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Introduction 
What publics think, know, say and do has become a central concern of energy research and 

policy. Existing approaches tend to imagine an external public existing in a natural state 

waiting to be revealed, engaged, or mobilised by science and democracy. Yet, energy publics 

are actively brought into being by the ways one seeks to know and move them. This report 

summarises the key messages emerging from an interdisciplinary workshop on ‘making 

energy publics’ held at UEA London on April 3rd 2014. The workshop – a collaboration 

between the Open University Publics Then, Now and Beyond network and the 

EPSRC Realising Transition Pathways Project – explored the possible academic and practical 

value of radically rethinking energy publics as being emergent and co-produced in relation to 

social, technical and political orders. In doing so it had three main areas of concern and 

possible contribution:  

 to consider competing theoretical explanations for the co-production, making and 

mediation of energy publics;  

 to open up a more ‘system-wide’ and symmetrical exploration of the diverse sites 

and forms of making energy publics;  

 and finally to consider how relations between science, governance and society would 

need to be reconfigured in order to better account for the inherent uncertainties, 

diversities, materialities, and competing visions of emergent energy publics.  

It is not so long ago that centralized energy systems developed by industrialized nation 

states through the 20th century seemingly left little role for publics, other than as ‘passive 

consumers’ and everyday practitioners, removed from the governance, materials and 

infrastructures of energy production and supply.1 However, the past two decades have 

witnessed thoroughgoing changes in the relationship between energy systems and their 

publics. Transformations in how energy is governed and produced, including the 

neoliberalisation of energy markets and the slower rise of more distributed forms of energy 

production and renewables, have multiplied the roles that publics can and do take up in 

relation to energy.2 In addition, the looming energy crisis that accompanied the dawn of the 

21st century – whether defined in terms of the ‘energy trilemma’ of global climate change, 

energy security and socio-economic inequalities3 or some more complex entanglement of 

issues that make up this very ‘political situation’4 – means that publics are now 

simultaneously sought out, implicated in, and actively seek out their place in ‘the energy 

transition’. This includes diverse forms of public engagement through consultation 

processes, opinion polls, behaviour change programmes, social marketing campaigns, social 

media, planning protests, activism and public demonstrations, lobbying, investment decisions, 

the co-design of energy technologies, participatory energy modelling, visioning exercises, 

                                            
1 Walker, G. & Cass, N. (2007) ‘Carbon reduction, 'the public' and renewable energy: engaging with socio-technical configurations’, Area 

39(4): 458-469. 
2 Devine-Wright, P. (2007) 'Energy citizenship: psychological aspects of evolution in sustainable energy technologies'. In Murphy, J. (Ed) 

Governing Technology for Sustainability, London: Earthscan, pp.63-86. 
3 Sautter J., Landis J. & Dworkin M. (2008) ‘The Energy Trilemma in the Green Mountain State: An Analysis of Vermont's Energy 

Challenges and Policy Options’ Vermont Journal of Environmental Law 10: 477-506; World Energy Council (2012) World Energy Insight 

2012, available at http://www.worldenergy.org/documents/wei_2012_sm.pdf; Hammond G. and Pearson D. (2013) ‘Challenges of the 
transition to a low carbon, more electric future: From here to 2050’ Energy Policy 52: 1-9.   
4 Barry A. (2012) ‘Political Situations: Knowledge Controversies in Transnational Governance’, Critical Policy Studies, 6, 324-336,  

http://www.worldenergy.org/documents/wei_2012_sm.pdf
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open innovation processes, citizen science, hacker spaces, smart energy technologies, eco-

homes, community energy schemes, other grassroots energy innovations, and so on.5  

Yet for all these efforts and developments in 'extending' energy systems to bring the public 

in, it is the contention of this workshop that most of the aforementioned approaches – 

including many of those from within the social sciences and humanities – articulate a 

simplistic view of energy publics. They tend to imagine an external public existing in a 

natural state waiting to be revealed, engaged, or mobilised by science and democracy. This is 

a popular and enduring view of energy publics in (social) science, policy circles and wider 

society. Yet, constructivist theories in science and technology studies (STS), geography, 

political/democratic theory, anthropology and cognate disciplines6 see publics as actively 

brought into being by the very ways actors seek to know and move them – whether that be 

through practices of opinion polling, behaviour change, protest movements, open 

innovation, and so on. Any understanding of publics, their knowledges, and actions, thus 

cannot be separated from the ways in which they are mediated and configured in particular 

settings. 

While these approaches vary, a common central argument is that most existing ways of 

knowing, doing and governing energy publics fail to properly account for how publics are 

actively constructed and shaped by – and in turn shape – the various material settings, 
technologies, infrastructures, issues, participatory procedures, and political philosophies 

with which they are associated. Rather than existing as fixed entities waiting to be 

discovered by social scientists, energy publics are seen to be co-produced through the 

mutual constitution of social, political and technical orders7 in the performance of 

experiments and practices at particular sites8 and the more durable relations between 

citizens, technoscience and the state held together in wider assemblages, institutions and 

political cultures.9 

With this in mind, the main aim of this workshop was to consider the potential academic 

and practical value of adopting a perspective on energy publics as emergent and co-

produced. What would it mean to take seriously and properly account for emergent publics 

through and around energy systems – how they are mediated, their diversities and inherent 

uncertainties – for theory, our modes of study, and practice? In order to address this we 

opened up three provisional areas of questioning and possible contribution. 

   

Conceptualising the making of energy publics 

A number of competing theoretical explanations exist of the making and mediation of 

energy publics. Different approaches foreground the relative roles of technologies, 

objects/issues, social practices, procedures, imaginaries, and forms of human action in the 

making of energy publics. It is quite rare for many of these conceptual approaches to be 

                                            
5 On this diversity see, for example, Chilvers J. & Longhurst N. (2012) ‘Participation, Politics and Actor Dynamics in Low Carbon Energy 
Transitions’, (Science, Society and Sustainability Research Group, University of East Anglia, Norwich) available 

http://www.lowcarbonpathways.org.uk/lowcarbon/news/UEA_participation_workshop_final_version.pdf  
6
 Irwin, A. (2006) ‘The politics of talk: Coming to terms with the “new” scientific governance’, Social Studies of Science, 36(2): 299–320; 

Lezaun, J. & Soneryd, L., (2007) ‘Consulting citizens: technologies of elicitation and the mobility of publics’, Public Understanding of 
Science, 16(3): 279–297; Michael, M. (2009) ‘Publics performing publics: of PiGs, PiPs and politics’, Public Understanding of Science, 18(5): 
617–631; Mahony, N., Newman, J. & Barnett, C. (eds.) (2010) ‘Rethinking the Public: innovations in research, theory and politics’ Policy 

Press, Bristol; Bennett, J. (2010) Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, Duke University Press; Marres, N. & Lezaun, J. (2011) 
‘Materials and devices of the public: an introduction’, Economy and Society 40: 489 – 509. 
7 Jasanoff, S. (2004) States of Knowledge: The Co-production of Science and Social Order, London: Routledge. 
8 

Laurent, B. (2011) ‘Technologies of Democracy: Experiments and Demonstrations’. Science and Engineering Ethics, 17(4): 649–666; 

Chilvers, J. & Longhurst, N. (2013) 'Participation in transition(s): emergent engagement, politics and actor dynamics in low carbon energy 
transitions', Paper presented to the 10th International Conference of the European Society for Ecological Economics, Lille, June 2013. 
9 

Jasanoff, S. (2011) ‘Constitutional Moments in Governing Science and Technology’, Science and Engineering Ethics, 17(4): 621–38.  

http://www.lowcarbonpathways.org.uk/lowcarbon/news/UEA_participation_workshop_final_version.pdf


3 

 

brought into direct conversation, but we deliberately sought to do this through the 

selection of the workshop speakers. 

One strand of scholarship foregrounds material energy technologies and infrastructures in 

shaping publics, such as the classic case of nuclear power's 'social constitution' in terms of a 

centrally controlled energy system.10 A related school of approaches focusses on the 

potential of material objects and devices to bring publics into being, and the issues in which 

they are entangled.11 Other authors have emphasised the role played by procedural 

‘technologies of democracy’ and forms of participatory expertise12, describing more or less 

stabilized configurations for knowing and mobilizing energy publics, ranging from opinion 

polls, focus groups, citizens juries, through to forms of protest and activism. Concerned 

more with the sphere of human action and agency, another set of approaches has 

foregrounded everyday energy intensive social practices – like thermal comfort, showering, 

and cooking – as central to configuring everyday public life.13 Related to this work, media 

scholars have increasingly emphasized the role played by conventional and new media 

technologies in the development and emergence of new energy practices and publics. The 

raw power of human action in mediating public engagements with energy has also been 

emphasised, whether that be the power of facilitators, mediators and community 

organisers14, the force of social movements15, or incumbent institutions.16 And lastly, some 

scholars have highlighted the importance of narratives, visions and imaginaries of energy 

systems and futures that are durable over space and time, being continually (re)produced 

through the performances of state decision making and distributed energy publics.17 

This mapping of different accounts of the making of energy publics begs the questions ‘what 

are the effects of foregrounding these different elements in our analysis of energy publics?’, 

and 'to what extent are these different theories and explanations complementary, working 

in tension, or completely incompatible?' Might it be that these multiple elements always form 

part of the co-production of energy publics, the variable role of each being foregrounded or 

backgrounded in different times, places, and sites within the energy system? 

 

                                            
10 Winner, L. (1986) The Whale and the Reactor: A Search for Limits in an Age of High Technology, Chicago: University of Chicago Press; 

Grove-White, R., Kearnes, M., Macnagthen, P. & Wynne, B. (2006) ‘Nuclear Futures: Assessing Public Attitudes to New Nuclear Power’, 

The Political Quarterly 77(2): 238-246 
11 Barry A. (2012) ‘Political Situations: Knowledge Controversies in Transnational Governance’, Critical Policy Studies, 6, 3, 324-336; 

Marres, N. & Lezaun, J. (2011) ‘Materials and devices of the public: an introduction’, Economy and Society 40: 489 – 509; Marres N, (2012) 
Material Participation: Technology, the Environment and Everyday Publics (Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke) 
12 Lezaun, J. & Soneryd, L., (2007) ‘Consulting citizens: technologies of elicitation and the mobility of publics’, Public Understanding of 

Science, 16(3): 279–297;  Chilvers, J. (2008) ‘Environmental risk, uncertainty, and participation: mapping an emergent epistemic 
community’, Environment & Planning A 40(12): 2990-3008; Felt, U. & Fochler, M. (2010) ‘Machineries for making publics: inscribing and 

describing publics in public engagement’, Minerva 48(3): 219-238; Laurent, B. (2011) ‘Technologies of Democracy: Experiments and 
Demonstrations’. Science and Engineering Ethics, 17(4): 649–666. 
13 Shove, S. (1998) ‘Gaps, barriers and conceptual chasms: theories of technology transfer and energy in buildings’, Energy Policy 26(15): 

1105-1112; Shove, S., Pantzar, M. & Watson, M. (2012) The Dynamics of Social Practice: Everyday life and how it changes’ (Sage, London); 
Hargreaves T. (2011) ‘Practice-ing behaviour change: Applying social practice theory to pro-environmental behaviour change’, Journal of 
Consumer Culture 11: 79-99.    
14 Elam, M., Reynolds, L., Soneryd, L., Sundqvist, G. & Szerszynski, B. (2007) Mediators of Issues and Mediators of Process: A theoretical 

framework, European Commission report, available from http://www.argonaproject.eu/docs/arg-del_4-wp3-final.pdf; Hauxwell-Baldwin, R. 

(2013) ‘The Politics and Practice of ‘Community’ in UK Government Funded Climate Change Initiatives: the Case of the Low Carbon 
Communities Challenge’ Science, Society and Sustainability Research Group, University of East Anglia, Norwich available at 
http://www.3s.uea.ac.uk/sites/default/files/3SWP_Hauxwell%20Baldwin_2013-29.pdf  
15 Seyfang, G. & Haxeltine, A. (2012) ‘Growing grassroots innovations: exploring the role of community-based initiatives in governing 

sustainable energy transitions’ Environment and Planning C 30: 381-400 
16 Stirling, A. (2008) ‘‘Opening Up’ and ‘Closing Down’ - Power, Participation, and Pluralism in the Social Appraisal of Technology’, Science 

Technology & Human Values 33: 262 – 294 
17 Jasanoff, S. & Kim, S-H. (2009) ‘Containing the Atom: Sociotechnical Imaginaries and Nuclear Power in the United States and South 

Korea’, Minerva 47:119-146; Jasanoff, S. & Kim, S-H. (2013) ‘Sociotechnical Imaginaries and National Energy Policies’, Science as Culture 

22(2):189-196. 

http://www.argonaproject.eu/docs/arg-del_4-wp3-final.pdf
http://www.3s.uea.ac.uk/sites/default/files/3SWP_Hauxwell%20Baldwin_2013-29.pdf
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Methodological and empirical diversities 

It is still common to distinguish between invited and uninvited publics and between top-

down and bottom-up, organic and orchestrated, formal and informal spaces and modes of 

engagement with these publics; however, more attention needs to be paid to the 

implications that these forms of academic and popular representations of publics have in 

policy and in practice. In the workshop we sought to open up a more ‘system-wide’ and 

symmetrical exploration of the diverse sites and forms of energy publics – ranging from 

public deliberations on energy policy through to performing smart technologies in the home, 

and from grassroots energy innovations through to forms of public protest – than 

mainstream social science theories and approaches on their own (such as deliberative 

democratic theory, object-oriented STS, transitions theory, social psychology, media theory 

and social practice theory) which attend to specific parts of the energy ‘system’ or particular 

publics (like rational actors, consumers, deliberative citizens, civil society, users, everyday 

practitioners). We would contend that each approach operates to close down and narrow 

the possible forms and actions of different energy publics, so we asked ‘could pervasive 

categorisations of publics fail to fully attend to the diversity and complexity of energy 

publics?’, and ‘do we risk making too many assumptions about these different publics a priori 

without in-depth empirical study?’. 

These discussions involve engaging with the politics of different forms of academic 

knowledge-making, to consider how our methods or theoretical approaches are implicated 

in shaping and creating certain visions of energy publics and to explore which possibilities 

are opened out or closed down in the making of publics. This also begged the question ‘can 

we design empirical and theoretical investigations of energy publics, which are able to reflect 

upon and take account of their potential political effects?’ and ‘what would this sort of 

research look like?’. Reflecting on the political and practical effects of our own analyses also 

forced us to ask ‘what would it mean to try to account for the making of publics through a 

more radically co-productive lens?’.  

 

Reconfiguring practice  

Our final area of questioning considered what taking the idea of emergent publics seriously 

would mean for practices of policymaking, public engagement and publics themselves. We 

challenged workshop participants to consider how relations between science, governance 

and society would need to be reconfigured in order to better account for the inherent 

uncertainties, diversities, materialities, and competing visions of emergent energy publics. An 

important question here was ‘what is the value of this approach for understanding and 

intervening in energy systems?’. Furthermore, ‘what does it mean to design public 

engagements with energy that are openly and reflexively aware of their own co-productive 

effects?’18  Methods and models are emerging for mapping the diversities and productive 

effects of (energy) publics19; ‘how can we use these?’ and ‘what are their practical 

implications?’ From the perspective of public engagement and participation around the 

energy system ‘how can we conceive of engaging these multiple and emergent energy 

publics?’ and ‘is it possible to represent energy publics in ways that pay due account to the 

inherent uncertainties, indeterminacies, contingencies and framing effects of their 

                                            
18 Chilvers, J. & Longhurst, N. (2013) 'Participation in transition(s): emergent engagement, politics and actor dynamics in low carbon 

energy transitions', Paper presented to the 10th International Conference of the European Society for Ecological Economics, Lille, June 

2013. 
19 

Stirling, A. (2011) ‘Pluralising progress: From integrative transitions to transformative diversity’, Environmental Innovation and Societal 

Transitions 1: 82–88; Marres N, (2012), Material Participation: Technology, the Environment and Everyday Publics (Palgrave Macmillan, 

Basingstoke).  
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production?’20 ‘How might institutions, systems of governance, and publics themselves better 

acknowledge, account for and be responsive to fluid, diverse and distributed energy publics?’ 

‘What does it mean to govern in the public interest - or the public good - under such 

conditions?’  

                                            
20 Wynne, B. (2006) ‘Afterword’ in M. Kearnes, P. Macnaghten and J. Wilsdon (eds.) Governing at the Nanoscale: People, Policies and Emerging 

Technologies, London: Demos (pp. 70-85); Chilvers, J. (2013) ‘Reflexive Engagement? Actors, Learning, and Reflexivity in Public Dialogue on 

Science and Technology’, Science Communication 35(3): 283-310. 
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Workshop talks 
 

Energy, publics, and politics 

Professor Andrew Barry (Department of Geography, University College London) 

Andrew Barry’s keynote talk offered historical context to discussions of making energy 

publics by drawing parallels between what was referred to as the ‘energy crisis’ in the 1970s 

and the contemporary explosion of energy politics and energy publics. Like the current 

situation, the 1970s energy crisis was multi-faceted, characterised by blackouts, strikes, 

concerns about pollution and resource depletion, geopolitical struggles and concerns about 

particular technologies, such as nuclear power. Barry also argued that this period, and the 

specific topic of energy politics, was a crucial inspiration in the development of science and 

technology studies (STS) as a discipline, motivating and forming a focus in the careers of 

prominent sociologists and STS scholars including Brian Wynne, Helga Nowotny, Michel 

Callon and Ulrich Beck. 

Barry noted a number of continuities between the energy publics of the 1970s and today, 

including: the complexity of meanings of ‘the public’ and ‘in public’ and the importance of 

decisions about what is and is not made public; the perhaps under-theorised importance of 

the angry crowd both in the miners’ strike and in more recent fuel protests; the importance 

in political debate not only of public voices but also of sources of counter expertise, 

something which he saw as lacking in the current situation; and finally, the extent (both 

geographical and temporal) of the political situations within which energy publics are made, 

meaning they are too large to be comprehensively understood and described.  

There were also notable discontinuities, however, including: the increasing dispersion of 

contemporary energy publics, no longer clearly contained within national boundaries; and 

the gradual emergence of multiple agencies other than the state claiming to represent the 

public. From this discussion Barry also introduced several areas of attention for future 

research around energy politics and publics. He firstly argued for the need for scholars to 

engage more closely with the materiality of energy, taking inspiration from Jane Bennett’s 
political theory amongst other work. He also noted that it is not only energy publics which 

have become politicised within the contemporary situation, but there is also a second order 

politicisation at play whereby the processes involved in making energy publics are being 

increasingly politicised. Finally drawing from the recent work of Timothy Mitchell, Barry 

suggested a need to focus on specific ‘tactical points’ within the energy system as potential 

sites for disruption and controversy, rather than only on the energy system as a whole.  

 

Experiments in making energy public(s): how publics & the energy system 

are made public through public dialogue 

Dr Alison Mohr (School of Sociology and Social Policy, University of Nottingham)  

Alison Mohr’s talk was concerned with the co-production of energy publics through public 

dialogue processes21. She played with the notion of public dialogue as experiment, using 

Hans-Jӧrg Rheinburger’s22 definition of experimentation as a permanent process of 
reorientation and reshuffling between what is thought to be known and what is beyond 

                                            
21 The talk drew on Mohr, A., Raman, S., & Gibbs, B. (2013). Which publics? When?. Sciencewise, London. Retrieved from 
http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/assets/Uploads/Which-publics-FINAL-VERSION.pdf 
22 Rheinberger, H.-J. (1997). Towards a History of Epistemic Things: Synthesizing Proteins in the Test Tube (p. 325). Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press. 
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imagination. The talk discussed two examples of public dialogue processes; firstly, ‘My2050’ 

a simulation game created in 2010 by the UK Department for Energy and Climate Change, 

getting users to manipulate the country’s energy mix and some demand side factors in order 

to achieve the legally stipulated 80% CO2 reduction by the year 2050; and secondly, the 

‘Bioenergy Distributed Dialogue’ created in 2013 by the BBSRC which tried to encourage 

researchers and community groups to run their own dialogue sessions based on a card deck 

which gave information about bioenergy technologies and their potential societal impacts.  

Though the My2050 simulator was run alongside a youth panel and some deliberative 

workshops, it appeared to be primarily designed as a communication campaign. 

Furthermore the users were mostly young people, and participation was limited by the 

parameters of the game which did not allow people to submit an energy portfolio which did 

not meet the 2050 targets. According to Mohr this process also assumed a static ready-

made public, imagined as a ‘helpless dupe’ needing to be educated. 

The Bioenergy Distributed Dialogue was intended to have a much more responsive design, 

allowing for the outputs from dialogue processes to feed back in to the BBSRC’s research 

planning and priorities. The dialogue did not attempt to engage a ‘representative sample’ of 

the public, and the format of the exercise was much more flexible allowing participants to 

challenge its initial framing, perhaps reflecting a ‘rational hero’ model of publics. Thus this 
was the dialogue which was more open to new understandings and more closely resembled 

an experiment according to Rheinberger’s definition.  

 

Mediating publics through technologies of participation 

Dr Linda Soneryd (Department of Sociology and Work Science, University of 

Gothenburg)  

Linda Soneryd’s talk used the concept of public participation processes as ‘technologies’ of 

participation, exploring how this could aide understanding of how particular models of 

public engagement travel and are translated23. Soneryd conducted research into an 

apparently successful Swedish model for stakeholder participation called RISCOM, which 
has since been widely adopted in the Czech Republic. RISCOM is a set of principles and 

procedures for stakeholder involvement developed in the 1990s in Sweden, originally to 

deal with an impasse around nuclear waste management. Viewed as an effective model 

RISCOM was later adopted as best practice in EU-funded projects needing a stakeholder 

engagement element, and was then trialled in a high profile nuclear waste case in the Czech 

Republic.  

The model was able to travel due to its credibility, but also because of the situation of 

stalemate around nuclear waste management in the Czech Republic at the time and the 

perception by Czech nuclear waste actors that the practice would improve their own 

credibility and authority. According to Soneryd’s analysis this initial trial of the RISCOM 

model in the Czech context was largely viewed as a success, prompting a broader 

deliberative turn in the way planning decisions were made. But shortly after this there was a 

more general technocratic turn in Czech political culture which meant that RISCOM was 

translated and practiced in a different way, offering less of a challenge to the authorities 

implementing planning decisions.  

                                            
23 For more about this project and the concept of ‘technologies of participation’ see Konopásek Z., Soneryd L., & Svačina K. (2014) Czech 

Dialogues by Swedish Design. Working paper from the INSOTEC European Commission funded project available here 
http://www.insotec.eu/publications/topical-reports/Konopasek%20et%20al%20Czech%20dialogues.pdf?attredirects=0&d=1  

https://ueaexchange.uea.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=U3Ov9AXNA020pnOjqfVipdd-yx8QJtII1iWy6tVF_s3YF7NqEcV_YIOa52p1sX5XTXE3hWPkuAo.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.insotec.eu%2fpublications%2ftopical-reports%2fKonopasek%2520et%2520al%2520Czech%2520dialogues.pdf%3fattredirects%3d0%26d%3d1
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Soneryd reflected that by understanding procedures for participation as technologies, we 

can highlight their politics. Furthermore, such an approach can reveal the visions of 

democracy and the future which such models contain. Her study could be understood as a 

description of how democracy gets reconfigured in different places, with the same model 

being interpreted and practiced in radically different ways in different national contexts. She 

also argued that it shows the importance of myths or hopes around particular procedures, 

with the importance and credibility of RISCOM in Sweden being overplayed in the 

international arena.    

 

Response 

Dr Nick Mahony (Faculty of Social Sciences, The Open University) 

Nick Mahony’s response to the first three talks focussed on the relationship hinted at in the 

talks between periods of crisis and the making of energy publics. Crises could be thought of 

as opening up both academic and political space, and there has been much excitement in the 

social science community about the importance of the idea of ‘emergent publics’. The 

emphasis placed on emergence challenges other theoretical frameworks concerning the 

making of publics. So, Mahony suggested, it is necessary to look at the different ways in 

which the idea of emergence is being used and consider what is at stake in these new 

theorisations. He wondered if the apparently smooth concept of emergence could displace 

attention from the often rough political processes surrounding the making of publics. 

Mahony also called for a rethinking of the role of the public intellectual – normally 

understood to be either a detached critic or an engaged activist – arguing that both of these 

roles make particular assumptions about the public. Was it possible to reach any 

conclusions about how social scientists should invest their limited stocks of energy and 

time? How could they support the making and mediation of publics? How should they 

respond if they have concerns about the processes they are following?  

 

Publics as practitioners: smart energy technologies, resistance and 

multiplicity 

Dr Tom Hargreaves (School of Environmental Sciences, University of East Anglia) 

Tom Hargreaves talk brought recent work from social practice theory into conversation 

with perspectives on making energy publics. He pointed out that the conventional focus of 

much work in social practice theory on everyday, mundane practices, often in the home, has 

on the one hand precluded an explicit consideration of publics and their making, but on the 

other hand offers a challenge to accounts of the making of publics which focus only on 

flashpoints and moments of controversy. The particular focus of Hargreaves’ own research 

has been on smart technologies in the home, objects which have been tasked with solving 

complex problems from climate change to fraud, and which, it is claimed, will transform 

energy demand. Smart technologies rely on a narrow vision of the public which Yolande 

Stengers24 has labelled ‘resource man’: a person driven entirely driven by information and 

feedback on his energy consumption. Furthermore, research by social practice theorists 

have cast doubt on the existence of resource man, showing how people often failed to react 

in the expected way when given feedback about their energy consumption and use.  

                                            
24 Strengers, Y. (2013). Smart energy technologies in everyday life: Smart utopia? Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
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A fundamental argument made by leading social practice theorists like Elizabeth Shove has 

been about the need to make practices rather than individuals or publics the centre of 

analytical attention. This raises the question of what social practice theory can add to 

theorisations of energy publics. Hargreaves argued there were at least four implications of 

taking this view: 1) energy publics disappear as focus shifts to groups of practices; 2) practice 

publics are a de-centred and distributed type of public mediated through the practices they 

engage in; 3) practice theory has thus far just been applied in domestic/private sphere 

limiting the vision of publics it has so far offered; and finally 4) when publics do emerge 
around energy issues it is often due to the unintended consequences of energy-consuming 

practices and therefore may have less to do with ‘energy’ in-and-of-itself than is normally 

imagined. 

For Hargreaves this showed the need for social scientists to pay attention to the other 

actors involved in shaping quotidian practices. He outlined three areas for future work in 

social practice theory: 1) looking at the subjectification of individuals within practices; 2) 

experimenting with intervening in the governance of practice to learn from successes and 

failures; and finally 3) looking beyond the domestic practices to gain a more systemic 

understanding of practices. 

 

Publics in transition: the co-production of emergent collectives of 

participation 

Dr Noel Longhurst (School of Environmental Sciences, University of East Anglia) 

Noel Longhurst’s talk drew on a paper co-authored with Jason Chilvers18 based on their 

work on the multi-disciplinary EPSRC-funded ‘Realising Transition Pathways’ project. Their 

research has looked at a range of different projects in transition, trying to open up 

comparative perspectives on diverse forms of energy publics. It builds on sustainability 

transitions theory and the associated literature, but also tries to develop a more relational 

and co-productive framework where public participation is seen as co-produced and 

emergent. This project aimed not to focus on one instance of participation, but to offer 

symmetrical and comparative analyses of the construction and productive effects of diverse 

forms of public engagement across the energy system. This raises questions of a more 

systemic nature which are not normally considered in constructivist analysis of participation 

and publics. Longhurst suggested that different authors developing these perspectives have 

focussed on different aspects of participation, namely: procedural and organisational 

configurations25; subjects, specifically participants and publics26; or objects, including issues 

under discussion or devices used27. Whilst all these elements are entangled in participation 

processes, different accounts have different emphases, and each can bring publics into being. 

Longhurst described a comparative analysis of four different cases of public engagement in 

the energy system, which were selected to allow comparison between cases which are 

more inside or outside of the current regime, and cases which are more issue or device 

centred. These cases were: the visible energy trial (device centred, insider); the Dyfi Solar 

Club (device centred, outsider); DECC’s consultations around the 2050 CO2 targets (issue 

centred, insider); and Climate Camp (issue centred, outsider). Considering these cases 

                                            
25 e.g. Lezaun, J. & Soneryd, L., (2007) ‘Consulting citizens: technologies of elicitation and the mobility of publics’, Public Understanding of 
Science, 16(3): 279–297.  
26 e.g. Irwin, A. & Michael, M., 2003. Science, Social Theory and Public Knowledge, Maidenhead: Open University Press; Felt, U. & Fochler, M., 

2010. Machineries for making publics: Inscribing and describing publics in public engagement. Minerva, 48(3), pp.219–238. 
27 e.g. Barry, A., 2001. Political Machines: Governing a Technological Society, London: The Anthlone Press; Marres, N., 2007. The Issues 
Deserve More Credit: Pragmatist Contributions to the Study of Public Involvement in Controversy. Social Studies of Science, 37(5), pp.759–

780; Marres N, (2012) Material Participation: Technology, the Environment and Everyday Publics (Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke). 
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together in this way draws attentions to their partialities as well as showing connections 

between the cases and the potential for overflows. Each collective produced a different 

form of participation and democracy. For example, the device centred cases assumed a 

public of efficient consumer, whilst the DECC process adopted an information deficit model 

which imagined innocent consumers needing advice, and Climate Camp had a more radical 

vision of energy citizenship. The different collectives also produced different kinds of visions 

of energy transitions. For example, DECC’s visions were limited to fitting within the existing 

infrastructures and system, the visible energy trial envisioned a Smart utopia, and Climate 
Camp saw more radical societal change as necessary. In each case collectives of participation 

co-produced the social and technical order through their visions and commitments. 

Longhurst’s central argument was that all forms of public engagement in energy transitions 

are partial, exclusionary, productive, and subject to resistance. Thus he advocated a more 

symmetrical approach to academic study and engagement. He also suggested the need to 

acknowledge contingencies and uncertainties in how academic work brings publics into 

being; in particular being attentive to the diversities of publics and developing ways of 

mapping across these diversities. Such an analysis would also highlight 'alternatives' to 

current ways of thinking and doing, as well as the need to bring other normativities of 

participation and the public into being.  

 

Response 

Dr Noortje Marres (Department of Sociology, Goldsmiths University of London) 

In summing up and responding to the key themes of the workshop’s talks and plenary 

discussions Noortje Marres made three key points. Firstly, she commented on the strong 

presence of theory, both in the field and in shaping the accounts academics produce. She 

was struck by how important theory is in how it structures social scientific accounts of what 

a citizen is and what constitutes a democratic process. For example, the focus on the 

domestic sphere and everyday life is characteristic of social practice theory, whereas those 

drawing upon deliberative theory tend to focus on formal public engagement or stakeholder 

processes. All the presentations showed awareness of their theoretical frameworks, but she 

felt there was still a risk of capture by the theories in a given field, for example, the 

predominant assumption from quantitative social science that big more ‘representative’ 

publics are better.  

Secondly, she noted that symmetry had been an important theme in the framing and content 

of the workshop. In particular, Andrew Barry’s talk had showed how strongly the discipline 

of STS is invested in the politics of energy. She was also concerned to flag up the 

continuities with older work in STS and elsewhere, for example the development of 

stakeholder models, which had also been concerned with symmetry. There was a note of 

caution however as she recognised that case-study work requires a lot of effort, and fully 
engaging with the principle of symmetry would necessarily create a multiplicity of case 

studies in any given research project. 

Finally she argued that publics are not created rather they happen. Therefore there is a need 

to better understand the relationship between intentions and effects in the making of energy 

publics, which STS work has thus far not fully engaged with empirically. 
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Themes and questions from the talks and plenary sessions 
Discussion and debate were cultivated throughout the workshop, with opportunities for 

questioning following each workshop talk. The talks were then followed by plenary 

discussions and deliberation in four break-out groups considering important future 

questions and themes around academic theory, method and practice related to the making 

of energy publics. Here participants responded to some of the questions laid out in the 

introductory material for the workshop (reproduced in the introduction to this report) and 

the themes of the workshop talks, as well as discussing their own questions and concerns 

resulting from their experiences as researchers and practitioners engaging with energy 

publics. These groups were chaired by Jason Chilvers, Nick Mahony, Tom Hargreaves and 

Hilde Stephansen respectively. A full record of these discussions was produced from audio 

recordings and flip chart notes, which is then summarised in the discussion of key themes 

below.  

 

Diversity of publics 

A central theme in the framing and planning of the workshop was the question of how to 

study, engage with and attend to a diversity of publics within the energy system. The 

workshop’s speakers described a diversity of publics, including striking miners, stakeholders, 

community groups, social movements, and participants in formal public engagement 

processes. Relatedly a number of different containers of publics or objects produced 

alongside energy publics were introduced with consequences for how publics are imagined 

and understood. For example the talks described publics in relation to political situations, 

nation states, issues areas, systems, infrastructures, procedures, regime transitions and 

institutions. Furthermore, perspectives represented, such as social practice theory, 

challenged conventional ideas of publics through for example, its focus on the private 

domestic sphere and its concern with practices over publics themselves. As described in the 

introductory materials for the workshop at the start of this report, further theoretical 

perspectives not represented amongst the workshop’s speakers, including social movements 
theory and media theories would also have potentially brought the focus to yet more kinds 

of energy publics.  

It was particularly highlighted in Andrew Barry’s keynote talk and in the plenary discussions 

that dominant power relations, political cultures or political situations condition the kinds of 

energy publics which are visible in a given time and place, and how academics understand 

them. Thus a concern with diversity is not just an empirical interest, but could also be a 

normative stance aimed at challenging dominant imaginaries and arrangements. This move 

also potentially encourages reflexivity, in forcing the researcher to become aware of the 

conditions framing her approach and outputs.  

This recognition of the diversity of energy publics, and the related diversity in ways of 
studying these publics, offers a challenge to conventional case-study based approaches which 

are the way in which most interpretive social scientific knowledge about energy publics is 

produced. Far from advocating large-scale quantitative methods, which tend to produce an 

image of a flat, static, amalgamated public, this recognition instead indicates the need for 

more comparative and symmetrical studies of different energy publics. This is a conceptual, 

methodological and empirical challenge, raising questions around what might be an 

appropriate theoretical framework through which to understand and study this diversity, 

and relatedly what methods should be used to construct data about these publics, and more 

practically how these publics should be identified and engaged within the field.  
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The making of publics 

The overall theme of the workshop – making energy publics – was the subject of much 

discussion and debate with some participants wishing to emphasise the role of technical 

procedures and human agency in producing different kinds of publics, whilst others insisted 

that publics always ‘happen’ rather than being made. In part this reflected ongoing debates 

between different perspectives within the STS literature with advocates of assemblage or 

network theories on the one hand who put emphasis on the role of material devices and 

were interested in emergence, and those concerned with understanding the role played by 

extant orders, procedures, expert groups and imaginaries and other durable elements on 

the other.   

However, more broadly the talks and discussions during the workshop highlighted the 

diversity and variability in the way that different publics are made or emerge. As hinted at in 

the introductory materials provided at the beginning of this report and in Noortje Marres’ 

response, this diversity is partly a reflection of the different conceptual resources used to 

study different kinds of publics at different points in the energy system. However, the 

workshop indicated that this is also something that requires further empirical investigation, 

through mapping and comparative studies of these diverse publics rather than the continued 

production of individual case studies. Such comparative work would illustrate the 
implications of using a common conceptual framework to symmetrically study diverse 

publics, and would likely help to uncover both points of contrast and commonality. 

Furthermore, pursuing comparative work in this way is in line with the co-productionist 

approach to studying energy publics advocated in the framing of this workshop and in Noel 

Longhurst’s talk. A co-productionist approach would retain conceptual agnosticism about 

the ways in which publics are made or emerge, making this a central empirical question. This 

approach also provides a framework for understanding the mutual construction and 

evolution of different parts of the energy system and their publics, highlighting how publics 

never emerge in isolation from other publics and processes, and showing the recursive 

relationships between particular publics and particular parts of the energy system.  

 

Theory in the wild/performativity of theory 

Related to the themes discussed above, the workshop’s plenary discussions reflected on the 

importance of theory in shaping research methods and outputs. In particular, the persistent 

presence of ‘theory in the wild’ was commented upon by several participants, referring for 

example, to the shaping of policy professionals’ understanding of energy publics by theories 

from economics and psychology, but also increasingly the role of theories from interpretive 

social science such as democratic theory or social practice theory in shaping the 

understandings and accounts given by research participants, even before any formal contact 

with researchers.  

Secondly, as highlighted in Noortje Marres’ response, the different theories used to 

understand energy publics are performative in the extent to which they shape the approach 

and outputs of researchers. The strong association between certain theoretical 

perspectives, parts of the energy system, the kinds of publics studied and the actors sought 

as collaborators was also noted in the introductory materials, suggesting that researchers 

need to show more awareness and reflection around the ways in which their conceptual 

resources frame their accounts and interventions.  

The acknowledgement that academic theories cannot be contained within the walls of the 

university or within academic work, and that they strongly influence the form of academic 
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work undertaken is essentially a co-productionist stance. A co-productionist approach to 

studying energy publics would acknowledge and attempt to study the multiple relationships 

of mutual influence between particular theories and energy publics, as well as the co-

production at a constitutional level of particular political orders and dominant theorisations.  

 

Role of researchers 

The workshop raised a number of challenging questions about the role of interpretive social 

science and social science researchers in understanding and intervening in the making of 
energy publics. The co-productionist understanding of the relationship between academic 

research, the energy system, and the emergence of publics and public concerns which was 

developed in the workshop, indicates that the distinction between academic analysis and 

intervention is much more blurred than often assumed. Acknowledging that academic 

theories are always already present in the field, and that they condition academic accounts 

and plans for intervention, requires an awareness that even attempts to produce detached 

academic research will have effects on the subjects and processes under study. Therefore 

how are social scientists to account for the multiple, sometimes unintended, effects of their 

research and theorisations? 

Long-standing debates about appropriate and effective forms of academic critique and 

intervention were also revisited in the workshop, concerning for example, the extent to 

which researchers should couch interventions and commentaries in the language and 

framing of currently dominant regimes, or whether the stance of academic theories such as 

Actor-Network Theory should be considered apolitical or deeply normative. However, 

some of the talks and plenary discussions also hinted at further dimensions to this well-

worn debate, in particular highlighting the importance of being aware of long term stabilities 

in arrangements or political situations in forming academic interventions and deciding when 

is an appropriate time to act. This also hints at a need for more constitutional or system-

wide understandings of the energy system in academic work on energy publics, including a 

broader historical and geographical span of relevant processes and structures.   

The recognition of the diversity of energy publics and the performativity of academic 

theories was read by some in the workshop as a call for greater humility and the more 

explicit acknowledgement of the inevitable partiality of academic accounts. Diversity itself 

could be a central idea used to keep the accounts social scientists produce in check by being 

aware of the potential exclusions they are generating.  Furthermore, humility would entail 

greater attempts to anticipate and take responsibility for the diverse effects of academic 

theorisation and public engagement. 

 

Collaboration and engagement 

The question of action research or collaborations with non-academics was also a strong 

feature of the plenary discussions, with recurrent concerns about how to practically create 

and sustain collaborations with practitioners and activists discussed, as well as worries about 

how social science researchers are often asked to speak for or stand in for particular publics 

being voiced. The discussion above about the strong shaping role played by theory in 

potentially narrowing the accounts of publics produced and the diversity of publics it is 

possible to know, also presents a further challenge to thinking about academic collaboration. 

As described in the introduction and hinted at in the talks, particular academic approaches 

tend to have particular kinds of collaborators, for example, deliberative democratic theorists 

tend to create partnerships with practitioners of formal public or stakeholder engagement 
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processes, whilst device centred theorists often collaborate with engineers and designers, 

and social practice theorists work with practitioner-citizens in the home, with smart 

technology providers and with behaviour change advocates. This suggests a need for 

researchers to exhibit reflexive awareness of the kinds of collaborations which characterise 

their own work and work in their field, and to ask what is potentially excluded from their 

research as a result. Furthermore, the forging of more unusual partnerships, for example a 

deliberative democratic theorist or a device centred theorist working with a community 

group or social movement, has the potential to bring about new conceptual innovations and 
empirical findings.  
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Appendix 1- workshop programme 
10.30-11.00:  Arrivals and coffee 

11.00-11.15: Introductions: Nick Mahony & Hilde Stephansen introduced the Open 

University’s ‘Publics then now and beyond’ network, Jason Chilvers 

introduced the aims and rationale for the workshop 

11.15-12.00: Keynote: Andrew Barry ‘Energy, Publics, and Politics’ 

12.00-13.00: Alison Mohr ‘Experiments in making energy public(s): how publics & the 

energy system are made public through public dialogue’ and Linda Soneryd 

‘Mediating publics through technologies of participation’ 

  Nick Mahony responded to the morning talks 

13.00-14.00 Lunch 

14.00-15.00: Tom Hargreaves ‘Publics as practitioners: smart energy technologies, 

resistance and multiplicity’ and Noel Longhurst ‘Publics in transition: the 

co-production of emergent collectives of participation’  

15.15-16.00:  Breakout session: group discussions considered the theories, methods and 

practice of studying the making of publics 

16.00-16.30: Plenary: panel discussion with speakers, organisers and Noortje Marres as 

respondent 
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