyze the proposal of wind 

energy possibilities. Then I picked one nature conservation organization and found statements from 

them speaking about those reports and statements. I also tried to find statements from any opposing 

company that spoke about the statements that the conservation group made but I only managed to 

find one from the Iceland Chamber of Commerce. Finally, I looked at the website set up for the public 

by the energy companies detailing the plans for the energy transition for the public. None of these 

documents precede the current government meaning that they were released no later than the year 

2021. 
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Table 2 Documents 

Document Type Author Data Year 

Orkuskipti.is (Orkuskipti, n.d.) Website The Federation of 
Icelandic 
Industries (ice. 
Samtök 
Iðnaðarins), the 
National Power 
Company of 
Iceland (ice. 
Landsvirkjun), the 
Association of the 
Icelandic 
Electricity Industry 
(ice. Samorka) and 
EFLA (engineering 
and consulting 
company) 

Advertisement 
for the energy 
transition in 
Iceland by the 
energy sector 

2022 

Agreement on the Platform for the Coalition Government 
(Agreement on the Platform for the Coalition 
Government, 2021) 

Policy 
document 

Government Current 
governmental 
plans for energy 
transition 

2021 

• “Iceland's nature sacrificed? – 
declaration due to governing 
agreement” (Landvernd, 2021) 

News 
statement 

The Icelandic 
environmental 
association (ice. 
Landvernd) 

Reply to the 
treaty from an 
environmental 
agency 

2021 

The state and challenges of energy affairs (Green Book) 
(Ministry of the Environment, Energy and Climate, 2022) 

Report Working 
committee for the 
Ministry of 
Environment and 
Energy 

Analysis of 
energy affairs  

2022 

• “An energy transition we can be proud 
of” (Felixson, 2022) 

News 
statement 

The Icelandic 
environmental 
association (ice. 
Landvernd) 

Reply to the 
Green Book 

2022 

o “Welcome to the future, in 2003” 
(Stefánsson, 2022) 

News 
statement 

Iceland chamber 
of Commerce 

Reply to the 
Icelandic 
environmental 
association (ice. 
Landvernd) 
reply to the 
Green Book 

2022 

Wind Energy - Options and Analysis (Gunnlaugsson et al., 
2023) 

Report Government Forecast for 
possible wind 
energy in 
Iceland 

2023 

• Wind energy options and analysis. 
Working group report, case no. 
84/2023 (Magnúsdóttir, 2023) 

Report The Icelandic 
environmental 
association 

Reply to the 
forecast 

2023 
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4.1.3 Data analysis 

Coding is a method used to label data segment with a term that captures how the researcher interprets 

the meaning (Mills & Birks, 2017). In this case the coding is underlining what I interpreted to be the 

main storylines of the energy transition discourse in Iceland. I uploaded the interview transcripts in 

English and the chosen documents, in English if available and in Icelandic if not available, to NVivo and 

then I coded in line with the chosen theoretical background of political ecology and socio-technical 

imaginaries to try to determine the storylines that reflected the socio-technical imaginaries (see 

chapter 5). The data was themed and sub-coded as shown in table 3:  

 

Theme Code 

Ideas of the future • Energy transition 

• Ambition 

• Technological development 

Conflict with nature • Landscape 

• Culture 

• Conservation 

Discursive power • Profit 

• Ambition 

• Dispute 

Table 3 Codes based on the theoretical background chosen for this analysis. 

 

4.2 Argumentative discourse analysis 

Discourse theory is used to analyze and gain insights into the dynamics of power within discourses and 

in this case, the discourse surrounding the transition to renewable energy in Iceland (Fairclough, 2003). 

Discourse analysis is a method that is used to understand the taken-for-granted ideas that the 

discourse has formed and understand how social structures have validated them over time (Robbins, 

2012). An example of a taken-for-granted idea that is reinforced by popular media is how women are 

supposed to be the natural caretakers while the men are more suited to work outside the home and 

provide for the family, which is then made seem “true” with policies such as lack of paternity leave for 
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the fathers (Newman & Henderson, 2014). Another, more extreme example of a taken-for-granted 

idea in the western world, is that Africans live in huts and don’t have any clothes, which is then made 

to seem “true” with misinformation in news and lack of news coverage from the countries in Africa 

(Mwakikagile, 2007). By using discourse analysis these types of hegemonic discourses can be 

understood and flushed out and even deconstructed.  

Argumentative discourse analysis (ADA) is a method coined by Hajer (1996) in which he 

defines the narratives as storylines:  

“The argumentative approach operationalizes the idea that discourse is constitutive of 

the realities of environmental politics. The environmental conflict thus does not appear as 

primarily a conflict over which sorts of action should be taken (or whether action should be 

taken) but as a conflict over the meaning of physical and social phenomena. In this process 

storylines fulfill a key role. They determine the interplay between physical and social realities. 

Storylines are seen as the vehicles of change and are analyzed in connection to the specific 

discursive practices in which they are produced. This methodology will help to explain the 

political dynamics in the environmental domain” (Hajer, 1996, p. 72).  

In practice, ADA is a method to examine what is being said to whom and in what context 

(Hajer, 2006). Because people’s reactions to statements can unveil disagreements and lead to 

arguments. Ideally ADA goes in-depth into the back-and-forth argumentations of everyone involved 

and Hajer originally presented 10 steps that should be part of the analysis of any case. But due to time 

constraints and the scope of this thesis only a few of those steps were taken. Those being: 

1. Desk research, where the literature is reviewed, and history understood. 

2. Helicopter interviews, where 3 or 4 actors are chosen to be interviewed because they have 

an overview of the case from different perspectives. 

3. Document analysis, where documents are reviewed to try and locate the employment of 

storylines and help structure the discourse. 

4. Sites of argumentation, where a search is employed for argumentative exchange to 

reconstruct the arguments.  

5. Interpretation, where the results are interpreted. 

In this study it is highly relevant to use discourse analysis to understand the hegemonic 

discourse that influences the energy landscape. With the aim of finding the powerful or most 
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influential narrative that is pushing for more energy production and disregarding conservation efforts. 

Furthermore, to understand the ways in which the ones in power shape the thinking or imaginaries of 

people, it is crucial to look into the various narratives and storylines utilized by different individuals 

and stakeholders (Adger et al., 2001). ADA will help in comprehending the diverse arguments 

presented by various stakeholders (Hajer, 1996). An essential objective is to grasp the narratives 

employed by these stakeholders, as this will shed light on which sources of influence wield the greatest 

impact on the decision-making process and shape people's imaginaries (Benediktsson, 2021; Nielsen, 

2016). With the aim to gain an understanding of the collective vision for the future of energy 

production in the country and subsequent consequences to conservation efforts. 

4.3 Research ethics, positionality, and limitations 

This study has several limitations. Firstly, it's challenging to remain unbiased and not advocate for the 

environment, given my Icelandic background and environmentalist perspective. However, the 

intention was to adhere to Robbins' (2012, p. 86) approach, using “political ecology to both build up 

and break down, critique and support, listen and argue simultaneously”. Secondly, many of the source 

materials and news coverage are in Icelandic, and the interviews were also conducted in Icelandic, 

which complicated the analysis of the discourse. Thirdly, restricting the research to solely examining 

storylines and narratives might present a one-sided view, while the issue appears to be deeply 

intertwined with the economy. Lastly, this is an ongoing debate and therefore I could not keep up with 

the news that were contributing to the arguments of some stakeholders every day. Furthermore, 

Icelanders like to argue a lot on Facebook and Twitter and often in semi-closed groups, so there is a 

limitation to what I saw and read and what else is being argued between the citizens.   
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5 Findings 

In this chapter I will go through each theme and code and present examples of the arguments that 

present the discursive power of the storylines that reflect imaginary of the energy transition. The 

themes and codes were chosen after first initial reading of the documents and interviews, and here I 

present what each theme highlighted. Furthermore, I personally interpreted and supported the 

findings with additional data. 

5.1 Ideas of the future 

5.1.1 Ambition 

Statements adhering to ambition were very prominent in the analysis. The first sentence of the website 

for the energy transition showcases the imaginary clearly; “Iceland can become the first country in the 

world to use only green, renewable energy.” Again, the coalition agreement states the same; “The goal 

is to achieve carbon neutrality and full energy conversion no later than 2040, which will make Iceland 

the first state to be independent of fossil fuels.” Furthermore, in the Greenbook they assert; “Iceland 

is ahead of other nations in the field of energy transition. The clean energy transition of electricity and 

heat is almost complete in Iceland, which is unique in the world, in addition to which Iceland is in a good 

position to become one of the first countries, or even the first, to completely stop using fossil fuels. This 

provides Iceland with the opportunity to serve as an example in the international climate context.” 

Seemingly, the ambition signifies that the objective is not solely about achieving the energy transition 

but about leading the way and demonstrating to the world that it is possible. This, in turn, aims to 

position Iceland at the forefront of global discussions on energy transitions. But interestingly, the 

Greenbook also states that “Iceland’s target of a 55% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions on 

Iceland’s direct responsibility by 2030, carbon neutrality no later than 2040 and that Iceland will be the 

first nation to be independent of fossil fuels by 2040 is one of the more ambitious national targets. 

However, the 2050 target is considered more realistic for independence from fossil fuels if technological 

developments are taken into account.” Meaning that the goal is already too ambitious in their opinion. 

Indeed, one of the interviewees [researcher] highlighted the concept of ambition; “It was literally our 

obligation to sacrifice our energy resources for the sake of the global community and to save the earth. 

And this thread of "Iceland saves the world" regularly appears in the discourse of those who advocate 

what they call energy transition. And it seems very important to me to try to dig a little deeper into this 

term "energy transition" and what people are talking about. It is, in fact, ambiguous.”  
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These statements probably stem from the fact that Iceland was quite poor for a long period 

and Icelanders do not want to be looked down upon and considered small (Karlsson, 2016). Major 

success from geothermal and hydropower technologies seem to have given us an edge, leading to this 

rush of competitiveness in other areas. That is not to say that it is all bad and as the environmental 

agency states in their reply to the coalition agreement, right before they question how the government 

claims to reach the goal; “The Icelandic environmental association board welcomes the new 

government's plans to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 55% in 2020 compared to 2005 and to aim 

for carbon neutrality and a full energy transition no later than 2040.” 

5.1.2 Energy transition 

Now as the interviewee in the preceding text said, it is important to dive a litter deeper into the 

meaning of the energy transition term. What do the stakeholders really mean by it? In the coalition 

agreement they state; “We will set ourselves an independent national target of a 55% reduction in 

emissions for which Iceland is directly responsible by 2030, compared to 2005 levels. Emphasis will be 

placed on targeted and ambitious measures to reduce emissions from land use and accelerate energy 

conversion in all areas.” So, the goal is to become green in all aspects of that term, not only target the 

last 15% of the fossil fuels use in the country. However, in this context, they do not provide a definition 

for the term "energy transition." On the website dedicated to the energy transition, they elaborate 

that it encompasses “replacing the oil and gasoline we currently use with energy sources with a lower 

carbon footprint. The energy transition thus implies a major change in the use of resources and the 

structure of energy systems. Full energy transition aims to use only renewable and green energy sources 

in sea, air and land.” Therefore, the goal is clear but the road to reach it is what causes the dispute. 

The website declares that “in the government's report on the state and challenges in energy affairs 

[Green Book], it is stated that to achieve a full energy transition, approximately double the current 

electricity production in Iceland is needed. In 18 years, therefore, a system that has been built up over 

60 years has to be doubled.” This however is an overstatement considering the report [Green Book] 

where the need for a doubling in production is never mentioned, it is simply put forth as one scenario 

against five other scenarios and is the most extreme one. When asked about this, one interviewee 

[energy company] stated that they look at it this way; “1 million tons of fossil fuel are imported to 

Iceland, if we are going to switch that energy to some other energy, then renewable energy is clearly 

lacking, something new is needed to replace it, but how much it will be, I think it remains to be seen, 

and I'm hoping that it will be less than this doubling, because I also have faith that some technological 

innovations will be introduced, some changes in habits and something else like energy, both improved 
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utilization and energy saving”. So clearly not everyone that advocates for the energy transition believes 

this statement of doubling in energy is needed and there is faith in technological development. 

The energy transition website emphasizes that the transition is crucial to meet Iceland's 

climate goals while enhancing energy security and independence. In response, the Icelandic 

environmental association criticizes the energy sector for exaggerating the risk of energy shortages 

and pushing for more power plants, potentially circumventing rules to minimize environmental harm. 

They argue that an endless demand for cheap energy must be balanced with prioritization, efficiency 

improvements, and moderation. However, the website counters this argument by clarifying that the 

terms "energy transition" and "energy saving" should not be equated. It acknowledges the role of 

improved energy efficiency and savings in a successful transition but emphasizes that these alone are 

insufficient for achieving a comprehensive energy transition. 

5.1.3 Technological development  

Given the above discourse it seems clear that the energy transition will be coupled with advances in 

technology and sustainable solutions and in the coalition agreement they assert; “We want to create 

a consensus on the utilization of resources. We emphasize combating climate change by reducing 

emissions, energy conversion and green investment. At the same time, it is our task to prepare Icelandic 

society for increased technological advances, while ensuring further improvement in living standards 

for all generations”. Now what these technological advances entail is unclear. 

In the Green Book, they point out that problem and highlight a key issue regarding the lack 

of a well-defined political vision for the future of the high-energy industry in Iceland. Various 

government policies, like the Green Carpet initiative, call for increased energy production. The high-

energy industry currently contributes significantly to Iceland's export revenue, and there are ample 

opportunities for diverse development across the country. However, there is uncertainty surrounding 

the electricity supply and the status of the transmission network, which is already hindering 

development. This uncertainty needs to be addressed to ensure predictable growth in the future. 

Moreover, a clear policy decision is required regarding whether Iceland should increase fuel 

production, at least to meet the domestic demand when the energy transition occurs. Although the 

dominant technology for various aspects of transport and transportation is not yet certain, hydrogen 

production is seen as a crucial factor. Its feasibility needs to be thoroughly examined, and a position 

must be established regarding whether it is economically viable for Iceland to produce fuel for export. 

Therefore, an emphasis is on the need for clear policy direction in the face of evolving energy demands 

and technological advancements. Iceland's heavy industry is a vital economic driver and should be 
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guided by well-defined policies to ensure sustainable development and adaptability to the energy 

transition plans. 

The production of green fuel poses a challenge to the imaginary of the energy transition 

because the future market for it remains uncertain, making it difficult to predict. In the feasibility 

report for wind energy production they state; ”It is necessary to take into account considerations about 

the energy transition and about the climate in general about the scope, location and whether and how 

quickly the development of wind farms needs to be started, i.e. based on the need for domestic electric 

fuel and also with regard to its possible export." This possible export worries one interviewee 

[researcher]; “Landsvirkjun (energy company) had no interest in wind energy for a long time. But 

suddenly, everyone wants to be involved, and these foreign companies plan to come and exploit the 

naivety of the locals. It's really colonialism in a way. But it's multinational corporate colonialism.” Also 

stating; “this is typically Icelandic that when the wind power finally comes here to this rock 20-30 years 

later than our neighboring countries. Then, it's not about one wind turbine or two, but about 40!”  

Wind energy is truly something that Icelanders know little of but is tempting to think that it 

could be something new that they could excel at as well. Showing the world that Iceland is great and 

so sustainable, and everyone should look to Iceland and its success. Additionally, the electrification of 

the transportation fleet would show that we are self-sufficient and incredibly green. Benediktsson 

(2021), discusses the idea that it should instead incite us to spread our knowledge to the world. 

The environmental association does not express a complete negative outlook on wind energy 

per se but has raised concerns about the coalition wanting to rush the development; ”the 

environmental association believes that the development of wind farms in Iceland should be done very 

carefully and that they should unconditionally fall under the Master plan. The board considers the plans 

to pave the way for wind power plants with special laws, as mentioned in the governing charter, very 

worrisome.” Furthermore, one interviewee [municipality] noted that “there is a definite race going on” 

when talking about wind energy investors.  

5.2 Discursive power  

5.2.1 Ambition 

As the chapter 5.1.1 highlights many ideas about the future involve ambitious goals and targets, this 

ambition can also have discursive power and even lead to policy changes in policy. As is seen by the 

fact that the current government decided to change the goal to be reached 10 years earlier than what 

the former government had set out to target. The Green Book states that ”in the government 
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agreement that took over in 2021, the goal of a fossil fuel-free Iceland was accelerated to 2040 from 

2050. It is necessary to elaborate on the reasons for this acceleration and make it clear to all parties 

involved what it entails. If the goal is to be met, all electricity producers, public institutions and 

stakeholders involved in the licensing process must coordinate criteria and actions.”  

5.2.2 Dispute  

The quote in chapter 2.3 expresses concerns that opinions are divided on how much energy is needed 

for the energy transition, where it should come from and who should be allowed to use it with special 

concerns raised for the heavy industry market. The quote ended with a statement saying that the 

energy intensive industry generates a large revenue for Iceland and played a big part in building the 

electricity system and thereby raising the living standards in Iceland. It is true that some of the major 

constructions like Kárahnjúkavirkjun, which is the largest hydropower plant in Iceland, would not have 

been built unless a heavy industry was built nearby to utilize the energy (in that case an aluminum 

smelter owned by Alcoa) (Benediktsson, 2009). However, there are concerns that it will only incite 

more outside industries to come to Iceland which would leave no room for the energy transition plan, 

meaning that more energy will be needed to meet the demands. Unless Iceland will become a producer 

of green fuels and become a gas station stop for the rest of the world, like interviewee [researcher] 

said “the idea is to use the energy we produce to create hydrogen, which would then be pumped into 

transport ships. So, this would essentially become like a gas station”. In fact, the Green Book addresses 

these concerns “that there is no guarantee that an increased supply of electricity would be used in the 

energy transition”. And explain that it will depend on whether the electricity supply can match the 

rising demand. Further elaborating, that the core concern revolves around whether the energy market 

genuinely allows for an adequate supply or if certain barriers to entry, whether formal or informal, 

necessitate a unique allocation system to determine who gains access to electricity and who does not.  

One of the main arguments that the conservationists use is the fact that most of the 

electricity produced is being sold to heavy industries and therefore closing one of them down would 

leave Iceland with more than enough energy to complete the energy transition plan. As expressed by 

interviewee [environmentalist]; “I mean we just need to stop selling energy to two smelters and then 

we will have enough energy for the energy transition.” However, this statement got them into a little 

debacle with an actor from an energy company, as they describe; “Then he says, it is irresponsible of 

you to say this. And I say, it is not irresponsible of me to say this, it is irresponsible to produce aluminum 

with an environmental mess like it is done, because there is a really big environmental footprint of 

aluminum production. So, I say he is irresponsible, and he says I am irresponsible. … , we just completely 
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disagreed because we just look at it so completely differently. He just thinks it is irresponsible that 

Iceland is not producing aluminum for someone who wants to buy coca cola cans, he thinks it is 

irresponsible to not want to do it. I think it is irresponsible to produce some coca cola cans and sell more 

coca cola. We are just completely at odds. And I think he is as irresponsible as he thinks I am.” But what 

constitutes as a responsible thinking then? A quote from the Icelandic chamber of commerce 

statement where they criticize the scenario proposed by the Icelandic environmental association, says; 

“A full energy transition without a significant increase in energy production and negative effects on 

economic prosperity in Iceland, considering the assumptions and existing reasoning, does not stand up 

to scrutiny. The proposal would still have a significant negative impact on economic prosperity." And, 

“in short, it can be said that the organization offers a changed attitude where the protection of pristine 

nature is placed far above human needs.” Therefore, in their mind responsible thinking should be 

anthropocentric and not biocentric.   

Considering this dispute I asked the actor from the energy company what they thought about 

the conservationists questioning and protesting almost every energy project and they had an 

interesting answer; ”this is just their role, or I just see it as they are coming up with points of view that 

are necessary to come up in the discussion and also often lead to things being thought of in a different 

way and that can lead to a change. … It would be kind of strange if everyone was just like ‘this is great’ 

and then I'm not sure that we would have such well-constructed and well-built power plants and that 

it would be thought of as well.” And that is true, for example, the hydropower plants that have been 

built in Iceland have lasted many decades and were built with future expansion in mind to harness the 

extra energy that comes with climate change when more and more glacial melt enters the system 

(Landsvirkjun, n.d.-c). However, they also went on to say; “But of course I think that there is always 

about 5%, which is generally opposed to new constructions and more energy production.” 

5.2.3 Profit 

The mention of profit is most noticeable on the website for the energy transition where statements 

such as “Iceland's economic benefit from a full energy transition until 2060 corresponds to the funding 

of the health care system for almost 5 years” and, “The energy transition will significantly reduce 

Iceland's emissions, amounting to 88 million tons of CO2 equivalents. Its value is about 500 billion ISK” 

and, ”Iceland's economic benefits from the energy transition that is now ahead can amount to 1,400 

billion ISK until the year 2060.” Therefore, a strong focus in the advertisement campaign is the profit 

of sustainability to make the energy transition look more appealing to the public. However, this is 

criticized by the opposition, to quote interviewee [Environmentalist]; “This is how the business world 
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looks at sustainability, they are going to make a lot of money from this. It is just an opportunity and 

now the *dingdingding* dollars will just roll in. You know, Iceland will be so rich from sustainability 

because we are so incredibly environmentally friendly, and we are so very good at this (irony implied).”  

The interviewee [municipality] expressed concerns for the local authorities; “But I just think 

that energy issues are primarily issues that concern the local authorities a lot. That we need to ensure 

energy security is something that I think everyone understands. The natural question then is what 

constitutes energy security. There is competition for energy, energy is a product, and naturally there is 

a certain risk that if not enough is produced, something will be cut.”   

5.3 Conflict with nature 

5.3.1 Conservation  

No actor goes so far as to say that nature conservation is not necessary but again the coalition 

empathizes being at the forefront internationally while the environmental association expresses 

caution. Citing the coalition; “Iceland should be at the forefront of international environmental action, 

but to do so it must overcome major challenges. The progress and development of Icelandic society has 

been based on creating a balanced co-existence of people and nature. We need to build on this for the 

future, and in so doing ensure the preconditions for the wellbeing of current and future generations.” 

Whilst the environmental association suggest; “Caution must be exercised if additional electricity is to 

be obtained. Extremely valuable Icelandic nature and wilderness are at stake. A quality and professional 

Master plan and a significant environmental impact assessment are the tools we have to date.” 

However, those tools like the Master plan are criticized for acting as bottlenecks for the 

development of energy projects. Like they state in the Green Book; “the procedural period is considered 

too long and the Masterplan (for Nature Protection and Energy Utilization) method does not work due 

to the long processing period of the Parliament“ and one interviewee [municipality] simply says that 

the Master Plan an old tool. This and any other the suggestions of greatly changing the Master Plan 

are seen as a declaration of war by the environmental association; “It is worth reminding that nature 

conservation and climate protection must go hand in hand. The intention to go against the opinion of 

the experts on the ranking into groups of the Master Plan III is in fact a declaration of war. There has 

been a general consensus that a framework plan, based on professional criteria, would be a 

prerequisite for a broader agreement on nature conservation and power plants. If the government goes 

against this reconciliation, the reconciliation effort is worthless. The introduction of the treaty talks 

about an agreement on resource utilization. It must be based on dialogue and transparency and be 
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based on professional practices, nature conservation laws and international conventions.” This shows 

the great passion for the environment that agency has.  

Finally, the coalition agreement ambitiously declares that; “A national park will be 

established in already protected land areas and glaciers in public lands in the highlands by amending 

the Act on Vatnajökull National Park.” However, that scenario has yet to materialize, or it has at least 

been deferred to the extent that Iceland will likely have passed the deadline for the energy transition 

by then. 

5.3.2 Culture 

If one word could describe the way Icelanders look at their landscape and energy production, it would 

be the word ‘unique’ as can be seen in the following statements. From the Iceland chamber of 

commerce; “electricity generation is the art of balancing human well-being and nature conservation. 

Icelanders produce a lot of energy but are also at the forefront of using renewable energy sources. 85% 

of the energy Icelanders use is produced by renewable means. It is unique.” From the environmental 

association reply to the coalition agreement; ”let us not forget that Iceland's nature is unique on a 

global scale and its value for all mankind, living and future, cannot be measured in money.” 

Furthermore an interviewee [researcher] describes it so; ”we have a landscape and wilderness with 

features that are rare or even unique, such as the basalt ridges, which are a unique landscape or 

geological formation in the world. And of course, we have an international responsibility to preserve 

these natural phenomena and ensure that these organic or natural processes that have created them 

continue to function without man interfering. And partly, this international responsibility is reflected in 

opening up the country to tourists from all over the world. So, in my mind, our responsibility towards 

the world through Icelandic nature and biological and geological diversity and landscape diversity is 

many times richer than being able to drop some money in the ocean while maintaining the capitalist, 

business as usual, economic system.” Responsibility seems to be intertwined with the culture in a way 

that if that responsibility fails it could lead to immense guilt.   

5.3.3 Landscape 

The issues that come with the energy transition are big, and the landscape could become neglected in 

the prioritization “which is why it's so dangerous when politicians talk about these things in an overly 

simplistic way. (Imitating politicians:) ‘Yes, we Icelanders need to save the world’. And how do we do 

that? By destroying the nature that we are also responsible for and ultimately even more responsible 

for in relation to the world” [researcher]. However the interviewee [energy company] would reply with; 
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”we are using natural resources, and one of the first things in our environmental policy is that we 

respect nature, and it is no coincidence that it says because this is very important to us and most of us 

who work here are nature lovers and want to protect nature and do everything we can to solve our 

project so that there is as little disturbance as possible.” Emphasizing as little disturbance as possible 

yet admitting that “naturally they [the power plants] have an impact on the environment and that's 

just the way it is.” This controversy of renewable power production is therefore prominent in the 

discourse. 
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6 Discussion 

From the findings I identified one key storyline that is prominent within the discourse of the energy 

transition in Iceland and reflects a sociotechnical imaginary of an energy transition. I call it the “win 

the race” storyline, where being the first in the world to achieve a carbon neutral and fossil free country 

status is used as an argument to push the energy transition in Iceland. The storyline is presented 

through arguments that empower the imaginary of the desired future of becoming a carbon neutral 

nation. The arguments serve to either support or oppose the realization of the energy transition plan 

more than the goal of carbon neutrality itself which seems to have a consensus of being a necessary 

and inevitable goal. This key storyline is most evident in the discourse of those who support the plan 

and therefore is beneficial to the ones who are investing in renewable energy production. Alternative 

storylines focusing on landscape and the obligation that Iceland must preserve it, also submerged but 

within those storylines there is less emphasis on technological development being the savior of the 

day. In this chapter I will go through the findings in more detail and reflect on the research questions. 

6.1 Understanding of the discourse 

The fact that there is a discourse happening about the energy transition where actors of environmental 

agencies and the public are questioning the plans of the government shows that there is not a 

consensus about the storyline even though the desired future of carbon neutrality is in a collective 

agreement. Although Iceland has a better chance of ‘winning the race’ than most other nations 

because of our already utilized renewable resources this seems to not fully convince the public of the 

greatness of the energy transition targets. Maybe especially because the new technology like wind 

power, does not seem to resonate strongly with Icelanders. Benediktsson (2021) emphasizes that the 

strong focus on technology can be limiting as other competing imaginaries that do not include 

technology can manifest how desirable futures are envisaged. Therefore, the competing storyline of 

the preservation of the landscape is fully capable of reflecting a storyline that puts non-human nature 

on the same pedestal as humans.  

Furthermore, this does not mean that Iceland is the only nation that thinks that they could 

‘win the race’. For example Carvalho et al. (2022) show a similar storyline in Portugal where there is 

an imaginary that places the country at the forefront of the energy transition, reasoning that it is 

because of the country’s climate, natural resources, and political vision, ergo Portugal could become a 

leader in the transition to carbon neutrality. 
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6.2 Power relations 

Research question 2 askes whose interest does the storyline serve?  

A strong focus was on profit and questioning the effectiveness of the Master Plan with the 

discourse focusing on how energy as a product leads to benefits to the ones selling it. Therefore, it is 

obvious that this storyline that is pushing for an increase in demand and will therefore benefit the 

energy companies. This is further pushed with the criticism of the Master Plan by the energy companies 

as being a hindrance for development and especially ‘when time is of the essence today’. They have 

also argued that new wind energy projects should be exempted from the framework to speed things 

up. However, conservationists argue that it is a good tool to make sure that potential environmental 

damages are analyzed. Furthermore, the Master Plan could act as a barrier or a bottle neck for future 

energy heavy industry, in case there will be more data center companies coming to Iceland and/or 

something new. Lindström & Ruud (2017) show that the same sort of bottle neck problem is occurring 

in Sweden and Norway. 

Ultimately it is the government that makes the final decisions. Therefore, if competitiveness 

is mostly what guides them then decisions regarding the environment could start to become rushed. 

Furthermore, as proposed in the introduction, the willingness to sacrifice nature in order to survive 

could become greater. Competition within the economical market works when it is on a small scale 

and helps keeping prices of products down, but what will happen when we try to do it on a larger level 

and compete on an international scale for sustainability? Is it a good development or not? This calls 

for further research on the topic.  

6.3 Commodification versus protection 

Research question 3 askes what are the consequences for nature conservation efforts? 

If the key storyline persists it could have the consequences that the reliability of conservation 

policies like the Master Plan will be reduced so that energy projects will gain easier access to the 

permits to be allowed to be constructed. But that will only happen if the social resistance is silenced. 

Which does not seem to be happening because for example, recently the proposal for the construction 

of a hydropower plant in Þjórsá was met with such resistance that the construction permits that the 

energy company had already claimed were taken back to make peace with the public (UUA, 2023). 

Through the lens of political ecology, we should turn away from the polarization between 

people and nature. Instead, we should change our systems to be more sustainable. There is always a 
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need for a strong voice for the environment and non-human nature that speaks for conserving and 

protecting it rather than commodifying nature to save it. With political ecology we are trying to unpack 

the problems that have many layers which most environmental problems do. Icelanders have an 

interesting view of nature compared to Denmark and Sweden, according to a study by Árnason (2005), 

the views on landscape in Iceland are different from to the ones expressed in Denmark and Sweden, 

which were are quite similar. For example, Icelanders deem the landscape more important than the 

flag while the other two countries do view the flag as more important, and Icelanders consider the 

landscape scarier than the neighboring countries. Also, views on the importance of the landscape 

changes with fluctuations in the economy, right after the economic crash of 2008 the landscape was 

not deem as important by Icelanders.  

  



32 

 

7 Conclusions 

In conclusion, a key storyline was identified as “win the race” imaginary, where current electives of 

power wished to make an example of Iceland as the most sustainable and green country of the world. 

This imaginary is beneficial to the energy companies and unfavorable to the landscape of Iceland and 

those who try to speak for it. Icelanders should recognize that this imaginary could become a 

dominating factor in the energy transition plan discourse and be aware of its power.   

At its core, this thesis primarily focuses on discourse analysis, aiming to understand who is 

communicating what to whom and for what purpose. The central concern here is not to undermine 

the importance and necessity of the energy transition goal, which is indeed commendable and crucial 

for everyone. Rather, the issue lies in the approach of treating it as a competition, which has led to 

certain challenges, particularly the desire to discard the Master Plan to expedite a certain idea of 

progress. The environmental agency seeks to draw attention to this aspect where the problem isn't 

the goal itself but the discourse surrounding it. This raises a valid question: What if, by the year 2040, 

we technically meet the set goals, but due to the influx of heavy industry and population growth, we 

still find ourselves reliant on importing fossil fuels to sustain our operations? In essence, the thesis 

underscores the significance of discourse analysis while highlighting the potential ramifications of 

emphasizing competition over the energy transition, as it could impact the long-term sustainability of 

energy independence. 

7.1 Further research 

There are many possibilities for advancing this kind of research. For example, political scientists could 

have more insight into how policies form, economists could dive deeper into the drivers within the 

economy and philosophers could question the ethics of the energy transition. I would like to see 

further research on the demographics in terms of age and background and how that affects people’s 

opinions. I would also like to see this kind of research specifically conducted in Icelandic for Icelanders 

as the language can carry different meaning compared to the English language.  
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