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Energy transition

Introduction

While the notion of an energy transition is
used in many social, economic and polit-
ical fields, this subject remains absent in
recent environmental sociology handbooks
(Legun 2020; Schaefer Caniglia et al. 2021).
Nevertheless, climate-energy processes and
policies have been approached through cul-
tures, lifestyles, practices, mobilizations,
or institutions in broader literature and,
more generally, in the literature in energy
sociology.

The notion of energy transition and even
the reality of it are controversial among aca-
demic works. Its multiple dimensions, sys-
temic effects, and uneven developments — for
instance, in relation to health, agriculture, or
biodiversity concerns — also make these pro-
cesses complex ones to study. After an intro-
ductory section that brings together some
definitions and their critics, we focus on
issues of justice and democracy in relation to
specific processes of an energy transition. In
so doing, we propose to introduce the reader
interested in sociology and related social
sciences (such as geography, economy, or
anthropology) to key results and debates that
are particularly vivid in this field.

A preliminary observation is that this entry
is devoted to contemporary energy transi-
tion processes under climate constraints.
Compared to other historical processes of
energy change, which may have been driven
by the modernization of industrial sectors
or the diversification or change in energy
resources, contemporary energy transition
processes are steered mainly by techno-centric
forward-looking climate-energy scenarios.
Beyond the simplified representations of
space, time and society conveyed by these
scenarios, the study of ongoing energy tran-
sition processes at different scales is key
to highlighting how justice and democracy
matter.

Energy transition: definitions and
critics

The notion of energy transition commonly
refers to a deliberate transformation of present
sociotechnical energy systems necessary
for the emergence of more sustainable, less



carbon-dependent, and less energy-intensive
energy systems.

Two main bodies of academic work are
essential to understand the challenges raised
by such a preliminary definition. The first
body focuses on unfolding energy systems’
historical evolution and energy uses over
several centuries (Leach 1992; Marchetti
1977; Smil 1994, 2010). This history is
organized around the narrative of succes-
sive transitions from traditional agricul-
ture, the pre-industrial age, the Industrial
Revolution, and the hydrocarbon civilization
(Fischer-Kowalski and Haberl 1997). This
overview is useful in uncovering large energy
systems and the non-energetic factors that
influence their course (technical innovation,
mass consumption, social practices). Albeit
some specific works consider national tra-
jectories (Nye 1998, in the case of the United
States; Wrigley 2010, in the case of the UK),
the dominant focus of this body of works is
global and tends to overlook the role of cul-
tures and places in the development of socie-
ties. It also reduces these transitions to mere
substitutions among energy sources: coal for
wood, hydrocarbons for coal, then to the
increasing consumption of primary energy
transformed into electricity. The idea that
there is a contemporary “energy transition” is
contested by these works (Fressoz 2013), as it
hides the relations of domination underlying
the still-vivid supremacy of fossil fuels and
marginalizes the historical opportunities for
alternative experiments.

The second body of work approaches
energy transition processes from the perspec-
tive of technical change. A set of concepts
(phases, path dependency, lock-in) is forged
to explain, most often, why the deployment
of these processes is so slow. For example,
Hughes (1983)  distinguished  several
long-lasting “phases” (invention, technology
transfer, system growth, expansion, spatial
differentiation) in the development of urban
public lighting. More recently, the work of
the multi-level perspective (MLP) (Geels
and Schot 2007) distinguished between three
interacting levels — the “niche” the “regime”
and the “landscape” — in technological change
management. The question at the heart of this
approach is how long it takes to move from
one technical system to another (Sovacool
2016). The evolutionary and managerial con-
ception of innovation, the standardization
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of decision scales, the lack of attention paid
to power issues, and the role of space in
these works have triggered much criticism in
sociology and geography (Becker, Moss, and
Naumann 2016; Bridge et al. 2013; Coenen,
Benneworth, and Truffer 2012; Shove and
Walker 2007).

In fact, beyond the term “transition” —
which too often suggests a gradual, almost
tension-free evolution during which one form
of energy would substitute for another —
multiple processes must be addressed, which
often raise justice issues and have ambiguous
careers.

Beyond a techno-centred approach
of energy transition: unfolding
energy justice issues

Thecritics ofthe evolutionistortechno-centred
definitions of the energy transition invite us to
acknowledge the diversity of contemporary
energy transition processes and learn from
their social, political, and ecological effects
(Labussiere and Nadai 2018). As highlighted
by Calzadilla and Mauger (2018), the seventh
goal of the United Nations’ 2030 agenda for
sustainable development cannot be reached
while developing energy alternatives that
generate new situations of injustice.

This section introduces the reader to crit-
ical results regarding vulnerability, spatial
and temporal justice, and mobilizations in
relation to energy transition processes. While
these domains of research overlap, they suc-
cessively focus on: the political-economic
and material processes driving energy vulner-
ability, the spatial and temporal complexity
of injustice associated with energy systems,
and the responsibilities and capabilities of
actors to act politically across these systems.

Energy vulnerability

Energy vulnerability cannot be reduced to
a single metric. Energy policies that focus
on individual practices fail to recognize
the multifaceted nature of energy poverty
and the unequal capacity of people to act
on it, depending on their living conditions
and socio-spatial trajectories (Bickerstaff,
Walker, and Bulkeley 2013; Hall, Hards, and
Bulkeley 2013, Middlemiss et al. 2019).
Individuals or groups become vulnerable
to energy changes in space and time. They
may be affected by the impacts of energy
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prices and policy changes as well as by their
living conditions or the material devices they
use. Energy vulnerability is no longer an
inherent attribute of particular households or
individuals. Instead, situations of vulnerabil-
ity are a multiple and dynamic phenomena,
varying according to life trajectories, socio-
technical assemblages, or temporal qualities
(like seasons). Energy vulnerability issues
can thus be approached at different scales,
that of everyday experience, that of the mate-
rial configurations of the building and its
equipment, that of the neighbourhood and the
city, and finally, that of the legacies of eco-
nomic and energy policies (Boardman 2009;
Buzar 2007; Day and Hitchings 2011). These
dimensions can be approached from various
angles, such as political ecology (Bouzarovski
2022), assemblage thinking (Day and Walker
2013), or capability approach (Day, Walker,
and Simcock 2016; Middlemiss et al. 2019).

In industrialized countries, the progressive
opening of energy systems to prosumers —
both consumers and producers of energy —
generates opportunities to invent new modes
of production, mutualization, and consump-
tion of energy that can be led by liberal or
collective ends. This calls for a revision
of the interactions between the different
material layers of the city, the planning,
and the governance modalities of the new
local energy services (Bulkeley et al. 2015;
Rutherford and Coutard 2015). Not all urban
areas face the same challenges. In emerging
countries, challenges are much more in terms
of security and reliability of supply, growth
in energy demand and limited metropolitan
infrastructure governance (Jaglin and Verdeil
2017).

Energy justice

The notion of justice refers to philosophical
debates in which the meaning of equality is
foundational. A formal conception of equal-
ity requires that all citizens are treated alike
— the equal treatment of citizens before law
is a classic example of it. This view clearly
applies to ‘procedural justice’ in which
non-discriminatory process matters. A sub-
stantive definition of equality refers to the
outcomes of the process, of ensuring that all
participants receive equal outcomes or parts.
This may require positive discrimination in
favour of disadvantaged people to take into
account historical relations of power that
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generated a lack of dignity and unfair living
conditions.

Energy justice has emerged in the course
of a long history of concerns about environ-
mental movements and justice issues, with
works especially interested in establishing
facts about why minority communities are
located in and around technological hazards
or deadly sources of exposure (Cutter 1995;
Taylor 2000) — see the entry on environmen-
tal justice in this Encyclopedia.

The pioneering definition of Guruswamy
(2010) proposed that “[e]nergy justice
secks to apply basic principles of justice
as fairness to the injustice evident among
people devoid of life sustainable energy...
Energy justice is an integral and insepara-
ble dimension of the universally accepted
foundational principle...of international
law and policy: Sustainable Development
(‘SD’)” (Guruswamy 2010:233). McCauley
et al. (2013) substantively contributed to
organizing the field with the distinction of
three tenets of energy justice: distributional,
recognition-based, and procedural. These
tenets can be introduced through the ques-
tions: “Where are the injustices?”, “Who is
ignored?”, “Is there a fair process?” (Jenkins
et al. 2016).

Distributional justice addresses “both the
physically unequal allocation of environmen-
tal benefits and ills and the uneven distri-
bution of their associated responsibilities”
(ibid.:176). It considers unfair allocations
through space and time, when, for instance,
specific localities and minorities are affected
by cumulative impacts of infrastructures or
industrial activities (Walker 2009). In the
literature, this unfair allocation of benefits
and risks is appreciated in relation to differ-
ent energy sectors (e.g., oil, gas, nuclear, or
renewables) through different analytical strat-
egies. The first strategy consists in shedding
light on the environmental and social impacts
generated by extractive economies to supply
industrial countries with energy resources
distant in space and time — see O’Rourke
and Connolly (2003) for the impacts of oil
production and consumption; Hecht (2012)
for the Nigerian uranium and nuclear; Forget
and Bos (2022) for Peruvian lithium and
electric mobility. Debates about defining
the Anthropocene also led to reconsidering
race, slavery, and the organization of the
geological space by extractivist economies
over centuries (Yusoff 2018). In the wake



of the development of renewable energies in
the late 1990s, many works have addressed
the accelerated transformation of landscapes
and cultures as well as our capacity to face
the local impacts of these new energies
(Pasqualetti 2000). Wind power development
has generated many works about the reasons
for local opposition to it. Some of them
pointed out that injustice may result from
conflicting global and local values (Warren et
al. 2005). While the development of renew-
ables up-scaled, analyses flagged renewa-
ble infrastructure developments sometimes
associated with processes of land grabbing,
social coercion, dispossession, and displace-
ment of communities — for example, Dunlap
(2018) for wind power in Mexico; Yenneti,
Day, and Goluchikov (2016) and Stock and
Brikenholtz (2019) for solar in India; Munro,
Van der Horst, and Healy (2017) for fuel
wood in Sierra Leone. These not only ques-
tioned the siting of infrastructures but also the
access to affordable, safe and reliable energy
(Castan Broto et al. 2018).

Recognition justice accounts for pro-
cesses of “disrespect, insult, and degrada-
tion that devalue some people and some
places identities in comparison to others”
(Walker 2009:615). It refers to issues of cul-
tural and political domination, often based on
ill-conceived categories, that are disrespect-
ful and convey a hierarchy of values (Jenkins
et al. 2016). Normative and exclusionary
approaches of users or groups are widespread
in contemporary debates about the processes
of the energy transition. Paradigmatic of this
is the notion of “Not In My Back Yard”
(NIMBY), which portrays opposition to
renewable infrastructures as deviant, unin-
formed, and driven by individual or selfish
interests. Within the wind power literature,
a broad consensus has emerged that NIMBY
explanations alone are inadequate to under-
standing public attitudes and responses to
wind power developments (Aitken 2010;
Devine-Wright 2005, 2009).

Another example is the idea that the
“energy poor” suffer from a “knowledge
deficit” and need to be “educated” about
the “right practices”. Focusing on individ-
uals as “empty vessels” to be filled with
energy-related information ignores the col-
lective experience and learnings that help
households face energy vulnerabilities (e.g.,
Catney et al. 2014; Middlemiss et al. 2019).
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In the context of developing countries,
Castan Broto et al. (2018) emphasized the
neocolonial heritage underlying the norma-
tive approach to energy access. They called
for “opening up a dialogue with postcolonial
critiques of development” (Castan Broto et
al. 2018:645). Winther, Ulsrud, and Saini
(2018) emphasized gender issues in the con-
struction of electricity access in rural Kenya.
The notion itself of recognition of justice is
still under discussion. Van Uffelen (2022:7)
proposes that it is a matter of “adequate rec-
ognition of all actors through love [e.g., care,
concern and emotive connections embedded
in social arrangements], law [e.g., dignity
and intrinsic value of human and non-human]
and status order [e.g., needs, concerns and
epistemic contributions of communities]”.
This broadens the scope of recognition issues
and intersects other research agendas like the
one on gender, sexuality and feminist issues
(Cannon and Chu 2021). More than adding
claims, this invites us to analyse intersecting
and historical forms of injustice.

Procedural justice concerns issues of
“access to decision-making processes... It
manifests as a call for equitable procedures that
engage all stakeholders in a non-discrimina-
tory way” (Jenkins et al. 2016:178). To
Sovacool and Dworkin (2015:435), “energy
justice presents a useful decision-making tool
that can assist energy planners and consumers
in making more informed energy choices”. In
practice, the fairness of procedures refers to
multiple issues. The literature on wind power
development is representative of these issues.
It has been interested in challenging the usual
modes of participation. It discussed the extent
to which processes of public consultation and
project or plans development were opened
to multiple values and experiences associ-
ated with landscape (Aitken, McDonald, and
Strachan 2008; Cowell 2010; Ellis et al.
2009; Nadai and Labussiére 2009; Wolsink
2009), or integrated local knowledge about
non-humans, such as migratory birds (bird-
watchers’ knowledge, Nadai and Labussicre
2010) or reindeer populations (Sami
peoples’ knowledge, McCauley, Rehner, and
Pavlenko 2015). As proposed by Jenkins et
al. (2016), procedural justice also addresses
the representation of gender, ethnic or mar-
ginalized communities in decision-making
as well as getting access to impartial and full
information from government and industry.

OLIVIER LABUSSIERE AND ALAIN NADAT
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Democratic and inclusive procedures are not
enough to guarantee justice. Paying attention
to informal aspects like practices, norms,
values and behaviours is also necessary (Hall
2013).

Energy justice is a burgeoning field that
progressively extends, specifies and reartic-
ulates its dimensions (Sovacool et al. 2017).
Based on a critical review, Droubi, Heffron,
and McCauley (2022) have distinguished
three forms of justice: distributive, proce-
dural and restorative. This last one encom-
passes “any injustice caused by the energy
sector [that] should be rectified” (Droubi et
al. 2022:6), and measures such as managing
waste, decommissioning infrastructures or
returning an energy site to former use. For
these authors, recognition of justice along
with cosmopolitan justice, is one of two uni-
versal forms of justice. Cosmopolitan justice
“is based on the principle that everyone is
a citizen of the world” (ibid.:10) and thus
acknowledges the cross-border effects of our
energy production and consumption.

Solidarities and social movements

Facing energy vulnerabilities and injustices
gives rise to multiple individual and social
processes and answers. We briefly introduce
the reader to some of them and their analysis.

Inspired by Sen (1987, 1992), the capa-
bility approach considers the diversity of
people’s values, needs and preferences, and
the situation in which they are embedded.
This framework offers a strong alternative
to utilitarianism that tends to reduce behav-
iour to rational and personal interest. The
capability approach not only refers to valu-
able achievements but also encompasses the
ability and the freedom to conceive and, most
importantly, achieve them (Sen 1987:59).
This significantly changes the understand-
ing of situations of vulnerability and injus-
tice, too often centred on the individual. For
instance, Middlemiss et al. (2019) pointed
out the role played by informal solidarities
(e.g., people who develop good connections
with others, do not feel ashamed, and have
opportunities to participate) in accessing ade-
quate energy services. Other works about
renewable energy development showed that
capabilities are unequally distributed among
genders by this development (see Gill-Wiehl,
Ferrall, and Kammen 2022 for Tanzania)
or that energy justice principles need to be
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contextualized and defined by local commu-
nities to let them specify why wind power
development threatens their capabilities (e.g.,
health, family solidarities, having a job) and
better understand their needs and claims
(Velasco-Herrejon and Bauwens 2020).

The development of community-based
energy initiatives since the beginning of the
1990s has also been a topic of interest in
exploring energy transition processes. While
renewable energies have been associated with
political ideals of energy democracy (Scheer
2007; Stephens 2019), their dominant devel-
opment path has largely been inspired and
influenced by the institutions of fossil ener-
gies (Raman 2013; Walker and Cass 2007).
In certain contexts, it was an opportunity for
neoliberal governments to praise local action
and delegate public missions and objectives
to local actors (Marvin and Guy 1997; Park
2012). In this context, community-based
energy projects, a type of grassroots initia-
tive, have demonstrated a potential to deploy
alternative transition paths (e.g., Nadai et
al. 2015; Seyfang, Park, and Smith 2013;
Seyfang and Smith 2007) and experiment
with social innovation (Haggett and Aitken
2015). They created multiple benefits (for
communities, the environment, or renewable
energy development) (Aitken 2010; Walker
and Devine-Wright 2008) and strengthened
“trust” between local people and those in
charge of carrying out these energy projects
(Walker et al. 2010). Academics have also
shown the multiple entanglements (social,
financial, territorial) underlying their emer-
gence (Chezel and Labussiere 2018; Cointe
2019; Hargreaves et al. 2013; Rydin et al.
2014; Walker 2008).

A research agenda is under construction
in relation to a diversity of social move-
ments and claims for ecological, climate
and social responsibilities (Sovacool 2022).
Some of these claims are normative ones.
For instance, energy citizenship is a wide-
spread official discourse that puts the respon-
sibility for the energy transition onto the
“citizen-as-consumer” while leaving individ-
uals largely disempowered (Lennon et al.
2020) — a situation that calls for thinking
about the material and collaborative condi-
tions to enable this citizenship to be real-
ized (Ryghaug, Skjelsvold, and Heidenreich
2018). Finally, emerging energy justice
issues are developed in relation to dis-
placed people, including for reasons of war,



famine, violence and persecution, climate
change or natural disasters. Different works
propose to approach these issues in places
like refugee camps or migrant communities
through the notion of humanitarian energy
(Rosenberg-Jansen 2022).
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Environmental
ethnography

Introduction

When I was in graduate school, I was men-
tored in ethnographic research methods
by Gianpaolo Baiocchi, a skilled political
and cultural ethnographer (Baiocchi 2005;
Baiocchi et al. 2014). He described ethnog-
raphy as “standing shoulder to shoulder”
with the people you were working with,
such that an embodied and deeply personal
method of data collection can allow for better
understanding of what people do, why they
do things, and the meanings behind their
actions and interactions. This entry is not
intended to provide a history of ethnographic
research, nor an abbreviated “how to” guide
for aspiring ethnographers. Rather, I draw on
examples from environmental sociology and
adjacent fields to discuss several strengths of
ethnographic research, with a focus on the
types of social dynamics and processes that
can be revealed through this methodologi-
cal approach. In particular, I highlight how
ethnography allows researchers to uncover

ALISSA CORDNER

and understand power relationships and
inequalities.

Key concepts and definitions

Ethnography involves deep immersion in
a social setting with all of your senses, such
that your own mind and body as a researcher
is closely aligned with the thing, the people,
or the place you are studying. As Michal
Burawoy (1991:2) writes, participant obser-
vation “is the study of people in their own
time and space, in their own everyday lives.”
This embodied experience of participant
observation makes possible research insights
that can’t be gathered through other methods,
qualitative or quantitative. These approaches,
in the words of sociologist Annette Lareau,
are particularly good at studying meanings
and the impacts of social structures: they
“draw us into the meaning of events in the
everyday lives of individuals, showing how
people are affected by social structural
forces” (Lareau 2021:1).

Ethnography is a methodology — a general
approach to data collection and analysis
that involves a particular sensibility or way
of knowing (McGranahan 2018). It typi-
cally involves a constellation of methods
— research tools that can be used to collect
and analyze data — that include participant
and non-participant observation, unstructured
and semi-structured interviews, and collec-
tion of documents, visuals, archives, or other
objects related to the fieldsite or group of
participants. Almost by definition, immer-
sion in a social setting involves long-term
engagement because time is necessary to
understand the field of players and institu-
tions, build rapport with participants, and
learn specialized skills and lingo relevant to
the field. Data collected can take many forms,
including jottings and fieldnotes, interview
recordings and transcripts, physical and elec-
tronic documents, visual texts such as photos
or art, material objects, sound recordings
and videos (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 1995;
Lareau 2021).

As the researcher moves from outsider
status to something approaching that of an
insider, the ethics of ethnography are par-
amount. While developing a nuanced and
comprehensive understanding of the field is
essential for robust interpretation of the data,
such immersion comes with profound ethical
challenges related to informed consent, rela-
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