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A B S T R A C T

In order to have the assessment of the local impacts of energy projects, decision-makers need to separate a local
public from the wider public. From the starting point that ‘publics’ are so-called imaginaries, this perspective
paper argues that the operationalisation of publics tends to impose concerns, motivations and capacities upon
the members of both publics, expecting local publics to consider specific concerns, while wider publics are
expected to attend generic interests. Moreover, methods to invite members from a local public to speak out on
the acceptability of an energy project tend to ignore the heterogeneity and dynamics of the ‘public’, compro-
mising the democratic legitimacy of an assessment made by such a local public.

1. Introduction

In the context of the energy transition, large-scale energy projects
are or have to be developed that have sincere effects to people living in
their vicinity. One may think of solar PV cell installations, wind turbine
parks, high voltage lines, geothermal exploration sites as energy tech-
nologies that come with such direct local impacts [1]. Given their scope
in terms of investment, regulation and technology, such projects usually
require a coordinated planning process for which the responsibility lies
with a network of public and private actors, which will be denoted as
‘decision-makers’ here. These decision-makers need to know what the
assessment of the community directly affected by a project is in order to
fulfil procedural requirements and to warrant its legitimacy [2,3]. This
implies that such a community has to be articulated as, what will be
called here, a local public, which in turn can be asked about its assess-
ment. Such a local public becomes separated from a wider public that
consists of the broader population that is considered to be affected by
the project in an indirect way.

The problem is that both local and wider ‘publics’ are intangible
phenomena in their very essence, only existing as imaginaries that need
to be operationalised to serve administrative needs or other practical
purposes [4–6]. Following the convention introduced by Michael [7],
the inverted comma’s are dropped when ‘publics’ are operationalised
into empirical publics. The validity of an assessment by a public can only
be conditional: a decision-maker needs to know about the assessment of
a ‘public’, without ever knowing who or what this ‘public’ is.

In general, the construction of local vis-à-vis wider publics involves

three interconnected steps that are distinguished here for analytical
reasons:

1) A boundary needs to be established to separate the different publics,
so to allow a decision-making process regarding the assessment of
direct effects.

2) The wants or needs of the publics have to be transformed into a
singular expression.

3) The public has to be enabled to forward its assessment about the
project to the decision-makers.

These three steps will be covered in the subsequent sections of this
paper. Crucial is that the construction of a boundary between a local
and a wider public, as well as their further substantiation, organises
expectations about the concerns, motivations and capacities of the
members of both publics [cf. 8]. Moreover, the need for articulating the
assessment of a public as a singular expression tends to contribute to
homogeneously conceived publics, restricting the plurality and di-
versity of assessments within these publics.

The contribution of this perspective paper is the connection that is
made between insights derived from broader political philosophy and
emerging literature on energy democracy [9,10], energy citizenship
[11,12] and energy publics [13,14]. In this, the notion of ‘social ima-
ginaries’ plays a decisive role, these are seen as the way in which people
“imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how
things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations which
are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images which
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underlie these expectations” [15]. Regarding these imaginaries, the
idea of the ‘public’ figures as a defining aspect of collective self-un-
derstanding: it allows individual citizens to consider themselves to be
part of a greater whole and it permits the belief that they contribute to
collective decisions by taking part in deliberative processes and elec-
tions [15,16]. This self-understanding of ‘publics’ develops in a dialectic
interplay with existing regulatory and material contexts [cf. 17], and
with authoritative decisions. The construction of an empirical public
can be seen as a manifestation of such a decision, and as such it enables
and constrains the capacity of a ‘public’ to maintain a collective self-
understanding.

2. Constructing boundaries

In order to separate a local public from the wider public, decision-
makers need to draw a boundary between those people that are directly
affected by the project and those who are not [6,14]. To understand the
separation of these two publics, the notions of publics-in-particular and a
public-in-general as introduced by Michael [7] are helpful. In this,
publics-in-particular can be “broadly defined as those publics that have
an identifiable stake in particular […] controversies (p. 623)”, while the
public-in-general “can be regarded as an undifferentiated whole […]
that is itself characterized globally in terms of some key dimension (p.
620)”. The argument made in this paper is that the wider public is
usually conveyed as a public-in-general, while a local public is seen as a
public-in-particular.

In the construction of publics, formal restrictions of a technical
nature can play an important role. For instance, in the Dutch context
the possibility to submit ‘perspectives’ is an important formal procedure
that allows citizens to express their concerns about proposed policy
projects. These ‘perspectives’ are points of view that need to be taken
into consideration in the formal environmental assessment report.1

With regards to decisions about wind turbines for example, citizens may
submit perspectives about that decision only if they live within a radius
that is less than ten times the height of the turbine’s tip. If you live
somewhat further away, a perspective will not be taken into con-
sideration – even though a 200-meter high turbine can be perfectly
visible from more than two kilometres.

In the Dutch context, the membership of a local public also de-
termines which types of concerns may be expressed, because submitted
perspectives will be exclusively taken into consideration if these con-
cerns apply to the local impacts of these projects. If not, they will be
discarded. This happened for instance in the case of shale gas ex-
ploration in the southern part of the Netherlands, where citizens could
only formally express complaints about the impact of the construction
of an exploration site, but in the context of this procedure they could
not speak out on the overall desirability of shale gas explorations [1].
While such a regulatory procedure is highly decisive for the outcome of
the project, it prescribes local actors to represent local, that is parti-
cular, concerns, and as such they are excluded to forward wider sets of
concerns [18].

The Dutch situation may be particularly rigid in its attribution of
motivations and concerns, and other institutional settings will most
certainly differ in their criteria used to separate local from wider pub-
lics. Nevertheless, it seems that the construction of a local vis-à-vis a
wider public often involves demarcations that are based on adminis-
trative considerations. In this, the character of the wider public seems
to be ill-defined, basically identifying its members as those actors that
are not members of the local public. Also here is a lack of specificity,
and other spatial scales, ranging from regional to international, may be
implied– sometimes even simultaneously [19].

Consequently, being a member of the wider public has implications
for what you are not entitled to, for instance, it may mean that you are

not eligible for direct consultation and compensation like members of a
local public [cf. 20]. It may be so that as a member of the wider public
you are not allowed to talk about the concerns that are designated to
the local public. For instance, when the implementation of a wind
project means that a patch of trees in the immediate vicinity has to be
removed, Dutch legislation instructs that appeals of members of the
wider public cannot be taken into consideration, even though these
appeals may refer to a generic value like nature conservation.

In sum, the construction of a boundary between a local and a wider
public that is required by regulatory procedures designates motivations
about which concerns are to be attended by whom. This issue not only
pertains to administrative measures, but also to discursive classifica-
tions of ‘publics’ that may be maintained by decision-makers. Most
notable here is the case of the NIMBY or ‘not in my backyard’-label: this
label raises the suspicion of self-interest, which tends to disqualify the
legitimacy of claimants from a local public [8].

The NIMBY-label and the administrative designation of local con-
cerns to local publics can be seen as two sides of the same coin: they
concern the expectation held by project developers and decision-makers
that those affected by the direct impacts of an energy project are
somehow not able to sufficiently consider the wider impacts of that
project. An expectation that is doubtful, to say the least: members of
local publics may have other concerns than just local ones; moreover, it
has been shown repeatedly that ‘NIMBY’ is not a justified description of
the positions of local actors [21–24].

Still, the expectations that are imposed upon actors create a reality
that is hard to ignore, prompting a local public to develop strategies to
bypass standard formal procedures in order to raise attention for the
wider concerns. For instance, local NGOs and movements may merge
into national NGOs or connect to national social movements, so to gain
political leverage [1]. Another strategy that can be observed is that of
local authorities residing to activism, making their concerns heard
outside of conventional circuits, for instance by seeking media attention
or endorse protest movements [25,26].

The designation of actors to either a local or a wider public also
elicits expectations among decision-makers about the way in which
concerns and interests are expressed. Members of the local public are
expected to have affective attachments with their local environment
while emotional dispositions can be taken as another reason to exclude
local actors from partaking in a wider public debate [27]. Such a dis-
missal of emotions from the public debate is problematic from a de-
mocratic point of view as it may deprive a community from the
meanings they give to their local environment and as such feel com-
promised in their autonomy as communities and citizens [cf. 28]. Such
loss is usually felt as an injustice, a sentiment that not only mobilises
actors to form a community and to engage in the decision-making
process, but also to establish an assessment about what is at stake for
both the community and the wider public [25]. With that, emotionally
charged assessments by local public are not just inevitable, they are also
legitimate [29].

3. Deliberative preferences versus liberal interests

The starting point that the ‘public’ is an imaginary implies that the
notion of ‘public preference’ is an imaginary as well; it allows members
of the ‘public’ to talk about itself as being able to express what it wants
in a coherent way. Political theory presents two routes to establish a
singular expression of a ‘public preference’ [cf. 30]: a first route features
the public preference as the aggregation of individual preferences; the
second route is based on the idea that the public preference only
transpires at the collective level, and in itself is independent from the
simple aggregation of preferences [31,32]. These two routes are re-
spectively derived from a ‘liberal’ account of publicness in which the
‘public’ is seen as the gathering of individuals, and a ‘deliberative’ ac-
count, which assumes that a social collective transfers a shared identity
to its individual members [33,34]. In the context of national politics,1 See: https://wetten.overheid.nl/BWBR0003245/2017-08-30#Hoofdstuk7.
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these two accounts are both present in a dialectical fashion allowing the
political system to be adaptive to changing demands and circumstances
and granting citizens the capacity for both individual freedom and
collective empowerment [35,36].

The separation between a local and a wider public may weaken this
dialectical tension, which has to do with contrastive conceptions of
society that underlie the liberal and deliberative accounts of the
‘public’. The liberal account of publicness assumes a city-based society
in which people do not necessarily know each other, but still have
get along in a peaceful manner [37]. The deliberative account, on the
other hand, assumes a small-scale society in which people are capable
of achieving consensus by means of face-to-face interaction [cf. 38,39].
Following these geography-based societal models, the liberal account of
politics focuses on the role of conflict resolution by mandating re-
presentatives that safeguard rights and pursue policy measures that are
backed by majority vote [35]. In a deliberative discourse, the affective
relations that are built with one’s social environment figure as the basis
of political association [cf. 40] – which explains the role of emotions in
local public as has been introduced above. Moreover, this discourse
holds that by deliberation and meaningful interaction, members of a
community can come to collective decisions [41].

The expectations about the motivations and dispositions of mem-
bers of local and wider publics may be explained, at least to a certain
extent, by the maintenance of these geography-based separations. Local
publics are considered to involve specific and local concerns, that, as
such, elicit the use of participatory methods which allow for delibera-
tion [9]. In contrast, wider publics, in their undifferentiated form, are
more easily seen in liberal terms, as may be indicated by the emphasis
on formal procedures and impersonal interests [cf. 42]. The distinction
between publics-in-general and publics-in-particular made above ac-
centuates this separation, contrasting specific preferences of a local
public with general interests of the national public.

The particular-general opposition reminisces the way in which ex-
pertise is reserved to authorities, while local actors only have ‘lay’
knowledge. This assumption prompts decision-makers to employ a
‘knowledge deficit’ model of participation, expecting the local public to
conform to the interests of the wider public once it is correctly informed
about what is at stake [43]. This deficit model not only ignores the
capacity of citizens to acquire general knowledge, it also denies the
epistemological value of ‘lived’ forms of knowledge that build on con-
textualised experience [44,45].

4. The interdependence of projects and publics

As John Dewey [46] stated, ‘publics’ emerge in reaction to the ‘is-
sues’ that affect them as a collective [also see: 47,48]. This implies that
there is no pre-existing social collective that can be identified, invited
and consulted. In other words, there is no such thing as a representative
sample of a ‘public’, instead it can be said that in many cases, projects
make publics, as they figure as issues around which a group of people
mobilises itself as a ‘public’. Given this relation between projects and
‘publics’, decision-makers in energy projects should be prepared for
engaging with emerging groups, both inside or outside a participatory
setting, as well as with existing groups that have a certain stake or
interest that is affected somehow by the new energy project. In short,
there is a patchwork of ‘publics’ that have different roles and that have
different relations with the new energy project [49,50]. This means that
it is naïve of decision-makers to expect a singular local public to come
with a coherent evaluation of the acceptability of the project, instead
there will be different groups that may have different assessments and
that may express their assessment in a plurality of ways [51].

These considerations contrast with the tendency of decision-makers
to establish an empirical public by selecting a set of members from the
community, which seems to be based on the assumption on the one
hand that a local public is a public-in-particular and the need on the
other hand to have a singular assessment. This creates a range of issues.

Firstly, as is indicated by Wynne [43], such a selection is usually based
on a voluntary basis, either by a dedicated or an open invitation, while
it is questionable whether such an invited public can act as a satisfac-
tory representation of the community at large. A first problem here is
that an invited public brings about a new group, with its specific in-
ternal group dynamics that may affect the opinions, preferences and
beliefs of its members. Most basically, an invited public gives rise to a
new, distinct collective that cannot be straightforwardly related to the
community at large [cf. 32]. Moreover, the voluntary nature of in-
vitation might attract the most vocal members of the community, which
raises questions about those people who are not or do not want to be
involved, for how can their points of view be accounted for? In energy
projects, decision-makers sometimes speak about the ‘silent majority’
and the desire to identify this group of actors [cf. 52,53]. However, the
term ‘silent majority’ indicates a misapprehension of the imaginary
status of the ‘public’ in the sense that it assumes a ‘public’ before there
are issues that pertain to it. Also, given the consideration that such
‘publics’ emerge in reaction to a proposed project, their initial stance
tends be negative while sometimes being reconsidered later on. The
nature of ‘publics’ as well as their assessments are intrinsically dynamic.

A caveat that plays a role here is that the imaginary of the ‘public
preference is usually operationalised as a static entity. Surveys, elec-
tions, focus groups, etc., that may be seen as methods to elicit a public
preference generate an answer with only a limited temporal validity.
Given the dynamic nature of ‘publics’, preferences may change over
time, which is particularly so in the realm of technology, as people get
used to certain technologies and build new practices around them [cf.
28,54]. As such, static accounts of the ‘public’ reinforce the difficulty to
arrive to a legitimate assessment.

It also needs to be added here that the term of ‘invited publics’ in-
dicates that there are also ‘uninvited publics’, groups of people that
express their assessment about the energy project outside of partici-
patory settings [8,43,55]. Here, we may think of protestors or activists,
but with regards to energy projects it is also interesting to look at other
roles that actors from local communities play [49]. For instance, actors
increasingly express their preferences by developing new ways to pro-
duce or consume energy, which can also be seen as an activity that
expresses a certain preference [56]. A focus on mere participatory ar-
rangements that assume invited publics misses out the opportunity to
identify alternative forms of assessment by affected ‘publics’ [also see
17,57].

The bottom line here is that there is no singular expression of the
‘public preference’, and the reliance on static and partial methodologies
obscures the imaginary status of the ‘public’. Simple procedural ar-
rangements will not work out for the reasons explained in this paper:
the ‘public’ comes in contrastive conceptualisations. This makes it ne-
cessary to accept conflicting views and normative diversity [18], and
methods that take the heterogeneity of ‘publics’ into account [for in-
stance see 51,58].

5. Contributing to energy democracy

Decision-makers involved in energy projects face the dilemma of
having to know how an ‘public’ evaluates the direct and indirect im-
pacts of such projects, while never knowing who or what this ‘public’ is.
In this, decision-makers are often composed out of networks of actors
that come from different institutional contexts, which necessitates the
operationalisation of empirical publics in order to allow for project
coordination [25]. One of the main aspects of this operationalisations is
the separation between a local and a wider public, which in many cases
involves artificial criteria, while there seems to be little possibility of
members of either public to adjust the demarcation or to revoke the
expectations that are imposed upon them. Members of local and wider
publics are predominantly restricted to respond within the scope of
given attributions of concerns and motivations.

The limited possibility to renegotiate the demarcation between a
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local and a wider public can be seen as a serious challenge to the de-
mocratic quality of decision-making in energy projects, which requires
the capacity of ‘publics’ to develop a collective self-understanding in a
reciprocal relation with authoritative decisions and existing regula-
tions. In short, a fixed operationalisation of ‘publics’ tends to conflict
with their intrinsic heterogeneity and dynamics and undermines the
advancement of an energy democracy with regards to large-scale pro-
jects.

These considerations prompt researchers to develop new insights
that help decision-makers to address this democratic challenge. An
improved understanding of the nature of the problem should be de-
veloped, in ways that respect the intangibility, the heterogeneity and
the autonomy of ‘publics’, both in their local and in their wider mani-
festations. This means that we need systematic accounts of the way
boundaries are established and maintained in different institutional
contexts, as well as we need analyses about the constraining effects that
these boundaries have on members of the constructed publics.
Furthermore, questions need to be addressed about how ‘publics’ and
their assessments evolve over time. Next to opening the black-box of
‘publics’, also the workings of decision-makers deserve more scholarly
attention, especially regarding the way in which a network of actors can
be coordinated without necessitating pre-given operationalisations of
local and wider publics. Following the call made at the end of the
previous section, answers to these questions will allow researchers to
explore new formats for operationalising ‘publics’ in ways that do jus-
tice to their status as imaginaries.’
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