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If Berlin’s energy managers were justifiably
confident of their ability to influence demand
upwards, whether to take up excess capacity
or boost the local economy, they were always
sceptical of efforts to reduce electricity or gas
consumption. Since Berlin experienced several
periods when energy supply was seriously dis-
rupted, however, they often had little option but
to exhort or coerce consumers to cut down on
energy use. During the early years of the war,
adverts called on households to save energy
in the national interest (fig. 5). Overtly, this
was about prioritising military production, but
the authorities were also keen to avert energy
rationing for fear of its negative psychological
effects on the population. Rationing of electric-
ity and gas was introduced in Berlin only after
the war, when deliveries of coal to the occupied
city were so low that each household was per-
mitted just 0.5 kWh of electricity a day (plus 50
Watts per person) in September 1945. The use
of warm water boilers, vacuum cleaners and
room heaters was strictly prohibited at home
and work. Many chose to ignore or circumvent
these restrictions, however, despite the draco-
nian fines if caught. This revealed the limited
effectiveness of coercion as a method of saving
energy, at least when not backed up by ade-
quate monitoring capacity. Clearly frustrated,
the councillor responsible for energy supply,
Jirak, reported to the city council in December
1945: “The Berlin population has failed 100%.
People just glibly exceed their quota.”ss The
immediate post-war winters were marked by
a severe imbalance between extremely limited
power generation and ineffective controls on
electricity use, prompting repeated disruptions

to supply.

Efforts to save energy were reintroduced in
East Germany during the 1950s, when supply fell
substantially short of meeting growing demand.
Beyond appeals to the public, socialist planning
targets were introduced to limit electricity and
gas consumption in factories and offices. In East

55 Die Sitzungsprotokolle des Magistrats der Stadt Berlin
1945/46. Teil I. 1945 (Berlin: Berlin Verlag Arno Spitz, 1995),
708.

Figure 5: Newspaper advert to turn off electric heaters to save
electricity, 1942. Source: Bezirksamt Charlottenburg von Berlin.
Stadt unter Strom. Zur Kulturgeschichte der Elektrifizierung.

Berlin: Heimatmuseum Charlottenburg, 1990:48.

Berlin, a special unit of energy inspectors was
created to monitor adherence to energy-sav-
ing quotas.5¢ Their reports suggest that many
industrial managers were willing to pay the fines
rather than jeopardise production targets, whilst
public employees proved ingenious at conceal-
ing electric room heaters. In West Berlin, saving
energy was never seriously considered as part of
the city’s response to the geopolitical limitations
to its electricity and gas supply. It was repeat-
edly dismissed as ineffective and unnecessary
so long as enough power stations and gas works
could be built.57

56 See the correspondence in LAB, C Rep. 752, No. 38.
57 See a sceptical report on energy saving by the (West)
Berlin Senate Department for Economics of September 1977,
LAB, B Rep. 016, No. 458.
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Demand management, these examples illustrate,
is not a recent phenomenon, but a dimension of
flexible energy provision with a long and rich ped-
igree. Its drivers may be iterative patterns such as
seasonal flux or a particular rupture to consump-
tion patterns or shortages in supply capacity. Both
play a role in energy suppliers’ cumulative expe-
rience with demand management and in shaping
the legacy of energy flexibility in the long term.
Those responsible for providing electricity and
gas to Berliners — in the city utilities and admin-
istration — have been trying to shape demand
for energy in multiple ways and for a variety of
purposes at different moments in time. They
encouraged — or ‘demanded’ - demand when-
ever the local economy and the energy providers
stood to benefit. When confronted with levels
of peak demand that they found ‘demanding’,
they responded by trying to guide energy use to
those times of the day and year when the power
and gas networks were under-utilised. Efforts
to reduce energy demand during supply crises —
through exhortations, incentives or restrictions —
proved largely ineffective, whether under fascist,
state-socialist or democratic rule.

Accessing external energy sources

The fourth strategic response to flexibility chal-
lenges — to import electricity or gas to comple-
ment the city’s own production — was regarded
by many Berlin administrations as a measure of
last resort. This might seem odd from a techni-
cal perspective, since increasing energy imports
meant, effectively, externalising the problems of
load management to the national grid or gas net-
work. Decisions on energy management in Berlin,
however, were never wholly — or even primarily
— based on technical considerations. During the
1920s, maximising energy self-dependence was
a central feature of a socially distributive and
territorially integrative municipal policy. The city
successfully resisted the repeated approaches of
Germany’s major utilities to serve Berlin in the
1920s and 1930s, only succumbing to pressure
under the Nazi regime to import at least some of
its gas and electricity from these sources.58 Bad

58 Otto Busch, Geschichte der Berliner Kommunalwirtschaft,
119 (cf. note 27); Hilmar Béarthel, Die Geschichte der

experiences with imported town gas supplied
from the Reichswerke Hermann Goring strength-
ened Berlin’s immediate post-war resolve to
reduce dependence on external sources.

Following the division of the city, East Berlin
gradually embraced imported electricity and gas.
Municipalism had no place under a state-so-
cialist regime and the East German capital was
gradually enrolled in a programme of national
energy provision. The proportion of East Berlin’s
electricity consumption generated in the city fell
from 100% in 1955 to 55% in 1970 and just 6% in
1980.52 Imports of town gas increased from the
1960s onwards, reaching 60% of gas supplied in
1973 and 85% in 1978.60 East Germany’s strate-
gic partnership with the Soviet Union enabled
East Berlin to convert to natural gas far earlier
than its neighbour.

Whereas East Berlin received its first delivery of
Soviet natural gas in the early 1970s, it was not
until October 1985 that West Berlin imported
natural gas for the first time. This momentous
step followed years of tortuous deliberation in
West Berlin about the necessities and risks of
opening up to external supplies of both electric-
ity and gas.61 The city’s growing inability to build
enough power stations and gas works to meet
rising demand prompted a reappraisal of the
merits and viability of isolationism from the mid-
1970s onwards. Encouraged by a political thaw
in East-West relations, the West Berlin author-
ities, with the backing of the West German gov-
ernment, engaged in discussions with the East
Germans and the Soviets over connections to
the (East German) electricity grid as well as to
natural gas pipelines. The idea was for imported
power to cover the base load, and local capac-
ity to cover peak demand. But fears of supply

Gasversorgung, 92 (cf. note 39).

59 VEB Energiekombinat Berlin (ed.): 40 Jahre Deutsche
Demokratische Republik. 40 Jahre Sozialistische
Energiewirtschaft in Berlin — Hauptstadt der DDR (Berlin,
VEB, 1989), 18.

60 Hilmar Bérthel, Die Geschichte der Gasversorgung, 116
(cf. note 39).

61 See the correspondence in LAB, B Rep. 155, Nos. 143,
144 and 146.
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insecurity were deeply ingrained. The contract
to deliver natural gas from the Soviet Union to
West Berlin was not signed until March 1983.62
It was only in March 1988 that an agreement
was finally reached between the GDR, the power
utility PreuBen-Elektra and Bewag to link West
Berlin to the power grid.e3

The 40 years of political division produced, there-
fore, two diametrically opposed responses to
energy provision within the same urban conur-
bation. While East Berlin was required to exter-
nalise electricity and gas production — and the
associated flexibility challenges — to national
energy planning, West Berlin pursued a strat-
egy of urban energy autarky that called for huge
flexibility reserves in an insular system. By the
1980s, both were confronting the limitations to
their strategic pathways: East Berlin in the form
of failing infrastructure and West Berlin in the
form of the pollutive impacts of local generation.

LEGACIES AND LESSONS FOR THE POST-
UNIFICATION ERA

When the Berlin Wall fell in November 1989 and
the two halves of the divided city were reunited
the following year, expectations were high that
Berlin would thrive as it returned to ‘normalcy’,
with its capital status and territorial integrity
restored. Once the physical and organisational
structures of separation had been removed, it
was widely held, there would be no holding back.
The reconnection of West Berlin to the national
electricity grid and natural gas network, as well
as the restoration of power and gas utilities
serving the whole city, were symbolic manifes-
tations of urban and national reunification in
the early 1990s.

Berlin’s infrastructure past, however, proved
hard to discard. While the rhetoric was all about

returning to the fold, the reality was far more
about dealing with the multiple legacies of divi-
sion, self-supply, pollution and protest. Past
technologies and policies of energy flexibility —
once celebrated as pillars of energy security —
came to haunt the providers and regulators of
energy services in the city.

The most immediate of these legacies from the
past were physical. The huge production capac-
ities for electricity and town gas built to protect
supply and balance loads in West Berlin lost
their pivotal function once the city was recon-
nected to the national power and gas networks.
By May 1996 gas production at urban gas works
had ceased.s4 In December 1994 a new 380 kV
transmission line connected West Berlin to the
West European electricity grid UCPTE, which now
also served the former East Germany.s5 A cable
linking the two halves of the city became opera-
tive in 1996, enabling electricity supply to be bal-
anced across the whole city. These connections
rendered much of (West) Berlin’s power genera-
tion capacity obsolete. When the European elec-
tricity market was liberalized in the late 1990s,
many of the remaining facilities proved uncom-
petitive, resulting in several being decommis-
sioned (fig. 6). The infrastructure built to sustain
West Berlin’s insular policy of self-generation
has, to some extent, become redundant today,
posing a liability to operational efficiency, as in
the case of the underground gas storage facility
described in the introduction.

Drawing on a greater proportion of electricity and
gas from outside the city since 1990 has certainly
helped externalise solutions for energy flexibil-
ity to the wider electricity grid and gas network,
but this has not resolved the problems ema-
nating from Berlin’s long-standing reliance on
fossil fuels for energy provision. The continued
existence of urban cogeneration plants powered

62 J.D. Aengeneyndt: “Das Erdgas-Versorgungssystem fur
Berlin”, 181 (cf. note 44).

63 Betriebsrat der Berliner Kraft- und Licht(Bewag)-
Aktiengesellschaft (ed.), Im Licht der Zeit. 90 Jahre
Betriebsvertretung bei der Bewag (Berlin: Betriebsrat der
Berliner Kraft- und Licht(Bewag)-Aktiengesellschaft, 1998),
143.

64 Hilmar Barthel, Die Geschichte der Gasversorgung, 168
(cf. note 39).

65 Clemens Fischer, “BEWAG—vom Inselversorger zum
Verbundpartner”, Special edition, Energiewirtschaftliche
Tagesfragen, vol. 12, 1992; Dietmar Winje, “Integration
des West-Berliner Netzes in den deutschen Verbund?”,
Elektrizitdtswirtschaft, vol. 9313, 1994, 726-732.
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Figure 6: Dismantling the Oberhavel power plant in Berlin, 2007. Source: Photo by
Timothy Moss.

by oil, gas, coal or lignite over 30 years after the
fall of the Wall is testimony to the obduracy of
fossil fuels in Berlin’s energy mix. This further
physical legacy of the past has proved a major
obstacle to attempts by the city to decarbonise
electricity provision.

Other legacies are political, rather than physical.
Criticism of the environmental costs of power
and gas provision, in West Berlin since the 1970s
and East Berlin since the 1980s, had a powerful
influence on early energy policy in the reunified
city. Protests by Berlin residents against sup-
ply-oriented energy policy before the fall of the
Wall inspired a policy shift towards a more envi-
ronmentally sustainable form of ‘energy urban-
ism’. A red-green coalition elected in West Berlin
in 1989 launched an ambitious programme to
promote energy efficiency, advance renewables
and reduce carbon emissions that carried for-
ward into the united city after 1990. An Energy
Task Force was established to spearhead a new,
alternative energy policy. It coordinated a city-
wide energy concept, promoted pilot projects
for energy efficiency, set up an energy advisory
agency for local businesses and launched a con-
tracting partnership for energy saving in public

buildings that received nationwide acclaim.sé A
State Energy Saving Act passed in 1990 required
the city-state of Berlin to orientate all its plans
and policies around the provision of resource-ef-
ficient, low-cost and environmentally sustain-
able energy. This policy agenda — embracing
demand management and alternative energy
sources as key components of urban energy -
marked a radical shift away from supply-oriented
solutions to flexibility challenges. Once again, we
note how a particular socio-technical reconfigu-
ration emerged out of a spatially and temporally
specific interaction of — in this instance - polit-
ical, infrastructural and organisational forces.

66 Jochen Monstadt, Die Modernisierung der
Stromversorgung. Regionale Energie- und Klimapolitik im
Liberalisierungs- und Privatisierungsprozess (Wiesbaden,
VS Verlag fur Sozialwissenschaften, 2004), 303, 312-315,
352-357. On the energy agency, Senatsverwaltung fur
Stadtentwicklung und Umweltschutz: Energieagentur
Berlin. Konzeptstudie. Neue Energiepolitik fir Berlin, Heft
2 (Berlin: Senatsverwaltung fur Stadtentwicklung und
Umweltschutz, 1990), 4-6. On the contracting model for
energy-saving partnerships, Klaus Kist and Willibald Lang,
“Energiesparpartnerschaften Berlin—ein Modellprojekt geht
in Serie”, in Umweltbundesamt (ed.) Energiespar-Contracting
als Beitrag zu Klimaschutz und Kostensenkung. Ratgeber
fir Energiespar-Contracting in éffentlichen Liegenschaften
(Berlin: Umweltbundesamt, 2000), 25-26.
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public debt — itself, in part, a legacy of political
division — was stifling state intervention, includ-
ing the measures to reconfigure energy provision
and use in the city around demand management
principles. Besides a sharp drop in public funding
for energy efficiency schemes, the privatization
of the city’s power utility Bewag in 1997 and gas
utility Gasag in 1998 reduced significantly the city
government’s influence over these two key play-
ers.67 Berlin lost its pioneering role in sustainable
urban energy and climate policy, which — in the
absence of the necessary financial and corpo-
rate support — became increasingly reliant on
non-binding voluntary agreements with the local
energy utilities.é® For instance, in 2008 Vattenfall,
the new owner of Bewag, entered into a climate
protection agreement with Berlin as part of the
city’s Climate Alliance, committing to reduce CO,
emissions by 50 percent against 1990 levels. The
city government’s traditional reliance on its local
power and gas utilities to deliver urban energy
policy was seriously undermined when it lost
ownership and control of them in the 1990s. With
the long-standing compact between local utility
and city regulator disturbed, Berlin has strug-
gled to find an effective form of urban energy
governance.

Help may be coming from an unexpected source,
however. Public dissatisfaction with the privati-
sation of the city’s utilities and the slow-down
of its sustainable energy policies has inspired
the recent emergence of civil society groups
challenging the status quo. The Berlin Energy
Roundtable (Berliner Energietisch), a network of
around 50 activist groups, is pressing the city to
re-municipalise the urban electricity grid and gas
network, whilst the energy cooperative Citizen
Energy Berlin (BlUrgerEnergie Berlin) aspires to
take over the running of the power grid itself.
Both organisations advocate a paradigm shift
from fossil fuels to renewables and greater

67 Jochen Monstadt, “Urban Governance and the
Transition of Energy Systems: Institutional Change and
Shifting Energy and Climate Policies in Berlin”, International
Journal of Urban and Regional Research, vol. 31.2, 2007, 330.
68 Jochen Monstadt, Die Modernisierung der
Stromversorgung, 321 and 477-478 (cf. note 66).

making.6? It is not a return to the status quo
ante of municipally owned, but largely self-de-
pendent, utilities that they are advocating, but
a new genre of municipal utility that is environ-
mentally sustainable, socially responsible and
democratically accountable. Energy justice has
become central to this agenda, with afforda-
bility issues, socio-spatial disparities and the
unequal costs of energy transitions emerging as
prominent themes.

Although the two organisations failed in their 49

immediate aim of using a referendum to force
the city government to re-municipalize the power
grid in 2013, they have succeeded in persuading
the city government to re-engage with a pro-ac-
tive energy policy. The Berlin authorities have
recently set up an alternative, city-owned energy
utility — Berliner Stadtwerke — with a political
remit to minimise energy use and CO, emissions
via more renewable sources. Although the urban
and energy contexts today are very different
from the days of division, it is no exaggeration
to claim that the social movements campaign-
ing for an alternative energy policy are standing
on the shoulders of past activists in the city
and that the body politic is, under this pressure,
rediscovering its environmentalist ambitions of
the immediate reunification era. This marks an
apt moment to draw attention to the combina-
tion of continuity and change that has always
characterised the energy infrastructural legacy
of Berlin’s history, and to take instruction from
the ways in which the old and the new get lay-
ered in place- and time-specific configurations.

69 On the following, S6ren Becker et al., “Reconfiguring
Energy Provision in Berlin: Commoning between
Compromise and Contestation”, in Mary Dellenbaugh,
Markus Kip, Majken Bieniok, Agnes Katharina Mdller, and
Martin Schwegmann (eds.) Urban Commons: Moving beyond
State and Market (Basel: Birkhauser, 2015), 196-213; Thomas
Blanchet, “Struggle over Energy Transition in Berlin: How Do
Grassroots Initiatives Affect Local Energy Policy-Making?”,
Energy Policy, vol. 78, 2015, 248-249; Séren Becker et al.,
“Between Coproduction and Commons: Understanding
Initiatives to Reclaim Urban Energy Provision in Berlin
and Hamburg”, Urban Research and Practice, vol. 101, 2017,
67-68.
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these legacies of the technologies, policies and
practices surrounding urban energy provision,
demand management and flexibility over a
period of 100 years? Bringing a socio-spatial his-
torical perspective to bear has, we argue, timely
relevance for social science research on energy
flexibility, and more generally for urban energy
transitions scholarship. It places the ‘presentist’
take on flexibility debates of today in a broader
temporal context that discloses many parallels
and precursors to contemporary challenges and
responses. This encourages us to use evidence
from the past to scrutinise the assumptions and
expectations that underpin present-day under-
standings of energy flexibility. It sensitises us,
further, to the historical legacies that linger in
the physical constitution of urban energy sys-
tems, the infrastructural logics and planning
rationalities underpinning them and the issues
of contestation they have unleashed over time.

Analyses of what is logistically and politically
feasible in Berlin today must be situated, there-
fore, within its complex tapestry of socio-techni-
cally contingent enactments of ‘energy urbanism?’.
Being shaped so powerfully by spatial and tem-
poral contexts, energy flexibility options for
Berlin — as for any other city — are likely to be
quite distinct from responses to similar issues
elsewhere. The detailed analysis of real-life tra-
jectories of energy flexibility over a long time
period — especially in a city with such a turbu-
lent history as Berlin — challenges overly simplis-
tic narratives of energy history oriented around
the path dependence of large technical systems
or moments of system transition. The messy,
non-linear and politically mobile nature of energy
flexibility in Berlin across the past century points
to the importance of appreciating the specifici-
ties of socio-material configurations in particu-
lar spatial-temporal contexts, both at definitive
moments of rupture and in terms of legacies
that are imbricated over time. Sensitivity to the
provenance of current challenges also enhances
understanding of the framing of future action.
The energy flexibility issues faced by Berlin today
are direct legacies of past energy policies, struc-
tures, practices and perceptions, and cannot be

addressed effectively without consideration of
them, as we have shown through a wide range of
examples. The Berlin case makes apparent how
infrastructural legacies have long shaped the
evolution of energy flexibility in ways that man-
ifest peculiarly at the urban scale, with its spa-
tial concentration and density of energy demand
and energy infrastructures.

CONCLUSION

This long-term analysis of flexibility in Berlin’s
electricity and gas systems over a historically
volatile period has generated a deeper under-
standing of what energy flexibility in cities can
comprise, how it reflects the multiple socio-ma-
terial geographies of urban energy and how it
gets embroiled in and co-constitutes political
visions and conflicts over energy. In this con-
clusion, we revisit the three research ques-
tions posed in the introduction and distil their
relevance for social and historical research on
energy flexibility.

In response to the first question — about the
kinds of energy flexibility challenges experi-
enced by Berlin over the past century - it is
clear that these reach far beyond the common
problems of satisficing fluctuating demand at
different times of the day or year. Berlin cer-
tainly did have to deal with issues of peak and
off-peak loads to its power and gas systems,
but these were frequently exacerbated by soci-
etal trends or disruptive interventions. Flexibility
responses were particularly needed: when the
local economy could not sustain demand, as
during the hyper-inflation and Depression; when
the systems of energy provision were disrupted
or threatened, as during the war and political
division of the city; and when demand for energy
exceeded supply capacity, as in East Berlin under
the state planning regime. These challenges were
never, the narrative reveals, purely technical or
economic in character, but invariably embroiled
in socio-political constructs of the time.

How Berlin’s urban and infrastructure managers
responded to these challenges was the second
guiding question. The empirical analysis revealed

52
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four overlapping strategies pursued in differ-
ent ways and in varying intensity across the 100
years of study. Maximising energy reserves and
storage was one response that morphed across
multiple political regimes, being used to enable a
high degree of self-generation of electricity and
town gas in Weimar Berlin and to strengthen
system resilience in an insular West Berlin. This
rich experience of self-provision revealed how
difficult it is to address fluctuations in demand
and supply within the confines of a single (half-)
city. Full municipal control over energy produc-
tion came at a price, in the form of high capacity
levels and expensive back-up systems.

Experimenting with alternative energy sources
was a second strategy. Developed during the
1920s, this approach experienced its apogee
during the Nazi era when commandeered into
a national campaign of energy autarky, subse-
quently falling into disrepute because of this
political association. It re-emerged, though, in
the form of fuel substitution — from coal to oil
and gas — in West Berlin in the 1970s. Today,
technologies deriving biogas from sewage or
waste in the city are being heralded as innova-
tions, although they are unwitting successors to
ones originally introduced nearly a century ago.
This highlights not only non-linearity in energy
infrastructure trajectories, but also collective
amnesia when dealing with uncomfortable pasts.

Managing the demand side of the equation was
a third strategy, proving remarkably successful
from the 1920s onwards in helping to reduce
peak loads and address problems of over-capac-

This experience has had the long-term impact
of discouraging energy planners from consid-
ering energy saving as a component of any
energy efficiency drive. Today’s energy users are
proving demanding in novel ways. Many are no
longer content to follow the script as a passive
consumer, but are campaigning for alternative
modes of urban energy provision that are more
environmentally sustainable and democratically
accountable.

The fourth flexibility response, accessing external
energy sources, was a reflection of the limits to
local self-sufficiency in electricity and gas pro-
vision. The aspiration of urban energy autarky,
invigorated by the creation of the unitary city
in 1920 and revitalised by West Berlin’s insular-
ity following political division in 1948-49, was
hugely significant in terms of local control over
energy provision. Yet it was ultimately limited by
the extent to which the city could generate its
own power and gas with predominant fossil-fuel
sources. The (re-)connection of Berlin to national
and international electricity and gas networks
after 1990 has, effectively, externalised the chal-
lenges of energy flexibility to the wider grids. It
has, at the same time, reduced the potential
of the city government to shape energy policy.
This potential, the Berlin experience tells us, was
never a direct function of municipal ownership,
but always one of political will.

How, then, can the Berlin experience enrich
broader scholarship on energy flexibility? This
was the third guiding question to this paper. The
case of Berlin may be unusual — even extreme

ity. The Berlin case illustrates how deeply politi- — but it reveals in stark relief the embroilment

cal demand management can be, with examples
ranging from enrolment in the national recov-
ery effort of the Nazi regime and showcasing
capitalist consumerism in West Berlin to fol-
lowing state planning targets in East Berlin. By
contrast, efforts to limit (rather than redirect)
demand often proved ineffectual and were used
as a means of last resort, when coal resources
or generating capacities were severely limited.
Energy-saving campaigns — whether under the
Nazi regime, Allied military occupation or state
socialism — were widely ignored or circumvented.

of politics, materiality and geography in adapt-
ing energy systems to fluctuating demand and
supply. It has shown, first and foremost, that
managing energy demand to suit energy infra-
structures is not a recent phenomenon. Urban
energy managers have engaged with consum-
ers in a variety of ways and for a wide range of
political, economic and symbolic purposes at
different times. Energy use has for many years
been steered to meet infrastructure capac-
ity, but various attempts to limit energy use in
a crisis have largely failed. The legacy of this
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experience, it is argued, has a significant bear-
ing on current attempts to reconfigure patterns
of energy use through interventions such as the
roll-out of digital technology to monitor real-
time energy use.

Using a variety of flexibility technologies to
address shifts in demand and supply is also
not new, as the Berlin example testifies. They
have been enrolled to raise capacity, provide
reserves, store energy in various forms and sub-
stitute fuels at times of shortage. Social studies
of energy would do well to heed the histories of
such flexibility technologies. These histories can
be insightful about not only the socio-techni-
cal configurations of urban energy, but also the
legacy of these technologies for a city’s energy
systems today. Urban studies, in particular, can
seek inspiration from the layered complexities
of ‘energy urbanism’ that the Berlin case brings
forth as drivers that shape energy flexibility. A
sensitivity towards past attempts to flexibilise
urban energy systems can help understand how
their legacies — whether political or physical —
can frame contemporary policy responses to
flexibility challenges just as they can constrain

or enable options for new energy infrastructures
such as smart meters.

Finally, the Berlin case traces a trajectory of
popular resistance to the predominant flexibil-
ity response of ‘build and supply’. This, too, has
been shown to have strong roots, going back to
the 1970s. Calls for urban energy provision to be
responsive to users and the environment, rather
than to fluctuating demand curves alone, have a
long pedigree in Berlin. It is worth exploring how
this concern for energy justice with respect to
flexibility challenges emerged over time in other
cities. This knowledge can provide valuable insight
about how ethical arguments have been, and
can be, mobilised to develop and sustain a dis-
course around energy values. These values, the
Berlin case warns, are never benign, but always
expressive of a political vocation. History, we have
argued, can contribute to contemporary debates
on energy transitions by correcting presumptions,
revealing legacies and providing inspiration. At the
same time, we have demonstrated how issues
of current concern can generate new topics for
historical research, complementing or challeng-
ing established narratives.
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