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History	of	Nuclear	Energy	and	Society

• HoNESt (History	of	Nuclear	Energy	and	Society)	is	a	
three	year	interdisciplinary	research	project	funded	
by	the	Euratom research	and	training	programme.

• The	principal	objective	is	to	understand	how	
societies	have	engaged	with	nuclear	energy,	(and	
how	the	nuclear	energy	sector	itself	has	engaged).

• We	primarily	research	changes	to	engagement
processes	and	practices	over	time.

• Interdisciplinary	team	involving	23	research	
institutions.

• The	aim	is	to	promote	a	critical	examination	of	past	
experiences	and	contribute	to	a	more	reflexive	
debate	on	future	energy	sources	and	the	transition	
to	sustainable,	secure,	and	clean	energy	provision	in	
the	future.
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Core	work
• Three	primary	components	to	the	
project

1. Trans-national	historical	analysis	of	
nuclear	engagement	across	Europe	(+	USA	
and	Russia)

2. Identification	of	the	social	characteristics	
of	risk	perception,	social	movements	of	
the	opposition,	policy,	civil	society	and	
regulatory	actors	and	processes	within	a	
range	of	historical	case	studies.	

3. Engaging	with	a	range	of	stakeholders	on	
nuclear	engagement	futures	through	
participatory	social	science	research.
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Backcasting
• I	led	the	‘backcasting’	of	nuclear	
energy	engagement	futures.

• Empirical	analysis	of	3	workshops	
held	in:

• Barcelona	(roughly	covering	Southern	
Europe)

• London	(Northern	Europe)
• Munich	(Eastern	Europe)

• 7	sessions	(roughly	4-5	hours	each)	
with	7-9	participants.
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Backcasting
What	is	backcasting?
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A	five-part	
workshop	
approach

1. To imagine and identify key 
characteristics of nuclear 
engagement histories for the 
respective geographic region

2. To predict likely engagement 
futures

3. To identify and delineate desirable 
engagement futures

4. To analyse the steps required to 
achieve these futures

5. To present potential policy/practice 
recommendations for achieving 
desirable futures.
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Key	questions	asked	in	the	workshops

How	are	different	people	
or	groups	of	people	
involved	in	decisions	
about	nuclear	power?
• Who	is	included	,who	is	
excluded,	and	why?	

01
How	are	decisions	
made	about	nuclear	
power?	
•What	decision-making	
processes	are	used,	and	
why?

02
How	will	these	factors	
shape	the	development	
of	the	energy	sector	in	
the	future?

03
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Methods
Part	1	- the	‘River	of	Life’	
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Part	2	Backcasting
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A	backcasting model

Actions,	actors	and	assumptions	moving	from	right	to	
left.	

The	relationships	between	these	are	mapped	out.	

Begins	with	’nominal	group	technique’	– individually	
thinking	up	desired	futures	and	then	categorising them	
through	group	discussion
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Part	4	- Practical	
planning	with	
‘Dotmocracy™’
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Interpretation	of	results

• Qualitative	data	analysis	– perceptions,	not	historical	facts
• Memory,	not	history
• Symbolic	interactionism
• Construal	levels
• Socio-technical	imaginaries
• Structure-agency,	stability	and	change,	punctuated	equilibrium

• “The	details	are	very	complex;	the	primary	source	material	is	often	
secret	and	often	subject	to	interpretation.”	(London,	Group	2).
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Socio-technical	imaginaries	- the	power	
of	the	atom

• Technological	optimism	in	post-war	development
• “It	was	economic	development	after	the	Second	World	War,	this	is	similar	in	France	and	Great	Britain,	it	

was	a	future	dominated	by	technology,	the	car	became	more	accessible,	people	believed	that	they	would	
have	flying	cars	by	the	1990s.	It	was	a	particular	way	of	thinking.”	(Munich	group	2).

• The	prestige	of	nuclear	weapons
• “[The	UK]	Keeping	a	seat	at	the	top	table”	(London	group	2).
• “The	Atom	is	great,	it	makes	us	(the	USA)	a	superpower”	(London	group	1).	

• The	soft	power	of	technology	transfer
• “There	was	demand	for	nuclear	due	to	a	political	influence,	a	hunger	for	the	new	knowledge,	for	the	new	

power.	It	was	a	very	political	decision.	(Munich	group	2)	

• Political	integration
• “[For	Germany]	Atoms	for	Peace	was	“welcome	back	to	the	family”,	nuclear	power	meant	acceptance.”	

(Munich	group	2)

• Ideological	strength	of	the	state
• [In	Bulgaria]	“They	took	the	decisions	– they	made	it	ideological	because	there	were	10,000	people	

building	in	1964.	The	first	reactor	was	put	by	Soviet	operators,	and	the	second	was	Bulgarian”	(Barcelona	
group	2).
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Punctuated	
equilibrium

• Political	and	technological	evolution	punctuated	by:

1. Global	reach	of	nuclear	accidents	(this	is	not	
universal)
• [In	Italy]	“everything	stops	around	Chernobyl…	

even	the	plans,	everything	turns	to	gas”	(Barcelona	
group	2)

• “Three	Mile	Island	had	a	small	political	reaction	in	
the	UK,	because	the	Government	had	just	lost	a	
general	election….	It	had	a	big	effect	in	Germany	
but	virtually	no	effect	in	the	UK”	(London	group	2).

2. The	actions	of	‘heroic’	scientists	and	engineers
• “The	context	of	the	war	was	very	important.	

Oppenheimer	was	trying	to	defeat	the	Nazis,	he	
was	in	a	battle	of	good	against	evil.	And	to	do	this	
terrible	thing	to	prevent	this	catastrophic	thing	to	
prevent	a	terrible	outcome,	the	loss	of	The	Allies.	
The	shift	from,	the	scientific	to	the	political	is	very	
important.”	(London	Group	1).	

3. Scientific	reports	as	boundary	objects,	e.g.
• The	Maud	report nuclear	energy	for	heat	

generation,	
• The	Smythe Report	on	the	development	of	the	

Manhattan	project	and	the	Allied	effort	to	develop	
atomic	bombs,	

• The	Flowers	Report highlighting	a	need	for	long-
term	radioactive	waste	management
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Engagement	
practice • Structured	by	the	political	governance	

practices	of	the	Cold	War
• In	authoritarian	regimes,	community	
participation	was	sometimes	visible	but	
just	for	show

• In	democratic	regimes	(particularly	
those	with	nuclear	weapons	
programmes),	community	participation	
was	withheld	under	conditions	of	
secrecy,	and	fear	of	political	contagion	
between	anti-bomb	protests	and	anti-
civilian	nuclear	protests.	
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Identified	
stakeholders
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3	main	
types	of	
desirable	
backcasted	
futures

•From	SMRs	to	pan-European	
supergrids

Technological	
transformation	
dependent	on	

governance	scale

•Nuclear	cannot	‘fix’	climate	change	
alone

•Energy	demand	reduction	not	just	
more	renewables/nuclear

Sustainable	
transformation	in	
societal	values	(not	
just	promethean	
technological	

change)

•Trust	under	conditions	of	fake	news
•Maintaining	nuclear	competencies
•Trans-generational	engagement	on	
waste	and	decommissioning

Education	and	
public	knowledge	

systems
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Practical	planning	and	action

Rethink Rethink	appropriate	mechanisms	for	engagement
•Citizens’	assemblies,	blockchain technology,	demographic	representativeness

Engage	in Engage	in	upstream	dialogue	around	nuclear	fusion,	thorium	
reactors,	SMRs

Plan Plan	for	mechanisms	for	long-term	radwaste knowledge	sharing

Establish Establish	global	education	initiatives	around	energy	alternatives	



19

• Thank	you	for	listening.

• matthew.cotton@york.ac.uk

• Let	me	know	if	you	have	any	
questions.	
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CONTACTS WWW.HONEST2020.EU

contact@honest2020.eu


