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Overview
Thesis 1: Regulatory institutions deserve closer attention as sites 
of energy democracy practice/action/negotiation

Thesis 2: Risk deserves closer attention as object of energy 
democracy practice/action/negotiation

Context: challenges in current anti-regulatory climate

• Two theoretical frameworks: 
— Beck’s risk society
— Luhmann’s social systems theory  

• Energy governance in a risk society
• Regulatory institutions as sites of energy governance
• Energy governance and energy democracy
• Some illustrative examples in passing
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Informed by

• Participatory ethnography, Hanford Advisory Board, 2000-06

— advises USDOE, USEPA, Washington Department of Ecology

• North Carolina Utilities Commission, engagement since 2011

• NC Waste Awareness & Reduction Network (NC WARN)

• US Nuclear Regulatory Commission engagement & interviews

• Global context and comparisons including Germany, Japan

• Genetic Engineering & Society (NC State, 2009-present)

• “Governing Risky Technologies” course, NC State
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Beck’s Risk Society

• Giddens (2015): Beck as “the greatest sociologist 
of his generation”

• Risk Society published (in German) shortly after Chernobyl 
• German “Ethics Commission on a Safe Energy Supply”

(Ethikkommission für eine sichere Energieversorgung, 2011)
• Climate change as “emancipatory catastrophe” (2014)
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Risk Society Basics
• Scarcity as original societal organizing principle

=>  problem: democratic distribution of scarce resources
• Risk as more recent additional organizing principle

=>  problem: democratic distribution of abundant risks 

• Long history of development of institutions for managing

scarcity

• More recent development of institutions for managing

risks (e.g., insurance)

• Regulatory institutions and laws as sites of risk governance 

(e.g., EPA and NEPA)
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Some Fundamental Differences

Scarcity Risk

Enhance production Reduce production

Amplify goods Attenuate bads

Distribution Containment

Desire Distance

Reward Compensate
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Luhmann’s Social Systems Theory

• Autopoietic systems, based on binary communication codes

• Functional subsystems; each sees others as “environment”

— economics: profitable/not profitable

— politics: powerful/powerless

— law: legal/not legal

— science: true/not true 

• “Too little” and/or “too much” resonance across systems

• Metacodes of inclusion: center and periphery
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Fukushima Example

• Science (e.g., seismology) subordinated to 

politics: too little resonance

• Politics driven by economics: 

too much resonance 

• 10 reactors sited in peripheral 

prefecture (cf. Hasegawa, 2015) 
Hasegawa, K. (2015). Beyond Fukushima: Toward a post-nuclear society (trans. M. Sato). 
Melbourne: Trans Pacific Press.
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Sites of Democratic Risk Governance
• Public discourse in any and all venues
• Media/journalism
• Cultural context (currently polarized)
• Political institutions and policy, legal, regulatory 

frameworks
• Roles of regulatory institutions

— Rule-making
— Enforcement
— Research to support rule-making
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Current Threats and Challenges
• Anti-regulatory rhetorical and political environment

• “Energy dominance” rhetoric

• “Cooperative federalism” (?)
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Four Current Examples
• Used nuclear fuel: storage and 

disposal siting, transportation
• Radiation doses to women & 

children (“reference man”)
• Atlantic Coast Pipeline (Dominion 

Energy) & Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission (FERC)

• State level limits/constraints 
on renewable energy production

Images: State of Nevada Agency for Nuclear Projects; NC WARN
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Thanks!
wjkinsel@ncsu.edu
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