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A B S T R A C T   

The important role of the state in societal transitions and transformations towards sustainability 
has long been acknowledged. Yet, existing theoretical frameworks in the field remain only 
partially capable of providing the necessary analytical support to study this. In response, this 
article proposes a relational approach to the role of state power in societal transitions based on 
the strategic-relational approach to state theory as developed by Bob Jessop. The resulting 
analytical framework is built around six mutually intertwined dimensions of the state: forms of 
representation, internal organisation, forms of intervention, social basis, state projects, and 
hegemonic formation. The article relates each of these to recent issues and research within energy 
and transitions scholarship and specifies how the framework can be used in empirical studies. 
Through this approach a sophisticated conception of the state is provided, moving beyond un-
derstanding it in purely institutional terms or as a singular, unitary, or monolithic actor.   

1. Introduction 

It has long been clear that the state has important roles to play in societal transitions towards sustainability (e.g., Eckersley, 2004; 
2021; Barry and Eckersley, 2005; Meadowcroft, 2005a; 2005b; 2007; 2009; Stern 2007; Grubb, 2014; Geels, 2014; Bäckstrand and 
Kronsell, 2015; Figenbaum, 2017; Langhelle et al., 2019; Köhler et al., 2019). Nevertheless, transitions scholars have largely shied 
away from explicitly integrating state theory in the analytical frameworks that guide empirical work (Johnstone and Newell, 2018; 
Newell, 2019; Ford and Newell, 2021). In response, this article aims to provide a framework inspired by relational state theory. More 
precisely, it draws on the work of state theorist Bob Jessop (2016) and his strategic-relational approach (SRA) to state power. When 
adapted and operationalised for use in transitions scholarship, the resulting relational approach to the role of the state can enable 
scholars to become better attuned to how and why states varyingly accelerate and impede transitions and their trajectories (Johnstone 
and Newell, 2018; Eckersley, 2021). 

This article builds on and responds to Phil Johnstone and Peter Newell’s (2018) critique of how the role of the state has been 
underdeveloped and neglected in the transitions field, as well as two more recent calls for and attempts to incorporate Gramscian 
theory. First, Robyn Eckersley (2021, p. 246) argued that a distinction between transitions and great transformations is important 
regarding state agency and “the depth and direction of change towards ecological sustainability”. Eckersley furthermore argued that 
Gramscian state theory is well-equipped as a basis for the conjunctural analyses needed to identify the next best steps towards a great 
transformation. Second, Adrian Ford and Peter Newell (2021) have taken more substantive steps toward the operationalisation of key 
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Gramscian concepts for use in transitions scholarship (i.e., hegemony, historical bloc, integral state, war of position, passive revolu-
tion, trasformismo). They do so to gain a better understanding of power in sustainability transitions, especially regarding incumbency 
and the associated dynamics of regime resistance and accommodation. By comparison, our focus is somewhat narrower as we attempt 
to address the role of state power in transitions and transformations rather than power more generally. 

The article is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a brief overview of existing work on the role of the state in societal transitions 
and transformations towards sustainability with a particular focus on the contributions mentioned above. Section 3 introduces and 
develops an understanding of relational state theory through Bob Jessop’s (2016) SRA and its six dimensions of the state. Using these 
dimensions, Section 4 shows how such a relational approach allows for a better understanding of the role of the state by drawing on 
examples from energy and transitions scholarship for each of the six dimensions. In Section 5, we take some initial steps to specify how 
the approach can be applied in empirical analyses, before drawing some final conclusions in Section 6. 

2. A brief overview of transitions scholarship on the state 

Research on sustainability transitions has increasingly engaged the state, recognising that it has access to a “range and depth of 
powers that only the state can call upon (…) if radical and rapid transitions are to be achieved which allow humanity to operate within 
planetary boundaries” (Johnstone and Newell, 2018, p. 72; see also Rockström et al., 2009). As such, the state has begun to take centre 
stage in scholarship where it is often conferred as having important roles integral to limiting global temperature increases by 
marshalling efforts towards sustainability. However, precisely how and if the state apparatus can be mobilised and utilised to bring 
about the necessary changes is highly contextual and often a consequence of a complex interplay of actors within and beyond the 
apparatus competing for power and resources (e.g., Meadowcroft, 2011; Avelino et al., 2016; Eckersley, 2021). In this section, we 
briefly highlight important contributions from the field that help determine the prerequisites for a more explicit theorisation of the role 
of the state in transitions. 

The increasing attention to the state in the field is highly welcome, but as implied above it comes with a few caveats that need to be 
taken seriously. States have an obvious role to play in transitions, because they involve “large-scale, society-wide shifts in in-
frastructures and the provision and consumption of services and resources” (Johnstone and Newell, 2018, p. 72). Indeed, states would 
seem to occupy a pivotal position since “no other institution can match the state’s regulatory capacity” and “nor is there any other 
institution with the resources and financial transfer mechanisms to provide social welfare and address inequalities and injustices on the 
scale of states, and this makes them central to managing the unavoidable dislocations that will occur in the transition process” 
(Eckersley, 2021, p. 248). In the post-Westphalian era, we need to add that the ‘scale of state’ may refer both to the national level and to 
the supranational level where state formations such as the European Union (EU) arguably have an even more pronounced capacity for 
enabling great transformations. 

It is tempting to highlight the potential for states to use their leverage to drive, push, and accelerate transitions towards sustain-
ability. A one-sided focus on the potential for enabling transitions, however, runs the risk of ignoring the potential of the state for 
hindering them. Any adequate approach to the state needs to be able to capture both sides. As noted by Eckersley (2021, p. 249), states 
“have a long history of aiding and abetting environmental destruction”, indicating a need to figure out the conditions of possibility for 
states to play an enabling rather than a hindering role. Indeed, recent assessments have been more pessimistic about the actual 
transformative power of states, rendering somewhat of a paradox: state actors have access to powerful capacities for change but are 
often unable or unwilling to marshal them, especially when states are closely wedded to (petro)capitalist interests (e.g., Newell and 
Paterson, 1998; Harvey, 2014; Bailey, 2015; Mol, 2016; Paterson et al., 2016; Johnstone and Newell, 2018; Hausknost and Hammond, 
2020; Feola, 2020; Eckersley, 2021). 

Expanding on this, Johnstone and Newell (2018, pp. 75–79) identified five areas of neglect in how the role of the state has been 
conceived. Rather than indicating lacunae per se, we perceive the singling out of these areas as an attempt to pinpoint needs for future 
work in moving the field forwards:  

1 Historical outlook, for instance in how alignments between actors competing for state support have shifted historically. Notable 
work includes Coronil (1997), Baker et al. (2014), and Lockwood et al. (2017).  

2 Broadening the geographical scope to avoid a too narrow focus on the nation state, pushing instead for further ‘globalisation’ of 
perspectives. This has already been pursued in various ways by Newell (2008), Schmitz (2015), and Hargrove et al. (2019), among 
others.  

3 Appreciation and analytical attention to the multi-dimensionality of state power, including questions about where powers for 
transition are located within the state apparatus. Insights can be drawn, for instance from Meadowcroft (2007), Lockwood et al. 
(2017), and Roberts and Geels (2019).  

4 De-fetishization of state formations to ensure that they are not seen as unitary actors separated from societies and markets but 
deeply integrated with them – i.e., a relational conception of the state. Examples of how to ensure this is given by Argyriou and 
Barry (2021) and Ford and Newell (2021).  

5 A shift of attention to the material side of the state and especially the pathways generated by the adoption of certain technologies. 
The work of Avelino et al. (2016) and Kok et al. (2021) are useful starting points. 
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We contend that all these points can be addressed by developing and applying a relational approach to the state – and not just 
number four as suggested by Johnstone and Newell (2018).1 A relational approach is furthermore capable of responding to Eckersley’s 
(2021, p. 253) call for a neo-Gramscian theory of the state which would enable transitions scholarship “to move towards a less abstract 
and more dynamic, historicist understanding of the state”. Above all, a relational approach provides a safeguard against the risk of 
reducing and simplifying states as unitary entities seen to be unproblematically capable of making decisions and taking actions – i.e., as 
monolithic actors, direct wielders of power, and as decision-makers of their own volition (Harvey, 2014; Johnstone and Newell, 2018). 
If we are to understand their roles in transitions and transformations in the past, present, and future, the multifaceted and non-unitary 
nature of state formations needs to be thoroughly and consistently accounted for in our analytical frameworks. This hyper-complexity 
of the state has long been recognised, for instance in political science, philosophy, and geography (e.g., Ferguson and Mansbach, 1989; 
Bartelson, 2001; Jessop, 2007; 2009; McGuirk and O’Neil, 2012). As transitions scholars we need to learn from these traditions. 

Transitions scholarship is already rich in ideas about the kinds of state that would be able to bring about great transformations. For 
instance, Eckersley’s (2004) green state and Meadowcroft’s (2005a) ecostate are two prominent examples that have provided important 
imaginaries about how states could support such change. However, such interventions have largely been developed from normative 
ideas about what states ought to be while paying less attention to what states are and how they work. We therefore need to work on 
expanding our capacity to explain why, for example, the environmentalist state fails to appear if we are to heighten our chances of 
charting a route towards it (Hausknost and Hammond, 2020). Eckersley’s (2021) recent examination of the role of states in orches-
trating sustainability transitions is a step in the direction of a less notional and more dynamic understanding where states are treated as 
they are rather than how we want them to be (Johnstone and Newell, 2018; Eckersley, 2021). Likewise, Ford and Newell’s (2021) 
operationalisation of key Gramscian concepts for transitions scholarship has been a helpful contribution. The present article seeks to 
continue in this direction by proposing a relational approach to the state. 

3. Relational state theory 

Taking heed from Johnstone and Newell (2018), Eckersley (2021), and Ford and Newell (2021) this article proposes a relational 
approach to the state in societal transitions and transformations towards sustainability. It employs a relational ontology of the state 
based on Antonio Gramsci’s (1971) theory of the integral state and adapts a version of the strategic-relational approach (SRA) to state 
theory developed from the 1980s onwards by Bob Jessop (1982; 1990; 2002; 2007; 2009; 2016). What the SRA provides, it should be 
noted, is not so much a theory of the state as it is a theory of state power, how it is exercised, how it succeeds, and how it fails. Jessop 
(2016, p. 51) explains that “the aim of state theory should be to demystify the state”, and that “the state is a complex and polymorphous 
reality that is best analysed from several entry points and standpoints rather than by focusing one-sidedly on just one of its elements 
and possible crystallizations”. With this in mind, we find multiple entry points in the six different dimensions of the state as identified 
by Jessop (1990) and use these to propose an initial framework for analysing the role of the state in sustainability transitions (presented 
in Section 3.2 and operationalised in Section 4). 

3.1. The strategic-relational approach 

The first challenge in establishing a relational view is to resist the temptation to artificially separate the state from society. Gramsci 
insisted on an integrated view where the state is not seen to be co-extensive with its apparatus but with the society to which it belongs 
or corresponds. He defined the integral state as follows: “State = political society + civil society, in other words hegemony protected by 
the armour of coercion” (Gramsci, 1971, p. 263).2 This serves to highlight that whenever the state is seen to ‘do something’, we ought 
to consider it not simply as the act of a single, unified entity but as an event that may veil any number of mutually entwined practices 
performed by actors working in, through and in interaction with different parts of the state apparatus. The second half of the definition 
refers to the interplay between consent and coercion through which state power is constituted. 

For the SRA, Jessop (2016, p. 176) rephrased the Gramscian definition of the integral state as “government + governance in the 
shadow of hierarchy” to redirect attention “from the state as a juridico-political apparatus towards the modalities of the exercise of 
state power”.3 While subscribing to an integral conception of the state, Jessop does frequently separate the state apparatus from its 
wider social context. This rests on the claim that the “core of the state apparatus comprises a distinct ensemble of institutions and 
organizations whose socially accepted function is to define and enforce collectively binding decisions on the members of a society in 
the name of their common interest or general will” (Jessop, 1990, p. 341). It is noteworthy that this definition allows for clearly 
identifiable state institutions around the core of the apparatus while insisting on the impossibility of demarcating its outer boundaries. 

The shifting of emphasis from ‘the state’ to ‘state power’ is accompanied by a definition of the latter as “a contingent expression of a 

1 In the opening of section 4 we return to explain how our relational approach responds to each area.  
2 The integral state is precisely what predicated Eckersley’s (2021, pp. 253-254) turn to Gramsci: “Neo-Gramscian theory, which rejects a firm 

ontological divide between capitalist states and societies while also recognising the relative autonomy of the state, can accommodate both structure 
and agency; it understands the exercise of state power in historically dynamic terms as the institutionally-mediated condensation of the configu-
ration of social forces and hegemonic understandings”. For a more detailed discussion of Gramscian concepts in the context of transitions see Ford 
and Newell (2021).  

3 In addition to inspiration from Gramsci, the SRA contains key ideas drawn from Michel Foucault’s work on power and governmentality and Nico 
Poulantzas’ theorisations of the capitalist state. 
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changing balance of forces that seek to advance their respective interests inside, through, and against the state system” (Jessop, 2016, 
p. 54). The purpose was to “reject attempts to capture ‘the essence’ of the state and aim instead to elaborate useful theoretical and 
methodological tools to study its changing forms, functions, and effects” (Jessop, 2016, p. 54). As such, the SRA moves decisively away 
from conceiving the state as a distinct, unified entity or actor, toward a conception of the state as a social relation. We contend that this 
is exactly the kind of state theory that is needed to study the role of the state in sustainability transitions, because it allows for 
fine-grained analyses of how the exercise of state power can act variably, and even simultaneously, as an enabler and a hindrance for 
transitional and transformational change. 

But what does it mean to recast the state as a social relation rather than a unified actor? Most importantly, it means that “whether 
regarded as a thing (or, better, as an institutional ensemble) or as a subject (or, better, as the repository of specific political capacities 
and resources), the state is far from a passive tool or neutral actor” (Jessop, 2016, p. 54). Instead, the state will always be predisposed 
towards some means of action and some types of actors through its specific history of formation and evolution – captured in Jessop’s 
description of the state as being strategically selective. The state apparatus, then, is not a neutral terrain nor a level playing field: “the 
calculating subjects that operate on the strategic terrain constituted by the state are in part constituted by the current strategic 
selectivity of the state system (…) as well as by past state interventions” (Jessop, 2016, pp. 55-56). It follows that analyses of state 
effects must be based on an understanding of the political contestation that plays out on the state terrain and of the ensemble of in-
stitutions present within and constitutive of the state (see also McGuirk and O’Neill, 2012; Fisker, 2019). Jessop’s (2009) metaphor of 
the state as an institutional ensemble is particularly useful here as it encapsulates the state, its formation and formulation, its power, 
materiality, and capacities, neither as a singular whole or as a unified or monolithic actor, and subsequently, neither belonging to or 
under the control of a single actor or institution now or in perpetuity. 

Accordingly, the SRA expects that the state will have “inbuilt biases that privilege some agents and interests over others; but 
whether, how, and how far these biases are actualized depends on the changing balance of forces and their strategies and tactics” 
(Jessop, 2016, p. 54). To account for such biases Jessop imported Andrew Dunsire’s (1996, pp. 318–319) concept of collibration as a 
form of meta-governance: “divide and rule, loading the scales, rigging the market, fiddling the books, levelling the playing field, 
moving the goalposts, and so on. All signify disturbing a balance, or helping to establish a balance, or shifting a point of balance”. 
Collibration is the name that Dunsire gave to all such stratagems.4 For Dunsire, acts of collibration are among the most important 
stabilising forces in society and may be carried out by actors in many different subsystems, including but not exclusively in the state 
apparatus (see also Fisker et al., 2022). In the SRA, the same sense of distributed agency is applied more broadly to state power. While 
Jessop (2016, p. 56) identifies “changing sets of politicians and state officials” as “key players in the exercise of state powers”, he also 
insists that “they always act in relation to a wider balance of forces”. 

3.2. Towards an analytical framework: six dimensions of the state 

The question that now arises is how to establish an analytical framework which can take all of this in to make sense of how state 
powers are mobilised in concrete situations. We find an answer in Jessop’s (1990, p. 345) helpful identification of six dimensions of the 
state through which “the organizational form and sociopolitical bases of the state” can be analysed: (1) forms of representation; (2) 
internal organisation; (3) forms of intervention; (4) social bases of state power; (5) state project(s); and (6) hegemonic formations.5 

Forms of representation refer not only to the electoral and administrative systems of liberal-democratic states but also to the many 
other ways in which various social forces gain formal or informal representation “to voice and promote their contingent material 
interests and their unconditional ideal interests (or values) by virtue of their differential access to centres of political formation, 
decision making, and implementation” (Jessop, 2016, p. 61). This takes place both in and beyond the state apparatus. Mass media, 
social movements, and political parties are, for instance, often key sites of representation positioned outside the state apparatus but as 
important parts of the integral state. 

Internal organisation refers to the institutional architecture of the state apparatus and how it is vertically, horizontally, and 
transversally organised. This concerns the distribution of powers between the various branches of government and amongst the nested 
scales of territorial jurisdictions from the local and all the way to the transnational. Among topics for special consideration, Jessop 
(1990, p. 345) singles out “the relative weight of different parts of the administrative apparatus” as well as “the relations between 
nation-states and the emergent supranational state forms and between central government and local, regional and para-statal forms of 
rule”. While complex to begin with, such distributions of power are moreover continuously shifting in repeated rounds of reform and 
adjustment. Acts of collibration, therefore, often target the internal organisation to create situations where “countervailing powers 
may restrict politics as the art of the possible and (…) introduce frictions and delays into the political process when major changes are 
sought” (Jessop, 2016, p. 67). 

Forms of intervention refer to the means and capacities for action that are invested in the state apparatus, specifically when these are 
directed “beyond the boundaries of the state system in its narrow sense” (Jessop, 2016, p. 70). At its most obvious, this includes 
coercive means such as legislation and taxation, but it can also refer to more subtle and less visible means of intervention whereby state 

4 Based on the latin libra, Dunsire (1996, p. 319) elaborated on his introduction of the term: “When weights placed in one pan of a letter balance 
begin to equal the weight of a letter in the other, the scales librate, oscillating gently around the horizontal. Co-libration means taking a part in this 
process, introducing a bias or compensator into such a field so that it arrives at a steady state when otherwise it might not”.  

5 In The State, Jessop (2016) reiterates the six dimensions, but for the current purposes we prefer the clarity and precision of the terminology 
presented in State Power (Jessop, 1990). 
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actors manage to intervene in society through consent and self-disciplining behaviour – i.e., to forms of governmentality. As argued by 
Davies (2014), a Gramscian perspective ensures that both coercion and consent is considered while expecting that both will always be 
in play. Once again, collibration is important here since the repertoire of possible interventions is never finally settled. Rather, state 
actors are themselves involved in “demarcating the changing boundaries between public and private but also the specific institutional 
mechanisms available for intervention” (Jessop, 1990, p. 345). 

Social bases of the state refer to the institutionalised social compromises which allow states to survive and function. Rather than 
being stable and given, such compromises are unstable equilibria which are constantly subjected to the pressures of a changing set of 
social forces and the various alliances that continuously form and dissolve amongst them. While often referred to in national con-
stitutions as ‘the people’, in practice a social basis consists of a “specific configuration of social forces (…) that support the basic 
structure of the state system, its mode of operation, and its objectives” (Jessop, 2016, p. 72). There is an intimate connection here to the 
forms of representation in the sense that the extent to which such support is willingly provided often depends on how various social 
forces can attain adequate representation. State failure, accordingly, is often associated with the withdrawal of support from key 
forces. 

State project(s) refer to the principles and practices that “(1) define and regulate the boundaries of the state system vis-à-vis the 
wider society and (2) seek to provide the state apparatus thus demarcated with sufficient substantive internal operational unity for it to 
be able to perform its inherited or redefined ‘socially accepted’ tasks” (Jessop, 2016, p. 84). So, the object of the social compromise 
referred to above is a state project. In other strands of state theory, something similar is referred to as the functional imperatives of the 
state which it must uphold to maintain itself as a state (for a full discussion see Eckersley, 2021). The advantage of adopting Jessop’s 
relational conception of state projects rather than the functionalist conception of imperatives is that it does not set in stone what a state 
is or what it must or must not do to survive. In any concrete situation there will indeed be imperatives, but they cannot be assumed 
always to be the same. In other words, the relational account reserves leeway for states to metamorphose into new kinds of states (with 
different imperatives). 

Hegemonic formation is closely related to state projects in the sense that the latter crystalise out of broader hegemonic tendencies 
which condition what kind of state project is politically feasible in any given conjuncture. A state project pursuing great trans-
formations is only politically feasible if it is somewhat reconcilable with the hegemonic formation. The scope in this dimension is 
global and considers the pressures exerted through supranational entities, multilateral organisations, and the international state 
system in general. State projects straying too far from the norms promoted and defended through global organisations such as the 
United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank, and regional bodies such as the EU, tend to become excluded 
through economic and diplomatic sanctions, trade embargoes and so forth.6 So, whereas the social basis of a nation state is more-or-less 
co-extensive with its territory, realigning state projects with the social basis is not necessarily a feasible option if it involves straying 
from the path of what is deemed acceptable by prevailing hegemonic formations.7 While state projects are pursued and promoted by 
state officials – remembering that there may be competing state projects originating in different branches of the apparatus – hegemonic 
formations are much broader and co-constituted throughout the social formation. In this sense, hegemonic formations are closely 
connected to historical blocs as conceived by Gramsci (1971) (see also Ford and Newell, 2021). 

Even with these six dimensions in mind it is important to understand the limitations of state theory before moving to engage them 
for use. In close correspondence to the integral definition of the state, Jessop (2009, p. 371) holds that “an adequate theory of the state 
can only be produced as part of a wider theory of society”, because the state is “peculiarly charged with overall responsibility for 
maintaining the cohesion of the social formation of which it is merely a part”. Whilst appearing often to be quite fixed and stable, states 
are constantly changing and evolving. This is seen in the “increasingly artificial division between domestic and international affairs” 
marked by the growing inter-state system, where state sovereignty is increasingly questioned (Jessop, 2009, p. 369; see also Walker, 
1993; Rosenberg, 1994). As such, a relational approach that is configured through these dimensions allows for an appreciation of the 
state’s temporal and spatial dynamics but also its ability to interact beyond domestic territorial boundaries. Such an approach is crucial 
in the context of climate change and driving sustainable transitions and transformations, which will increasingly necessitate coor-
dinated international and global actions across borders (see also Hay, 1999). 

4. The state in sustainability transitions from a strategic-relational perspective 

“And, at this point, therefore, the manuscript breaks off … (to be resumed by those who take up the challenge to develop the 
strategic-relational approach in their own fashion and their own fields)” (Jessop, 2007, p. 245). 

As prompted by Jessop, we outline a strategic-relational perspective on the role of the state in sustainability transitions with a point 
of departure in the six dimensions of the state. Throughout, we draw on examples from existing energy and transitions scholarship. The 
purpose is to show how the SRA can shed new light on the role of the state in transitions; on how it can both support and hinder change. 

Before moving on, however, we want to briefly explain how the proposed framework responds to the five areas of neglect pointed 

6 Whilst these organisations belong to the supranational level in the internal organisation of state apparatuses, they also play decisive roles in 
hegemonic formations. Examples of this are the actions of the International Monetary Fund in Latin America and the European Troika in the 
Mediterranean (especially against Greece under the Syriza government) (see Ortiz & Béjar, 2013; Kentikelenis et al., 2016; Siamanta, 2019).  

7 More-or-less because there are exceptions such as nation states with substantial diasporas. For the current article, however, we leave this aside 
while noting that in the context of a global climate crisis such exceptions may quickly become the norm. 
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out by Johnstone and Newell (2018). We contend that a properly relational approach to the state entails (1) deep historical attention to 
the formative and evolutionary processes of statehood and statecraft, including how these are not merely historical facts but form part 
of still on-going processes through which state projects are maintained and renewed; (2) a global outlook where the nation state is seen 
as merely one amongst many possible (and actual) state formations and where the potential for effective state action is often located at 
the supranational level which corresponds more closely with the scale of the problem; (3) a multi-dimensional view of state power 
which is attentive to how and by whom it is wielded and which allows for the state terrain to play host to competing and mutually 
contradictory political projects; (4) an integral perspective where the state is not seen to be simply co-extensive with its institutional 
apparatus but deeply entangled with the societal context in which it is embedded; and (5) a sensitivity to the material constraints, 
inertias, and compossibilities that the sedimentation of state practices affords. In the following we take some initial steps to specify how 
a strategic-relational approach can be applied in empirical analyses within energy and transitions scholarship. 

4.1. Forms of representation 

In energy and transitions scholarship, the forms of representation have been studied most intensely in work on vested interests (e.g., 
Geels, 2005; Verbong and Geels, 2010; E. Moe, 2010; 2012; 2014; 2015; Hoffman and Loeber, 2016; Avelino et al., 2016; Avelino, 
2017; Köhler et al., 2019; Boute and Zhikharev, 2019). While this literature has brought important insights about the 
techno-institutional complexes that lead to carbon lock-in (Unruh, 2000), it has also engendered a somewhat problematic under-
standing of the relation between vested interests and the state, where the former are seen as something external to the latter, ‘worming’ 
their way in to co-opt state power. Moreover, there is often an (implicit) assumption that vested interests are malign by default (T.M. 
Moe, 2015). This may lead to the illusion that vested interests can and should be gotten rid of. In a relational approach, however, the 
state is always seen to be predisposed to cater for some interests above others, but crucially this can work both ways. Also, because the 
state is non-unitary, the various interests being served can to some degree be mutually contradictory. The fossil-fuel regime may have 
been able to sustain carbon lock-in through vested interests in key parts of the state apparatus (and beyond), but this does not exclude 
the simultaneous co-presence of, for instance, state-led ‘incubation rooms’ where certain niches find a protected space for development 
(e.g., Schot, 1998; Kemp et al., 1998, Geels, 2002, Geels and Schot 2007; Verbong and Geels, 2010; Meadowcroft, 2011). An approach 
inspired by the SRA would study these contradictory co-presences as exemplars of a continuously changing balance of social forces 
which determines the strategic selectivity of state action in specific situations. Furthermore, it would add additional nuance to dis-
cussions that often reduce these dynamics to niche-regime interactions when in fact much more may be going on and further 
exploration warranted. 

An integral view of the state furthermore allows for a nuanced understanding of how vested interests gain and retain their status of 
privilege. Rather than look narrowly for explanations in the state apparatus, we can begin to appreciate how these interests also receive 
preferential treatment in how they are represented in the hybrid media landscape, in political parties, in social movements, and so 
forth. In this context, it can be useful to distinguish between the state apparatus conceived narrowly as an institutional ensemble (Jessop, 
1990) and the integral state conceived more broadly as a terrain of contestation (McGuirk and O’Neill, 2012). Importantly, however, the 
state apparatus must be seen as a fully integrated feature of this terrain rather than something separate from it. As the metaphor 
implies, the different terrain features (state apparatus, media, parties, movements, etc.) can blend into each other, even if they may 
appear to be distinct and identifiable. To be sure, access to the institutional capacities and authority of the state apparatus need to 
remain a key topic of study, especially if we want to understand why some niches evolve into regimes while others do not. For instance, 
decisions within the state apparatus to support new interests that upset established interests within the status quo often involve a 
trade-off between what is gained and what is lost. ‘Winners’ and ‘losers’ are picked based not only on the perceived quality and 
competence of the niches in question, but also considering how much of a disruption they would entail for vested interests (Mead-
owcroft, 2011). 

4.2. Internal organisation 

Whether and how the state becomes a hindrance to or an enabler of transitions and transformations is conditioned by how the state 
apparatus is organised and, more importantly, by the formal and informal power asymmetries and hierarchies that exist amongst state 
institutions. Taking this dimension seriously ensures against “the state being seen as a ‘black box’ inside which external demands and 
support somehow get translated in unknowable ways into specific policies that are then directed outwards” (Jessop, 2016, p. 67). In 
transitions scholarship, such ‘black-boxing’ has been perpetuated mainly through taking for granted that the state can be seen 
unproblematically as a singular, unified, or monolithic actor (e.g., Meadowcroft, 2011; Johnstone and Newell, 2018; Feola, 2020). To 
be sure, this is not always the result of an oversight on the part of scholars but can instead be a consequence of the scope and focus of 
many studies.8 The empirical studies that do open up the black box of the state have already provided some important insights on how 
state decisions and actions come about, exactly where in the state apparatus they are made, and how they are pushed through (e.g., 
Meadowcroft, 2007; Mol, 2016; Lockwood et al., 2017; Roberts and Geels, 2019; Hausknost and Hammond, 2020). Importantly, such 
analyses cannot be limited by the boundaries of national states but must attend to the complexities added by the transition towards a 
post-Westphalian state system which also reconfigures issues of sovereignty. 

8 If one is studying, for instance, transition-related changes in energy markets it is indeed reasonable to treat state interventions simply as 
something the state does which impacts that specific market without going into an analysis about how and why those interventions came about. 
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Another vital point concerns the false dichotomy between markets and state regulation, where states are assumed to regulate 
markets from the outside. As shown by the Carbon Majors Database (CMD) 36 of the 100 companies responsible for 71% of global 
emissions between 1988 and 2015 were state-owned. A further seven were state producers (CMD, 2017, p. 5). Furthermore, 59% of the 
635 GtCO2e operational and product greenhouse gas legacy emissions were from state-owned companies (CMD, 2017, p. 8).9 These 
companies should be seen either as part of or intimately connected to the internal organisation of the state apparatus. In any case, states 
have direct stakes as incumbents in current regimes, something which clearly must be factored into analyses concerned with the role of 
the state in transitions. An important task for empirical analysis is to locate the state actors who can shape, make, and implement 
decisions through energy companies owned and/or controlled by the state apparatus. A related task is to map the profound levels of 
institutional integration between the state apparatus and energy companies. 

4.3. Forms of intervention 

The most obvious aspect of state involvement in societal transitions is captured by the modes of intervention since this refers to the 
repertoire of actions available to state actors. Examples include subsidies, concessions, energy price regulations, and carbon taxes. 
Particularly well known is the historical case of the sail to steam transition, where interventions by the British imperial state featured 
prominently (Geels, 2002). In the more recent case of Germany’s Energiewende, the German government published key policy docu-
ments and passed legislative support, providing substantial financial incentives (e.g., the German feed-in tariff) while re-evaluating 
policy and regulation based on the progress of the transition, making changes to enhance the prospects of attaining its goals 
(Kuzemko et al., 2016). 

Through various forms of intervention, considerable influence can be exerted on market actors from within the state apparatus. For 
instance, Sovacool (2008) and Tomain (2017) have both highlighted the role of phase-out policies and direct market interventions in 
combatting the slow uptake of clean power in the United States. Further, in nine of the ten examples of rapid energy transitions 
identified by Sovacool (2016), state actors featured prominently in vital enabling roles. This is particularly interesting given the wide 
variety of national states covered in the study (i.e., Sweden, China, Indonesia, Brazil, Kuwait, Netherlands, France, Denmark, Canada) 
(Sovacool, 2016; see also Langhelle et al., 2019). Johnstone and Newell (2018, p. 74) note that state interventions, such as those 
mentioned above, are often the “consequence of political struggles to gain and execute state power”. 

The range of interventions available to state institutions can also reach across territorial boundaries through commercial diplomacy 
and coercive foreign policy. Energy-based statecraft with transnational entanglements can be observed, for example, in Yemen, Iran, 
Iraq, Venezuela, and Lithuania, where geo-strategic state energy goals are being pursued (e.g., Coronil, 1997; Yergin, 2009; Johnstone 
and Newell, 2018; Sattich et al., 2022). Likewise, the recent Russian invasion of Ukraine has clear connections with geo-strategic 
energy goals regarding European reliance on gas imports and seems to be having a direct impact on how the EU pursues its transi-
tion targets. This is exemplified by the REPowerEU plan which was launched as a direct response in May 2022 (European Commission, 
2022a; see also Lonergran et al., 2022; Medinilla et al., 2022). However, it is important to note that we should be careful not to 
oversimplify the complexities of the policy mixes that support these interventions, which can entail a diverse array of different ar-
rangements and goals co-evolving out of successive rounds of policymaking often spanning several years (e.g., Kivimaa and Kern, 
2016; Kern et al., 2017; Edmondson et al., 2019).10 

Interventions from states are rarely singular in their form, and instead more often encompass complex arrays of policy mixes whose 
effectiveness is dependant on how well they are aligned with other interventions (e.g., Patashnik and Zelizer, 2013; Rogge et al., 2017). 
For example, the dilution of policy interventions can occur through efforts being too ameliorative or being insufficiently aligned with 
other interventions that traverse the necessary policy domains (Kivimaa and Kern, 2016). This can take the form of (counter-)policy 
mixes whose interventions provide stability towards incumbent fossil fuel practices and high carbon activities, which in-turn can dilute 
more progressive, sustainable policy mixes that look to disrupt status quo practices to enable change (Kivimaa, 2022). As such, it is 
important to understand that state interventions in the context of societal transitions and transformations can be far more multifaceted 
than simple regulatory and legislative measures. They can also transgress the territorial boundaries of nation states with some powers 
and capacities being moved to supranational state formations such as the EU, thus highlighting the importance of attending to the 
interrelation between changes in the internal organisation (see Section 4.2) and the repertoire of interventions available to different 
state actors. 

4.4. Social bases of state power 

The stability and relative permanence of the first three dimensions depend on a sustained, institutionalised social compromise that 
equips state actors with the legitimacy to carry out their roles and fulfil their functions. The social basis of state power can be 
threatened when the inevitable discrepancies between the three formal dimensions and the society to be governed become too large. 
The most obvious example is when public opinion in key policy areas disagree significantly with state policies and interventions to the 
extent that the state is widely perceived to be working against ‘the will of the people’. With substantial shifts in public opinion on 
climate change, the emergence of such discrepancies is becoming increasingly pertinent in the context of transition-orientated policy 

9 The extent of state-ownership of these entities differed. However, the state was often the largest shareholder.  
10 For more on the different definitions, conceptual developments, and empirical advances in the study of policy mixes see Rogge and Reichardt 

(2016), Rogge et al. (2017), and Kern et al. (2019). 
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making (e.g., Shwom et al., 2015; Bromley-Trujillo and Poe, 2020). 
In responding to popular pressure, however, state actors have often been involved in creating appeasement through symbolic policy 

measures – or ‘policy green-washing’ (Armour et al., 2021) – sometimes to the extent of masking the absence of real change. The 
continual lack of meaningful climate action in countries around the globe has been illustrated by a recent report from the International 
Energy Agency (IEA) finding that even during 2021, when the global economy performed poorly due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
energy-related carbon dioxide emissions rose by 6% to 36.3 billion tonnes - the highest ever (IEA, 2022). Still, states must survive and 
function, so the current contestation surrounding the issues created by anthropogenic climate change typically revolve around the 
degree to which a social compromise must be attained for the state to continue to operate with sufficient legitimacy. A relational 
approach is useful as it allows for a greater exploration of the configuration of social forces that enable the structure of the state system, 
and thus, the social basis upon which the state is constituted and constructed (Jessop, 2016). 

4.5. State project(s) 

State projects relate directly to the operational unity of state formations and their capacity to act. Understanding the state projects 
that are in operation in a given conjuncture is therefore necessary for grasping the actual capacities of the state for enabling or hin-
dering transformational change. The green state and the ecostate are examples of imagined state projects where environmentalist 
concerns are prioritised vis-à-vis other issues (Eckersley, 2004; Meadowcroft, 2005a). Among actually-existing state projects (osten-
sibly) pursuing such an agenda, the EU’s agreement on a European Green Deal (EGD) is one of the most interesting current examples. 
Even a cursory glance at its stated goals makes it clear that as a state project it reflects a somewhat contradictory compromise between 
environmentalist, capitalist, and welfarist interests.11 

Employing the SRA to study how such internal contradictions are negotiated and translated into concrete action would help in 
understanding what such specific state projects may be (in)capable of achieving. It would also help by providing the conjunctural 
analyses needed to meet the challenge posed by Eckersley (2021, p. 246) of “how to approach the transition challenge in ways that can 
gain political traction while also being transformative and not merely ameliorative”. The slippage from transformative ambitions to 
ameliorative outcomes that Eckersley warns against can be captured by the Gramscian concept of passive revolution, which involves “a 
process of transformation, absorption, and incorporation that translates contentious politics into bureaucratic or technical questions” 
(Jessop, 2016, p. 178), whereby “revolution-inducing strains are at once displaced and fulfilled” (Callinicos, 2010, p. 505).12 As noted 
by Ford and Newell (2021, p. 7) this amounts to a strategy of accommodation where “hegemonic actors secur[e] the acquiescence of 
key social groups to maintain market and political dominance”. This is arguably what has been happening over the past several decades 
regarding the question of a green transition. While the compatibility of capitalism and a liveable planet for future generations has been 
questioned (e.g., Harvey, 2006; 2014; Feola, 2020), the critique has largely been absorbed by the push for green capitalism – as seen in 
the EGD – rather than sparking widespread popular support for anti-capitalist revolutions or post-capitalist transformations (see also 
Gibson-Graham, 2006; Siamanta, 2019). 

4.6. Hegemonic formation 

It should be clear from the previous section that state projects are in no way unconstrained by the contexts in which they emerge 
and evolve. To paraphrase and reappropriate Marx (2005, p. 1), state projects may make history but not under circumstances of their 
own choosing. In other words, any state project will necessarily be path-dependant and co-constituted by prevailing hegemonic 
formations, even in cases where they may be characterised as counter-hegemonic. In transitions scholarship, the Gramscian concept of 
historical bloc has been used to capture the resistance effects that the constraints of hegemonic formations have on transition progress 
(e.g., Geels, 2014; Ford and Newell, 2021). But hegemonic formations entail more than the concrete strategic alliances observed 
between, for instance, ministries and the fossil fuel industry. It extends to the range of imaginaries available to policymakers and other 
actors who make transitions-related decisions. 

We have already mentioned (in Section 4.4) how state action tends to espouse policy measures which continually treat capitalism as 
a solution to anthropogenic climate change, rather than at the root of its cause. Indeed, widespread neoliberalisation of government 
and governance has been instrumental in producing the kind of policy choices favoured by state actors in responding to the perceived 
need for sustainability transitions, i.e., arrangements meant to bring about transitions primarily through market mechanisms. This 
could be seen as indicative of an ‘ideological lock-in’ effect which narrows the perceived array of options for state action to the extent 
that some forms of action are rendered almost ‘unthinkable’. According to Feola (2020) this extends into the ranks of transitions 
scholars, where capitalism tends to be taken for granted and where options for a post-capitalist transformation are rarely sought. Being 
attuned to the presence and impact of hegemonic formations can, therefore, help transitions scholars to safeguard against potential 
complicity in generating a too narrow-minded palette of options for state intervention. 

11 (1) “no net emissions of greenhouse gases by 2050”; (2) “economic growth decoupled from resource use”; and (3) “no person and no place left 
behind” (EU Commission, 2022b, p. 1).  
12 Trasformismo can also potentially be linked to transitions management conceived by Jan Rotman (2005, p. 4) as “a visionary, cyclical process of 

agenda building, learning, instrumenting and experimenting” which “works through clever, subtle changes and adjustments at several levels 
concurrently” (see also Loorbach, 2007). For more on trasformismo see Gramsci (1971, pp. 106-114), Ford and Newell (2021, pp. 6-7), and Newell 
(2019, p. 41). 
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5. Applying the strategic-relational approach in transitions scholarship 

So far in this article we have (1) argued for the pertinence of a relational approach to understanding the role of the state and state 
power in transitions and transformations towards sustainability; (2) presented the theoretical groundwork for such an approach by 
introducing the basics of the SRA to the state; and (3) explained how each of the six dimensions from the SRA relate to and help explain 
key issues and topics encountered in transitions scholarship. What remains is to specify how the six dimensions may be applied as a 
heuristic for empirical analyses. 

The proposed relational approach is deliberately kept in its simplest possible form. Indeed, Jessop (1990, p. 345) introduced his six 
dimensions as a simplistic alternative “for less ambitious purposes”. We have chosen this simpler route, because we wanted to make 
available to transitions scholars a heuristic capable of taking the first important steps in opening the black box of the state in empirical 
analyses of transitions. A more fully-fledged version of the SRA, however, may be needed for dealing adequately with issues such as 
“exploring the limits of state intervention” (Jessop, 1990, p. 345). Nevertheless, we want to caution against simplifying the dimensions 
as separate ‘parts’ of the state which can then be used as objects for a series of one-sided analyses. The value and usefulness of the 
approach lies rather in using it to understand and emphasise that a particular issue needs to be analysed across the dimensions. If we 
want to understand, for instance, how and why a specific state intervention – say, a carbon tax – came or may come into being, then we 
need to work our way across at least some of the other dimensions as well, using them in turn as analytical lenses. Each dimension adds 
another layer of complexity to the analysis without ever exhausting the complexity of the studied object. Still, not every analysis needs 
to address all six dimensions in detail, but it is important to retain a reflective awareness about the rest. 

Finally, and in line with the point above, we caution against seeing the framework as being fully exhaustive: “Epistemologically, if 
the real world is infinitely complex, it cannot be exhausted analytically. (…) Instead it requires that we select simplifying entry points 
into that complexity and recognize that all knowledge is partial, provisional, and incompletable” (Jessop, 2007, p. 229). While the six 
dimensions are adequate for the purpose of grasping the role of state power in transitions, the number of dimensions can always be 
multiplied. Accordingly, Jessop (2007, p. 231) describes a “dual movement from abstract to concrete along one plane of analysis and 
from simple to complex as more analytical planes are introduced in order to produce increasingly adequate explanations”. Beyond 
using the six dimensions, this also means that transitions scholars using the framework will therefore want to bring it into ‘conver-
sation’ with existing approaches in the field to promote the ‘constructive dialogue’ that Pel et al. (2016) have called for and the 
‘theoretical pluralisation’ advocated by Hopkins et al. (2020). 

It would, for instance, be compatible with Andy Stirling’s (2019) configuring fields (CF) approach to the study of power and in-
cumbency in socio-technical transformations. Stirling promoted a worm’s eye view on incumbency to challenge prevailing eagle eye 
views. To the extent that the SRA is employed without straying from Jessop’s insistence on moving gradually from abstract-simple 
entry points towards concrete-complex analyses by traversing the six dimensions of state power, our approach provides a way of 
moving gradually between worm’s eye and eagle eye views within the same analytical framework. Likewise, the SRA would be capable 
of enriching analyses employing the multi-level perspective (MLP) on socio-technical change (Geels, 2014), for instance by accounting 
more fully for the role of state power in the interplay between regimes and niches. Our version of the SRA can assist Geels’ (2014, p. 27) 
self-initiated push to “introduce power and politics into the MLP”, with its compatibility being underlined by our shared reliance on the 
Gramscian concept of historical bloc. Finally, and as illustrated repeatedly throughout Section 4, there are rich opportunities for 
bringing the six dimensions together with Ford and Newell’s (2021) operationalisation of key Gramscian concepts for analysing the 
role of power in transitions. 

6. Conclusion 

If transitions scholarship is to properly grasp the role of the state in societal transitions and transformations towards sustainability, 
then we need more nuanced and dynamic conceptions of the state. We also need to integrate those conceptions with the frameworks 
that we use to study transitions. There is, however, no need to reinvent the wheel. Scholars in political philosophy and political science 
have theorised the state for centuries and there is plenty to learn from their work. As stated by the Sustainability Transitions Research 
Network (STRN) Agenda: “we believe it is essential to continue the dialogue with more established disciplines, not just to promote 
transition ideas in these networks, but also to be challenged by ‘outsiders’, to benefit from new perspectives, and to further refine 
current transition approaches” (Köhler et al., 2019, p. 21). The political turn in the field has taken steps in this direction, but as 
Johnstone and Newell (2018) have made clear, there is still some way to go. In this article, we have followed through on their 
well-founded claim that “we need a relational account of the state” by proposing what such an account may look like (Johnstone and 
Newell, 2018, p. 78). 

Our turn to Jessop and his SRA reflects a decisive break with any notion of the state as a simple, unified actor, and moves towards an 
approach that takes seriously the full complexity of how state power is exercised. Simultaneously, it is an approach that lends itself to a 
relatively simple operationalisation for the study of transitions and which shows signs of compatibility with some of the existing 
frameworks being applied in the field. Moreover, it is arguably capable of responding to all five areas of neglect identified by 
Johnstone and Newell (2018). Finally, we believe that it can play a role in answering a challenging question raised by the STRN 
Agenda: “What can sustainability transitions research say about current political and societal macro developments?” (Köhler et al., 
2019, p. 21). An integral view of the state operationalised through the six dimensions of state power makes it possible to provide new 
answers to this question. 

What remains, however, is to test the approach by applying it in empirical studies. This is beyond the scope of the current article 
which aimed only at making available a carefully configured relational approach to the role of the state in transitions. Undoubtedly, 
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the approach stands to be modified and improved through use. This is not only welcome, but key to its further development. It is also 
through use that integration with existing frameworks in the field will have to be worked out in detail. We have pointed to a 
compatibility with the MLP and the CF approaches but stating that integration is possible is not the same as having achieved it. 
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