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ENVIRONMENTAL PUBLICS:  
FROM POLITICAL THEORY TO PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT METHODOLOGIES 

Hilary Term 

Elective leader: Prof. Sarah Whatmore  
Teaching staff:  Sarah J. Whatmore  
(SJW) 

Elective rationale  

The question of how to make ‘public science more effectively public’ (DEMOS, 2004) is now 

hotly debated within academic and policy communities across a range of social and 

environmental issues in which governance and policy-making are ever more intensively 

entangled with scientific knowledge claims and technologies, and writ large in the mantra of 

‘evidence-based policy’. Scientists and researchers are under increasing pressure to undertake 

more effective forms of ‘public engagement’, as a means of strengthening the relationship 

between science and society and addressing the political fallout from public scepticism and/or 

contestation of science in democratic societies. Yet, in the clamour for ever more public 

engagement and the proliferation of research methodologies to this end, too little attention has 

been paid to interrogating the axiomatic concept of ‘the public’ in terms of competing accounts 

of democratic political theory from which it derives. In this module we will discuss three key 

questions – (i) how has the concept of ‘the public’ evolved in democratic political theory?; (ii) 

what are the most influential ways of theorizing the public in relation to environmental 

problem-framing and policy-making in play today?; and (iii) what differences do such 

competing theoretical approaches to ‘environmental publics’ make to the design and practice of 

public engagement research methodologies?  

Teaching format 

This module will be taught over six weeks in four 2 hour sessions with ‘tutorial’ gaps between 

the first and second, and the third and fourth sessions. The first three sessions will follow the 

same format of a 30 minute lecture + questions, working theoretical questions through case 

study environmental science/policy materials, followed by  a 1 hour class discussion informed 

by pre-assigned class readings and led by 1-2 students responsible for introducing the readings. 

These readings will be theoretical in emphasis and class members will be expected to be 

experienced and/or interested in dealing with the demands of political philosophy/theory 

texts. The fourth session will focus on the design and practice of public engagement 

methodologies, for which the class will have been divided into two work groups. Each work 

group will explore a different methodology (pre-selected in agreement with the course leader) 

and introduce it to the class. This will involve tracing its theoretical influences and 

assumptions, working through a case study of it in practice, and assessing critiques and/or 

limitations. Work groups will be required to write up these presentations in the form a 2,000 

word report (1 per group) by the last day of week 9 to create a class resource and/or to form 

part of the module assessment. In addition, students opting to be assessed for this module will 

be required to submit a 4,000 word essay on some aspect of political theory and its implications 

for understanding ‘environmental publics’ agreed in advance with the elective leader. This 

essay will be due at the start of TT. 
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Introductory readings 

Braun, B. and S. Whatmore (eds) 2010. Political matter: technoscience, democracy and 
public life. University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis MN (esp. the intro. and 
chapters by Bennett, Barry, Marres and Disch) 

Callon, M., P. Lascoumes and Yannick Barthe (2009) Acting in an uncertain world. An 
essay on technical democracy. MIT Press, Cambridge MA (esp. chapters 1, 3 & 5) 

Latour, B and P. Wiebel (eds) 2005. Making things Public: atmospheres of democracy.   
MIT Press, Cambridge MA (esp. intro. and chapters by Marres & Stengers) 

Marres, N. 2012. Material Participation: Technology, the Environment and Everyday 

Publics. Palgrave, London (esp intro and chapters 2 & 4) 

Elective outline  
 
 

Session Description Leader 

1 

Tracing the ‘demos’ of democratic politics 

SJW 

 What is ‘the public’ and what are its political powers? We review key 

moments in the conceptualisation of the public in democratic political 

theory from classical and revolutionary times to current constructions 

and debates that redress the inherited ‘humanism’ of political theory.   

2 

Science and democracy: expertise, government and dissent 

SJW 

What happens to the democratic contract between state and citizen 

when governance is extensively mediated by scientific knowledge 

claims and technologies? We look at case studies of public dissent 

and the contestation of environmental expertise and decision-making 

that it has engendered.       

3 

Environmental publics: from representation to engagement 

SJW 

Is the public ‘distrustful’ of science and/or of the ways in which it is 

used in political decision-making and public policy practice? We 

examine different understandings of, and political responses to, the 

emergence of the environment as a matter of concern capable of 

mobilizing new publics to challenge the articulation of science-policy 

expertise in democratic societies.  

4 

Public engagement methodologies in environmental research and policy  

SJW 

Working in two ‘work groups’ the class will interrogate the 

theoretical underpinnings, practices and critiques of some of the 

key ‘public engagement’ methodologies in practice today, eg  – 

action research, citizens’ juries, competency groups, deliberative 

mapping, focus groups, participative modelling. 

 
 

Elective schedule: weeks 3-8 HT| 2015  

Location: - HoD Office 

 
Week 3 (Tues 3

rd
 Feb 3-5pm) – session 1 Tracing the ‘demos’ of democratic politics 

Week 4 (Tuesday 10
th
 Feb. 3-4pm) NB Individual essay tutorial sessions with module leader 

(15 minute slots by appointment via Jan Burke). 

Week 5 (Thursday 19
th
 Feb 3-5pm)– session 2 Science and democracy: expertise, 

government and dissent 
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Week 6 (Tuesday 24
th
 Feb 2-4pm) – session 3 Environmental publics: from representation to 

engagement 

Week 7 (Thursday 5
th
 March – NB Work Group tutorial sessions with module leader (30 

minute slots by appointment via Jan Burke). 

Week 8 (Tuesday 10
th
 March) – Work Group presentations on Public engagement 

methodologies.  

 

Reading 

 
Starting in week three and with a tutorial supported ‘reading week’ in week 4, this module is 

designed around the expectation that all students will have read at least two of the key 

readings identified per session, ahead of class.  

 

In addition to the introductory readings listed when the module was advertised in MT, I list 

here two key readings and six additional readings per session. Class discussions in sessions 1-

3 will be led by different sets of students who will have volunteered before classes commence 

in Week 3, having made themselves known to the module leader. Each week those signed up 

to lead the class discussion should come prepared to provide a brief overview of the key 

readings and identify some key questions or issues that they raise for class discussion.  

 

Further reading and or difficulties with readings can be discussed with the module leader by 

making an appointment for an individual tutorial at the times indicated in week 4.  

 
Session 1 Tracing the ‘demos’ of democratic politics 

 

Key readings 

 

Braun B. and S. Whatmore (2010) The stuff of politics: an introduction. In Braun B. and S. 

Whatmore (eds) Political matter: technoscience, democracy and public life: ix-xl. 

Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press 

 

Latour, B. (2005) From Real politik to Dingpolitik: or how to make things public. In Latour 

B. and P. Weibel (eds) Making things public: atmospheres of democracy: 14-4. Cambridge 

MA, MIT Press 

 

Additional reading 

 

Bekkers V., G. Dijkstra, A.Edwards and M. Fenger (eds) (2007) Governance and the 

democratic deficit: introduction and chapter 15 . Aldershot, Ashgate 

 

Bennett, J. (2005) In parliament with things. In L. Tønder, L. & L. Thomassen (Eds.) Radical 

democracy: politics between abundance and lack (133–48). Manchester: Manchester 

University Press 

 

Crick B. (2002) A short introduction to democracy. Oxford, OUP 

 

Dewey, J. (1927) The public and its problems. Athens, Ohio University Press 

 

Durant, D. (2011) Models of democracy in social studies of science. Social Studies of 
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Science, 41/5: 691-714Habermas J. (1996) Between facts and norms: contributions to a 

discourse theory of law and democracy: chapters 7 + 8. Cambridge MA, MIT Press 

 

Serres M. (1995) The natural contract. Ann Arbor, Michigan University Press 

 

Session 2 Science and democracy: expertise, government and dissent 

 

Key readings 

 

Callon M., P. Lascoumes and Y. Barthe (2009) Acting in an uncertain world: an essay in 

technical democracy: chapter 1. Cambridge MA, MIT Press 

 

Nowotny H., P. Scott and M. Gibbons (2001) Re-thinking science. Knowledge and the public 

in an age of uncertainty. Chapters 13 & 14: 201 – 229. Cambridge, Polity Press 

 

Additional reading 

 

Bellamy D. (2008) Citizenship: a very short introduction. Oxford, OUP 

 

Chambers R. 1983 Rural Development. Whose reality counts? Harlow, Longman 

 

Chambers S, (2003) Deliberative democratic theory. Annual Review of Political Science, 6: 

307-26 

 

Collins H. and R. Evans (2002) The third wave of science studies: studies of expertise and 

experience. Social Studies of Science, 32/2: 235-96 

 

Fischer F. (2009) Democracy and expertise: reorienting policy enquiry: introduction and 

chapters 1 + 2. Oxford, OUP 

 

Wynne, B., A. Rip, S. Jasanoff and A. Stirling (2006) Report of the expert group on science 

and governance. Science, Economy and Society Directorate, DG Research. Brussels, 

European Commission 

 

Session 3 Environmental publics: from representation to engagement 

 

Key readings 

 

Callon M., P. Lascoumes and Y. Barthe (2009) Acting in an uncertain world: an essay in 

technical democracy: chapter 5. Cambridge MA, MIT Press 

 

Marres, N. (2012) Material participation: chapter 5. Palgrave, London 

 

Additional reading 

 

Burgess J., A. Stirling, J. Clark, G. Davies, M. Eames, K. Staley and S. Williamson (2007) 

Deliberative mapping: a novel analytic-deliberative methodology to support contested 

science-policy decisions. Public Understanding of Science, 16/ 3: 299-322 
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Cooke B. and U. Kothari (2001) Participation: the new tyranny? Chapters 1 and 10.  London, 

Zed Books 

 

Coote, A. and J. Lenhaglan (1997) Citizens’ Juries: From Theory to Practice. Institute of 

Public Policy Research, London. 

 

Davies G. (2006) Mapping deliberation: calculation, articulation and intervention in the 

politics of organ transplantation. Economy and Society 35, 232–58 

 

Demoscience – controversy mapping – www.demoscience.org 

 

Fisher F. (2009) Democracy and expertise: reorienting policy enquiry: chapters 3 + 4. 

Oxford, OUP  

 

Kumar S. (2002) Methods for community participation. A complete guide for practitioners: 

foreword (by Richard Chambers) and chapter 1. Rugby, Practical Action Publishing  

 

Whatmore S. and C. Landstrom (2011) Flood apprentices: an exercise in making things 

public. Economy and Society, 40/4: 582-610 

 

Wilsdon, J. and R.Willis (2004) See-through science: why public engagement needs to move 

upstream. London, DEMOS 


