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Abstract 

This article advances theory and policy debates which focus on equitable participation in 

renewable energy. We follow the methodological approach of grounded theory, whereby we 

theorise on the basis of qualitative empirical research. Patterns in human behaviour are identified 

through a case-study concerning women’s inclusion in the decision-making processes, 

surrounding uptake of solar energy in Makueni County, Kenya, highlighting a pitfall in current 

energy democracy theorising. We conclude that current conceptualisations of energy democracy 

are limited as theorists and activists have failed to look at the phenomenon through a gendered 

lens. Although energy democracy is principally concerned with breaking down power structures 

and increasing public participation in energy-related decisions, it has hitherto failed to recognise 

the inherently gendered dimension of the transition to distributed renewable energy production 

that it promotes. Furthermore, our empirical findings from Makueni highlight that women’s 

empowerment can serve as a useful means of evaluating the holistic reach of energy democracy. 

We demonstrate how processes of women’s empowerment have aided the democratising of 

energy structures in Makueni County. If energy is to move closer to the people, it is important to 

interrogate who is winning and who is losing in this transition; therefore, energy democracy 

theorising can be advanced by incorporating feminist epistemologies, which analyse 

constructions of the self and of social hierarchies.  
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1. Introduction 

Although energy democracy is centrally concerned with breaking down power structures and 

increasing public participation in energy-related decisions [38; 41], it has hitherto stopped short 

of recognising the gendered dimension of the transition to distributed renewable energy 

production that it promotes [39; 40]. Energy democracy has sought to question processes of 

exclusion without confronting the gendered power differentials that inevitably play out in any 

decentralisation of power. If energy democracy activists and scholars seek to reconfigure the 

global energy system, it is important that gender issues are successfully mainstreamed to avoid 

transferring the inequitable gender relations of the male-dominated [42; 43] centralised fossil 

fuel industry into the new energy model, and thereby avoid undermining energy democracy’s 

quest for a fairer energy system. These theoretical perspectives were reached by continually 

comparing qualitative data whilst analysing emergent concepts and contradictions throughout the 

research process. As such, this paper takes a grounded theory approach, aiming for the creation 

of theory through rigorous analysis and categorisation, through constant comparison, of 

qualitative data [67; 137; 198]. 

 

Two key arguments emerge from empirical research in Makueni, Kenya: (1) conceptualisations 

of energy democracy are constrained by not incorporating feminist epistemologies1 and (2) 

women’s empowerment can serve as a useful means of evaluating the holistic reach of energy 

democracy. The process of women’s empowerment occurring in Makueni (via participation in 

solar energy implementation) is analysed through Kabeer’s [55; 56; 57] empowerment criteria. 

We demonstrate how the process of empowerment aided the democratising of energy structures 

in Makueni Count, therefore drawing attention to the synergies between two schools of thought: 

energy democracy and women’s empowerment.  

 

 

 

                                                 

 
1 Although feminist scholarship is vast and poly-vocal, we take feminist epistemologies to mean modes of 

knowledge that are particularly attuned to individual agency and creations of the self, within a social strata governed 

by social hierarchies and processes of marginalisation. Jackson [23, p 527] 
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(ii) Introducing Energy Democracy and Women’s Empowerment: 

Both concepts are concerned with the equitable transition from one state into another [4; 567] 

and are spectrums grounded in normative concerns for social justice. Indeed, both phenomena 

were born of activism [45; 46; 56]. Women’s empowerment became prominent in academic 

scholarship in the late 1980’s when feminist scholarship helped integrate the concept into the 

realm of gender and development [49; 50; 51; 52; 53; 54], whereas energy democracy entered 

academic and policy circles in the last five years [197].  

 

Both concepts are concerned with providing the resource poor with material resources. Universal 

access to sustainable energy represents a core pillar in energy democracy discourse [38, whereas 

access to educational [2] and health care facilities [72; 73] are two of many physical resources 

central to women’s empowerment discourse. Nevertheless, both discourses are also invested in 

immaterial resources, termed ‘social capital’ in international development circles (3). If we take 

the approach to education adopted by women’s empowerment scholars, for example; Swai [47] 

argues that education as a technique for empowerment fails if the way in which this intervention 

interacts with the existing social strata is not considered. For Swai – and Kabeer [56], whose 

empowerment framework structures our analysis – empowerment can only occur when the 

physical and social environment of a resource is considered. Thus, Swai argues, it is imperative 

to identify what educational tools and curriculum will improve the lives of women and what 

educational systems will reinforce prescriptive gender norms. It is also essential to examine 

cultural, political, and/or economic barriers that exclude girls from education, such as 

preoccupation with domestic commitments.  

 

Similarly, energy does not function in a vacuum [12; 37; 125]. When a new energy source is 

introduced into a community, it is important for policy makers and development practitioners to 

interrogate who is benefiting from the system (and why) and who is being harmed by the system 

(physically or socially) [62]. Energy democracy recognises social contingencies; hence, akin to 

women’s empowerment discourse, it advocates for systemic change rather than simply resource 

implementation. The frequently cited slogan of energy democracy – ‘Resist, Reclaim, 
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Restructure’ – encompasses this idea, and could easily be applied to feminist advocacy for 

women’s empowerment [4].  

 

Throughout this paper our definition of power is aligned with energy democracy and women’s 

empowerment literature in the understanding that power is both access to resources and 

involvement in decision-making process surrounding resources. Both energy democracy and 

women’s empowerment are inherently concerned with power, critiquing social and spatial power 

structures that serve the interests of elites and marginalise other members of society [38; 74]. 

They understand people’s involvement in decisions that directly impact their lives as 

fundamental to a fair redistribution of global resources, and are invested in the wider goal of 

democratising institutional structures [40; 74]. Indeed, research on women-led organisations 

advancing energy transformations reveals the role of women’s leadership in movement building 

through forming relationships in communities and attention to career advancement [201]. 

 

Energy democracy argues for a direct link between communal and municipal powers of 

governance in advancing democratic energy systems; it is theorised that the decentralisation of 

energy systems facilitated by renewable distribution and community ownership should be 

mirrored by (and are also the result of) the decentralisation of political institutions [39; 40; 200]. 

Energy democracy discourse therefore presents community ownership and co-operatives as a key 

vehicle to democratise the energy system, but this localisation of energy source is always 

understood within the wider context of political institutionalism [118, 204].   

 

Crucially, however, despite the fact that Venezuelan activist and researcher Edgardo Lander has 

argued that debates around energy democracy must begin with the question ‘energy for whom?’ 

[38, p10], energy democracy discourse has been less concerned with how resources interact with 

people at the level of the individual than women’s empowerment scholarship. For feminist 

scholars, women’s empowerment, beyond its ultimate goal to facilitate wider societal change, 

must begin by altering people’s individual mindsets so that they critically question the gendered 

organisation of the world they occupy [56]. This is the crux of our critique of energy democracy 

literature (emerging from qualitative research in Makueni) – energy democracy scholarship 
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would benefit from an awareness of constructions of the self and how human agency interacts 

with social power dynamics. Interrogating the way in which marginalisation is constructed and 

reproduced in society can provide clarity on how marginalisation relates to people’s interaction 

with energy systems. Gender codifies people’s lives worldwide [68; 69; 70; 71] and is a site of 

injustice in the current global energy system [42; 43]; therefore, its complex power dynamics 

must be integrated into energy democracy’s understanding of power and its relation to renewable 

deployment.  

 

2. Theoretical Background: Energy Democracy 

As we seek to advance conceptualisations of energy democracy, it is imperative to first examine 

the various scholarly traditions that led to the emergence of this phenomenon. Scholarship on 

energy democracy has become increasingly centred on the notion of socio-technical transitions, 

which understand an energy system as a complex web of interacting technologies existing in 

relationship to human interests, needs and mindsets, with these factors resulting from historical 

socio-political circumstances [5; 6; 7]. Socio-technical systems literature is also primarily 

concerned with the sustainability of energy infrastructure, as well as the transition into a 

decarbonised energy system [5; 110]. 

 

The focus on socio-political aspects of energy transitions has roots in different academic fields. 

In international development this focus resulted from a broader move from technocratic 

development interventions toward people-centred development [8; 9; 10; 11]. Development 

practitioners became aware that communities must interact with a given renewable energy 

technology to maintain and pay for it, with the subsequent focus on social dimensions stemming 

from a concern for a project’s sustainability [12]. This emphasis on community participation in 

energy has also produced a critique of top-down approaches to energy implementation [13; 14; 

15]. Studies of Sub-Saharan Africa have shown that renewable deployment is shaped as much by 

social, political and environmental forces as by economic and institutional interests; therefore, 

any implementation strategies must be context-specific [12; 104; 105; 106; 205].  

 



6 

Beyond socio-technical transition, energy democracy is also rooted in scholarship on ‘energy 

justice’, which is concerned with the equitable distribution of, and participation in, renewable 

energy systems on the back of social justice claims [111;118]. On these normative foundations, 

energy democracy recognises that the social processes surrounding renewable implementation 

are of equal importance to the technology in terms of justice and sustainability [39; 205]. Energy 

democracy, however, goes further by stressing the political dimensions of energy transitions; it 

recognises a relationship between energy systems and political systems [39]. Understanding 

politics as the driving factor behind energy infrastructures and transitions [38], energy 

democracy is thus aligned with political-economy scholarship that is concerned with the political 

dimensions of energy transitions – both examine how power is distributed and manifested in 

political and energy systems [40; 119; 120; 121; 122; 123]. Ultimately, energy democracy fuses 

together elements of sustainability, justice and politics from different schools of thought and 

places a greater emphasis on democratising energy through public participation and ownership 

[40; 118; 124]. Energy democracy scholarship and activism sees itself as part of a wider 

democratising process [197].  

 

Despite energy democracy valuing democratisation, its attention to gender is limited. The 

majority of the literature concerning gender and electricity has focused on end-use or access rates 

(80) compared with the socio-political-intricacies of implementation and distribution [16]. This 

has resulted in the gendered dimensions of set-up being overlooked [62; 78; 127] even though 

empirical examples demonstrate that women’s involvement in the supply of energy alters 

perceptions of gender roles in positive ways (i.e. prescriptive gender roles are questioned) and 

women gain more access to the source [11; 77; 79; 201]. The gendered dimension of energy 

democracy is one element contributing to diverse and heterogeneous ‘publics’ that each can 

speak to the legitimacy of energy projects [202]. 
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3.  Contextual background 

(i)Makueni County: 

 
Area: 8,009 km2 [2]   Average Age: 0-14 y/o (44% of total population) [3] 

Population: 884, 527 Average Household Size: 46 members (43% of total 

population) [3] 

Male: 

Female: 

430, 708 [4] 

453, 819 

Education:  17% no formal education [3] 

62% a primary level of education 

21% secondary education or above 

Rural: 781, 335 [4] Human Development Index: 0.56 (Kenya average: 0.56) [5] 

Urban: 103, 192 Gender Development Index: 0.48 (Kenya average: 0.49) 

Fig. 1 Map of Kenya 

 

(ii)Public Participation in Makueni: 

Makueni serves as an interesting case-study to extrapolate meaning related to energy democracy 

theorising as it is the site of competing power structures; externally, it sits in a newly devolved 

Kenya (since 2013) and, internally, international donors, NGOs, and other civil society 

organisations operate alongside the County Government [17]. The grounds for participation 

                                                 

 
2 [146] 
3 [145] 
4 [147] 
5 [148] 

Nairobi 

Makueni 
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established in the constitution have been exploited by NGOs and CSOs in institutionalised ways 

across Kenya. Nevertheless, there is a tension between the Government and some civil society 

groups as historical interest groups, NGOs, and trade unions were introduced to counteract the 

instability of the state [19].  

 

The impact of devolution on the decentralisation of power in Kenya is specific to each of the 47 

different counties [199]. The County Government of Makueni (GoM) is committed to 

redistribution of power and resources through a strong policy of Public Participation and 

investment in development projects [144; 149; 199] The policy of Public Participation 

subdivides the county into five layers of governance that partake in public fora: (1) village level, 

(2) cluster level (made up of 5 villages grouped together), (3) the sub-ward level, (4) ward level 

(made up of 7 geographical regions that divide that county), and finally (5) the county level (20). 

It is also taught via civic education that the first layer of governance is the self, the second is the 

household, and that everyone should be given the dignity to make decisions that impact both 

levels [100]. This ethos is called operation Mwolyo Out, which entails a shift to citizens 

overseeing development projects through direct governance and public consultation. This 

involvement of the community in decision-making is embodied in the GoM participatory 

budgeting scheme, where annually 30 budget consultations take place at Ward level to determine 

resource allocation [20; 95; 96] – in the FY 2014/15 almost 15% of the county participated in 

deliberations [96].  

 

The success of the participation framework in Makueni is evidenced through the fact the in 

August 2018 the Council of Governors held a two-day peer-to-peer learning workshop in 

collaboration with development partners so that other counties could learn from Makueni’s 

success. Indeed, other counties have highlighted it as their benchmark to emulate in terms of 

effective public participation (Wajir, Nyeri, Nyamira, Lamu and Tana River county) [20].  

 

(iii)Energy in Makueni:  

The ideals of public ownership and participation inherent to energy democracy are thus manifest 

in the GoM’s policy framework that advocates for the decentralisation of power to achieve a 
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fairer redistribution of resources. To take advantage of Makueni’s ten hours of sunlight a day (on 

average), there are multiple solar lantern and solar home systems (SHS) distributers within the 

county – GIZ, M-Kopa and D-light were the three that were mentioned throughout our research 

(GoM, 2018b). Furthermore, with government support, the distributers train women and 

marginalised groups in selling SHS [20]. Lastly, a solar mini-grid in Kitonyoni village, set-up in 

collaboration with researchers at the University of Southampton, is now run as a community 

cooperative, supplying approximately 3000 people with electricity via the marketplace, school, 

hospital and solar lantern charging points (22).  

 

Nevertheless, only 7% of the households in the County have access to electricity for lighting, 

with the distribution of population by mode of lighting at: lantern 63.2%6 (kerosene or solar), tin 

lamp 25.3%, electricity (Kenya Power) 5.7% and solar 3.8%. Solar power is being pursued in an 

attempt to meet the household needs of water (through solar-pump operated boreholes), lighting 

and phone charging [100].  

 

4. Methodology 

 

Qualitative data was collected via key informant interviews and focus groups. In total, the lead 

author interviewed 32 individuals in Makueni. Interviews began with members of the Kitonyoni 

mini-grid cooperative and county officials, and as democratic and gendered decision-making 

emerged, further interviews were conducted with community members who could (potentially) 

speak to aspects of women’s empowerment: a women’s group and individual female solar 

sellers. Interviews were semi-structured, allowing for elaboration and questions, as the nuances 

of people’s experience with solar power was understood as key to determining inequities in 

decision-making processes. The research was influenced by feminist research stressing the 

importance of the politics of speech and lived (gendered) experience in determining women’s 

role in decision-making [23; 206]. Thus, interview questions were open-ended and concerned 

                                                 

 
6 Although these are the official figures, a County official in the energy department said that currently around 80% 

of county households use solar lanterns, due to the decrease in solar prices in the last five years.  
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with experience. For example, the following question sought to gain insight into perspective of 

husband/wife decision-making:  

 

‘If a household bought a solar lantern and the husband wanted the light to go in the 

living-room and the wife wanted the lantern to be in the kitchen, where would it go? And 

how would you resolve the conflict of interest?’ 

 

At the beginning of each interview a timeline of participation with the solar system/device was 

requested. The line of questioning then focused on examples of personal participation in 

decision-making concerning energy, perceptions of public participation in the county, and 

household decision-making concerning energy and gender. To avoid impressing preconceived 

notions of empowerment on the interviewees, the word ‘empowerment’ was avoided in the line 

of questioning. 

 

We took a  ‘grounded theory’ methodological approach, as developed by sociologists Corbin and 

Strauss [67]. Grounded theory is when theory is generated based on qualitative empirical 

findings – findings are generalised to theory rather than to a population [67]. We continually 

analysed data throughout the research process, coding the findings until distinct categories 

emerged, such as the importance of including marginalised groups in decision-making. 

Categories were then compared with each other and literature until theoretical findings were 

deduced [134]. For instance, we compared the identification of public participation as key to fair 

resource distribution in both our interview data and theoretical approaches. The purpose was 

generation of theory, as opposed to confirmation or validation of extant theories. Initially our 

research focused on equitable participation in solar systems in Makueni County. It was informed 

by theories of energy justice, socio-technical transitions, energy democracy, women’s 

empowerment and people-centred development. As categories emerged, considerable synergies 

became clear between conceptualisations of energy democracy and women’s empowerment, 

themselves manifest in decision-making processes regarding solar energy in Makueni. The 

research was therefore orientated to understanding processes of women’s empowerment in 

Makueni via participation in deliberative processes surrounding solar power, and the ways in 



11 

which this form of empowerment linked to a democratisation of the energy system (and 

deliberative processes more generally) in the county. 

 

Analytical framework: 

Through the grounded theory approach, constant comparison of emergent themes led us to use 

Kabeer’s [56; 57] empowerment criteria to structure our findings. For Kabeer, empowerment is 

centrally about ‘choice’; one can only say that empowerment has taken place if an individual (or 

a social group) goes through a process granting meaningful choice where it was previously 

prohibited. Empowerment provides an individual with agency to make decisions concerning 

important aspects of their lives, and this must alter the consciousness of the individual and wider 

society. In the vein of feminist epistemologies, change is required at both the individual and 

collective level, resulting in a redistribution of power and resources [56; 57]. Kabeer thus 

conceptualises empowerment against three indivisible indicators: (1) resources (pre-conditions), 

(2) agency (process), (3) achievements (outcomes). 

 

 

Fig. 2 Kabeer’s empowerment framework 

 

The conditions in which women experience a lack of choice result from both material and 

immaterial resources. Women can be disempowered simply because of poverty; meaningful 

choice is unavailable because there are not multiple resources. Nonetheless, the inaccessible 

nature of resources is inseparable from social-political processes (that differentiate based on 

gender, geography, race, etc.). Women can be excluded from decision-making processes as a 
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result of social status; on the other hand, ‘head of households, chiefs of tribes or elites within a 

community are all endowed with decision-making authority with particular institutional contexts 

by virtue of their positioning within those institutions’ [56, p437]. Therefore, ‘conditions’ result 

from historical power differentials that manifest in social organisation and institutions. 

 

In this study, 32 interviews in Makueni are analysed through Kabeer’s three indicators to 

determine the extent and forms of women’s empowerment. We then analyse the ways in which 

this change mirrored and fostered equitable decision-making and democratised the energy 

structures in Makueni. Our analysis highlights the interconnected nature of women’s 

empowerment and energy democracy, and clarifies the limitations of energy democracy 

theorising that overlook gendered constructions of the self. 
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5. Measuring Empowerment in Makueni 

 

For the sake of clarity, we have artificially separated the ways in which Kabeer’s three criteria 

correspond to women’s participation in the deliberative processes of solar energy 

implementation in Makueni. There is overlap in these categories, and the success of one is 

always in relation to that of the other two. Indeed, Kabeer argues that the ‘fit’ between the 

indicators – their inherent interconnectedness – solidifies their validity as a measurement of 

empowerment [56, p452].  

 

(A) Pre-conditions:   

To demonstrate that empowerment took place, disempowerment must be a pre-condition; there 

must have been a deficit in both material and immaterial resources.  

 

(i)Material resources:  

Consistent with other empirical studies on Makueni [165; 166], interviewees detailed high levels 

of poverty. The county experiences a harsh semi-arid climate, currently worsening because of 

anthropogenic climate change [24]. This creates living conditions in which Makueni residents 

struggle for basic resources: ‘we are adopting a modelling of how households can 

get food security because Makueni is semi-arid and quite a number below poverty-line’ (County 

official 1).   

 

Interviewees expressed that migration patterns have resulted in a gendered division of labour: ‘in 

an African setting, men are more gatherers; they are mostly in the urban centres working for the 

families and the women around the county are responsible for the households’ (County official 

2). Historically, men in Makueni migrated into urban centres to work for British colonisers, 

resulting in women becoming overburdened with productive and non-productive work in the 

rural county [25; 26]. This resulted in women providing for their families via subsistence 

farming in a semi-arid region that does not always yield crops. A feminisation of poverty 

occurred, with a high quantity of female-headed households – a county official said than an 
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eighth of the households were female headed, although a 2012 survey of Wote (Makueni’s 

largest town) recorded the number of female-headed households at 33% [165].  

 

Young women, nevertheless, are now also migrating to the city. This pursuit of employment 

opportunities and education represents an expansion in resources available to women. 

Furthermore, recently there has been a concerted effort by the County Government to create 

opportunity for employment and sustainable livelihoods: ‘in 2015, there was a community 

question set out by the governor: why are we sending our children to be slaves once self-

governance has come? (County official 1).’ This is corresponded with the County Government’s 

Mwolyo Out programme, which aims at Makueni becoming a county of self-reliant citizens by 

providing residents resources for development projects whilst allowing community governance 

of the project, with support from County officials. It is thus evident the County government is 

trying to rebalance gendered resource distribution through development interventions – of which 

solar energy promotion is one.  

 

(ii) Immaterial resources:  

Women’s social status is perceived as historically marginalised in Makueni. Kamba7 culture was 

described as ‘patriarchal’ on two occasions, and men were consistently described as wielding 

decision-making power: ‘men make decisions when men are there’ (County official 1)8. This is 

consistent with Winter et al.’s 2018 study that looked at women’s empowerment through solar in 

Kitui, another predominantly Kamba county. Nevertheless, the high number of women and 

female-headed households within Makueni has also resulted in women making decisions for 

themselves in the absence of men – representative of personal agency. This is what Ndambuki 

[26] argues is contradictory about women’s agency in Makueni; they exhibit high levels of 

autonomy through subsistence farming and sustainable livelihood techniques, but are 

consistently depicted in discourse (used by themselves and government officials) as reliant on 

others for leadership.  

                                                 

 
7 The dominant ethnic/tribal group in Makueni, at 91.6% (National Cohesion and Integration Commission, 2016). 
8 All interviewees were Kamba.  
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Significantly, it was expressed that the county’s historically high number of NGOs has resulted 

in two phenomena: firstly, as NGOs usually focus on women and children, they have enforced a 

culture of women’s participation in decision-making; secondly and contrastingly, this saturation 

of NGOs and donor organisations means that a culture of dependency has emerged within the 

county.  

 

(County Official 1): ‘That’s why Makueni was a fertile ground for the uptake of public 

participation. It was flooded with non-state actors and that’s their approach…and so you 

find we have a more empowered community. So, here comes a government that now 

takes up the rest of the space to ensure that people participate.’ 

 

(County Official 3): ‘The challenge is dependency in this part of the world […] giving 

handouts was popular in Makueni.’ 

 

Therefore, a nuanced situation is occurring in Makueni; there are processes that undermine the 

whole county’s ability to make decisions on matters that govern their lives, because they are 

reliant on external support. This reliance has become so ingrained within society that people 

struggle to act autonomously and capitalise on opportunities provided for them by donors. On the 

other hand, the failure of historical development projects to engage the community have resulted 

in the County Government introducing Mwolyo Out, which builds on the participatory 

foundations established by donor schemes and NGOs. Mwolyo Out also provides women with 

social capital, as neither gender is allowed to constitute over two-thirds of a project management 

committee. Furthermore, the history of third sector actors in the county has reportedly resulted in 

the successful uptake of the policy of Public Participation, which systematically includes 

marginalised groups in decision-making processes through targeted group consultation.  

  

Although the gendered inequalities in decision-making are multifaceted in Makueni, the high-

level of gender-based violence in the county [167; 168; 169] provides an overt reminder of 

women’s continued subjugation. When women do gain power, it is through targeted consultation 
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and men’s migratory habits – i.e. their absence. There was a consensus throughout interviews 

that, while women’s voices are heard, if men are present the final decision-making authority lies 

with them.  

 

(B) Agency: 

To identify empowerment, women’s participation in solar power must reduce inequalities in 

decision-making and the resource deficit that previously existed in Makueni. Choice is 

determined by decision-making processes and individual agency. 

 

(i)The Individual:  

Solar energy has facilitated income diversification in the face of a harsher climate and lower crop 

yields resulting from climate change [24] Women have found employment through solar power 

production and distribution at the level of an individual retailer and by managing a local mini-

grid; for example, a women’s group sells solar systems to other organised groups (receiving 

dividends after a certain number of systems are sold). It was expressed that selling solar systems 

is an emerging women’s occupation: 

 

A solar seller, discussing her experiences at a training day hosted by a solar producer, D-

light: ‘Women were so many – in fact the percentage was like 90% women. Also, the 

employees, the people who have been employed by D-light company, were women. 

(solar seller 1). 

 

Aside from providing a source of income for women in Makueni, it was expressed that solar 

power allows women to safely pursue other entrepreneurial endeavours – interviewees reported 

more ‘women shops’ have been established in marketplaces and at road-sides because of the 

safety granted by electric lighting. Therefore, solar energy is helping women in Makueni meet 

their basic needs and creating avenues for personal agency.  

 

(ii)The Household:  
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In households, women’s participation in solar energy provides them with increased choice to 

differing extents. Though interviewees continually expressed that women sought purchase of 

solar products because they improve domestic living conditions and allow their children to study 

in the evenings, if there was a conflict of interest in the home, the ‘head’ of the household had 

final say. Therefore, women’s experience with solar energy at the level of household decision-

making is dependent on their executive decision-making capacity within the home:  

 

‘The decision that would be agreed is for the husband […] maybe the wife is using the 

phone torch in the kitchen, others they don’t have a torch phone so they use the fire for 

lighting. But the husband is the one who is respected because he is the head’ (solar seller 

1). 

 

On the other hand, interviewees did present a wife’s opinion as important (solar power being a 

domestic issue) and her ideas considered more important than those of unmarried women within 

the home: 

 

Youth group member 1: ‘it depends, who are you – are you engaging your sister or your 

wife?’ 

Youth group member 2: ‘so yes, that one weights a lot.’ 

 

Interviewer: ‘so whose voice is more important, your sister or your wife?’ 

 

Youth group member 1: ‘of course, the married one, because now [she] is a grown up. 

[…] when you bring them on board in matters of decision-making and her views to be 

heard, you have to listen because this is a married woman, because you brought a person 

on broad who you know can bring ideas and you know you can support the ideas that she 

brings. So morally, [between] a person who is not married and a woman who is married, 

a married women is more respected.’ 
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This is consistent with the experiences of a young, unmarried woman’s engagement with solar: ‘I 

can say for example I bought and facilitated all of the wiring of this solar – yes I bought the 

materials, the cables, I brought the guy to come, but it is my Dad who decided what goes where 

(youth group member 3).’ Significantly, contrary to what some African scholars have argued 

[135; 136; 137; 138], a lot of weight was placed on women’s status as a wife within the 

community, with single mothers and younger women lacking the respect of their married 

counterparts. In concurrence with Musau [129] and Mdiso [24] female-headed households 

reportedly experience stigmatisation in Makueni and require support through women’s groups. In 

terms of agency, however, married women’s decisions are often subsumed into those of their 

husbands, where female household heads experience high levels of autonomy. Furthermore, 

interviewees expressed that the presence of female household heads in public participation 

meetings resulted in greater focus on women’s issues: ‘men make decisions. However, 

fortunately or unfortunately we have still around an eighth of the population that are women 

headed. And that gives a balance’ (County official 1). Therefore, married women are more 

supported in terms of resources, but female household heads have more agency as they make 

decisions concerning solar without consulting a man.  

 

(iii) The community:  

At community level, women were perceived as demonstrating high levels of agency through 

their engagement with solar power. Two County officials expressed that the success of a solar 

powered Cassava plant (now contributing to the grid through Feed-in-Tariffs), is why the County 

Government set up a renewable energy department and put pressure on the Kenyan Government 

to give them more control over matters relating to renewable energy. Previously they could only 

provide transformers for those who wanted to connect to Kenya Power, but the 2019 Energy Bill 

has granted municipal powers more say in energy matters [27]. Crucially, the women running the 

plant acted autonomously in advocating for solar power, receiving international donations and 

contributions from the County Government. Solar energy is thus used as a vehicle granting 

further opportunities to women who already have a degree of agency. Through their advocacy of 

solar energy, these women influence decision-making processes at the county and national level, 

demonstrating empowerment by combining energy and political action.  
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(C) Achievements:  

(i)Significant choice:  

 

Solar energy deployment improved access to resources in multiple ways. Firstly, the solar 

technology itself provides multiple benefits to women through lighting and charging capacities. 

Women reported feeling safer in both public and private spaces because of solar floodlights and 

solar lanterns: ‘when you light more spaces […] whether it is public or on your way home, you 

easily find a way out’ (County official 1).  

 

The technology has also alleviated women’s household duties, aiding in collection of water and 

fuel for the household. Solar pumps are installed in about 80% of the boreholes in the county 

(according to a county official), making them far more affordable and reliable compared to those 

powered by the expensive and unpredictable Kenya Power. Furthermore, solar lighting provides 

a safer alternative to kerosene or open fires for lighting homes in the evenings, providing a 

dependable and affordable source of electricity.  

 

The choices granted to Makueni women through their participation in solar are of consequence to 

their lives, providing income that helps sustain their families, reducing exposure to indoor air 

pollution (thus improving health), and providing safety from high level gender-based violence. 

These women make personal decisions concerning energy production to meet their personal 

energy needs. Solar power thus is moving Makueni’s women up the empowerment spectrum.  

 

(ii)Individual consciousness:  

At an individual level, the combination of the Public Participation policy and solar electricity are 

changing how women perceive their capacities within the community:  

 

‘Every time we engage in group matters, as a youth or as a woman, I feel […] 

empowered because I get to understand and learn so much…what are the needs for the 

community, what I can do to change – it makes me happy, it makes me feel like I am 

growing as a person’ (youth group member 3, who had sold solar products in the past). 



20 

 

Participatory processes surrounding solar power thus alter individual consciousness. Women 

expressed more confidence in their abilities after buying or selling solar products and being 

consulted in decisions concerning solar implementation.  

 

(iii)Collective consciousness:  

There are indications that women’s participation in solar implementation in Makueni alters wider 

perceptions of women in the community. Interviewees reported the community trusts the 

opinions of the solar sellers on what products to buy, and seeks their advice in avoiding 

counterfeit products – demonstrating that women’s opinions are respected in a new capacity.  

 

Set against Kabeer’s criteria, for empowerment to have occurred, a wider societal shift in 

gendered perspectives is required. Ndambuki [26] has argued that a focus on altering social 

constructions of gender is a Westernised notion overlooking the practical needs of rural Kenyan 

women. Nevertheless, this rejection of integrating gendered power structures into the analysis of 

women’s experience places the onus to alleviate poverty on individual women – despite the fact 

that socio-economic marginalisation results from historical power differentials. By understanding 

women as autonomous individuals resilient in the face of practical burdens, we risk adding to the 

long list of productive and non-productive work that women already partake in due to social 

organisation and systemic inequality [128]. As Kenya considers solar energy as falling under 

domestic purview, it is important to question if this conception is merely an extension of 

prescriptive gender roles that govern women’s lives – is this entrenching gendered differences 

and adding to women’s burdens or opening avenues for women’s autonomy?  

 

In Makueni, the policy of Public Participation and an ethos of inclusion (resultant of County 

Government policies and a history of high NGO deployment) has resulted in inclusive 

deliberative processes surrounding solar energy deployment, themselves allowing women to 

dictate their interactions with solar energy. The County Government first sensitises the 

community to solar products through civil education, then solar providers (in collaboration with 

the government) approach women’s groups to teach them about the technology’s benefits: 
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‘In terms of participation, it is important to first create the civic awareness on the 

education side, to ensure that there are platforms for providers to engage the community 

and share with them the importance’ (County official 1). 

 

Women are then given the opportunity to sell as individuals or capitalise on extant public 

participation frameworks and sell as a group to other organised groups (with the public 

participation structure effectively functioning as a value chain for solar products). Alternatively, 

as in the case of Kitonyoni mini-grid, women gain employment and subsequently become 

automatic members of a cooperative management team. These women act autonomously to 

improve their lives through energy ownership mechanisms, public participation and civic 

society. Significantly, solar deployment helps alleviate issues of ‘limited access to and ownership 

of assets, income-generating opportunities, essential economic services and decision making’, 

identified as affecting women in Makueni [129, p8]. Hence, these women are no more 

constrained or burdened by their participation in solar power – indeed, solar energy is perceived 

as an opportunity for women to make decisions and alleviate the weight of domestic duties and 

subsistence farming. As empowerment is a spectrum, that gender norms have not been 

completely reshaped does not undermine the fact that, through their participation in solar energy, 

women were given meaningful choice that changed public perception and individual 

consciousness.   
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6. Energy Democracy in Makueni 

We can conclude that processes of empowerment are taking place in Makueni, but there are also 

overt ways in which the experiences of women’s participation with solar power in Makueni 

evidence a process of energy democracy. Makueni’s women make decisions about energy issues 

that impact their lives and capitalise on municipal political frameworks to meet their energy 

needs in an inclusionary way, combining bottom-up, renewable energy production with civil 

society empowerment through public participation and community ownership. Therefore, the 

process of women’s empowerment that occurred in Makueni County mirrored a process of 

energy democracy.  

 

As well as highlighting synergies between these phenomena, empirical findings in Makueni 

evidence the shortcomings of current energy democracy theorising. It was recognised within the 

county that women’s and civic empowerment can only be facilitated if attention is given to 

productions of the self – that is, how social power structures and institutional frameworks 

influence the individual:  

 

County official 1: ‘we teach that the first level of governance is self; be able to give 

yourself the dignity you deserve and understand your rights.’ 

 

In Makueni, renewable deployment, civic education and individual empowerment are understood 

as inextricably linked (see [203] for similar findings in relation to an energy democracy case 

study in Thailand). The connection between democratising decision-making and the success of 

development projects is taught at all levels of the community by the County Government, as it is 

understood that people engage in sustainable development when feeling included in decision-

making and confident in their capacities. Furthermore, it is believed that this change in 

consciousness is achieved through a decentralisation of political power:  

 

‘it’s just the politics of development – trying to get people to utilise the locality in 

politics, to develop themselves and agitate development, cause leaders to be accountable, 
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look at politicians at the county and national level as servants and not people to live 

under’ (County official 1). 

 

For Makueni residents, devolution is empowering. This directly correlates with 

conceptualisations of energy democracy that emphasise civic empowerment through municipal 

governance. Furthermore, interviewees perceive a need for political structures to include those 

who have been historically excluded from decision-making, to build individual capacities 

through civil society. This understanding of the relationship between the individual and socio-

political structures has the potential to advance conceptualisations of energy democracy. The 

platforms facilitating solar energy uptake in Makueni empower women because they are filtered 

through targeted consultation and civic education that teaches the importance of inclusion. 

Interviewees expressed that men make decisions when they are present; therefore, it is plausible 

to infer that if women were not separated via self-organised groups (i.e., attention was paid to the 

creation of social marginalisation) they would have had less clout in decision-making processes 

about solar (i.e., the process would have been less empowering and less democratic). Therefore, 

ongoing work to conceptualise and define energy democracy can learn from women’s 

empowerment discourse by incorporating an understanding of gendered power differentials and 

individual agency into its conceptualisation of the empowered citizen:  

 

‘While the status of citizenship spells out the possibilities and constraints that individuals 

and groups experience as members of a particular society, the practice of citizenship 

places the question of human agency, including the capacity to accept, to conform, to 

question or dissent, at the heart of contesting views about citizenship’ [57, p216]. 

 

As Kabeer and our empirical findings in Makueni highlight, people experience citizenry 

differently as a result of a given society’s political institutions and social structures. Both within 

and between societies, complex and various experiences of citizenship emerge from social 

organisation and marginalisation. Energy democracy scholarship is aware of how social power 

structures exclude certain groups from deliberative processes around energy, power being 

concentrated within an elite group. Nonetheless, if the democratisation of the energy system aims 
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for ‘equality of political subjects’ [118, p28] then it must look at in-group inequality and social 

make-up of the people it aims to distribute power to, and how individual consciousness relates to 

politics and energy.  

 

Crucially, if exclusion from decision-making persists for sub-sections of society, democratisation 

processes are limited. The presence of a disempowered sub-population prevents true democracy 

because the disempowered lack the ability to make their own significant life choices. Energy 

democracy theorising (and activism) would benefit from attending to women’s empowerment 

(and empowering other marginalised groups), thereby facilitating a truly just transition. 
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Conclusion 

 

In Makueni, the policies of public participation and ownership that are promoted by energy 

democracy theorists are being enhanced by a targeted policy of public participation that redress 

historical subjugation by consulting marginalised groups separately. A democratisation of the 

energy system has taken place through public participation that specifically targets marginalised 

groups and a civic education that is focused on inclusion. The situation in Makueni demonstrates 

that analysing the empowerment of marginalised groups by the introduction of an energy 

resource can serve as a means of benchmarking the success of energy democracy. This can 

ultimately guide the creation of a more democratic energy system, by highlighting the ways in 

which groups are excluded from the decision-making processes around energy infrastructure and 

access. 

 

The primary objective of this study was to use empirical data from the Makueni fieldwork to 

generalise to theory; nevertheless, there are transferable lessons for other contexts in which 

energy democracy challenges are being handled. Significantly, future energy democracy research 

would gain more clarity by from borrowing from or building on analytical frameworks created 

by longstanding women’s empowerment scholarship (such as Kabeer) to examine the 

redistribution of benefits resulting from novel energy infrastructure, the extent to which 

participation in energy decision-making is equitable within groups, as well as the wider processes 

of democratisation. Evaluation of energy democracy in Makueni through feminist epistemologies 

reveals social processes of marginalisation that have excluded certain groups from energy access 

and decision-making. If energy democracy practitioners are to achieve system change, it is 

imperative to analyse the power differentials playing out at the level of the self in the system 

from which they wish to transition and throughout the processes of democratisation.  
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