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DEEP ENTANGLEMENTS: HISTORY, SPACE AND (ENERGY) STRUGGLE IN 

THE GERMAN ENERGIEWENDE 

Franziska Christina Paul, School of Geographical and Earth Sciences, University of Glasgow 

 

Abstract 

This paper contributes to recent debates in energy geography, especially to energy transition 

research and literature, by developing a critical and empirically grounded understanding of 

energy transitions as expressions of contentious socio-spatial politics, past and present. The 

paper argues that historical struggles and contentious political practices around energy, so 

called energy struggles, continue to inform the ongoing and dynamic socio-spatial politics of 

energy transitions today and often manifest themselves in transition narratives. This analysis 

is supported by qualitative empirical materials derived from recent fieldwork in Berlin, 

Germany, which was conducted within the broader left-green movement for a socio-

ecological and democratic German Energiewende. A historicisation of contentious politics 

and energy struggles facilitates an empirically robust framing of energy transition projects as 

dynamic, multi-actor, and more than eco-technical processes. The paper’s contribution to 

energy geographies is threefold; firstly, utilising an empirically robust and historically 

sensitive analysis of the German Energiewende, the paper explores the deep entanglements of 

history, space and struggle in energy transitions. Secondly, the paper emphasises the need to 

understand energy transitions as constituted by energy struggles and contentious politics, past 

and present. Thirdly, the paper examines emergent spaces of energy democracy as part of the 

Energiewende and explores recent energy democracy demands as a spatial politics of energy 

transitions.  
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democracy, spatial imaginaries 

 

 

1.  Introduction 

With the increase of public debates around climate change and geopolitical resource conflicts, 

energy – as both concept and object of study – holds renewed prominence in the social 

sciences (Huber, 2015; Juisto, 2009). Human geography, too, has seen a small renaissance of 

energy-related research over the past half decade which has begun to re-explore energy’s 

relation to space (Bridge et al, 2013). Energy transitions in particular have become an 

important research topic for human geographers, potentially linking (geo)political, 

environmental, developmental, urban, rural and economic strands of the discipline in 

complex and dynamic ways. However, recent critiques cite a lack of critical social and 

political theorising towards energy and wider sustainability transition research within human 

geography (Becker et al, 2016; Huber, 2015; Juisto, 2009). Following this line of argument, 

this paper proposes to engage with energy transitions as social, cultural and political projects 

as much as eco-technical transformations, thus becoming dynamic, multiple and contested. 

Through drawing on qualitative research and empirical materials from the German 

Energiewende, this paper argues that energy transitions are constituted through energy 

struggles, past and present, which are characterised by a wider critical and socio-political 

engagement with the ownership, organisation and resource preference of energy within 

society.  

 

 I argue that an acknowledgement of both the rich histories of struggle and the spatial 

politics of contemporary energy transition projects allows for a more differentiated 

understanding of energy transitions as dynamic, politically transformative, spatial, and often 
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contentious in practice (see also: Bridge et al, 2013). An emphasis on energy struggle and 

contentious histories challenges conceptualisations of transition projects as predominantly 

temporal, linear, and abstracted from (past) socio-spatial contestation (cf. Loorbach & 

Rotmans, 2010; Seyfang et al, 2014). Furthermore, the notion of struggle contributes a 

critical element to transition studies and highlights the social and political possibilities arising 

from the spatial organisation of energy systems and infrastructures. The paper argues that 

historical struggles and contentious political practices around energy continue to inform the 

ongoing and dynamic socio-spatial politics of energy transitions today, and are tightly woven 

into both activist and broader socio-cultural understandings of the German Energiewende. 

This analysis is supported through qualitative empirical materials derived from recent 

fieldwork in Berlin, Germany, which was conducted within the broader left-green movement 

for a socio-ecological and democratic German Energiewende. 

 

The paper is structured into four main sections followed by a conclusion. The next 

section highlights some of the shortcomings of energy geographies and transition literatures 

and proposes to study spaces of energy transition through exploring the rich histories of 

energy struggles as part of transition trajectories. The third section utilises empirical materials 

from the German Energiewende to explore different cuts through the wider left-green 

movement, including the rich histories and spatial politics of the Energiewende project, 

highlighting the deep entanglements of history, space and struggle as part of transition 

politics. The fourth section engages with the notion of struggle as constituting energy 

transitions and explores the inherent social, political, and often contentious character of 

energy transitions. The fifth section then examines emergent spaces of energy democracy as 

an expression of the spatial politics of energy transition projects, which address demands for 

more socially just and democratically accountable sustainability transitions, by drawing on 
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the case example of the Berliner Energietisch (Berlin energy roundtable) campaign.  

 

 

2.  Towards a Socio-Historical Spatial Politics of Energy Transitions 

Debates around climate change, energy scarcity and security, and geopolitical resource 

conflicts have firmly placed energy, as concept and object of study, back on academic 

research agendas. Human geographers have begun to think through energy and energy 

transitions more spatially (see e.g. Becker et al, 2016; Bridge et al, 2013; Coenen et al, 

2012), variously engaging with case studies of low carbon transition management (Geels, 

2011; Raven et al, 2012) and community energy studies (Hargreaves et al, 2013; Seyfang et 

al, 2014; Walker et al, 2010). There have also been highly relevant critiques of an increasing 

neoliberalisation and commodification of nature in relation to energy (Castree, 2008a; 2008b; 

Juisto, 2009; McCarthy, 2015). However, while the complex relations between energy, 

society and power have begun to be theorised in these bodies of works, research and literature 

exploring the particular socio-political, spatial, as well as historical dimensions of energy and 

energy transitions remains scarce (Becker et al, 2016; Huber, 2015). This paper proposes a 

renewed focus on the histories, spatialities and political possibilities of energy geographies, 

which can bridge the gap between more (eco-) technical energy debates, and the, as yet, 

largely energy-distant political geographies (on the intersection of energy and urban studies, 

see: Rutherford & Coutard, 2014). Thinking energy and political geographies in dialogue can 

allow for a more critical and in-depth exploration of energy transitions as dynamic, socio-

spatial and politically-contested phenomena, in which history, space and struggle are deeply 

entangled. The following section critically engages with recent work on energy transitions 

and stresses the need to examine the spatial politics of transitions projects. Proposing a socio-

historically sensitive analysis of energy transitions allows for transitions to be understood as 
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politically contentious and socio-spatially constituted as much as eco-technical (see also: 

Huber, 2009). These deep entanglements of history, space and struggle are necessary to gain a 

richer, historically sensitive understanding of political contestation and struggle as part of 

energy transitions. In this context, the section also engages with literature on the political 

contestation of energy generation, infrastructures and organisation to introduce the notion of 

struggle, and more specifically energy struggles, as expressions of a critical ideological 

engagement with energy systems, energy spaces, and acts of socio-political spatial 

reimagining. Historical struggles, especially around energy, also play an important role in the 

imagination and narrative of present struggles. An emerging narrative of socio-political 

spatial reimagining will also be revisited in the final section of this paper, which explores 

recent calls for energy democracy as an expression of ‘new’ spatial politics of energy 

transitions, building on the multiple, evolving and dynamic struggles in and against 

contemporary energy systems.  

 

In light of recent energy crisis discourses – an energy crisis of environmental limits 

and/ or through resource scarcity – many, if not most, governments have taken action to 

reduce their dependence on fossil fuels and consequently researched, developed and invested 

in low-carbon, and often renewable, energy sources as part of their respective energy 

transition portfolios. Recent work on energy transitions across Europe, especially the UK, 

Netherlands and Belgium, has largely focussed on an analysis of socio-technical factors of 

renewable or low-carbon energy transition management through multi-level perspective 

approaches (e.g. Geels, 2011; Loorbach & Rotmans, 2010). Despite characterising transitions 

as ‘socio-technical’ the literature heavily relies on technical language to describe its “theory 

[of] a modular structure” to frame transition processes (Loorbach and Rotmans, 2010: 239, 

citing Meadowcroft). Human geographers have criticised the lack of attention to geographical 
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concepts such as space, place and scale within such frameworks (Bridge et al, 2013; Coenen 

et al, 2012; Raven et al, 2012). Furthermore, transition management literature, while attentive 

to culture and ideology to a degree, lacks appreciation of the socio-cultural histories of, as 

well as the long-standing socio-political struggles, conflicts and acts of contestation within 

particular transition projects. Energy transitions are deeply embedded in wider socio-spatial 

developments, such as changing energy needs of post-industrial societies or shifting 

ideologies, for example through increased awareness of environmental issues. Existing 

transitions literature furthermore often suggests, or at least implicitly assumes, a false 

linearity and consensus within transition management, and fails to explore the contested 

nature and multi-actor landscapes of energy transition projects, past and present (see also: 

Bridge et al, 2013; Chatterton & Cutler, 2008).  

 

Historicising energy politics and transition pathways contributes to richer, more 

nuanced understandings of energy transitions, past and present, through emphasising the 

plural, dynamic and contested trajectories of transition. A historically sensitive approach to 

energy transition studies furthermore reveals the multitude of actors and their contentious 

political practices and struggles within and against transition projects. As the topic of energy 

has received more attention in public discourses and news media, it is also increasingly 

contested – a phenomenon that is described in German public discourse as Energiekämpfe, 

energy struggles. Müller (2013: 7) defines energy struggles as “social struggles over the 

control of, the access to, and pricing of energy [which] have always been, and increasingly 

are, at the core of social conflicts around distribution and ecology, modes of production and 

modes of life”. Energy struggles have transformative potential, especially as they are 

expressions of a critical ideological engagement with energy and environmental topics, and 

collectively challenge the prioritisation of expert knowledges and technocratic arguments in 
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public debates. Next to energy struggles more specifically, the notion of struggle generally 

facilitates a critical engagement between energy geographies, transition management studies 

and related social movements and struggles, including anti-capitalist, alternative ownership, 

democratic, and social and climate justice based demands. However, much recent work does 

not directly engage with the particular and dynamic histories of energy transition projects as 

well as the socio-political struggles that have contributed to the terms on which energy and 

energy transitions are experienced and contested in different places (Juisto, 2009).  

 

Building on the strong tradition of interrogations of space and the political through the 

notion of contestation in human geography (Massey, 2005; Featherstone, 2013; see also: 

Featherstone & Korf, 2012), an engagement with struggle, especially over energy, allows for 

a more critical understanding of existing and emergent spaces of energy transition. While 

literature on the geographies of political contestation has recently begun to link debates 

around neoliberalisation and the political to the environment (Beveridge et al, 2014; 

Chatterton et al, 2013; cf. Swyngedouw, 2009; 2010), there has been little work which 

specifically focusses on the political, contestation and energy (as well as transition projects). 

Existing engagements at the intersection of neoliberalisation, the political and the 

environment often focus on the political possibilities of acts of contestation for the emergence 

of alternative politics and governance models. Beveridge et al (2014) for example critically 

engage with post-political literatures to explore the implications, and potential political 

possibilities, of Berlin’s water company’s partial remunicipalisation in the context of 

neoliberal urban governance (see also: Kenis & Lievens, 2014). Not wanting to endorse blind 

optimism for a post-neoliberal future, the authors nevertheless stress that acts of contestation 

and resistance to neoliberalism can and do prevail, in this case at the local scale, and advocate 

for a better spatialisation of political contestation (Beveridge et al, 2014; see also: Chatterton 
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et al, 2013; Featherstone & Korf, 2012). The notion of possibility is also invoked by Smith 

(2015), who, while only marginally dealing with the resource under contestation, powerfully 

explores the spatial politics and the diverse trajectories of struggle and resistance around 

mountaintop removal of coal in central Appalachia, USA. Smith’s analysis of class power, 

gender and community in coal mining regions is framed through the history of spatial 

dispossession, stressing the need to understand Appalachia’s history in order to trace the 

diverse trajectories of opposition today. Embracing these various engagements with political 

contestation, socio-cultural history and space, this paper argues that, to date, energy 

geographies literature mostly lacks a focus on the relation between energy spaces and energy 

struggles.  

 

 This paper advocates for a sensitivity towards the notion of struggle in human 

geographical engagements with (energy) transitions. While conflict, especially opposition to 

new developments, has been examined in the energy sector (e.g. Walker et al, 2010), the 

notion of struggle and the socio-cultural histories of contestation are under-researched in the 

context of transition projects. While ‘conflict’ can refer to various disputes in the energy 

sector (e.g. over fracking, or protest against windfarm installation in Wales, see: Mason & 

Milbourne, 2014), the ‘contestation’ of, and (sometimes) resulting ‘struggle’ over, energy and 

transition projects more specifically refers to critical, socio-political expressions and practices 

through which resource questions are linked to broader questions of ownership and 

organisation.This broader conceptualisation of questions around energy has for example been 

addressed in emerging energy democracy discourses. Energy democracy, as both a recent 

concept and growing eco-political movement, emphasises the need to rethink energy systems 

in light of social justice and democratic accountability in order to create more sustainable 

energy future. While there are some notable exceptions (Angel, 2016; Becker & Naumann, 
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2017), energy democracy has received little attention in both energy and human geographical 

research to date, and agendas for research and practice are still in need of concretisation and 

further conceptualisation (Kunze & Becker, 2014; Müller, 2013; Sweeney, 2013 [2012]). 

Angel (2016) for example stresses the need to address questions of state power as part of 

energy democracy demands and, in this context, explores the politics of the Berliner 

Energietisch as in-against-and-beyond the state (see also: Cumbers, 2015; Holloway, 2010). 

While comprehensively addressing the Energietisch's struggles in relation to the state, Angel 

(2016) only briefly touches on the rich history of energy struggle in Germany that 

contextualises contemporary contestation. Looking to the future, Müller (2013) emphasises 

the need to further explore the potential of the term ‘energy democracy’ to build a progressive 

movement around energy struggles, and to create a broad coalition of social actors from left, 

green, and democratic backgrounds. The democratisation of energy generation, resources and 

infrastructures, and its relevance to and implications for the socio-spatial politics of energy 

transition are further addressed in subsequent sections of this paper, especially section five.  

 

 While analyses with a sensitivity towards energy struggles are largely absent from 

human geographical enquiries, on a more general level, a recent article by Bridge et al (2013) 

proposes to explore the social implications of, and conflicts around energy generation and 

infrastructure through the lens of landscape theory. In this context, recent empirical work in 

Wales by Mason and Milbourne (2014; see also: Milbourne & Mason, 2017) has also 

engaged with landscape, specifically the concept of landscape justice as a productive 

extension of existing environmental justice literature, to “analyse the spatialities and 

temporalities in discourses around windfarm development” (Mason & Milbourne, 2014: 107). 

In a second article, the authors (Milbourne & Mason, 2017) furthermore explore the potential 

of a ‘right to landscape’ through struggles against opencast coal mining in South Wales. 
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However, while a focus on (energy) landscapes usefully reveals the interplay of natural, 

technical and cultural phenomena, it lacks an appreciation of the histories of struggle and 

contestation, which can contribute to richer analyses and accounts of energy transition 

practices. Milbourne and Mason's (2017) paper powerfully engages with the relationship 

between struggles for environmental justice and the geographical imaginations around 

landscape and place. However, while Wales's energy history is present throughout their paper, 

the particular kinds of intense historical struggle and contestation, for example during the 

1984-85 Miners' strike when South Wales was one of the areas where support for the strike 

was strongest (Francis, 2009; Kelliher, 2017), could have been more clearly drawn out. 

Wales's history of mining, be that in form of underground or open cast mining, was highly 

contentious (Francis, 2009), and analyses of contemporary transition politics cannot be 

abstracted from such struggles of the past. Historical struggles continue to exist in activist 

imaginaries and are deeply interwoven with local imaginaries and narratives of energy, place 

and (in)justice. Considering the socio-political dimensions of energy transitions through a 

historically-sensitive analysis thus allows for an understanding of transitions as more than a 

switch between one method of energy generation to another. Instead, transitions can be 

conceptualised as resulting from, and being embedded in, broader socio-spatial, cultural, 

political and economic structures and processes, including (energy) struggles. To exemplify, 

while the decision for or against certain policies, such as feed-in tariffs, subsidies and 

exemptions can lead to very different transition outcomes (see: Huss, 2014; Nordensvärd & 

Urban, 2015), these decisions are not made in a political vacuum and always reflect the 

particular socio-cultural and political struggles of their time (for a related discussion on 

rolling path-dependencies in post-socialist urban studies, see: Bouzarovski et al, 2016). 

Analyses and accounts of transition practices need to acknowledge socio-cultural histories, 

respective policy developments, and socio-political struggles around transition projects (in a 
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German context, see: Beveridge & Kern, 2013; Morris & Jungjohann, 2016). Additionally, 

transitions are informed by past struggles and trajectories and cannot be read independent of, 

and abstracted from historical processes and tensions. 

 

 A historicisation of contentious politics and energy struggles facilitates a more 

empirically robust framing of energy transition projects as dynamic, multi-actor, and more 

than eco-technical processes. This paper thus extends Bridge et al’s (2013: 339, emphasis in 

original) call for researchers to “understand how energy transitions are spatially-constituted”, 

and calls for an understanding of transitions as socio-spatially constituted in order to be 

inclusive of past and present struggles. Historicising transitions can furthermore uncover the 

deeply entangled nature of narratives of struggle in broader understandings of energy 

transition projects today. This paper argues that experiences of past energy struggle(s) 

constitute both activist and civil society-based narratives and imaginaries of transition. 

Extending this line of argument, calls for energy democracy can also be understood as having 

emerged from a long and rich history of struggle and contestation around energy projects, 

infrastructure and resources. The following sections utilise empirical materials from the 

German Energiewende to explore the entanglements of history, society and space in energy 

transitions, before engaging with energy struggles as contentious practices, and exploring the 

emergent spaces of energy democracy in more depth.  

 

 

3. Exploring the Deep Entanglements of History, Space and Struggle in the German 

Energiewende  

The Energiewende, often translated to ‘energy transition’, is a distinctly German development 

which evades straightforward definition (Beveridge & Kern, 2013). While not necessarily 
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wrong, the translation to ‘energy transition’ does not fully capture the more nuanced 

meanings of the German term, which places more emphasis on processual, sustainable and 

lasting changes to the energy (and wider environmental) status quo. Next to translative 

ambiguities, the Energiewende, as a term and project, has also been variously defined in 

German and international contexts. Contemporary framings for example closely associate the 

term Energiewende with Chancellor Angela Merkel’s government’s triple transformation 

transition project, which exists in its current form since 2011 (Röttgen, 2013; Schlögl, 2015). 

‘Merkel’s Energiewende’ includes a nuclear power phase-out, ambitious greenhouse gas 

emission reductions in line with international agreements, as well as energy efficiency goals 

which are to be achieved through building modernisation and a new mobility concept – a 

project widely hailed as “one of the most ambitious national energy transition initiatives 

worldwide” (Moss et al, 2014: 1; Röttgen, 2013), an assessment that German researchers 

have approached with caution (Haas & Sander, 2016; Moss et al, 2014). Furthermore, the 

current conception as ‘Merkel’s Energiewende’ has somewhat co-opted a broader, decades-

old project, process and movement also known as Energiewende. As a movement, the 

Energiewende has a rich history of socio-political struggle and has produced key legislative 

successes, alternative organisational models for energy generation and ownership, as well as 

broader cultural attitudes and behavioural dynamics around environmental and energy issues 

within German civil society (Beveridge & Kern, 2013; Moss et al, 2014, Schlögl, 2015). 

While the current transition from nuclear and fossil-based energy sources towards a low-

carbon energy future is an important and in many ways integral part of the broader 

Energiewende process, ‘Merkel’s Energiewende’ could not have happened independently 

from four decades of socio-political movement building, struggle and contestation, as well as 

the policies that were developed before Merkel. The Energiewende thus needs to be 

understood through its rich histories and spatial politics – before, under and after Merkel.  
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In June 2015, seven semi-structured, qualitative and in-depth interviews were 

conducted within the broader German left-green movement, which is working towards a 

socio-ecological restructuring of society as well as a just and democratic Energiewende. The 

project work was undertaken in Berlin, Germany, and explored the political and radical 

possibilities of energy struggles as part of the German Energiewende, past and present. 

Interviewees include activists, researchers and politicians involved with the Rosa Luxemburg 

Stiftung (Rosa Luxemburg Foundation), the Berliner Energietisch (Berlin Energy 

Roundtable), or Die Linke, the German Left Party; thus representing three, to varying degrees 

related organisations of the wider left-green movement in Germany. All participants are 

experts in the field and are actively involved in researching, shaping and/ or mobilising for 

left-green alternatives in their often overlapping roles as researchers, politicians and activists. 

When quoted in this paper, the interviewee’s respective role and relationship with the case 

study organisations is highlighted to help position statements. 

 

The primary case study partner for the project, the Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung, is a 

political civic education institution affiliated with the German Left Party and was chosen for 

its committed work towards socio-ecological restructuring and more radical alternative 

visions for a socially just and democratically accountable Energiewende. Based on this initial 

engagement with the Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung, the Berliner Energietisch campaign was 

chosen as a case example for a concrete energy democracy struggle, in which both the Rosa 

Luxemburg Stiftung and the Left Party Berlin were involved. The Berliner Energietisch 

campaigns for the remunicipalisation of Berlin’s energy supply, which unites social and 

ecological justice demands in a novel public ownership framework. Upon first contact with 

the Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung, additional participants were identified utilising a purposive 
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snowball sampling strategy, which follows a loosely existing network of interconnected 

actors, embedded, to varying degrees, in the wider leftist culture of Die Linke and the Rosa 

Luxemburg Stiftung in Berlin. The following section utilises some of the collected empirical 

materials from the interviews, as well as relevant ‘grey’ materials such as surveys, reports and 

articles by third sector organisations and campaign groups, to explore different cuts through 

the wider left-green movement, including the rich histories and spatial politics of the 

Energiewende. The remaining two sections in this paper engage with the notion of struggle as 

constituting energy transitions and the emergent spaces of energy democracy to highlight and 

explore the inherent socio-spatial character and contentious practices of energy transition 

politics.  

 

 The need to pay attention to the particular histories and spatialities of the 

Energiewende in order to understand its development and characteristics was continuously 

stressed by interviewees. In this context, participants also repeatedly referenced the 

importance of previous sets of legislation (or ‘policies-before-Merkel’) which help to 

contextualise the more recent developments as part of ‘Merkel’s Energiewende’. Here, 

especially the 1991 Stromeinspeisungsgesetz, the Electricity Feed-In Act, and it’s 2000 

extension and effective replacement, Erneuerbare-Energien-Gesetz (EEG), the Renewable 

Energies Act, are noteworthy. Implemented under the coalition government of the SPD 

(Social Democratic Party) and the Green Party through major efforts of SPD politician 

Hermann Scheer; the EEG is essentially an instrument of market control, which offers 

producers at all scales a guaranteed fixed price for the renewable energy they produce, thus 

making previously expensive alternative and renewable energy technologies more affordable 

to both industry and citizens. Despite being one of the cornerstones of today’s energy politics 

in Germany, the EEG has faced uncertainty since its implementation as new governments 
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took office. The EEG has also seen many revisions, including a 2014 amendment under 

Merkel, which undermines the participation of small-scale actors in renewable installation in 

favour of larger corporate entities:  

 

 “That’s a conflict that has come to a head in recent years – on the one hand there are 

 increasing attempts of big energy corporations to take over the Energiewende, to steer 

 it into another direction and to slow it down at the same time. And that is reflected in 

 increasing investments into offshore wind energy, which, on the other hand, are 

 supported in the recent amendments to the EEG which make large-scale offshore 

 investments more attractive.” (Participant 7, independent researcher and writer for the 

 Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung) 

 

The recent developments in energy legislation can be understood in line with broader 

neoliberal politics and developments in the energy sector, and are in contrasts to previous 

versions of the EEG as envisioned and practiced under the red-green coalition of SPD and 

Greens (see also: Morris & Jungjohann, 2016, chapter 13). This example highlights the 

precarious nature of environmental policies as well as the societal support and political will 

necessary to sustain them. The now well-known German nuclear phase out provides an 

example of how public opinion and societal support can influence environmental policy-

making. Following the 2009 elections the new coalition government of CDU/CSU (the union 

of Christian democratic conservative parties) and FDP (the liberal Free Democratic Party), 

headed by Angela Merkel, attempted to extend nuclear plants’ operational life spans past the 

originally agreed phase-out deadline, which was also established under the red-green 

coalition government of 1998 (Beveridge & Kern, 2013; Huss, 2014; Schreurs, 2012). 

However, the Fukushima accident in 2011 triggered a similar civil society backlash-effect to 
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that of the Chernobyl disaster 25 years earlier, and the liberal-conservative coalition 

government ultimately gave in to the pressure from civil society to return to politics of a 

structured phase-out with a new deadline of 2022 (Beveridge & Kern, 2013; Morris & 

Jungjohann, 2016; Röttgen, 2013): 

 

“The attempt to reverse the nuclear phase-out [between 2009 and 2011] failed because 

Angela Merkel would have had to sail against the wind of public opinion in such a 

stark manner that she didn’t want to risk it.” (Participant 4, researcher for Rosa 

Luxemburg Stiftung) 

 

Merkel’s Energiewende should thus be understood as one expression of the larger 

Energiewende project rather than its defining element. Merkel’s Energiewende exists 

alongside multiple historic and contemporary expressions of the Energiewende, which were 

and are put forward through different political parties and their respective agendas (e.g. 

previous legislation under the coalition of the SPD and the Green Party, 1998-2005), and 

from different social actors and movements (such as the Anti-Nuclear Movement and the 

broader environmental movement). These various expressions attempt to pull the direction of 

the Energiewende project towards different transition outcomes regarding ownership 

(public/municipal, private capital or cooperative), organisation (small or large scale, 

decentralised or centralised models), and resource preference (such as small-scale 

renewables, anti-nuclear, corporate offshore wind, etc.). 

  

 Any conceptualisation of the Energiewende is inseparable from wider political, 

societal and cultural contexts, such as political coalition efforts for renewable energy 

generation or civil society support of anti-nuclear legislation. Most importantly, however, the 
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Energiewende cannot only be understood as a result of governmental strategy of one party or 

coalition alone, and has a wealth of meaning as a ‘wider societal project’ and movement with 

a considerable socio-cultural history. Participants especially stressed the importance to 

understand the Energiewende, including its legislative history, as a project and process that 

was made possible by civil society as much as by politicians and policy makers. Participant 3, 

a politician for the left party Die Linke, emphasises that legislative changes in German energy 

politics have always corresponded with civil society engagement and activism: 

 

“It is important that [the Energiewende] is understood as a societal constellation… 

one cannot explain the Energiewende simply through looking at the Bundestag 

[federal parliament] – that would fall short of reasonable explanation. The reasons for 

policy changes in parliament, first seen in majorities for the Stromeinspeisungsgesetz, 

later the success of the EEG, are reflections of what happened in society.” (Participant 

3, politician for Die Linke) 

 

Building on this line of argument, a historico-cultural approach to the Energiewende and 

other transition projects, allows for a more conceptually-rich understanding of the origins, 

linkages and trajectories of energy transitions, and thus highlights the multifaceted and often 

contested nature of energy politics. The interviews within the left-green movement offered a 

range of historical and contemporary examples of activism and civil society involvement in 

Energiewende politics through drawing on a rich history of environmental and energy 

struggles in Germany. Civil society and social movements have been among the main drivers 

of the Energiewende from its very beginnings and the continued involvement and support of 

these groups in democratic and emancipatory processes continues to legitimise the project: 
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“What we have here in Germany is a politicisation of energy – that will remain, it 

won’t wear off. I think that is connected to this certain tradition and attitude we have 

here, that has been built up over 40 years and that I have not come across in this way 

in any other European country towards energy issues. The first protests against 

nuclear power stations in the late 1960s and beginning of the 1970s – that is the origin 

of this whole movement that then manifested in the establishment of the Green Party, 

that eventually also – via the nuclear debate – crystallised into renewable energy 

movements, which were pushed for by citizens that simply set up the first renewable 

technologies in their backyards.” (Participant 2, coordinator of Berliner Energietisch) 

 

 In the above quote, participant 2 refers to the longstanding German tradition of energy 

and environmental movement building beginning in the 1960s and 1970s when so-called 

‘backyard-pioneers’ started to experiment with low-cost, innovative technologies for wind, 

solar and biogas energy, which were soon picked up by the growing environmental 

movement and anti-nuclear struggles. While Cumbers (2012) cites a similar process of a 

collective imagining of alternative, decentralised and specifically non-nuclear energy futures 

in Denmark, energy transition projects in other countries, such as France and the UK, often 

actively include nuclear power either as an alternative to fossil fuels or to bridge energy 

demands during transition periods. The German Energiewende, however, is closely aligned 

with the German Anti-Nuclear Movement, which was born out of an exceptionally strong 

anti-nuclear moment in the 1970s and is now deeply rooted in German culture and society 

(Mez, 2012; Özdemir, 2014; Schreurs, 2012). However, despite the undeniable strength of the 

movement, the accomplishment of the Atomausstieg, the nuclear phase-out, took another four 

decades to complete, facing political U-turns and requiring continuous and committed 

struggle and dedicated activism, including civil disobedience, broader civil society 
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involvement, continued political ‘lobbying’ from below and two nuclear catastrophes. 

Through embedding the Energiewende within broader social movements as well wider social 

struggles, such as the anti-nuclear struggle, the larger environmental movement, the peace 

movement, as well as democratic struggles around the access to, and control over, energy 

generation and infrastructure (including remunicipalisation projects and cooperative 

initiatives), the Energiewende can be understood as holding transformative and emancipatory 

potential beyond the materialities of energy generation and infrastructure. Discussions around 

the materiality of energy production and consumption, for example the use of nuclear, coal or 

renewable energies, never exist in a policy-vacuum and were always linked to broader 

discussions around who decides over which kinds of energy are produced, how they are 

produced and where, which has added a clear socio-political and spatial dimension to energy 

struggles and debates. The fight against nuclear power, for example, can in many respects be 

understood as a fight for democracy and the right for frontline communities to meaningfully 

participate in decision-making processes. In this context, Morris and Jungjohann’s (2016: 15) 

chapter on the first anti-nuclear protests in Wyhl, Germany, points out that early nuclear 

struggles did not emerge out of concerns over the safety of nuclear power but instead “against 

an authoritarian government and the arrogant technocrats who were trying to push through a 

large nuclear plant”.  

 

The Energiewende is thus best defined as a long-term process, which is shaped 

through its particular socio-cultural histories and spatialities as well as the involvement of 

multiple actors across all sections of society. Essential to its development was and is German 

civil society, which has continuously challenged, shaped and legitimised the Energiewende 

through engaging in energy struggles, past and present. These energy struggles continue to 

hold political possibilities through challenging ownership and decision-making structures, 
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including struggles around the resources used to generate energy (such as nuclear, and more 

recently, coal and lignite) as well as struggles relating to ownership and control over energy 

systems (such as remunicipalisation campaigns and cooperatives). Such struggles also 

address the spatial organisation of energy generation, infrastructure and consumption, and 

ultimately challenge the social production of energy spaces as well as the ways in which 

energy knowledges are produced. 

 

 

4. Energy Struggles as Contentious Practice 

As stressed in section 2, a sensitivity towards the notion of struggle, and especially energy 

struggle, is paramount to understand energy transitions past and present. Energy struggles are 

generally defined as social struggles over the control over and access to energy (Müller, 

2013). As such, energy struggles have transformative potential; they are expressions of a 

critical engagement with the social production of energy spaces and collectively challenge the 

prioritisation of expert knowledges and technocratic discourses around energy and climate 

issues. The interviews offered multiple examples of energy struggles and the ways in which 

communities engage in and with them, ranging from larger struggles such as the Anti-Nuclear 

Movement to ‘smaller’, local struggles around the particularities and materialities of energy 

generation. The importance to pay attention to historical struggles is also emphasised by 

Müller (2011), who discusses the possibilities of mobilisation for a larger left-green project 

and stresses the potential of energy struggles for the Energiewende past and present. Müller 

(2011: 1) states: “what is described simply as Energiewende is actually a generic term for a 

multitude of energy struggles, on different scales, which are led by a multitude of actors 

through diverse means”. Expressions of struggle as part of energy transition projects manifest 

themselves in two interrelated and important ways, firstly, as challenges towards expert and 
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elite knowledge production, and secondly, as forms of critical engagement with the social 

production of energy spaces. Energy struggles, while often directed either against or for a 

certain resource, are not confined to the materialities of energy transitions alone and address 

wider social and political processes through challenging the ownership, control and decision-

making structures that govern transition politics. Even the Anti-Nuclear Movement, which is 

often understood as a resource-based struggle focussing prominently on the phase-out of 

nuclear energies, has continuously engaged with broader social and political processes 

through actively challenging the decision-making structures for energy generation and 

infrastructure, the interests of the nuclear lobby, as well as unremittingly defending their 

gains against federal government intervention (such as Merkel’s attempts to reverse previous 

phase-out politics). Energy struggles and past experiences of achievable change associated 

with energy politics in Germany’s recent history have subsequently produced a discourse of 

energy as a political project, for which “a fundamental consensus [exists] that something is 

actually happening – at the moment a lot seems possible that even a few years ago would 

have been unimaginable”, as one participant put it. Rather than echoing neoliberal discourses 

of persuaded helplessness or the lack of alternatives, the interviewees invoked the successes 

of recent movements, especially the Anti-Nuclear Movement in achieving the nuclear phase-

out but also recent, local campaigns, such as remunicipalisation project, as a motivating 

factor for other struggles. Past and present energy struggles are thus tightly woven into an 

understanding of the German Energiewende as social and political movement, and past 

struggles are repeatedly invoked to organise, strategise and narrate present and future energy 

politics. 

 

Experiences of struggle and contestation, as well as successful politicisation as part of 

the Anti-Nuclear Movement were also often invoked in the interviews to address and 
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challenge expert knowledge-making in the energy sector, and more widely contest the terms 

through which energy, the environment and climate change are discussed:  

 

“As the Anti-Nuclear Movement has shown, it is definitely not impossible to mobilise 

people and build up a social movement around issues of energy – back in the day the 

smallest number of people would have been able to explain to you exactly how and 

why a nuclear plant is unsafe in a certain location, but nevertheless many people got 

engaged and increasingly immersed in the topic, and it is the same for the 

Energiewende.” (Participant 4, researcher for Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung) 

 

Challenges of expert and elite knowledge and decision-making have been a recurring feature 

in the history of the German Energiewende. These challenges happen at all kind of scales and 

address both the technocratic and expert-oriented discourses on energy issues as well as the 

governance of energy generation and infrastructure. The Anti-Nuclear Movement for example 

questioned the necessity for nuclear power in general, as well as continuously challenging 

top-down decision-making on, for example, the location of nuclear plants and questions of 

where and how to dispose of nuclear waste. Through addressing and engaging in concrete 

and practical debates around nuclear energies, the Anti-Nuclear Movement was also 

reclaiming the terms of debate on and through which nuclear power was attempted to be 

legitimised by the nuclear lobby and federal government (see also: Morris & Jungjohann, 

2016). While acknowledging that participation in debates around energy and environmental 

issues requires a certain level of knowledge, ‘expertise’, or at least analytical ability, 

interviewees nevertheless stressed that a lot of ‘ordinary’ people had committed to becoming 

experts in order to participate in, and change the direction of debates on nuclear energies 

rather than accepting top-down expert decision-making. This building of alternative 
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knowledges and insistence on participation can also be found in Denmark, where, what 

Cumbers (2012: 200) aptly terms, a “thick civic and participatory culture” around energy 

decision-making has led to high levels of acceptance of windfarms and renewable energy 

developments (cf.: Mason & Whitehead, 2014 on Wales where public participation in 

windfarm development is severely lacking). Another way in which people have become 

‘experts’ in renewable and alternative technologies is and was through experimentation or 

backyard tinkering. Toke (2011: 73) for example understands the European Anti-Nuclear 

Movements as “strong ‘industrial opposition movement[s]’ […] whose demands for a 

technological substitute for nuclear power could not initially be fully resolved under the 

existing energy-industrial regime”. Participant 3, a politician for Die Linke builds on early 

experimentation and collective learning to explain how, ultimately, a political movement took 

shape through which more people were encouraged to challenge top-down and expert 

knowledges around energy: 

 

“And this breeding ground of thousands of tinkerers, backyard pioneers, small groups, 

initiatives, together with the growing – and strong – Anti-Nuclear Movement […], it 

formed the societal foundation on which successive political decisions and energy 

policies have to be understood.” 

 

Contestations of expert knowledge making, an emphasis on participation and the resulting 

mobilisation of alternative ‘experts’ to challenge top-down energy politics emphasises the 

dynamic and plural histories of energy transitions and the deep entanglements of struggle and 

contestation as part of energy transition’s spatial politics. The wish to participate in decision-

making and to create alternative technologies, decision-making and ownership structures can 

now also be observed in renewable energy debates as well as broader Energiewende 
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discussions, regarding questions of renewable energy capacity and location, grid and 

transmission challenges for wind and solar energies between the north and south of Germany, 

or in arguments for and against certain ‘bridge fuels’ to address the phase-out of nuclear 

energy (such as lignite). While levels of expertise obviously widely differ, German civil 

society has managed to reclaim some of these discourses from an expert-technical sphere 

back into the public-political sphere, thus facilitating more open and dynamic debates around 

energy issues, and ultimately creating more opportunities for participation in decision-making 

processes: 

 

“There is widespread knowledge [of Energiewende issues] in Germany, also with non-

experts… so, people who do not engage with energy professionally can and do 

contribute to the debate as well.” (Participant 1, independent researcher and writer for 

Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung)  

 

 Dynamic, multiple and civil society-led energy politics, as practised in the German 

Energiewende, have politicised energy policies and challenged elite decision-making for 

decades. The Energiewende has seen contestation of both the technologies and policies of 

energy transitions as well as of the ‘sensible’ or ‘givens’ of energy and broader environmental 

politics through experimentation, collective learning and activism (Chatterton et al, 2013; 

Featherstone, 2013; cf. Swyngedouw, 2009; 2010). Since the early 1970s, German civil 

society has engaged in a collective re-imagination of the technologies of energy generation 

and consumption, challenging nuclear power as well as increasingly coal and lignite mining 

through protest, activism and civil disobedient action. The ‘spirit’ of these past energy 

struggles and their political possibilities has produced more than four decades of critical 

engagement with aspects of energy and environmental politics and governance in Germany, 
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and lives on today. An example of politicised energy struggles are the “Schönauer 

Stromrebellen”, Schönau's energy rebels, referring to the citizens of the Black Forest town 

Schönau, who established the first national green municipal utility in the 1990s (for an 

overview in English see: Energy Democracy, WWWa; Morris & Jungjohann, 2016). These 

and similar forms of engagement with, and debate around energy and participation have led 

to the emergence of ‘new’ energy spaces and discourses, such as recent calls for ‘energy 

democracy’. Emergent calls for and spaces of energy democracy can be understood as 

expressions of a ‘new’ spatial politics of energy transitions, building on the multiple evolving 

and dynamic struggles in and against contemporary energy systems.  

 

 

5. Emergent Spaces of Energy Democracy 

Committed and continuous protest, civil disobedient action, and the active re-imagining of 

alternative ways of organising energy in society as practiced by German civil society can be 

understood as examples of critical engagement with the construction of energy spaces 

through energy struggle. Over the past two decades, such energy struggles and act of re-

imagining have led to the emergence of alternative ownership and decision-making models in 

the German energy sector, particularly in relation to electricity production and consumption 

(Moss et al, 2014). While a range of alternative ownership practices have been developed and 

realised, including municipal utilities, energy cooperatives, eco-villages, transition towns, and 

the remunicipalisation of energy infrastructure, two models of decentralised and democratic 

energy ownership stand out in the German energy sector – citizens’ cooperatives and 

remunicipalisation campaigns (Becker & Kunze, 2014; Becker et al, 2015; Moss et al, 2014). 

The increasing popularity of remunicipalisation models, which include both the creation of 

municipal utilities and the remunicipalisation of transmission grids, has a significant impact 
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on German electricity ownership, the majority of which is now in public hands (Hall et al, 

2013). The emergence of alternative energy models and practices directly challenges the 

‘givens’ of corporate energy ownership and the lack of democratic control over and 

participation in energy politics by the public. Energy struggles and the resulting alternative 

forms of energy organisation and ownership have clear spatial characteristics and political 

implications, which were often addressed in the interviews: 

 

“These [energy] conflicts and struggles happen at all kinds of scales, beginning with 

struggles for remunicipalisation that we have just experienced in Berlin, to the long-

term struggles for a nuclear power phase-out, now increasingly also the struggles for a 

coal power phase-out and against coal-mining, the renewable energies... so on the one 

hand there are powers that attempt to trigger changes which leads to more conflicts on 

the local scales on matters of where and how new forms of energy generation and 

infrastructure are being established.” (Participant 6, activist for Berliner Energietisch)  

 

As participant 6 notes, the scalar character and spatial politics of transitions are tightly 

interlinked with energy struggles and conflicts in the German Energiewende. In a recent 

paper, Becker et al (2016) identify the production of space as key to develop a deeper spatial 

understanding of energy transitions. Participant 6’s quote (above) taps into theories on the 

production of space, and conceptualises spatial structures as inherently co-produced with 

socio-political contestation and dynamic relations between actors. This interplay of society, 

struggle, space and energy has led to new forms of engagements with energy systems in the 

German Energiewende context. From a left-green perspective, these new terms of 

engagements have been framed as ‘energy democracy’, a recent movement to democratise 

energy generation, infrastructure and consumption through allowing more public 
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participation and decision-making power. As introduced in the literature section, energy 

democracy demands politicise the spatial and material aspects of energy geographies and 

actively shape and challenge existing energy spaces. 

 

The increasing remunicipalisation of energy generation and infrastructures can create 

opportunities for heightened levels of participation and democratic control as well as the 

possibility to introduce certain social, environmental and democratic components in the 

energy system of a region or city, such as graduated tariffs or price controls, renewable 

energy commitments and increased participation from members of the community.  

Remunicipalisations have much transformative potential, especially for more democratic 

control over, and public participation in, (decentralised) energy decision-making and more 

socially just energy systems. However, it is also important to stress that a change of 

ownership does not necessarily lead to more opportunities of public participation, democratic 

control or social justice and could merely result in a continuation of existing neoliberal 

financial practices (Becker et al, 2015; Höffler et al, 2013). ‘Progressive’ intent thus needs to 

be actively incorporated in, and addressed through civil society and activism for 

remunicipalisation campaigns. The case of the Berliner Energietisch is noteworthy here as 

the initiative was run under an energy democracy framework, which actively politicised 

energy generation and infrastructure and challenged undemocratic and socially unjust 

organisational and decision-making structures as part of Berlin’s energy supply. In this 

context, a survey of energy democracy initiatives in Europe published by the Rosa 

Luxemburg Foundation's Brussels Office (Kunze & Becker, 2014: 16) also notes that the 

Berliner Energietisch, if successful as an initiative, would have set a precedent in Europe by 

owning an “ecological and social community-owned [energy] supplier […] [which] would 

have barred renewed privatisation” (see also: Attac, BürgerBegehren Klimaschutz & Power 
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Shift, 2011). However, and despite it's defeat, through adopting an ‘energy democracy’ 

framework, the Berliner Energietisch was able to move the debates around Berlin’s energy 

system away from technical aspects of energy governance towards a reimagining of more 

emancipatory, environmentally and socially just, and democratically accountable energy 

futures. Energy itself becomes actively politicised as a socio-political and spatial relation 

which is more than an eco-technical issue, linking together a variety of actors and movements 

in a collective struggle. Participant 5, a researcher employed by the Rosa Luxemburg 

Stiftung, put it this way: 

 

“Through linking the Energiewende and energy struggles to the term energy 

democracy we were able to create a signifier around which we can construct a larger 

movement – including the social struggles for democracy, the Energiewende-

movements, and certain parts of the trade union and labour movement. This is partly 

because the idea of democracy is in a sense always a tool to nullify conflicts of 

interest. Because – how do you unite the structurally different interests of trade unions 

and radical greenies? It’s easy; you chant the spell of ‘democracy’... On some point I 

realised that the term had exactly that effect on me – because democracy is great, isn’t 

it?” 

 

Energy democracy provides both a counter-narrative and alternative discourse to other 

possible, but less emancipatory energy futures. Such alternative energy futures could for 

example be characterised by the introduction of higher prices for energy to encourage 

conservation while discouraging demand, which however further marginalises less privileged 

social groups, or manifest themselves in form of a mere eco-technical transition to renewable 

energy in which organisational and ownership structures remain as they are now – 
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centralised, oligarchic and profit-driven. The term and concept of ‘energy democracy’ was 

first used in the context of the climate justice movement; the activist group gegenstrom 

defines it as “a concept capable of integrating energy and climate struggles [which] is 

grounded in the basic understanding that the decisions that shape our lives should be 

established jointly and without regard to the principle of profit” (cited in: Kunze & Becker, 

2014: 8). Energy democracy itself can be understood as the spatial politics of energy 

transitions, which, in its German form, has emerged out of a long and rich history of struggle 

and contestation as part of the German Energiewende. Energy democracy unites demands for 

a decentralised, democratic, renewable, and socially just energy future. As participants have 

pointed out, the concept shows potential to become a strong alternative to more top-down, 

centralised and neoliberal conceptualisations of the Energiewende, as well as to create a link 

between like-minded movements and groups in Europe and across the world. In this context, 

participants especially stressed the need for a ‘scaling up’ of, so far, still mainly local or 

municipal energy democracy initiatives, such as the Berliner Energietisch and energy 

cooperatives, to affect broader changes on both national and European scales:  

 

“Irrespective of how you act on the local scale, on some point you reach a point where 

 it is relatively obvious that whatever happens on the European scale will also affect 

 the local scale. Accordingly, attempts are made to advance networks, exchange 

 information cooperatively, as well as deploy lobbyist strategies [within the EU  

 framework] […] it is a multi-scalar process – so, real implementation on the local 

 scale so far but the national and European scales are also vital.” (Participant 7, 

 independent researcher and writer for Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung) 

 

Articulations of energy democracy as a spatial politics of transition allow for the 
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Energiewende to be conceptualised as a dynamic, pluralistic and contentious process and 

movement, in which energy struggles exist in different places and at different scales. An 

energy democracy framework recognises the scalar and spatial politics of transitions to be 

dynamic and multiple. In this context, the Berliner Energietisch initiative provided a novel 

framework for a concrete energy democracy project through a remunicipalisation campaign. 

The initiative brought together different actors and groups, successfully identified and made 

use of a window of opportunity, and created a site of politicisation of energy issues in order to 

create a narrative of an alternative energy future for Berlin (Attac, BürgerBegehren 

Klimaschutz & Power Shift, 2011; Wenderlich, 2013). Though ultimately narrowly defeated 

in the referendum, the initiative is a valuable counter-narrative to top-down energy politics 

and exemplifies the possibilities of political contestation as well as the deep entanglements of 

history, space and struggle in the social production of energy geographies and transition 

projects. These deep entanglements play out in various ways; spatially as based in Berlin, the 

‘capital of crisis’ – a place both contentious and conform – (Beveridge et al, 2014), 

historically at the conjuncture of different legacies from both sides of the Cold War, and 

socially and politically, through a mobilisation of various social actors and movements on the 

progressive left. The Berliner Energietisch more specifically emerged from the entanglements 

of the previous successful struggle against water privatisation in Berlin, the Berliner 

Wassertisch, and the critical networks and coalitions this struggle had established in the city 

(Beveridge et al, 2014; Becker et al, 2015), as well as from the broader history and context of 

the Energiewende, as societal movement and project, constituted through energy struggles 

past and present. As one participant put it: “The Energietisch was an attempt to create real 

energy democracy now” (Participant 5, researcher for Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung). 
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6. Conclusion 

This paper has contributed to recent debates in energy geographies, and energy transitions, by 

developing a more critically and empirically grounded understanding of energy transitions as 

expressions of contentious socio-spatial politics, past and present. In particular, the thinking-

together of energy and the political is explored through examining the role of energy 

struggles as part of transition trajectories and reflecting on the emergent spaces of energy 

democracy as a spatial politics of transition through a detailed discussion of the 

Energiewende. The entanglements of history, space and struggle thus become important 

dimensions for the study of transition dynamics and help further debates within energy 

geography as outlined in the literature section. Based on both a critical review of conceptual 

approaches and the discussion of empirical evidence, this paper offers three aspects in 

particular that can contribute to more critical and historically sensitive geographies of energy 

transitions:  

 

Firstly, utilising an empirically robust and historically sensitive analysis of the German 

Energiewende, the paper has explored the deep entanglements of history, space and struggle 

in energy transitions. Transition projects such as the German Energiewende have long and 

rich histories of socio-political struggle and are the product of multi-actor, and often 

contentious, engagements with the social production of energy spaces. A historically sensitive 

and empirically rich analysis of transition projects facilitates a better understanding of energy 

transitions as socio-spatially constituted and allows for more dynamic and plural conceptions 

of transition trajectories.  

 

Secondly, the paper has stressed the need to understand energy transitions as constituted 

by energy struggles and contentious politics, past and present. Energy struggles tie in with 
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broader social movements, challenging decision-making structures and knowledge 

production as well as critically engaging with the organisation and ownership of energy in 

society. The notion of ‘struggle’ itself is interesting as it accentuates a critical ideological, 

even contentious, engagement with the (neoliberal) energy status quo. Focussing on the 

relation between energy spaces and energy struggles, past and present, opens up possibilities 

for more socio-political analyses of transition trajectories.  

 

Thirdly, the paper has explored recent energy democracy demands as a spatial politics of 

energy transitions. Energy democracy presents an alternative discourse and spatial 

imagination for the energy sector, uniting demands for social justice, democratic 

accountability and environmental sustainability in the energy sector. Energy democracy itself 

can be understood as an expression of a new spatial politics of energy transitions, which has 

emerged out of the rich history of energy struggle and contestation as part of the German 

Energiewende. Emergent spaces of energy democracy, such as remunicipalisation models, 

cooperatives or the Berliner Energietisch initiative, provide both alternative spatial 

imaginaries and practices, and can challenge narrow conceptions of the political through 

providing more dynamic and plural understandings of energy transitions. 
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