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HoNESt Newsletter

A Welcome to HoNESt   By Albert Presas i Puig (Universitat Pompeu Fabra - Barcelona) - HoNESt Coordinator

Dear reader,

It is a pleasure to open this News Channel and to have the opportunity 
to present our project HoNESt to you. 

HoNEST’s aim is to study the history of nuclear energy and its 
relationship with European society. It is funded within the European 
Union’s HORIZON 2020 research framework programme by 
EURATOM. 

Science and technology clearly shape our present lives, and for at 
least the last two centuries have influenced the course of history. In 
public perception, science and technology have long been associated 
with progress, overcoming of natural limitations and ensuring the 
convenient, prosperous and healthy conditions of modern societies. 
Nuclear technology, however, while initially mostly understood as the 
ultimate embodiment of progress, soon became more contentious, as 
critics increasingly highlighted its risks and consequences.

However, societal perceptions and societal acceptance of a 
technology matter for the future development of this technology. At the 
same time, it was becoming increasingly evident to those taking 
decisions about technologies and infrastructures that societal 
perceptions and technology’s relations with society cannot 
adequately be studied on the basis of quantifying technocratic 
conceptions that tended to only insufficiently acknowledge citizens’ 
appraisals. An adequate assessment requires a different kind of 
expertise. Against this backdrop, EURATOM, with the Call NFRP 
12–2014: "Nuclear developments and interaction with society" invited 
historians and social scientists to study the relationship between this 
type of energy and European society. In a call that guaranteed an 
open, comprehensive and self-directed enquiry, EURATOM 
recognised for the first time the expertise that historical and social 
science research can contribute to better comprehending what 

nuclear energy meant for European societies from its arrival in Europe 
up to now, and what nuclear energy, as we call it, means in our days.

A project of the scope of HoNESt requires long-term forward planning. 
As early as 2008, we, a group of colleagues, met in Barcelona to 
discuss the significance of nuclear energy in our respective countries. 
In the following years, we met quite a number of times, but it was the 
course of history that obviously accelerated the process. HoNESt 
certainly owes a lot to the unfortunate Fukushima accident. The 
meltdown in Japan in March 2011 had an important impact on the 
debates on future energy resources for our societies, reigniting the 
controversy over nuclear power. Almost immediately, the familiar lines 
of conflict reappeared. For those seeking a nuclear moratorium, 
Fukushima clearly demonstrated the fundamental flaws of nuclear 
energy. For those who supported nuclear energy as a clean 
technology which apparently offered an elegant solution to the dual 
challenges of climate change and import-dependency, Fukushima 
seemed a major set-back on the road to the so-called nuclear 
renaissance. While in some European countries Fukushima led to 
decisions to phase out nuclear power, in other countries governments 
have continued to pursue their nuclear strategies without meeting with 
major opposition.

Nuclear energy is facing great challenges which are a major concern to 
modern societies. The problems are complex and encompass not only 
economic, national and international policy- and security-related 
issues, but also include cultural, social and environmental factors. In 
this context there is a clear need for systematic reflection on the nuclear 
energy option, this time taking historical experiences into account. In 
this sense, one of the main goals of HoNESt is to improve the 
understanding of processes involved in the formation and growth of the 
nuclear energy sector, and to identify the associated key challenges for 
policy makers who manage the social transformation process.
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https://www.facebook.com/HoNESt-History-of-Nuclear-Energy-and-Society-703632933070854/
https://twitter.com/HoNESt_2020
http://upf.academia.edu/HoNEStHistoryofNuclearEnergyandSociety
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Historical reflection has not only captured the structural 
characteristics and dynamics of large technological systems, such as 
nuclear energy programmes, but also the dynamics of a number of 
key processes (political, economic, technological, cultural, societal, 
etc.) which directly influence the development, diffusion and use of 
new technology and, thus, the performance of what has been studied 
as a large technological system.

Public and expert debates concerning the production of energy 
(demand, efficiency and market) have been dominated by 
economists and technocrats. The aim of HoNESt is to explain variety 
and change in European societies’ relations with nuclear energy, on 
the basis of the historical experience. In this sense HoNESt aspires to 
contributing to the debate on the future of nuclear energy in Europe 
and its relationship with European society.

Our project is of an experimental and innovative character: it 
constitutes the first comprehensive comparative and transnational 
analysis of nuclear developments and their relations with society 
covering more than 20 countries over the past 70 years. With the 
Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona, as lead institution, it involves 
an interdisciplinary consortium of 24 partner institutions across 
Europe and beyond. Its innovative interdisciplinary framework 
combines insights into the history of technology, science and 
technology studies, environmental history, economic and business 
history, social movement research, and the study of societal 
engagement.

If we scrutinize a variety of historical sources including archival 
materials, documents publicly available and conduct a substantial 
number of oral history interviews, the development of nuclear energy 
appears as a far less predictable result of the “forces of progress” 
than one might assume. The narratives we will be able to tell on the 
basis of research will question any assumptions about a presumed 
logic inherent in the development of technology. HoNESt 
understands the history of the development of nuclear energy as the 

history of contradictory ambitions of the various actors involved and 
technological problems inherent in a technological development, 
while stressing in particular social, economic, cultural and political 
contexts.

From the methodological point of view, we will adapt core concepts 
from Large Technological Systems (Thomas Hughes) and Integrated 
Socio-technical System (Jens Rasmussen) which emphasize the 
complexity of systems that contain both technological and social 
elements to devise a framework that can help explain 
nuclear-societal relations.

HoNESt’s interdisciplinary approach and the features of the subject 
matter determine its structure. HoNESt is divided into different WPs 
whose task it is to construct the historical narrative (WP2), to bring 
together social scientists and historians in interdisciplinary 
collaboration (WP3), to study the record of societal engagement 
(WP4) and to provide evidence for the backcasting exercise (WP5). 
HoNESt’s findings will not stay within the ivory tower: dissemination 
to and engagement with the various stakeholder groups are also 
essential aims of HoNESt. 

Producing history means the representation of past events and 
processes based on a number of interlocking moments; identification, 
exhaustive scrutiny and evaluation of sources to data; their 
comparison and interpretation, in order to arrive at an account that is 
traditionally rendered in writing, but also in other media, such via 
audio and audio-visual media. HoNESt includes a podcast channel 
and will produce a number of videos.

As I said, nuclear energy in its development does not follow a straight 
line nor any established rationale. Nor does it follow one single 
pattern. On the other hand, the controversy about nuclear energy 
does not appear as a uniform development with an exchange of fixed 
and unchangeable stereotypes either. We are facing complex 
processes and developments. 

That is why, dear reader, it gives me great pleasure to be able to offer 
to you via this channel the results of our project and to be able to get 
a feedback from all of you who are interested in this subject. In this 
way, we will come closer to understanding what nuclear energy was 
to our European societies.

And again, I hope you find our insights interesting. Please keep 
following our project!
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Project Results 1st HONEST Podcast

In this inaugural episode of the HoNESt Podcast, we 
introduce this unprecedented new research project and 
some core members of the team.

Topics include: the goal of the project, how it came 
together, the methods and approaches that will be used, 
and the whys and hows of the complex relationship 
between nuclear energy and society. Guests include: 
Mar Rubio (Universidad Publica de Navarra), Karl-Erik 
Michelsen (Lappeenranta University of Technology), 
Jan-Henrik Meyer (University of Copenhagen), John 
Whitton (University of Central Lancashire), Josep Niubo 
(Universitat Pompeu Fabra), Robert Bud (Science 
Museum), and Wilfried Konrad (Dialogik).

Listen to the podcast 

The next episode – recorded at the Valencia 

ESSHC Conference - on the methodological 

challenges HoNESt poses will go online in May.

www.honest2020.eu

WP2 - HISTORICAL RESEARCH

Provides the empirical basis for all the research undertaken
 in the framework of  HoNESt.

Analysis of archives
Oral history interviews
Evaluation of literature on nuclear 
power, its relation to society and 
society’s view of nuclear power.

National, Regional, 
Local level industry 
and NGO archives

Comparative research covers:

country cases

Discussion of template for country reports
Starting out with draft pilot studies (Spain, 
United Kingdom, Bulgaria and Finland)

WP2 WORKSHOP
JANUARY 2016, BERLIN

WP3 WEB CONFERENCE
FEBRUARY 2016

Update of template
To suit historical ambition to draw a narrative that best describes 

nuclear-societal relations for each country and needs of all HoNESt partners.

On this comparative empirical basis, and a vast amount of 
empirical materials collected in the HoNESt database, researchers 

will conduct engagement research and the development of 
backcasting studies of ideal futures.

In a brainstorming session during the WP2 workshop in Berlin, 
historical partners discussed their specific analytical contribution.
They defined additional analytical angles to deepen the analysis.

WP2 members formed working groups to deepen research 
cooperation on five themes, which are all relevant for different 
aspects of nuclear relations:

1) “NGOs and Social Movements and Nuclear Power”

2) “Alternative Reactor Types”

3) “Democracy, Dictatorship and Nuclear Power”

4) Economics, business and Nuclear Power

5) The Fuel Cycle

http://www.honest2020.eu/podcasts
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Call for Action Partners’ publications

De la Torre, J. and Rubio-Varas, M.d.M. La  Financiación 
Exterior del Desarrollo Industrial Español a través del 
IEME (1950-1982), (Banco de España, 2015) 
[Exemplifying external financing: the case of the Zorita 
nuclear power]

De la Torre, J. and Rubio-Varas, M.d.M. “Nuclear Power 
for a Dictatorship: State and Business involvement in the 
Spanish Atomic Program 1950-1985”, (Journal of 
Contemporary History, 2015) 

Rubio-Varas, M.d.M. and De la Torre, J., “Spain- 
Eximbank’s Billion Dollar Client: the Role of the US 
financing the Spanish Nuclear Program”, (Asociación 
Española de Historia Económica, 2016)

HoNESt was presented at the European Studies of 
Society, Science and Technology (ESST) Workshop at 
the Meertens Institute in Amsterdam on 26-27 
November. Aristotle Tympas presented "Studying 
nuclear energy from the perspective of the humanities 
and the social sciences: Towards a fruitful encounter 
between an ESST Specialization and the EU HORIZON 
'HoNESt' research project".

HoNESt was presented at the International Workshop 
entitled "Does History Matter? Techno-sciences and their 
historically informed policies" in Athens on 14 January. 
The Workshop was organized by Stathis Arapostathis. 
Karl Erik Michelsen gave a short description of Work 
Package 2 and Ermioni Frezouli presented the Greek 
case study.

Register in the HoNESt Stakeholder Database to receive first hand 
information on the project and its findings, and learn about 
opportunities to participate in on and offline stakeholder 
engagement events.
Registration takes less than 5 minutes. 

Please fill in the form to become a member.

Get to know the partners

Universitat Pompeu Fabra (UPF) is a public university 
created in the city of Barcelona by the Catalan 
government in 1990. It has a strong dedication to 
excellence in research and teaching (UPF ranked 12th in 
the Times Higher Education Under 50 World University 
Ranking 2015). 

The UPF is the first Spanish university and among the first 
20 in Europe in grants funded by the European Research 
Council: 25 UPF grants (up to 53 for UPF group). 
According to the Science Citation Index and Thomson 
Scientific, the UPF is the university with the highest 
scientific productivity in Spain in terms of publications. 

Within HoNESt, UPF will take advantage of the 
knowledge of the History of Science Studies Research 
Group, devoted to the promotion of the understanding of 
science and technology as social factors that are in turn 
shaped by historical, cultural and social forces.

Universitat Pompeu Fabra (UPF)
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Partners’ presentations

http://www.honest2020.eu/?q=user/register
http://www.bde.es/f/webbde/SES/Secciones/Publicaciones/PublicacionesSeriadas/EstudiosHistoriaEconomica/Fic/roja69.pdf
http://jch.sagepub.com/content/early/2015/10/23/0022009415599448.abstract
http://econpapers.repec.org/paper/ahedtaehe/1603.htm

