Energy Research & Social Science 69 (2020) 101768

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

ENERGY

Energy Research & Social Science

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/erss

Energy democracy as a process, an outcome and a goal: A conceptual review @ R)

Check for
updates

Kacper Szulecki™”, Indra Overland”

& Department of Political Science, University of Oslo, Norway
b Norwegian Institute of International Affairs, NUPIL, Oslo, Norway

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: ‘Energy democracy’ has evolved from a slogan used by activists demanding a greater say in energy-related
Energy democracy decision-making to a term used in policy documents and scholarly literature on energy governance and energy
Democratisation transitions. This article reviews the academic literature using a combination of three methodological elements:
Decarbonisation

(1) keyword searches of major bibliographical databases for quantification purposes; (2) an innovative method
referred to as ‘circulation tracing’ to assess impact; and (3) in-depth discussion of the theoretical underpinnings,
implications and interconnections of different parts of the literature. A conceptual framework is developed
around three divergent understandings of the term ‘energy democracy” (1) a process driven forwards by a
popular movement; (2) an outcome of decarbonisation; and (3) a goal or ideal to which stakeholders aspire. The
review also highlights some weaknesses of the literature: fragmentation between its European and American
branches, which barely relate to each other; implicit or absent linkages between ‘energy democracy’ and broader
theories of democracy; a tendency to idealise societal grassroots; confusion about the roles of the state, private
capital and communities; and lack of attention to the threat posed by energy populism. Proponents should not
assume that more energy democracy will inherently mean faster decarbonisation, improved energy access or
social wellbeing. Finally, more emphasis should be placed on the role of research in providing evidence to
ground energy democracy-related analyses and discussions.

Energy populism
Energy transitions

1. Introduction

The idea that ‘energy’ and ‘democracy’ belong together became
noticeably more widespread in the 2010s. Linked to the expanded de-
ployment of distributed and small-scale renewable sources, the rise of
the concept of energy democracy also reflects the growing politicization
of energy governance and climate policy. From a niche concept coined
by activists, energy democracy has become an increasingly popular
reference for analysts and policymakers, and is now used by, for in-
stance, European Union (EU) officials. Marie Donnelly, former Director
for Renewables, Research and Innovation, and Energy Efficiency at the
Directorate General for Energy of the European Commission, sees en-
ergy democracy as ‘a great idea. It’s the new “in” phrase. And I think it’s
right. [...] We all are energy users. [People] should have structures and
mechanisms that allow them to express their position’ [1]. Also the
academic debate and literature on energy democracy has expanded,
thanks also to the gradual institutionalization of energy-related social
sciences and humanities, for which this journal is an important hub.

Calls for energy democracy combine normative and pragmatic ar-
guments. Among the latter, the need to secure social acceptance of
energy transitions is pushing policymakers and energy sector
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companies to engage with the previously unnoticed ‘social’ aspects of
energy policy, which are in fact deeply political. Furthermore, in-
creased public participation in resource governance and energy policy —
as comparative research has shown — results in better, not just fairer,
governance [2,3]. This new approach is necessitated by the qualita-
tively new challenges that energy policy is facing. The choices involved
in designing energy transition pathways can no longer be bracketed as
non-political. As Welton aptly notes:

Much of the present call for ‘energy democracy’ stems from re-
cognition of the scale of the changes and choices at hand for the
sector. Technocratic expertise provides limited grounds for making
these choices. The question of how to transform energy is one of
values: although we have many technologies at hand to help in this
transition—from nuclear energy, to large-scale renewables, small-
scale distributed energy, energy storage, and carbon capture and
sequestration—none of them is without expense, risks, or compli-
cations [4].

The demand for energy democracy has three exogenous drivers:
climate change, market changes, and technological progress. Taken
together, they ‘explain much of the call for more democratic control of
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the electricity grid’ as ‘[t]he old, technocratic, closed-door regulatory
model is ill-suited for present conditions and no longer proves sa-
tisfactory to anyone involved, including regulators, regulated utilities,
and the class formerly known as “consumers” [4]. Thombs underlines
that depending on the criteria applied, technologies chosen etc., energy
transitions will result in very different socio-technical regimes [5]. This
has important implications for democracy. Furthermore, the expansion
of renewables and community energy initiatives has already broadened
the pool of energy policy stakeholders.

There is no agreed definition of energy democracy, although it
‘consistently manifests as a concern about who controls the means of
energy production and consumption’ [6]. This lack of agreed definition
or even a common frame, although not unusual for the social sciences,
is not merely an inconvenience - it is symptomatic of the fragmentation
of the energy democracy literature. Interdisciplinary in nature and
driven by an eclectic crowd of human geographers, sustainability
scholars, legal scholars and political scientists, it is further influenced
by national and regional specificities. As is the case with much energy-
related social science research, the literature on the democratization of
energy system transitions often has a national or local community focus
[71, resulting in fundamental differences in perspective and experience.

Adding to such disciplinary and regional differences, the normative
core of energy democracy has permitted the formation of significant
cleavages due to differing ideological underpinnings, as well as con-
flicting models and articulations of democracy itself (compare [8]). In
other words, energy democracy is a ‘transdisciplinary networked area
of study at the intersection of practitioners and researchers that avoids
extractive models of research’ [9]. It is developed from a variety of
narrow positions that are not necessarily interested in the broader
picture, whether geographic, disciplinary or political.

As a result, the growing literature on energy democracy — most of
which has only been published from 2017 onwards (see Fig. 1) — is
already noticeably fragmented. This poses a risk, potentially under-
mining not only the scholarly analysis of energy transitions and gov-
ernance, but also — and perhaps more importantly — negatively affecting
the way such transitions actually unfold. The concept and its articula-
tions should inform reformers, and yet ‘to talk as though we all agree on
this goal risks cutting out important front-end deliberations over its
definition—deliberations that are crucial to guide major regulatory
reforms now taking place’ [4].

We do not insist that a single definition or frame be imposed on such
a diverse literature, as this may prove counterproductive. Instead, we
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propose a structured critical review of the most recent literature,
highlighting three ideal-typical understandings of energy democracy as:

a) a process — which, through dispersed grassroots initiatives and a
transnational social movement, is challenging energy incumbents;

b) an outcome of decarbonisation — the more we move to a renewable
and distributed system, the more the energy sector is democratized;

c) a normative goal — an ideal to aspire to in an unspecified dec-
arbonised future.

‘Understandings’ are broader than definitions or operationalisa-
tions. They are ideas, often implicit, about the drivers of transitions and
democratization, as well as the theories of transition and theories of
action that underpin the literature. When someone talks about or pro-
duces research on energy democracy, what they are (apparently) saying
can be seen to fall into one of the categories described, depending on
that person’s underlying theory of transition and action.

In the following sub-section, we describe how we identified a corpus
of literature. Based on this literature, in Section 2 we present the three
understandings of energy democracy in greater detail. The objective
here is not to arbitrarily impose a ‘correct’ definition, but to provide a
useful protocol of differences, thereby allowing for better expectation
management and helping readers to reflect on the contributions made
by different segments of the literature.

What we do argue, however, is that despite growing attention, the
idea of energy democracy has been subject to relatively little critical
thinking. As a result, numerous questions remain largely unanswered.
The most important of these relates to the relationship between ‘energy
democracy’ visions and imaginations of democracy more broadly,
namely: what precisely is democratic about energy democracy, and
what conceptions of democracy have underpinned energy governance
to date? We begin Section 3 by addressing this problem, showing the
different democracy theories and imaginations that inform the three
understandings outlined above. We further explore some problems al-
ready apparent in the energy democracy literature, stemming from
divergent and mutually exclusive expectations that have arisen due to
different understandings of energy democracy, before sketching po-
tentially fruitful avenues for future research.

1.1. Systematic review: Method and quantitative trends

Our review takes a three-pronged approach. Its first aim is to

Fig. 1. Number of publications and number and
location of authors writing on energy democracy,
based on Web of Science and Scopus searches.
(Regional location is based on the location of the
institutions where authors were based, not the
nationality of authors. If authors had multiple
affiliations in different regions, the location of the
author was divided between those regions. In
Scopus and Web of Science, searches were limited
to titles, abstracts and keywords.)

Number of publications
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quantitatively assess changes in the intensity of energy democracy re-
search, measured in terms of the volume of publications appearing over
time. For this, we carried out searches of Scopus and ISI Web of Science
for ‘energy democracy’ and ‘energy democrati*ation’ for the period
1990-2020. We chose these two databases because, for this type of
analysis, they provide more clear-cut and reliable results than Google
Scholar, which allows for multiple listings of the same reference and
does not permit searches limited to titles and abstracts. A total of 92
publications were identified, peaking during the years 2017-2019, with
the first peer-reviewed academic publication, by Wood [10], appearing
in 2009 (see Fig. 1).

This standard keyword search, focused on outputs, was supple-
mented with a second method we call ‘circulation tracing’, focusing on
impact. We here use ‘circulation’ in the social anthropological sense of a
movement of objects or ideas, whose meaning changes as they ‘travel’
[11]. We wanted to supplement the quantitative analysis of papers
seeking to shape the concept of energy democracy, or at least self-de-
claredly being about the subject, with those that referred to energy
democracy in different contexts without necessarily putting it centre-
stage. Our motivation was to explore how this relatively young concept
functions in energy studies. For this, we did rely on Google Scholar,
which provides an interesting snapshot of impact, as it counts citations
in a broad range of publications.

For the circulation tracing, we selected the three theoretical pub-
lications on energy democracy — Becker and Naumann 2017 [12], Burke
and Stephens 2017 [13], Szulecki 2018 [2] — that had the highest
number of citations (40, 115, and 81 citations respectively, as of 15
March 2020). At the time, these were arguably the most impactful
theoretical pieces on the topic (the next most-cited publication having
received 25 citations). We went through all 235 citations of the three
high-impact articles in Google Scholar, removed duplicates and non-
peer-reviewed publications, and arrived at 138 publications that cited
the three key theoretical essays (see Table 1).

This dual method of systematic literature review, combining output
measurement (Scopus and Web of Science) and impact assessment
(Google Scholar), provides a comprehensive picture of the literature in
this issue area. When duplicates are removed, we analysed a total of
188 texts across the two search methods (see Table 2). Having thus
delimited the corpus of texts, in the next section we proceed with the
third step - a more qualitative conceptual review.

In the process of reviewing the literature, we identified three main
journals on whose pages the debate on energy democracy is unfolding,
and where most theoretically-oriented pieces have been published:
Environmental Politics, Frontiers in Communication, and Energy Research
and Social Science. Other important outlets included Renewable and
Sustainable Energy Reviews, Energy Policy and Sustainability (see Table 2).
Much of the rest of our discussion revolves around the articles pub-
lished in these journals.

2. A critical conceptual review of energy democracy
2.1. A young but fragmented field
Energy democracy emerged as a more politically oriented concept at

Table 1
Publications identified via systematic review.
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Table 2
Main outlets (based on searches in ISI Web of Science, Scopus and Google
Scholar).

Outlet Number of publications
Energy Research and Social Science 31
Renewable and Sustainable Energy Review 8
Frontiers in Communication 7
Energy Policy 7
Environmental Politics 6
Sustainability 6
Other journals 79
Monographs and edited volumes 44
Total 188

the already contentious frontier of energy systems governance and
normative theory. It occupies the ground between the narrower and
more descriptive notion of ‘community energy’ [104,130,190] — which
emphasizes scale and geographic proximity — and that of ‘energy jus-
tice’, a powerful critical tool which can be used to incorporate injustices
related to class, race, gender or spatial inequalities
[28,60,67,106,191-193]. Jenkins, one of the main authors writing on
energy justice, sees energy democracy as one component of this broader
idea of energy justice [6]. While we do not entirely agree with this,
clearly, energy justice resonates among a broader range of stakeholders,
deriving strength from the consensus it enjoys regarding the function
and dimensions of the concept (even if this falls short of agreement on
its strict definition). It has clear boundaries — a solid landmass, as it
were — allowing scholars, experts and practitioners to connect a set of
normative claims with reality. By contrast, energy democracy is still an
archipelago.

Van Veelen and van der Horst, who have conducted a meticulous
historical search into the energy democracy concept reaching back to
2003, point out that ‘in its early stages energy democracy was primarily
used by non-governmental groups and researchers in the US ... before
gaining ground in Europe’ [68], most importantly Germany and Poland.
The legacy of these contrasting historical trajectories is still visible in
the broader approaches and understandings of energy democracy,
flowing as they do from a situation in which the same concept gained
quite different meanings according to context, and scholars developed
‘distinct and potentially competing approaches to energy democracy’
[30].

As a result, to the extent that the existing energy democracy sub-
communities are even aware of one another, they seem to be speaking
past rather than to each other. It is hard to find another social science
concept where the divide between the North American and European
approaches is so striking. Though this cleavage was noticed by Alarc6n
Ferrari and Chartier in 2017, they did not at the time see it as a
symptomatic of conflictive fragmentation within the literature [176].

The North American branch of the energy democracy literature is
strongly influenced by the 2017 ‘Energy Democracy Symposium’ in
Utah, which brought together North American activists and academics.
Drawing on that event and the work of the group it gathered,
Feldpausch-Parker and colleagues do not refer to a single non-American
source in what at first seems like an attempt at a broad overview of the

Circulation tracing in Google Scholar

Citing Becker and Naumann 2017 [12]
Citing Burke and Stephens 2017 [13]
Citing Szulecki 2018 [2]

[7,14-41]
[5,7,9,18,21,25,27,29,30,32,38,42-111]
[6-8,18,22,25,27,29,30,32,38,42,55,62,68,70,83,85,87,91,110-143]

Keyword search in Scopus and ISI Web of Science

Results

[2,4,5,10,12,13,15,18,32,38,41,48,55,64,68,77,80,87,91,101,121,135,144-189]
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debate [9]. Similarly, while Fairchild and Weinrub’s inspiring edited
volume gathers a plethora of activist voices — from ‘teamsters to turtle-
kids’ as the 1999 Seattle protest quip had it — they are exclusively from
North America [152]. Meanwhile, across the Atlantic, van Veelen and
Eadson’s excellent recap of a ‘small but growing number’ of energy
democracy theoretical papers mentions only those by European authors
[22].

While one of the definitions of energy democracy provided by
Morris and Jungjohann in their monograph — ‘something currently
mainly pursued in Denmark and Germany’ [149] - is certainly meant
humorously, it illustrates an important characteristic of the European
experience, where research has followed actual developments on the
ground. However, these were of a different character to those in North
America, including energy and climate activism connected with
booming energy cooperativism in Germany [19], and experiments with
community energy, in — among other places — Denmark, the Nether-
lands and the UK. However, they also involved broader policy discus-
sions around the ‘citizen’ and ‘bottom-up’ elements of the nascent EU
Energy Union and the so-called ‘Clean Energy Package’. These latter
experiences resulted in the deeper involvement of legislators, politi-
cians and European officials. The varieties of democracy, capitalism and
public policy regimes [194] leave their mark on the varieties of energy
democracy, what users seem to convey with the term, and the kinds of
phenomena they are interested in.

Some scholars see energy democracy’s strength precisely in this
plurality and fluidity. Most importantly, Chilvers and Pallett, ad-
vocating what they refer to as a ‘relational agenda’, suggest that ana-
lyses should follow the meanings attached to energy democracy by
users — practitioners, activists, citizen groups etc. — rather than trying to
define it a priori [7]. This ‘relational’ strategy is profoundly inductive,
intended to capture emic meaning-in-use and avoid any preconceptions
that the scholar as ‘expert’ might impose on the practice. It builds on
energy democracy experiences and experiments, tracing ‘how and when
energy system change draws upon democratic principles and how its
discourses may, in turn, contribute to a deeper understanding of par-
ticipatory democracy’ [9].

While this method is sensible for exploratory purposes and increases
our awareness of contextual differences, it does not help build a
common platform, and contrasts starkly with those approaches at-
tempting to turn energy democracy into a more ‘objective’ benchmark
(e.g. [2,4,12,162]). For this latter group of authors, the goals of dec-
arbonisation and democratization require different instruments, and
their effectiveness needs to be evaluated in some way — against both
ultimate goals and each other. It therefore makes sense to ask which
characteristics of energy democracy can ‘travel’ between contexts and
so are relevant for achieving a just, democratic and sustainable energy
system.

In the paragraphs above, we can begin to see the major differences
in understanding energy democracy, which go deeper than academic
squabbles over the neatest definition. Van Veelen and van der Horst
have also noticed this lack of clarity regarding what energy democracy
ultimately is, which reflects inconsistency among deeper under-
standings of the concept [68].

Our reading of the main theoretical texts sparked the initial in-
spiration to think about how energy democracy is understood by dif-
ferent authors, and whether or not it is explicitly defined. In an initial
reading we noticed the dichotomy of energy democracy being per-
ceived as either a cause of change (energy transition), or an outcome of
that change (compare [68]). The literature-gathering methods de-
scribed in section 1.1 provided us with a clearly delimited corpus of
texts. In an iterative process, we first read the major theoretical con-
tributions, trying to identify the most basic, discrete and logically se-
parable understandings. Here, we noticed that in addition to the initial
two understandings we had identified, there is a third understanding
distinguished not by the cause—outcome dichotomy, but by its tem-
porality. Energy democracy is either something already present, or
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something that will gradually emerge (or perhaps will never be ful-
filled).

Although these ideal-typical understandings sometimes coexist in
individual papers, they are logically mutually exclusive. In the fol-
lowing three sub-sections we elaborate on these understandings, illus-
trating the abstract ideal-types with examples of studies that appear to
share them, acquired through a reading of the full set of 188 publica-
tions (only some of which engaged with the concept of energy de-
mocracy to the extent that one of these understandings could be as-
signed).

2.2. A process

Within the first understanding of the term that we have identified,
energy democracy is both an ongoing process and a social movement
driving the process forward [186]. The significant element here is the
actuality of energy democracy - it is already here, and is spreading
[152] or being ‘silenced’ [74]. This seems to be a logical corollary to the
assertion that energy democracy ‘cannot be separated from its roots in
activism and enactment through a range of localized struggles’ [9].
Energy democracy is therefore ‘an emergent social movement’ advan-
cing renewable energy transition ‘by resisting the fossil-fuel-dominant
energy agenda while reclaiming and democratically restructuring en-
ergy regimes’ [13]. It is thus characterized as involving ‘three related
but discrete approaches to facilitating renewable energy transforma-
tion; energy democracy includes efforts to resist, reclaim and restructure
energy systems’ [70,77,99].

The dynamic and process-oriented understanding of energy de-
mocracy is clearly laid out by Chilvers and Pallett, who argue that
‘energy democracy and energy publics are not narrowly defined, fixed
or pre-given categories [...] but are continually being made, con-
structed, and remade through the performance of socio-material prac-
tices’ [7]. This is articulated in the ‘relational’ language of these au-
thors, opposing any attempt to take energy democracy for granted as a
natural or unitary category, and instead proposing ‘a more agnostic
approach that opens up to the sheer diversities of energy democracies
that are continually being performed across energy systems and be-
yond’ [7]. Welton, too, refers to ‘an energy democracy movement’ [4],
albeit with some reservations, while for Hess, Ruiz Cayela and Turhan,
energy democracy is a collective action frame, helping to find common
ground for participation in and modification of energy policy
[25,98,101]. Elsewhere, Delina casts energy democratization as an
element of climate action movement identity-building efforts [110].

The understanding of energy democracy as a process/movement is
most common in (though it is not unique to, see e.g. [25,43]) North
America. There are historical reasons for this, explained in Jones and
Reinecke’s account of the relationship between democracy and infra-
structure in the United States, where ‘broad access for all classes and
groups of society was typically achieved through the activities of dis-
franchised citizens, not the benevolence of private operators or the
foresight of policy makers’ [195]. In this sense, energy democracy al-
ready has strong historical precedents as, by ‘framing their demands in
terms of rights and the public good, average Americans pressured
corporations through regulatory bodies, broadcast their grievances in
the media, organized politically, and even built alternative systems of
their own’ [195].

Rooted in that experience, energy democracy ‘can be understood as
a contemporary expression of decentralized grassroots movements of
the 1970 s, the 1980 s and before’ [80]. Burke and Stephens cast ‘the
energy democracy movement’ (note the definite article) as an heir to
the movement that tried to ‘connect antinuclear activism and concerns
about the geopolitical instability of fossil fuels with calls for local direct
action and visions of “technological democracy” [80]. Similarly, Fair-
child and Weinrub position the energy democracy movement as ‘a
growing current in the clean energy and climate resilience movement’
[152,153]. This narrative is at odds with the European experience in
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two regards. Firstly, because of the very different role played by gov-
ernments and states in energy sector governance, not least in those
European countries that experienced communist rule. Secondly, the
eclectic movement that Burke and Stephens describe in the United
States has in Europe given rise to the Green parties, and has thus be-
come relatively more institutionalized, advanced and integrated into
the political landscape [149,196]. And so, while the references are fa-
miliar, and grassroots initiatives (particularly urban movements and
cooperativism, e.g. [19,132]) are also at the core of energy democracy
in the European version, the understanding presented by Burke and
Stephens of energy democracy remains context-specific and narrow.
In understanding energy democracy as a process, the social move-
ment becomes a prime mover, either epitomizing the concept or making
it happen. This helps facilitate the spread of energy democracy to other
actors, such as ‘climate justice activists, some trade unions and aca-
demics, and political parties’, and ensures energy democracy is ‘put into
practice through project-level, municipal, regional and national ex-
periments’ [80]. Unsurprisingly then, the most popular definition of
energy democracy in this part of the literature is articulated as the
slogan: resist, reclaim and restructure [13,70,77,91]. While this defini-
tion allows for the description of activist strategies, as a category of
practice rather than analysis it is not suitable for comparing legislation,
policy outcomes or degrees of energy democratization attained. This,
however, was never the aim of proponents of energy democracy as a
process and movement. As Feldpausch-Parker et al. lay it out [9]:

research on energy democracy seeks to (1) understand, critique, and
theorize energy system transition from a lens of democratic en-
gagement; (2) articulate energy democracy as a ‘transdisciplinary
network’ of engaged research that blends scholarly inquiry with
practical action toward making a difference; and (3) advocate for
research-informed models and practices that contribute to making
energy transitions and decisions as democratic as possible within a
nexus of global patterns of energy extraction, production, and con-
sumption.

2.3. An outcome

Logically speaking, the opposite understanding of energy democ-
racy as a cause of change is one that casts it as an outcome. The causal
factors are then, in turn, material — which is often taken to mean a
combination of socio-technical and techno-economic elements [197].
While Burke and Stephens rightly point out that these factors can be
mutually constitutive, and energy transitions involve both ‘forms of
power and modern life that enable and are enabled by renewable en-
ergy systems’ [80], the crucial argument is about the uniqueness of the
spatial distribution of energy infrastructures and materiality of renew-
able energy systems [2,26,34,82,100,198]. According to this perspec-
tive, it is the changes in how energy systems are organized, with a
gradual shift to low-carbon and renewable sources — more intermittent,
distributed, and scalable — that should lead to a ‘creative reconfigura-
tion of social relations’ [135] and act as a catalyst for social innovation.
Simply put, thanks to scalable and distributed renewable generation,
‘energy democracy ... would become possible worldwide’ [151].

In this line of thinking, the technological transition comes first,
thereby enabling political and social change, as in the case of Europe
[20,78,102], most visibly in the context of Germany’s Energiewende
[57,172,181]. Other cases in which researchers see this mechanism at
play include solar power deployment in Portugal, which initiated a
debate and a shift in accountability perceptions [123]; biogas devel-
opment in Ukraine as a bottom-up path to energy independence [199];
the switch to collective heating in Flanders [55]; and changes in com-
munity engagement in Austrian communities under a national policy
labelled the Climate and Energy Model [59]. Similarly but with deeper
consequences, Lennon shows that in the United States broader de-
ployment of renewables led to a paradigm shift of sorts among white-
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collar energy experts, changing their perspective on energy issues to-
wards more holistic, intersectional, and ultimately democratic and even
anti-racist positions [146]. Thombs observes that different pathways,
decisions, policy frameworks and technological choices can lead to
different energy democracy outcomes — presented as a matrix of cen-
tralized or decentralized and monopolistic or democratic energy futures
[5].

From this point of view, we should not overemphasize the capacity
of social movement mobilization and diffusion of ideas, as it may be
that — unsurprisingly for a more historical materialist perspective — the
material base has greater influence on the ideational superstructure
than vice versa, meaning it is mainly the political economy and tech-
nology determining the speed and direction of transitions, not (merely)
values. Ajaz convincingly shows that environmental values and pre-
ference for energy choice or energy democracy among citizens are not
reasons for increased deployment of distributed renewable energy in-
stallations and micro-grids — and that it might therefore make more
sense to look at energy democracy as an outcome of rather than ra-
tionale for change [87].

This also implies that technological change can open a space for
democratization outside the already democratic Western context, on
which the energy democracy literature tends to focus. For instance,
Delina describes how the materiality of local renewable energy projects
in Thailand enabled some degree of energy democracy ‘outside the
realms of state-sanctioned and government-fostered apparatuses for
public engagement’ [188,189], while others review the possibilities of
achieving similar effects in Africa [17,41,92]. Tsai in turn looks at the
authoritarian Persian Gulf regimes, describing how energy transition
may contribute to changing the terms of the social contract on which
these regimes rely [61].

This understanding of energy democracy invites a stronger emphasis
on what van Veelen and van der Horst call ‘material democracy’ [68] —
the need to consider the specificity of renewable energy as a spatially
unevenly dispersed resource, and how it affects the conceptualization of
democracy more broadly [65]. Energy democracy as an outcome of
energy transition plays the role of structure-focused flipside to the
agency-oriented understanding of energy democracy as process and
movement. However, these two understandings of energy democracy
may in fact be so far apart that they are actually talking about different
things, and so have limited capacity for meaningful dialogue, merely
generating confusion in the process.

2.4. A goal

A third understanding of energy democracy casts it as a goal — an
ideal to which communities can aspire, and a principle guiding policies
and action towards a just and democratic energy system. Like the
‘outcome’ understanding, the ‘goal’ is something in the future.
However, it is not brought about by technological shifts alone, but by
political change informed by democratic ideals. Thus, like the ‘process’
understanding, it emphasizes the politicization of energy governance as
a means towards its democratization. Even so, it differs significantly in
its prescriptive character and the notion that energy democracy can be
detached from social activism and evaluated across different dimen-
sions.

Given energy transitions have different outcomes in terms of de-
mocracy [5,200], some practitioners and scholars believe these should
be evaluated against a goal or benchmark. This is because much energy
governance remains or is becoming undemocratic. Energy governance
decisions, focusing on manufacturing consent in the debate on ‘social
acceptance’, also involve silencing dissent, as well as enacting restric-
tions on democratic rights through legislation [201]and the secur-
itization of energy decision-making [113]. Having a tool to evaluate the
‘democrativeness’ of energy policy — that is, the degree to which it
meets normative criteria as well as its effectiveness in reaching that
goal — does not therefore necessarily reflect a positivist penchant.
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Rather, it is a potentially important political tool in the hands of public
as well as civil society actors (compare [46,51]). While such a measure
can be used at the level of individual policies, policy mixes, projects,
municipalities, and polities such as federal units or states — as Harrison
and Popke show in an analysis of the Petrocaribe alliance [37] - re-
organization of energy systems in a more just and democratic way can
also be an ideal at a regional and international level.

Becker and Naumann list decentralized energy generation, public and
cooperative ownership and energy sovereignty as the dimensions of energy
democracy [12]. Van Veelen and van der Horst, summarizing the goals
found in a broad analysis of existing activist and academic literature,
suggest that:

... the electricity system [...], as well as our economy and society
should become more inclusive, equitable and low carbon. Secondly,
political power and decision-making should be more devolved to the
local level. [...] Access to the electricity grid should be widened,
especially for new and small renewable electricity producers [and]
the ownership base for various aspects of our electricity system
should be broadened, [while] greater citizen involvement and
ownership should be achieved through voluntary means [68].

Similarly, Szulecki defines energy democracy as a situation where
‘the citizens are the recipients, stakeholders [...] and accountholders of
the entire energy sector policy. Governance in energy democracy
should be characterized by wide participation of informed, aware, and
responsible political subjects, in an inclusive and transparent decision-
making process relating to energy choices, with the public good as its
goal’, while to create and safeguard civic empowerment and autonomy,
‘high levels of ownership of energy generation and transmission infra-
structure through private, cooperative or communal/public means are
necessary’ [2]. In legislative proposals, energy democracy is framed as
either consumer choice, local control or access to the decision-making
process [4]. Van Veelen, in turn, focuses on the purely political and
procedural dimensions of ‘energy democracy in practice’, evaluating
inclusivity in decision-making, accountability of decision-makers, and the
ways in which disagreement is handled in community energy initiatives
[162].

As an ideal, energy democracy can be linked to or merged with
other normative agendas. Alarcén Ferrari and Chartier explore the re-
lationship between energy democracy and de-growth, and cast the
former as ‘a normative proposal that aims at articulating prospects for
reduction of consumption, resource efficiency, use of renewable sources
of energy and community empowerment’ [176]. Similarly, other au-
thors look for ways to bring together environmental sustainability and
democratization in the context of climate action and energy transitions
[21,129], in the process calling for expanded energy suffrage and a
more holistic approach to sustainability thinking — one that includes
entire value chains and life-cycles of technologies and fuels [120].
Taken together, energy democracy ‘unties demands for a decentralized,
democratic, renewable, and socially just energy future’ and is regarded
as having the potential to become an alternative to ‘top-down, cen-
tralized and neo-liberal’ visions, recognizing as it does the immanent
political nature of energy transitions and their spatial and scalar mul-
tiplicity [15].

Given that energy democracy is understood as a goal, ideal or even
something of a techno-political utopia in this part of the literature, a
complete democratization of energy — as in all energy generation and
supply being controlled and owned by citizens’ groups - is ‘not likely in
the near future’ [135]. This does not necessarily weaken the concept —
in fact, one could argue that energy democracy as an ideal is powerful
precisely because it is abstract and remote. However, while the open-
ness and fluidity of a concept allow for constant re-interpretation and
re-framing by different actors and are thus useful for purposes of poli-
tical mobilisation, the same features weaken it as an analytical concept,
creating misunderstandings among scholars. What we hope to con-
tribute is a more orderly distinction between the different practical uses
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of energy democracy and some possible common denominators for the
purpose of analysis.'

3. Problems and controversies

The three understandings of energy democracy discussed in the
previous section are summarized in Table 3. One insight we can gain
from our review is that energy democracy as an idea is polyphonic and
difficult to pin down. However, given the same could be said about
many social science concepts, this begs the question: is it a problem to
have a loose and broad concept of energy democracy covering a mul-
titude of views and understandings? Not necessarily. However, the
‘theories behind those visions and the changes in energy governance
that they require are different enough that regulators may have a dif-
ficult time squaring simultaneous pursuit’ of the various goals [4].
While differences between understandings of energy democracy ought
to activate a productive tension, they can also lead to the idea becoming
disjointed [30].

Furthermore, whereas the previous section dived into the academic
debate on energy democracy, the most interesting tensions are occur-
ring at the interface between democracy and energy transition gov-
ernance. As the concept of energy democracy has gained currency, so
new kinds of socio-political conflict about decision-making, participa-
tion and ownership have arisen, among which the French ‘yellow vests’
movement is most often cited. Though Stephens argues they can also be
viewed as part of the energy democracy movement [77], others — while
not denying the reality of the grievances such protest movements ar-
ticulate — are warier of their overall impact given the ‘yellow vests’
started out as a protest against environmental taxes, among other
things. What, then, are the implications for the literature? Below, we
discuss several problems that emerge when energy democracy theories
meet energy transition realities.

3.1. The democracy component in energy democracy

‘Infrastructure may be good for democracy, but democracy has
usually been necessary to create good infrastructure’ [195], write Jones
and Reinecke. But the meaning of ‘democracy’ they imply is clearly
different from the deliberative and participatory conception of activists
and radical scholars. Unsurprisingly for a term that has become a social
movement imaginary, the actual aims and focuses of energy democracy
vary between different publications and advocates. As the use of the
concept spreads, ‘claims for greater energy democracy are likely to run
up against counter-claims in different places or at different scales,
whose ontological assumptions about the meanings of democracy they
do not necessarily share’ [68].

The proverbial elephant in the room of energy democracy discus-
sions is — perhaps surprisingly — democracy itself. Most often asserted,
implied and unspecified, the character of democracy in energy transi-
tion calls for more serious reflection. In energy as in other sectors,
‘access is the hallmark of great infrastructure’ [195], and initially, en-
ergy ‘democratisation’ was understood as expanding the access to par-
ticular energy services, most importantly electricity. That was the goal
for most governments in the global North in the first half of the 20th
century and remains a dream for millions of people in the South. By
contrast, today’s calls for the democratisation of energy systems are
made by those in the relatively comfortable position of enjoying energy

! We thank one of the anonymous reviewers for pointing out the Weberian
argument that can be made in favour of diffuse and vague concepts in demo-
cratic political struggles. On the other hand, there is Sartori and the pursuit of
clear and defined concepts as an important foundation of the social sciences.
The distinction between the realm of ‘practice’ and that of ‘analysis’, as well as a
strong argument for keeping them clearly separate, has for many years been
made by Rogers Brubaker in his different works.
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Table 3

A taxonomy of understandings of ‘energy democracy’

Relation to the state Keywords

Dominant democracy theory

Driving force

Understanding

Movement, civil society, resist, reclaim, restructure

Resist and create a parallel civil society sphere

Technology conditions politics

Direct, deliberative and participatory - implicit

Material democracy

Agency

Process

Socio-technical change, community energy, decentralization

Principles and standards of democratization, policy

evaluation

Materiality

Outcome
Goal

Engage, evaluate policies and expand citizens’

involvement

Different sources from Socialist to Liberal thought, emphasis on participation -

explicit

Multidimensional
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access and follow a broader tendency towards deepening democratic
participation in public policy to make it more legitimate [2]. The
merging of energy and environmental regulation necessitated by cli-
mate change mitigation, as well as the increased number of energy
system stakeholders, constitute a new ‘democratisation of energy’ ac-
cording to Tomain [202]. The ‘first wave’ of energy democracy can be
seen as demand- and consumer-focused, and the ongoing ‘second wave’
is shifting attention towards supply and production, or the entirety of
energy system governance.

While Szulecki [2] has tried to tackle the question of ‘what is de-
mocratic in energy democracy’, that attempt represents a prescriptive
effort drawing on different strands of democracy theory. Instead,
building on the three categorizations of energy democracy under-
standings discussed in Section 2, we can explore the ideas, theories and
imaginations of democracy underpinning them.

The smallest common denominator of democrativeness can perhaps
be expressed in the following definition: democracy ‘is a way of making
binding, collective decisions that connects those decisions to the in-
terests and judgements of those whose conduct is regulated by the de-
cisions’ [203]. However, from the point of view of democracy theory,
this vision is not neutral but visibly leans towards more deliberative,
direct and participatory approaches. The emphasis on direct, un-
mediated and immediate democratic governance is visible across the
field. As might be expected, it is the activist-focused understanding of
energy democracy as process/movement that uses the language of de-
liberative and participatory democracy most often, even if Dryzek
[204,205] or Della Porta [206] are not explicitly referred to. Many of
the same inspirations can be found in the understanding of energy
democracy as a goal, however, as these are more often articulated in
theoretical and normative terms, references are more explicit, and there
are other ‘dimensions’ of democracy beyond direct citizen involvement
considered. These can include a distributive dimension, drawing either
on Marxist theorists or, in liberal versions, Rawls [207]. They also ad-
dress the procedural and discursive dimension, in the spirit of Dahl
[208], Habermas [209] or Tocqueville [210]. The understanding of
energy democracy as an outcome of technological change stands out, as
it is the only one that clearly builds on a material democratic ima-
ginary, in which infrastructure is not only the backdrop but funda-
mentally shapes democratic politics [198,211].

As difficult as it may be to understand the positive democratic
content of energy democracy proposals, one thing is clear — they all
emerge out of critique and dissatisfaction with current energy politics
and governance, implying these are in one way or another undemo-
cratic or faulty, though energy decision-makers in democratic countries
would most likely disagree with such an assessment.” The idea of en-
ergy democracy needs to be related to the demand for increased ac-
countability and democratization in a sector previously seen as apoli-
tical and not requiring public involvement. The technocratic and
expert-driven nature of energy governance stand in contrast to what
Rosanvallon calls ‘democracy of proximity’ [212], while calls for more
meaningful democratic involvement are articulated against what Achen
and Bartels [213] call ‘folk theories of democracy’. From the point of
view of governance theory, many proposals expressed under the banner
of ‘energy democracy’ are in fact calls to switch from centralist and
expert-centred governance to more interactive network governance.
However, as Sgrensen and Torfing [214] point out, such a switch carries
both democratic potentials and problems.

3.2. Idealisation of the grassroots?
One trap into which part of the energy democracy literature appears

to be falling is the uncritical assumption that small, local and bottom-up
is inherently superior to large-scale, centralized energy systems.

2We thank one of the anonymous reviewers for pointing this out



K. Szulecki and I. Overland

‘Community’ has come to be associated with ‘good’ and ‘green’, re-
flecting a tendency to ‘assume rather than demonstrate’ that community
projects are more democratic or just [188,214]. Van Veelen [188] and
Bauknecht and colleagues [155] are in the minority when they ask if
small is always beautiful, critically looking at the practice of commu-
nity energy and participatory governance rather than just normative
theory. How energy democratization plays out on the ground can have
hard-to-predict, counterintuitive effects that may go against the inten-
tions of activists and planners. For instance, increased participation can
also reinforce existing inequalities, as people who have the time and
resources (financial, socio-cultural) to participate tend to be those who
are already privileged.

Activist-derived accounts tend to build on an idealised image of
deliberative and direct democracy, as well as the romanticising of
communities [29,154,159,160,187]. As many types of local politics
abundantly demonstrate — neighbourhood committees, school fairs,
housing cooperatives etc. — shared interests cannot be taken for granted.
Homogenous communities where locally evolved norms and colla-
borative processes enable sustainable and equitable management of
resources are, in many cases, a myth [162]. While interactions within
communities and energy democracy projects can lead to compromises,
they may also result in tensions and conflicts, for example among dif-
ferent logics or interest groups. Energy democracy can therefore be seen
as ‘a complex and dynamic social construction contrasting actors with
different visions of democracy’ [29] [our translation]. There are also
important differences between local and wider publics, and the dif-
ferent scales of energy democracy and contention must be kept in mind
and correctly conceptualized in order to unpack their differences [147].
This also involves addressing the question of public debate — how is it
working, who participates, and what is the role of the media in framing
energy policy issues? [215].

Finally, grassroots actors do not necessarily opt for low-carbon so-
lutions, as shown by the ‘yellow vests’ protesting against fuel tax in-
creases in France, or the Norwegian toll-road protest movement
proudly advocating a fossil-fuel car culture. A case study of Switzerland
shows that energy democracy, understood as broadening participation,
may have adverse effects on decarbonisation [112]. All in all, there
remain many questions concerning the role of communities in energy
transitions [40].

3.3. Resist whom? Reclaim what? Restructure how?

Other building blocks of energy democracy also merit a critical look,
as scholars clearly have diverse views in this regard, with different
authors regarding the same central actors and concepts as being either
crucial or detrimental for energy democratization. There is therefore a
need to disentangle such basic concepts as ‘community’, ‘public own-
ership’, ‘the state’ and ‘the private sector’ — something Creamer et al.
have attempted [40]. In addition, it is useful to carefully map the policy
networks and actors involved, as Poupeau has done [16]. Emelianoff
and Wernert emphasize tensions between municipal authorities and
central governments — whereas both can potentially be categorized as
‘the state’, the former can in some contexts be thought of as part of ‘the
community’ [36]. Judson and colleagues, meanwhile, show that even
‘decentralization’ is something of a weasel word and ‘means many
things to many people’ [18].

Differences in departure points and nuances in meaning, as well as
objective differences in political systems, varieties of capitalism etc.,
give contrasting pictures of the need for and pathways towards energy
democracy. This is well illustrated by borrowing the three Rs — resist,
reclaim and restructure — of the North American energy democracy
movement, and investigating the subjects and objects of these three
verbs [77].

A contentious issue here is the role of the state — is it an agent of
capital or something that can tame anti-social incumbent interests?
Here too there is a visible difference between the North American
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literature - which focuses on ‘resisting’ the private sector
[145,163,216], or even a ‘corporate oligarchy’ [81] — and the European
one, which sees energy democracy predominantly as a public policy
issue, with citizens having to engage and win over the state in order
that they can regulate private energy actors together.

This is not to say there is no awareness of the problem of policy
capture by private sector incumbents in Europe [88,119], or conversely
of ‘state encroachment’ [113], on the energy sector in North America,
both of which relate to the fuzzy borders between the two (public and
private sector) and individuals passing through the metaphorical ‘re-
volving door’ [217]. On the contrary, resistance can take the form of co-
regulation or self-governance in the ‘shadow of hierarchy’, to use the
policy analysis metaphor [218], rather than a struggle between civil
society actors and capital. Furthermore, energy transition towards a
more renewables-based system has led to the emergence of inter-
mediary organizations and ‘spaces’ that challenge the community/state
binary on which much of the literature appears to rely [22,62].

An important reason for this is that while parts of the public oppose
decarbonisation measures for a variety of reasons, many politicians or
proverbial bureaucrats in Brussels are very supportive of ambitious
climate action and energy transition. Calls for energy democracy
through greater community control have begun to transcend social
movements, gaining the attention of policymakers [162]. Energy de-
mocracy is becoming a rationale of public policy, meaning suddenly
there are civil servants, including EU technocrats, who are not ne-
cessarily democratically elected, acting as its agents [219]. The EU’s
regulatory framework supporting prosumerism [102], consumer co-
ownership and community energy was institutionalized in the 2016
legislative package ‘Clean energy for all Europeans’ [220], comprising
regulatory changes and directives in the areas of electricity markets,
renewables, energy efficiency, buildings and the governance of the
Energy Union [221].

Another question is: what is to be ‘reclaimed’ by energy democracy?
Reclaiming implies that once-public energy systems were taken over by
private businesses, which is a major historical inaccuracy, as in reality
the opposite is true for many cases. Another interesting observation is
that for many proponents of energy democracy it is only energy pro-
duction that has to be democratized, rather than the energy system
more generally, meaning that most studies focus on electricity, with
heating mentioned sporadically [55,109]. According to Allen et al.:

Reclaim involves the democratization of the energy industry and
sources of energy generation. Specifically, this describes individuals
and communities reclaiming control over decisions about their en-
ergy supply [and] returning parts of the energy system that are
controlled by private, for-profit corporations to the public, and es-
tablishing new publicly owned and managed energy providers [91].

Such public ownership is already a fact in many contexts, and the
borders between ‘private’, ‘for-profit’ and ‘public’ are often blurry.
Furthermore, public or state ownership does not immediately solve
other important energy democracy issues, as is clear from contexts in
which state-owned or controlled energy monopolies — sometimes citing
social welfare or developmental needs — are deeply entrenched against
decarbonisation, or closely tied to the interests of elites [113,217].

This leads to the final question of how the ‘restructuring’ should be
organized. The public vs. private dichotomy appears to be misleading,
as prosumerism — which is supposed to include the democratisation of
the means of energy production — usually involves expanding private
ownership. This in turn signals an important divide evident within both
energy democracy movements and literatures, between those who
emphasize energy citizenship (with a focus on individual/household
involvement and ownership) and those focused on energy communities
[68]. Despite sharing a common imaginary of ‘associative democracy’ —
modelled on 19th century liberal and radical ideals, underlining how
ownership at the local level should create new kinds of political bonds
and dynamics — they ultimately part ways on ideological grounds,
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resulting in more radical Left and Liberal visions.

Overall, however, democratization should be achievable in both,
whether through prosumer self-organization, rural electricity co-
operatives [19,170], or municipal utilities [21,36,222] — the point is
not so much the form but the ‘fundamental reorganisation of the poli-
tical economy that promotes democratic and just processes and out-
comes across various social spheres’ [5]. Becker, Angel and Naumann,
drawing on Henri Lefebvre, propose the socialist idea of ‘autogestion’ as
a key principle of democratic governance. Autogestion translates as
self-management, in a sense distinct from forms of participation based
on ‘a more or less elaborate pretence at information and activity, [after
which citizens] return to their tranquil passivity and retirement’ (Le-
febvre cited in [32]). Instead, autogestion portends a general claim of
‘new forms of decentralized, democratic political control’ in ‘various
sectors of social life’ [32]. Restructuring is, then, less about changing
the form of ownership than achieving a new form of politics perhaps
enabled by the energy transition.

3.4. Energy democratization and energy populism

The issue of democracy as a necessary element of climate change
mitigation and decarbonisation efforts is attracting growing attention
[223]. While from a liberal democratic point of view democracy may
seem an inherent part of any effective response to climate change,
broader comparative research shows that though democracy may be
desirable in its own right, it does not guarantee success in dec-
arbonisation [129,224]. This is highlighted by comparing non-demo-
cratic China with the democratic United States. China, with its many
ambitious low-carbon energy projects, demonstrates if not of the su-
periority of authoritarian governance in effectively facing climate
change, then at least that democracy is not necessary to act. Meanwhile,
the United States under President Donald Trump has taken on the role
of decarbonisation spoiler. Scholars have frequently noted the ways in
which ‘democratization’ of government can hamper its effectiveness,
efficacy, transparency and responsiveness [4], including in the energy
sector.

The energy democracy literature also pays little attention to one of
the main risks posed by any form of democracy: populism. The populist
threat to energy transition exists at two levels. First, existing populist
political forces, particularly on the right, can be seen as a threat to
ambitious climate action and decarbonisation strategies [225-227],
something already being realized in — among other places — the United
States under the Trump administration and Secretary of the Interior
Ryan Zinke [74]. However, the second and more serious issue is the
potential for energy democratization itself to become a populist stance.
That risk is especially associated with what we have defined as energy
democracy as a process driven by a social movement, as populism can
be an unintended by-product of a bottom/up challenge to established
institutions, modes of governance and sources of authority.

Drawing on contemporary works on populism [228-230], ‘energy
populism can be defined as a political discourse that pits the supposed
interests of “the people” against “the elites”, often combined with re-
source nationalism, suboptimal but popular economic solutions such as
subsidies, and promises of an easy life’ [231]. Despite the existing
scholarly focus on populist political parties and movements, we suggest
a more productive approach would be to explore the ways in which
populist and anti-elitist logics manifest themselves in energy policy
conflicts [97]. This involves an understanding of energy as a sector
where ‘elites’ play an important role [52,75], as well as being char-
acterized by an ‘epistemic asymmetry’ between citizens and experts
[232].

One example of energy populism is the popular mobilization against
the installation of electricity interconnectors in Norway, which is based
on arguments about the usurpation of power by elites, the threat of
foreign electricity buyers, and demands for continued cheap electricity
— all of which ignores the fact that analyses show that the
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interconnectors are in Norway’s national economic interest, support
decarbonisation in Europe and only result in a moderate rise in elec-
tricity prices in Norway. It is surprising that this resistance should occur
in Norway, where the introduction of a CO, tax ahead of most other
countries was decidedly non-populist [233]. Part of the reason for this
change may actually stem from the growth of energy democracy itself,
in the sense of the opening of discursive spaces related to the man-
agement of energy infrastructure and increasing engagement of the
public. When the original Norwegian CO, tax was introduced in 1991,
and also when the country’s petroleum regime was established in the
1960 s and 1970 s, there was far less public involvement, with many of
the decisions left to key politicians and ministerial technocrats. Similar
examples can be found in other countries.

While energy democracy assumes an interested and potentially en-
gaged public [47], energy governance is still for many people a domain
of technocratic expertise. A study conducted in Finland has shown that
on energy policy issues, people support ‘stealth democracy’, preferring
experts and businessmen to elected officials as energy policymakers,
while the political elite favoured elected officials [234]. For decades,
energy has been and very much remains a ‘taken for granted necessity
confined to the world of engineers’ [12] — overcoming such attitudes
requires innovation in research [35,124], governance [2], and educa-
tion strategies [79]. ‘Greater democratic engagement’, writes Stephens,
‘would offer communities [...] stronger mechanisms to steer energy
system changes’ [79]. This may indeed be the case, but as the examples
above show, and as Burke and Stephens recognize [80], democracy has
important limitations linked to the political ambiguities of the renew-
able energy transition and competing agendas. Authors following a
non-liberal approach to populism inspired by Ernesto Laclau are in-
clined to perceive it as a necessary corrective of technocratic politics
and elite-driven representative democracy, flowing from legitimate
grievances [45,97]. Similarly, adopting a political ecology perspective,
Bridge and colleagues emphasize that communities resisting particular
energy infrastructures often face police violence and accusations of
NIMBY-ism, while their demands should be taken seriously as these
grassroots movements often display ‘capacity for envisioning new
transition pathways that promote environmental sustainability and
social justice’ [235], or show ‘what it means to live a just and good life
within energy transition processes’ [39]. Evidence from both North
America and Europe exists of the corrective influence of such move-
ments on energy governance.

While this is an important point, it should not be taboo among en-
gaged researchers to ask whether in certain circumstances this may lead
to something akin to too much democracy, and whether particularistic
goal-seeking leading to populist mobilization may in fact be the in-
evitable price of uncritical emphasis on increased democratic partici-
pation. This links to the paradox of scales, where broad declared sup-
port for energy transitions at the national level covers up NIMBY-ism at
the local level [31,72,95,147]. There is also a renewed urban-rural
political cleavage, as in many contexts (e.g. Germany) rural commu-
nities have greater (albeit unequal) opportunities to reap the benefits of
energy transitions [14], while urban populations perceive themselves as
carrying the costs. This argument, however, can also be reversed, as
rural communities must cope with newly deployed infrastructure, while
urban centres are often the political drivers of Green politics.

NIMBY-ism, much like populism, can be seen as ‘demand for de-
mocracy’, which under the right conditions can turn into a PIMBY
(please in my back yard) ‘response of democracy’ [1]. While environ-
mental education and awareness raising can contribute to this end
[54,79], the sobering experience of liberal overreliance on the power of
education in other sectors where populism and particularism join forces
should be borne in mind. Clearly, a feeling of recognition, ownership
and responsibility, as well as the appropriate socio-economic conditions
to exercise energy citizenship, are necessary to prevent energy de-
mocracy from backsliding into energy populism — just as similar pre-
requisites are required for a functional and robust liberal democracy.
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Selk and Kemmerzell offer the most sophisticated theoretical pro-
posal aimed at solving the problems of political conflicts around energy
transitions [232], presenting them not so much as a challenge to, but
the manifested triple challenge of, democracy: the progressive politi-
cization of society; increasing political differentiation; and the in-
creasing epistemic asymmetry between the expert caste and the popu-
lace. In this frame, populism is one of the answers put forward to these
challenges, alongside technocratic guardianship (the traditional ideal of
energy governance revived) and participatory governance (energy de-
mocracy). This too means that populism is only a response to the de-
ficiencies of the other two approaches. Meanwhile, energy democracy
retains its position as the ideal bridge between technocracy and popu-
lism, promising to reduce the deficiencies of both.

4. Conclusions

Energy democracy has evolved from being a term used by activists
demanding a greater say in energy-related decision-making, particu-
larly in the context of climate and decarbonisation policy, to a term
used in policy documents and increasingly in the scholarly literature
concerning energy governance and energy transitions. While not yet as
well-established a term as ‘energy justice’, ‘energy democracy’ is finding
its place in energy debates.

The concept of energy democracy remains fluid and flexible, al-
lowing researchers to interpret the concept from the perspectives of real
players in real situations. However, to improve communication, more
conceptual clarity is needed.

One of our most striking findings about the literature is its frag-
mentation, resulting in a lack of communication between proponents of
different energy democracy interpretations. Particularly apparent is the
split between the North American and European schools. As a protocol
of the different interpretations of what energy democracy constitutes,
we have presented three understandings of the term. These aim at
promoting dialogue and mutual understanding. Energy democracy can
be perceived as a process (and an existing movement); an outcome (the
reconfiguration of social relations as a result of changes in the energy
system); or a goal communities and other stakeholders can aspire to
(but which is unlikely to be achieved in the near future).

This conceptual review has also identified several issues that affect
the understanding and interpretation of energy democracy across the
board. For instance, while activists have traditionally tended to idealise
the grassroots, it is clear that energy democracy cannot rest on a notion
of local communities as being homogenous or inherently ethical or al-
truistic. They may also seek short-term self-interested goals, just as
corporations and short-sighted governments do.

In future research, there is a need to further clarify and disentangle
the basic concepts used in these debates, such as ‘community’, ‘public
ownership’, ‘the state’, ‘the private sector’ and ‘capital’. There is also a
need to establish which forces are working against which other forces,
where the balance of power lies, and who is really contributing to
decarbonisation in an energy democracy context. Of particular concern
when discussing calls for greater energy democracy is the rise of po-
pulism in contemporary politics, and the extent to which this may
undermine or lead astray the drive towards decarbonisation. This is
because populist policies frequently focus on short-term benefits and
the retention of old, fossil fuel-based business models — as well as the
jobs and lifestyles they support — at the expense of low-carbon in-
novation and re-skilling. However, the most important challenge for
future research on energy democracy lies in specifying what precisely is
democratic in the proposals being made, how it affects the status quo,
and whether it actually constitutes value added. This requires both
greater theoretical sophistication and more specific empirical study of
the impacts emergent ‘democratized’ governance networks have on
energy policy.

Ultimately, the concept of energy democracy may endure precisely
because of its fluidity and plurality, although it will need to integrate
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itself much better with literatures and debates that explore related issue
areas. Moreover, it cannot be taken for granted that more energy de-
mocracy equates to better and faster decarbonisation, energy access or
societal wellbeing. Instead, a balance must be sought based on well-
researched evidence, and this may be the true value of achieving an
eclectic, diverse, but well-networked field of energy democracy re-
search.
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