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Abstract 

This thesis explores how relationships between the local community in 

Orkney and the Marine Renewable Energy sector are enacted through 

discourse; exploring how, through the embodied process of relating, 

individual and shared narratives emerge which shape understanding and 

behaviour. 

 

Adopting ecological dialogism as an approach to meaning making, which 

recognises the fundamental importance of context, both in terms of the 

sociocultural context in which discourse takes place, and the physical 

environment in which it is enacted, it identifies how stories and storytelling 

have played a powerful role in shaping relationships between people, place 

and energy technology. It argues for the need to take stories seriously as 

part of ecologies of meaning making, emphasising how texts of all kinds from 

official documents to oral conversations can be utilised as part of the 

storytelling process, and makes the connection between authorship and 

authority in relationships of power.  

 

It details my experiences during twenty months of fieldwork in Orkney 

engaging with the marine environment and renewable energy sector and 

explores the powerful narratives around energy and environment I 

encountered. By telling the story of ‘Team Orkney’ I show how an 

understanding of mutual interdependency and a commitment to collaboration 

within the sector mirrors wider cultural narratives about the nature of 

community in Orkney. In the face of external threats this story has been 

powerful enough to bring together multiple organisations to develop 

collaborative projects, even in the midst of competing agendas. Maintaining 

this collaboration has required an enormous amount of ‘invisible work’ in the 

form of care for interpersonal relationships, and I explore how stories and 

storytelling can be understood as part of this work of care. This research 

suggests that understanding the power of stories and the role of care in the 

process of technology development is important to our future relationships 

with energy and environment, in Orkney and beyond.  
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Introduction 

 

Words (with apologies to Mr. Larkin) 

What are words for? 

Words are where we live. 

They will not come,  

sometimes,  

when our hearts most want to sing.  

But after,  

in the silence of parting 

return to mock us with their eloquence.  

And sometimes rush,  

Unbidden,  

To make us fools,  

or foes. 

 

We try to tame them  

between crisp white pages. 

We can pretend  

we have them in our power.  

Show off our skill,  

our daring, 
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at arm’s length.  

 

‘The word in language is half someone else’s’ 

Bakhtin understood 

the work of words,  

the struggle to make them  

our own.  

(Ford, 2014:41)  

 

 

 As the location of the European Marine Energy test Centre (EMEC), Orkney 

has become a focus for an emerging Marine Renewable Energy (MRE) 

sector, bringing the local community into contact with individuals, 

organisations, and ideas from across the globe. This interaction between the 

local community and the MRE sector is enacted through discourse which 

engages with a range of local and global narratives including energy policy, 

economic development, environmental protection, and climate change. The 

aim of this research is not only to look at the nature of this discourse, and the 

range of narratives, but also to consider the environment these narratives 

emerge from, the relationships they form, and the interactions they shape. In 

doing so it will consider the role of narrative in meaning making, challenging 

the idea of texts as physical products encoding fixed meanings. By exploring 

the relationships between oral and written language, storytelling and policy 

making, community and technology, it will highlight the fundamental 

importance of context in meaning making, both in terms of the sociocultural 

context in which discourse takes place, and the physical environment in 

which it is enacted. The starting point for this research is a desire to 

understand not only the impact of EMEC and renewable energy technology 
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in Orkney, but the impact that Orkney has had on the renewable energy 

sector.  

 

Having grown up in Stromness, where EMEC is based, I was fascinated by 

the idea of a new technology growing out of the global crisis of climate 

change being developed in what would be regarded by many as a remote 

location. I was also interested in how the new ideas and people coming into 

the community, and the changes necessary to infrastructure and use of the 

marine space was affecting existing users of the marine environment. From 

my own interactions in the community, I had observed the central role of the 

storytelling process, the importance of where stories were told and who was 

telling them. To understand how stories might be shaping and responding to 

this new technology I was going to need to find a way to combine and 

balance my position as a member of the Orkney community with my role as a 

researcher, to find a way of doing research grounded in this relationship 

between people and place.   

 

Orkney 

 

Lying off the north coast of Scotland, Orkney is an archipelago of 70 islands, 

of which roughly 20 are inhabited by the population of just over 22,000 

(Highlands and Islands Enterprise, 2019). The demographic trend is towards 

an increasingly ageing population ‘with the age group 65 and over projected 

to show by far the greatest increase’ (Orkney Islands Council, 2019:14). The 

largest island is known as the Mainland and is divided into the West 

Mainland, where Stromness is the largest settlement, and the East Mainland, 

home of Orkney’s administrative capital Kirkwall. Orkney’s geographical 

location and the sheltered waters of Scapa Flow have shaped its history, 

providing shelter and supplies for centuries of mariners, from the Viking Earls 

who ruled the islands until 1492, to its strategic importance to the British 

Navy during the two world wars of the twentieth century [Wickham-Jones, 

1998]. The islands of the archipelago are connected to each other by inter 

island ferries and planes, while Orkney is connected to mainland Scotland by 
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ferries running from Stromness to Scrabster, Kirkwall to Aberdeen, and St 

Margaret’s Hope to Gills Bay; and by flights from Kirkwall to Aberdeen, 

Inverness, Edinburgh, and Glasgow.  

 

With economic activity centred on agriculture, tourism and the maritime 

sector, the islands climate and weather are ‘very influential both in terms of 

productivity and reputation’; as well as affecting travel to and within the 

islands (Orkney Islands Council, 2019:8). The islands climate is influenced 

by the Gulf Stream, leading to relatively mild, wet winters – the 19-year 

average mean maximum and minimum temperatures are 11.3 ºC and 5.4 ºC, 

respectively (ibid). Orkney’s importance as a centre for renewable energy 

generation is based on the islands’ abundance of wind; the 19-year average 

wind speed is 12.0 knots with strong winds and gales occurring frequently 

during the winter months (ibid:10). 

 

Agriculture and tourism are the main industries in the islands; the mainly 

treeless landscape of low green hills provides good grazing for cattle and 

sheep, while Orkney’s  wildlife and archaeological sites attract an increasing 

number of visitors every year. According to the Orkney Visitor Survey 2017, 

published by Orkney Islands Council and Visit Scotland, there were 174,273 

visitors to the islands in 2017, up 22% from 142,816 in 2013; with the total 

value of visitors to the Orkney economy increased from £31.1 million in 2013 

to £49.5 million in 2017 (Orkney Islands Council and Visit Scotland, 

2018:118). In marketing the islands to visitors, the range of food and drink 

produced in Orkney is highlighted – from the traditional beef, lamb, salmon, 

shellfish, cheese, oatcakes, fudge, beer and whisky to more recent additions 

of ice cream, wine, gin and rum (Orkney.com, 2021). The arts and crafts 

sector also plays an important part in the economy of the islands and is 

promoted to visitors as reflecting ‘the rich heritage, landscape and wildlife of 

Orkney’, with the creative sector described as mixing ‘the traditional with the 

contemporary, and the large-scale with the small, all against the backdrop of 

a universally shared Orcadian commitment to quality and sustainability’ 

(Orkney.com, 2021a).  The traditional and contemporary also come together 

in expressions of culture within the islands. Annual seasonal events such as 
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the local agricultural shows, harvest home celebrations, and the Kirkwall Ba’ 

games which are said to be at least 300 years old (Orkneyjar, 2021; 2021a),  

have been joined by annual festivals such as the St Magnus International 

Festival established in 1977(St Magnus International Festival, 2021) , the 

Orkney Folk Festival which began in 1982 (Orkney Folk Festival 2021), and 

the Orkney Storytelling Festival which was re-established in 2010 ( Orkney 

Storytelling Festival, 2021).  

 

There is an often repeated saying that if you scratch the surface of Orkney, it 

bleeds history, and the importance of its Neolithic sites was recognised in 

1999 when they were granted UNESCO World Heritage Site status. The 

Heart of Neolithic Orkney includes the most well-known sites of Skara Brae, 

the Ring of Brodgar, the Stones of Stenness, and Maeshowe (UNESCO 

2021). Since 2002 excavations at the Ness of Brodgar site, between the Ring 

of Brodgar and the Stones of Stenness, have provided new evidence of the 

importance of Orkney during the Neolithic. The high status and profile of 

Orkney’s archaeology has made it a popular destination of cruise liners, 

which call in Kirkwall (though some smaller vessels call in Stromness) and 

provide day excursions for passengers around the popular sites by coach. 

The numbers of cruise liners visiting the islands ‘more than doubled between 

2010-2019’ with 70 calls in 2010 and 158 in 2019 (Orkney Islands Council, 

2019:59), and until the global pandemic of 2020 this trend looked set to 

continue, raising questions of the impact of visitor numbers on historic sites 

and local infrastructure (Orcadian, 2017).  

 

Alongside the increase in visitor numbers Orkney has also attracted attention 

by being rated ‘Britain’s best place to live in terms of quality of life’ (The 

Guardian, 2019). The increase in population from 21,420 in 2011 to 22,190 

in 2018, an increase of 3.6%, (Highlands and Islands Enterprise, 2019) 

reflects Orkney’s desirability as a place to live and work. New people moving 

into the islands bring new linguistic and cultural experiences into dialogue 

with the islands’ distinctive cultural expression. Orcadian dialect is widely 

spoken in the islands, with roots back to the Norn language, a variant of Old 

Norse brought to the islands by Norse settlers and spoken during the period 
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of Norse rule in Orkney, it also reflects the ongoing influence of the Scots 

language (Marwick, 1992 [1929]; Orkneyjar, 2021b; Lange, 2007). The 

importance of Orcadian dialect and its role in the expression of community 

life and identity in Orkney will be discussed in later chapters.  

 

Orkney.com is the website used to promote and market Orkney to an outside 

audience on behalf of the Orkney Islands Council (OIC) and Highlands and 

Islands Enterprise (HIE). This collaborative project has supported key 

sectors within the islands’ economy to come together to create a sense of an 

Orkney brand across the creative, tourism, food & drink and renewable 

energy industries. The inclusion of renewable energy as part of the Orkney 

brand recognises the significant impact of the sector within the islands 

economy and its role in raising Orkney’s global profile and reputation. In 

order to understand the role of renewable energy in Orkney it is important to 

understand its context within Orkney’s energy history.  

 

Orkney’s Energy History 

 

Orkney’s relationship with energy has been shaped by its location and 

climate. Mainly treeless, windy and damp, its inhabitants have, over 

centuries, had to find ways to keep themselves warm, process and cook their 

food, transport themselves and move heavy loads using the sources of 

energy available to them locally. The landscape provided fuel in the form of 

peat, which was cut by hand, stacked and dried on the hill before being 

carted home to be stacked and stored for use in cooking and heating (Firth, 

1974). Houses in rural areas would have rights to a section of hill to cut for 

peats and the hillsides are still marked with evidence of peat banks, though 

in recent years only a handful of families still cut peat for fuel. While some 

areas of Orkney with limited supplies of peat had to buy in fuel, large 

landowners with plentiful peat banks would sell peat to the townsfolk, cut and 

carted by their tenant farmers as part of their rent (Fenton, 1978).  It is 

interesting to note that some of the larger wind turbines have made use of 

existing peat tracks as access roads onto their sites.  

http://orkney.com/
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Islanders have long been aware that the winds, waves and tides that often 

make life in Orkney challenging, could also be harnessed as forms of useful 

energy. Waves and tide transported people and goods to and from the 

islands and unexpected treasures washed up on the shores – driftwood was 

particularly prized as a building material, as well as a fuel. In the 1970s the 

North Sea provided a new and valuable treasure in the form of the ‘black 

gold’ of oil, and the island of Flotta was transformed by the building of an oil 

terminal which brought an influx of jobs and money to Orkney [Orkney.com, 

2021b).  

 

The wind, which had in previous centuries been the main source of 

propulsion for maritime travel, could also be harnessed as a source of power 

on land. Initially used to mill grain and pump water, small wind turbines like 

the Lucas Freelite became popular during the 1930s, providing electricity for 

lighting and other low power uses on farms and other rural dwellings (Firth, 

1995). In 1951 Orkney was the site of the first grid connected wind turbine at 

Costa Head in the West Mainland, sadly this early experimental project did 

not last long as the turbine was destroyed in a particularly violent Orkney 

gale. However, Orkney had established itself as the ideal location for 

developing wind technology, and in the 1980s Burgar Hill, the next hill to the 

south of Costa Head, was chosen as the location for what was then the 

largest experimental wind turbine of its time at 3MW (Orkney Renewable 

Energy Forum, 2021a). Since those early days the islands have embraced 

wind turbines in all their forms, so that today ‘the county is home to 

approximately 500 domestic turbines, more than any other county in the UK’ 

(Orkney Renewable Energy Forum, 2021b), as well as a number of large-

scale commercial and community owned turbines. The growth of wind 

generation in the islands meant that by 2013 Orkney was a net exporter of 

electricity, having generated 103% if its electricity needs from renewable 

sources – in 2020 this figure had risen to 128% (Orkney Renewable Energy 

Forum, 2021c).  
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Building on this familiarity with elemental energy, in 2001 Orkney was 

chosen as the location for the European Marine Energy Centre (EMEC) the 

world’s first test centre for technology designed to generate electricity from 

the action of wave and tide (EMEC, 2021). The enormous energy contained 

in the seas around Orkney is well understood by islanders and indeed all 

those who have crossed the Pentland Firth on a less than calm day. The 

potential to harness this marine energy has clearly worked on local 

imaginations for some time. In a 1906 publication celebrating the centenary 

of the Victoria Street United Free Church, Stromness, I read a reflection by 

John Oman, recounting the changes to the lighting in the kirk building from 

‘tallow dips’ to ‘an illumination of gas’, and ending with the speculation that 

‘the next thing will be a flood of electric light generated in Hoy Sound’ (Oman 

1906:38). Immediately I thought of the opening chapter of An Orkney 

Tapestry where George Mackay Brown writes: 

 

There is the Pentland Firth to cross, first of all. This is looked 
on as a fearsome experience by some people who are 
visiting Orkney for the first time. In Scrabster they sip brandy 
or swallow sea-sick tablets. The crossing can be rough 
enough – the Atlantic and the North Sea invading each 
other’s domain twice a day, raging back and fore through the 
narrow channels and sounds, an eternal wrestle; and the 
fickle wind can be foe or ally. But as often as not the Firth is 
calm; the St Ola dips through a gentle swell between 
Scrabster and Stromness. George Bernard Shaw visited 
Orkney once in the nineteen-twenties. He was impressed by 
that mighty outpouring of waters. There was power enough 
in the Pentland Firth, he wrote, to provide all Europe with 
electrical power.    

(Brown, 1969:17) 

 

The potential to harness this energy has also inspired political and economic 

imaginations. In 2006 Alex Salmond, then leader of the Scottish National 

Party, referred to the Pentland Firth as ‘the Saudi Arabia of tidal power’ 

(Salmond, 2006: 5) and this often-repeated quote became part of the 

narrative surrounding Orkney’s role in the development of marine renewable 

energy.  
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Marine Renewable Energy and EMEC 

 

Marine energy, or ocean energy, are terms covering a range of methods for 

harnessing energy from the marine environment. At EMEC the focus is on 

wave and tidal power, and the development of technology to generate 

electricity from the motion of the waves or the flow of the tidal stream. EMEC 

offers the world’s only grid connected, purpose built, multi-berth, open sea 

test facilities for wave and tidal energy devices; as well as the wave test site 

at Billia Croo near Stromness, it has a tidal test site at the Fall of Warness off 

the island of Eday. There are also two scale test sites which are not grid 

connected and offer more sheltered test conditions for early prototype 

devices: the scale wave site in Scapa Flow and the scale tidal site in 

Shapinsay Sound (EMEC, 2021a). Recent developments in EMEC’s energy 

interests have also seen the addition of a hydrogen production plant at 

EMEC’s Caldale site on Eday, and a 75kW hydrogen fuel cell owned by 

EMEC on Kirkwall Pier. EMEC has offices as part of the Orkney Research 

and Innovation Campus site in Stromness and at Hatston in Kirkwall.  

 

My initial experience of EMEC came through a period of fieldwork I carried 

out in 2014 as research assistant to Dr Laura Watts, as part of the IT 

University of Copenhagen’s Alien Energy Project. This initial introduction to 

key members of EMEC staff facilitated the development of relationships 

which shaped and informed my own research for this PhD project, and I am 

immensely grateful for all of the support and encouragement they have given 

me. By the time I started my own fieldwork in 2016 the marine energy sector 

had undergone a major change in fortune, and as a result two of the most 

well-established wave energy developers, Pelamis and Aquamarine Power, 

had gone into administration. In seeking to understand the circumstances 

that had led to this it became apparent that the story of Marine Renewable 

Energy (MRE) in Orkney was deeply entangled with wider narratives about 

renewable energy, energy infrastructure and energy policy. My initial focus 

on MRE and the marine environment therefore inevitably widened as I traced 
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the stories I was hearing, following the narratives as they emerged through 

my interactions with people and places. The resulting research reflects a 

commitment to understanding the context which has shaped the story of 

MRE in Orkney and recognises the importance of context in the meanings 

that may emerge in the telling of this story.  

 

Language and communication  

 

Living on an island makes context visible – the sea both separates and 

connects you to the outside world. This project arises from an interest in this 

fluidity between connection and separation, as it applies not only to place but 

to people. Just as the sea can act as both a barrier and a transport route, our 

ability to connect with other human beings relies on the ebb and flow of 

language, with its ability to sink us in misunderstanding as well as carry our 

meaning. Communication is more than language, just as the sea is more 

than water. Both are constantly in motion and full of potential energy. How to 

engage with, and understand something which is constantly in a state of 

flux?  

 

My starting point was the strange resonance between the work of a Russian 

philosopher and a Stromness poet, the way Mikhail Bakhtin’s observation 

that: 

 

…Language, for the individual consciousness, lies on the 
borderline between oneself and the other. The word in 
language is half someone else's.  

(Bakhtin, 1981:293) 

 

 

offered to explain George Mackay Brown’s claim that: 
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It is the word, blossoming as legend, poem, story, secret, 
that holds a community together and gives a meaning to its 
life. 

(Brown,1969:21) 

 

In these two quotes Bakhtin and Brown spoke to my desire to understand the 

role of language as both a tool of communication and a highly personal 

aspect of an individual’s experience of ‘being-in-the-world’ (Heidegger, 

1962). My concern is to understand language, in all its forms, as 

fundamentally relational and creative; to explore the power-full relationships 

which lead to different types of language, and different types of discourse, 

and how these are valued and evaluated differently. I am interested in 

exploring the role of language in the processes that establish and maintain 

social power, and how in turn social power impacts access to, and control 

over, physical sources of power, i.e., energy. Both Bakhtin and Brown 

challenge the authority of the text as a source of meaning in and of itself and 

emphasise the ongoing relationships that all texts have with a living 

community of readers and listeners, an active and re-active audience. It was 

reading the work of Mikhail Bakhtin that shaped my understanding of 

language as a living process rooted in human dialogue.  

 

Mikhail M Bakhtin 

 

Born in the Russian Empire of 1895, Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin lived and 

worked through the turbulent historical events which formed the USSR in 

which he died in 1975, and his life was inevitably shaped by these events, 

and by the bone disease which eventually led to the amputation of a leg in 

1938. Throughout his career Bakhtin’s work was suppressed, either by the 

actions of political and academic authorities or by unlucky circumstances 

– he was arrested and sent into internal exile in 1929 and denied his 

doctorate in 1949 when his original work on Rabelais divided academic 

opinion. In 1937 the manuscript for his book on the eighteenth-century 

German novel disappeared from the publishers during the German invasion 
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while, ’the only other copy of this manuscript Bakhtin – an inveterate smoker 

– used as paper to roll his own cigarettes during the dark days of the 

German invasion’ (Holquist, 1981: xxiv). This complicated relationship to 

texts extends into ongoing disagreements about Bakhtin’s role in the 

authorship of texts published under the names of V. N. Volosinov and P.N. 

Medvedev – members of the “Bakhtin Circle” of thinkers close to Bakhtin and 

with who he engaged in lively discussions of ‘literary, religious and political 

topics’ (ibid: xxii) – with some scholars claiming the disputed texts to be 

substantially the work of Bakhtin himself.  

 

With the translation into English of The Dialogic Imagination in 1981, 

Bakhtin’s work on the novel was taken up by literary scholars in the west, 

however his earlier works, such as Towards a Philosophy of the Act (1993) 

take a more philosophical approach to language. As Michael Holquist, editor 

and translator of a number of works by Bakhtin, points out in his introduction 

to The Dialogic Imagination: 

 

At the heart of everything Bakhtin ever did – from what we 
know of his very earliest (lost) manuscripts to the very latest 
(still unpublished) work – is a highly distinctive concept of 
language.  

(ibid: xviii) 

 

In Chapter One I will explore Bakhtin’s ‘distinctive concept’ of dialogism and 

its implications for my own approach to language and meaning making, for 

now it is important to point out that, in contrast to other thinkers of his time 

like Saussure and Jakobson, who took a systematic approach to language, 

‘Bakhtin’s motivating idea is in its essence opposed to any strict 

formalization’ (ibid: xvii). At the heart of dialogism is an understanding of 

language as lived experience, as ‘two actual people talking to each other in a 

specific dialogue at a particular time in a particular place’ (ibid: xx).  
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George Mackay Brown 

 

The particularity of place and personal circumstance was also a fundamental 

influence on the work of George Mackay Brown. Born in Stromness in 1921 

Brown’s early life was shaped by his family’s poverty and the tuberculosis 

which hospitalised him on several occasions and prevented him from taking 

on an active working life. Instead, he turned to writing, and through 

journalism, poetry, novels, short stories and plays created such powerful 

images of Orkney that he has come to be seen as the Orkney Skald 

(Ferguson, 2006; Brown 1997; Ferguson, 2011; Murray and Murray, 2004). 

For many Stromness residents, George Mackay Brown the poet, the Orkney 

Skald, never really existed. They knew George Brown, who they would meet 

along the street, one of the many 'well-kent faces' to be encountered as part 

of the daily rituals of life in the town, but his identity as an acclaimed poet, 

and his place within the world of Scottish Literature, did not intrude into these 

encounters – he was just another member of the community, a face and a 

name which shaped their frame of reference. Growing up in Stromness my 

encounters with him were of this nature, just a familiar face not a literary 

icon.   

 

Yet the impact of George Mackay Brown's writing, both within and out-with 

Orkney, has played a large part in people’s perceptions of Orkney, and in the 

complex relationship between individual and communal expressions of 

cultural identity within the islands. Bethold Schoene in his book The Making 

of Orcadia identifies the work of George Mackay Brown as taking 'a 

significant part in this narrative process of constructing and maintaining 

communal identity' (Schoene, 1995: 5).  Referring to Edwin Muir's potent 

metaphor of The Story and The Fable which comes from Muir’s 

autobiography, Brown makes a point fundamental to an understanding of his 

own work, and to its significance to literary representations of Orkney. He 

writes in the Foreword: 
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The facts of our history – what Edwin Muir called The Story 
– are there to read and study .... But it often seems that 
history is only the forging, out of terrible and kindly fires, of a 
mask. The mask is undeniably there; it is impressive and 
reassuring, it flatters us to wear it. Underneath, the true face 
dreams on, and The Fable is repeated over and over again.  

(Brown, 1969:11) 

 

For Brown ‘The Fable’ has a timeless mystical quality which resonates with 

the religious imagery and spiritual themes of his work. Yet for me the Story 

and Fable metaphor captures the way place is made by stories, which are 

always multiple and deeply personal. Behind the stories of history, the dates 

and events, are individual lives and experiences which weave the fable from 

‘the word’, passing from lip to ear, sharing joy and sorrow and understanding 

of what it means to live together in this place, at this time.  

  

Ecologies of meaning making  

 

In seeking to understand these connections between people and place, 

energy and environment, technology and community, and the role of 

language in shaping these stories and fables, I needed to challenge what 

Per Linell calls the ‘written language bias’ of linguistic study, which he 

identifies as coming from ‘the traditional preoccupation with written language 

and other static modes of representing phenomena’ (Linell, 2009: 368).  The 

‘borderline between oneself and the other’ where meaning making takes 

place is characterised by movement, in the form of a constant flow of 

communicative potential between individuals, and between the individual and 

their environment. Dialogism offers a way to describe this flow, with its 

understanding of the situated and interactional nature of communication.  

Linell argues that dialogism is ‘first and foremost a meta-theoretical frame 

work for the human sciences’, offering, ‘a theory  for the meaningful world, 

seen as consisting of cognitions (ideas, thoughts), communicative processes 

and meaningful actions, all of which are anchored in both a sociocultural and 

a physical world’, suggesting ‘a more abstract notion of “dialogue”, or rather: 
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“dialogicality”’ which he sees as ‘the dynamic abilities to take part in 

interactions with others and with sociocultural contexts as well as physical 

environments’ (Linell 2009, 28). In looking at language beyond texts and 

considering the context, both physical and cultural, in which meaning is being 

made I came to see how these contexts could be understood in terms of 

ecologies of meaning making. In Chapter One I suggest ecological dialogism 

as an approach to language as simultaneously embodied in individual 

experience yet extended into a shared physical and cultural space where it is 

enacted through various mediums as part of a physical and cultural ecology.  

 

Ecological dialogism offered me a new perspective from which to understand 

my own experience growing up in a place to which my parents were 

incomers, where I felt both part of, and at the same time partly detached 

from, the community. It helped me to think of community as a process in 

which I was taking part, rather than a definition of identity as a claim to be 

staked and defended against other’s competing definitions. My lack of 

competence in the local Orcadian dialect acts as a marker of difference, it 

problematises any claim I might make to speak as part of the community. 

Setting out to do academic research in the community in which I grew up, 

and still live, raises further issues of authenticity and authority. Who am I to 

do this work? Who am I writing for? How will my position in the community 

affect my research, and will my research have implications for my future in 

the community? With these questions at the forefront of my mind I have 

approached this project seeking to find a way to address these concerns 

about authority and authenticity in my method of research, concerns which 

are also central to the research itself. Chapter One will set out how my 

theoretical understanding of language has in turn informed and shaped my 

methods and ethics.  

 

Contribution  

 

The future story of Marine Renewable Energy and its role in the wider story 

of twenty-first-century climate change, environmental degradation, and 
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energy insecurity, will depend on which stories get told and who tells them.  It 

will also depend on how well we are able to listen to and understand these 

stories, and this in turn rests on our ability to understand ourselves and the 

nature of our dialogical relationship with our environment. This thesis seeks 

in some small way to contribute to this process by taking stories and 

storytelling seriously and highlighting the important role they play in shaping 

relationships between people and places. The stories told here are particular 

but the insights they offer about the importance of the storytelling process in 

relationships of power, and the dialogical nature of embodied meaning 

making, have something to contribute to wider debates about the possibility 

of liveable human futures at a time of environmental crisis.  

 

Research Questions 

 

The research will address the following questions: 

 

1. How does the discourse about Marine Renewable Energy in Orkney 

engage with wider discourses about energy and environment, 

specifically the marine environment, on issues of climate change, 

environmental impact and ownership? This question focuses on the 

relationships between MRE and other renewable energy technologies 

in Orkney and how this renewable story fits into Orkney’s energy 

history, which had previously been dominated by North Sea oil in the 

20th century. In an island community shaped by fishing and farming 

and now heavily reliant on tourism, it also raises the question of how 

sustainability is understood in terms of environment and economics, 

recognising the potential for conflict and exploring how the renewable 

sector navigates these tensions. Entangled here are individual and 

cultural relationships with energy and environment, particular people 

interacting in particular places, navigating particular contexts of 

meaning making which include both energy infrastructures and socio-

economic power structures.  
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2. How has the discourse around renewable energy engaged with, and 

been shaped by, local discourses in Orkney? What effect does this 

have on meaning making and decision making?  – This question 

considers the relationship between local narratives and how the story 

of the renewable energy sector has been told, looking at how people 

and place have informed the development of this new technology. It 

focuses on how community discourse creates shared narratives and 

how these can work to shape individual and collective meaning 

making. Recognising the potential power of stories to make things 

happen in the world this question considers how particular narratives 

gain power depending on how, where and by whom they are told.  

 

 

3. How does the story of renewable energy in Orkney engage with and 

inform wider narratives? What might these Orkney stories contribute 

to our thinking about issues of energy and environment in a future 

shaped by climate change? – This question considers how Orkney 

stories do or don’t travel and how they might engage in relationships 

and dialogues beyond the islands. In doing so it explores how 

storytelling acts as an integral part of the technological developments 

in renewable energy that have made Orkney the focus of international 

interest and asks how situated knowledges and practices might be 

translated for different audiences.  

 

4. How can we understand the relationships between people and place 

through stories? – As well as focusing on the role of stories and 

storytelling in relationships between people and place in Orkney, this 

question considers stories and storytelling as theoretical and 

methodological approaches to meaning making.  

 

 

5. Could ecological dialogism as a way of understanding meaning-

making offer suggestions for the development of more representative, 

reflective, and effective approaches to research and community 



 

29 

engagement, particularly around issues of energy and environment? 

– In considering the effectiveness of ecological dialogism as an 

approach in this research, this question explores how it might be 

developed and applied in other contexts.   
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1. Stories as Method 

 

This chapter sets out the theory which has informed my approach to the 

process of research. While it forms the foundation for answering all my 

research questions, this chapter explicitly addresses Question 4 by 

considering the role of stories in the relationships between people and place 

and Question 5 by introducing ecological dialogism as an approach to 

meaning making and its relevance for addressing questions of community, 

energy, and environment.  As the Introduction explained, the roots of this 

project are buried deep in my personal history; it was the discovery of 

dialogism during my undergraduate studies which helped me to start making 

sense of the complicated relationship I have with Orkney and made me 

sensitive to the role of stories in this process. Bakhtin’s insights into the 

nature of language and communication helped me to think about what I was 

hearing and experiencing, how my personal responses were always formed 

in relationship to others and often referred to shared stories, from folklore, to 

newspaper articles and local gossip.  

 

It is this desire to understand and take seriously the role of shared stories, 

and the process of storytelling as a fundamental part of the process of 

community, which informs my research and has shaped the direction of my 

reading and thinking. For me research comes from a place of personal 

exploration as much as academic inquiry. In Bakhtin’s dialogism I found an 

understanding of language as a living, evolving, heteroglossia which pointed 

to the impossibility of separating theory from method, the researcher from the 

research, or ethics from praxis. Moving from the study of language as 

literature to following stories onto the street and into the pages of policy 

documents and press releases challenged my definition of texts, revealing 

the ways in which they work as points of connection and contention, actively 

shaping relationships between people and place through the negotiation of 

authorship and authority.    
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 The relationship between meaning and text, written words and oral 

communication, stories and storytelling is the underlying concern of this 

entire project. At stake are fundamental questions about our relationship with 

language – what we think it is, how we use it, and how that understanding, 

and use shapes our view of ourselves and the world around us. I am 

interested in how texts are involved in meaning making and how, as a result, 

they are involved in making things happen in the world. I have found it helpful 

to think about these questions in terms of the broad themes of authorship, 

how texts get composed, and by whom; and authority – the influence texts 

exert on their audience, and their impact on events and activities in the 

world. Thinking about these first two themes has inevitably led me to the 

question of authenticity. I am interested in the extent to which a text can be 

said  to reflect ‘reality’ in the way it communicates about people, places and 

events, and what factors affect how different audiences accept the ‘truth’ 

claims of a particular text. Central to an understanding of these issues is the 

role of the text in the relationship between author and audience, how the text 

is produced, presented, and received, as well as the intentions behind its 

production –  which might be to inform, persuade, command, connect, or 

obscure.   

 

Texts  

 

I will explore each of these questions in more detail later, but firstly what do I 

mean by text? Focusing on the Orkney Sustainable Energy Strategy, one of 

the documents that I encountered during my fieldwork, we can begin to 

explore the above questions, by looking at a text specifically about 

renewable energy in Orkney and considering why such an approach is 

relevant to understanding the development of Marine Renewable Energy in 

Orkney. 

 

 I have chosen this document because of its strategic importance as an 

authoritative point of reference in the official discourse around the 
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development of renewable energy projects in Orkney in recent years. The 

importance of the Orkney Sustainable Energy Strategy is based on the 

authority of its authorship. In later chapters I will explore how this authorship 

emerges through complex relationships and messy ‘invisible work’, which the 

text acts to conceal. Having identified the importance of this text as a site of 

authority, I will go on to suggest an alternative approach to authorship. Such 

a text could act as a site of engagement which recognises authority as a 

dialogically negotiated process which is always situated within, and in 

dialogue with, wider cultural narratives.  

 

Published in September 2017, according to the Orkney Islands Council 

webpage where the document can be downloaded, the Orkney Sustainable 

Energy Strategy 2017/2025, has been developed by a partnership, including 

Orkney Islands Council [OIC], Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE), 

Community Energy Scotland (CES) and the Orkney Renewable Energy 

Forum (OREF), on behalf of the wider community.  

 

Authorship of the document, and the authority it has to speak ‘on behalf of 

the wider community’ is the immediate question which arises. The Foreword 

to the document is signed by the four individuals representing Orkney Islands 

Council (OIC), Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE), Community Energy 

Scotland (CES) and Orkney Renewable Energy Forum (OREF), and in the 

Foreword reference is made to the document having been endorsed by The 

Orkney Partnership – this is Orkney's community planning partnership which 

is the lead body for joint working between multiple agencies in Orkney. I will 

come back to look at the implications of this multiple authorship and the 

authors’ claims to speak ‘on behalf of the wider community’, but to 

understand why this is an issue, and to begin to understand the role of texts 

in the process by which authority is establish and enforced, I would like to 

begin by considering the nature of texts.  

 

While the Orkney Sustainable Energy Strategy does exist as a physical 

document comprising printed pages of written language, it will be 

encountered by the majority of its readers as a pdf downloaded from the 



 

33 

website of Orkney Islands Council; where it exists in digital form, accessible 

to anyone with access to an internet connection and a screen to read it on, 

whether they are in Stromness, Orkney or Stromness, South Georgia.  

Already we have problematised the notion that a text must be a physical 

object – in the age of social media and ebooks more and more of the texts 

we encounter in our daily lives come to us in a digital format. Of course, 

texts, whether physical or digital, regularly contain more than words, with 

advances in technology opening up increasing possibilities for multimodal 

formats. But whatever the format, we think of our engagement with texts 

through the process of reading, with the aim of this process commonly 

expressed in terms of gaining an understanding of what a text ‘means’.  

 

While the reading and writing of texts involves an active process, the nature 

of the text itself is seemingly fixed – as Fairclough (1989:24) characterises it, 

‘a text is product rather than a process – a product of the process of text 

production’. If reading is a process, and text is a product, either physical or 

virtual, then what is meaning? Where does meaning come into the process 

of text production and reception? If texts are made of words, and words are 

part of language, perhaps this is the obvious place to look for meaning – 

what is the relationship between language and meaning?  

 

The Conduit Metaphor and Written Language Bias 

 

Michael Reddy famously identifies the conduit metaphor in language use, 

which he sees as expressed in the following ways: 

 

1)language functions like a conduit, transferring thoughts 
bodily from one person to another; (2) in writing and 
speaking, people insert their thoughts or feelings in the 
words; (3) words accomplish the transfer by containing the 
thoughts or feelings and conveying them to others; and (4) in 
listening or reading, people extract the thoughts and feelings 
once again from the words  

(Reddy, 1979: 290) 
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An example would be my concern that this sentence ‘gets my meaning 

across to you’, that I am able to ‘put my thoughts into words’, and that by 

choosing the correct words I can ‘give you an idea’ of what I am trying to 

communicate without ‘coming across’ as ‘impenetrable’.  

 

 Per Linell characterises the underlying assumption which leads to the 

conduit metaphor: 

 

Cognition precedes communication; before one can say 
anything, one must have thought it out. Language is first and 
foremost a tool for cognition. Communication consists in a 
transmission of meanings and messages between 
individuals, from the speaker (or sender) to the listener 
(recipient). More precisely, what happens in communication 
is that the speaker sends a fixed message to a listener via 
linguistic expressions associated with that meaning; 
meanings ’travel’. Together with a fixed code, ultimately 
based on the principle that language mirrors reality, the 
transfer of correctly coded messages can secure complete 
and mutual understanding.  

(Linell, 2005: 98) 

 

 

 

Having identified the underlying assumption about language expressed 

through the conduit metaphor – that thoughts generated within the brains of 

individuals  can be contained in language and then passed into the heads of 

other individuals, who then experience the same meaning as the originator of 

the thought – further questions arise; why do we have these assumptions?; 

what effect do they have on our communicative practice?; and perhaps the 

most fundamental question of all – do they actually reflect the reality of 

human communication?  
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Before looking at why these assumptions might have arisen, and whether 

they are accurate, I would like to consider how they shape our 

communicative practices.  

 

Reddy highlights the far reaching, and unconscious, impact these underlying 

assumptions, expressed through the conduit metaphor, have on our 

everyday communication: 

 

The logic of the framework runs like threads in many 
directions through the syntactic and semantic fabric of our 
speech habits. Merely becoming cognizant of this in no way 
alters the situation. Nor does it appear that one can adopt a 
new framework and develop it while ignoring the cloth of the 
language. For everywhere one runs into the old threads, and 
each one pushes conversation and thought back a little way 
toward the established pattern. No matter how otherworldly 
this may seem, there is some exceedingly poignant 
evidence that it has occurred and continues to occur. 

 (Reddy, 1979: 297) 

 

 

Reddy goes on in his discussion to refer to the ‘Whorf hypothesis’ (also 

commonly referred to as the ’Sapir- Whorf hypothesis’), and in doing so he 

addresses a view of linguistic determinism which, expressed in its strong 

version sees language as pre-existing thought and therefore completely 

determining how a speaker thinks about the world; or in its weak form, sees 

language as simply influencing a speaker’s thoughts and communication. 

While recognising that language does play a part in shaping speakers’ 

interactions in the world, I would challenge the foundational assumption that 

language pre-exists thought, which leads to an objectification of language. 

Rather, I would argue for Linell’s alternative approach which sees that: 

 

Language and discourse are necessarily intertwined. 
Linguistic resources are aspects of – methods for – 
meaning-making activities and practices. While the traces of 
linguistic activities (‘words’, etc.) Have a written mode of 
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existence, the linguistic entities per se are not (abstract) 
objects. If a language is to be construed as a system of 
objects at all, this system and its associated theories must in 
large part be seen as cultural artefacts; they exist as the 
products of those decontextualising activities by linguists 
and other language cultivators which serve to separate out 
certain structural properties from the continuities of 
discursive activities. Such artifacts are useful for various 
purposes in a literate society using written texts and 
computers.  

(Linell, 2005:43) 

 

 

Linell is concerned that the ‘Written Language Bias’ he identifies and 

characterises within the study of linguistics has distorted our understanding 

of language and its use, leading to two variants to a view of language and 

world as distinct and separate.  Objectivism – where an ‘objective world’ 

exists prior to, and independently from language – views language as merely 

descriptive, so that ‘linguistic items, words and sentences, stand for things 

and states-of affairs in the world’. Subjectivism (or ‘mentalism’) assumes that 

individuals’ perceptions of the world are shaped by their senses and 

cognitive abilities, and apprehended as ‘a subjective, ‘inner’ world’, with the 

role of language being to ‘reflect and represent’ this subjective inner world 

(ibid: 40). The underlying assumption of both of these views of language is 

that it has no effect on understanding and simply reflects the world, or at 

least an individual’s understanding of it, so that ‘words are just pointers to 

things in the world or to ideas in individual minds’ (ibid: 41).  In contrast Linell 

argues that ‘language and the world are not entirely distinct phenomena, but 

they are reflexively or dialogically related’ with the result that: 

 

Language and meaning belong neither to an objective, outer 
reality nor to a subjective, ‘inner’ world. Rather, language 
and meaning, as well as human desires, feelings, projects, 
intentions, expectations, etc belong to an ‘inter-world’ 
between the individual, who is culturally embedded, and 
others, who are similarly culturally embedded. Language is a 
means of relating to and interacting with others, of being (or 
becoming) in the world. [emphasis in original] 
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(ibid:42)  

 

Later I will go on to expand on Linell’s characterisation of this ‘inter-world’, 

but for now his emphasis on the role of language as relational and 

interactional, and as part of a process of ‘being (or becoming) in the world’, 

offers a helpful introduction to explore an understanding of language as 

dialogical.  

 

Dialogism and dialect 

 

In Rethinking Language, Mind, and World Dialogically: Interactional and 

Contextual Theories of Human Sense-making, Linell makes the following 

claim: 

 

Dialogism is first and foremost a meta-theoretical framework 
for the human sciences. It is a general epistemology and/or 
ontology for sociocultural (human) phenomena: semiosis, 
cognition, communication, discourse, consciousness, action 
in the world, i.e., for the social, cultural and human sciences 
and arts…Dialogism becomes a theory for the meaningful 
world, seen as consisting of cognitions (ideas, thoughts), 
communicative processes and meaningful actions, all of 
which are anchored in both a sociocultural and a physical 
world.  

(Linell, 2009:28) 

 

 

Linell offers an extended and applied version of dialogism drawing on the 

work of Mikhail Bakhtin, confirming my own belief in the application of 

Bakhtin’s thinking as a means of understanding the communicative and 

linguistic practices which I had observed in my daily life. The following 

section reflects upon the impact of Bakhtin’s work in shaping my thinking 

about language and communication, giving details of my experiences of 

language as authority and authorship, in a personal example of dialogism in 

action.  
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My first reading of Bakhtin was ‘The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays’ and 

as a student of English Literature, the opening paragraph of ‘Discourse in the 

Novel’ directly addressed the questions I was asking myself about my 

studying of literature and language – how where these areas of academic 

knowledge related to, or relevant to daily life: 

 

The principal idea of this essay is that the study of verbal art 
can and must overcome the divorce between an abstract 
“formal” approach and an equally abstract “ideological” 
approach. Form and content in discourse are one, once we 
understand that verbal discourse is a social phenomenon - 
social throughout its entire range and in each and every of 
its factors, from the sound image to the furthest reaches of 
abstract meaning.  

(Bakhtin, 1981:259) 

 

Throughout my education I had become aware of the way a system of 

authority judged and awarded value to acts of linguistic expression. At school 

we read ‘set texts’, works considered classics within the cannon of English 

Literature, yet I read voraciously, and found as much linguistic and 

intellectual stimulation in texts which would never even be considered for the 

canon, would be judged as worthless and be banned from the classroom. I 

also saw how language use was judged and became aware that there could 

be conflicting areas of authority at work at the same time. As the child of 

English incomers to Orkney I did not have access to Orkney dialect at home, 

and my speech was shaped by my parents’ Liverpudlian accents and the 

BBC English I heard on radio and television.  

 

Language became a minefield for me, proclaiming me as ‘not local’ every 

time I opened my mouth. I became extremely self-conscious about my voice 

– I doubted my authority to speak. Written language offered a surer footing, 

as long as the requirement was to write in standard English. At school the 

majority of the teachers and pupils were Orcadian dialect speakers, and I 
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can remember my discomfort when we were set the task to write a story 

using local dialect, which for me was a second language I could understand 

but not articulate. I know from speaking to contemporaries that in other 

schools in the islands there was a policy of discouraging Orcadian dialect 

use, and children were being ‘corrected’ and even punished, for speaking or 

writing dialect in the classroom.  

 

Michael Lange addresses the issue of language and identity in Orcadian 

education in The Norwegian Scots: An Anthropological Interpretation of 

Viking-Scottish Identity in the Orkney Islands (2007). He points out that 

although there was ‘a push to teach local history, regional identity and dialect 

in Orkney’s schools starting in the 1970s and 80s’ (ibid:128) as a result of the 

publication of Primary Education in Scotland by the Scottish Education 

Department in 1965, there was opposition within Orkney Islands Council to 

local funding for initiatives to use dialect in the classroom. One of Lange’s 

informants explains that this reflected a view within the council at that time 

that ‘you can’t teach dialect’, suggesting that ‘the council viewed Orcadian 

dialect as dead or dying already’ (ibid:130). The roots of this view can be 

traced to earlier attitudes towards Orcadian dialect in education; in 1952 the 

then director of education John Shearer, addressing pupils at Kirkwall 

Grammar School’s prize-giving day, is quoted as saying: 

 

The use of a dialect along with standard English imposes on 
our young people the handicap of bi-lingualism – that is, they 
habitually use two languages. This is a real impediment to 
progress. Further, the dialects are not pretty and their 
literature is small.  

(The Orcadian,1952:4) 

 

The tension between Orcadian dialect and standard English entangles 

individual identity with questions of cultural and socio-economic value and 

power. The judgement of dialect as ‘not pretty’ and an ‘impediment to 

progress’ and the view of ‘bi-lingualism’ as a ‘handicap’ makes clear that 

educational policy in Orkney at the time saw the use of standard English and 



 

40 

its cultural products as of greater value than local language and culture. 

Compulsory education was aligned with, and promoting or indeed enforcing, 

the cultural values of a system of power located outside the islands. For local 

children the authoritative discourse of the classroom was brought into direct 

opposition to their formative experiences of language and the previously 

authoritative discourse of parents, family and the wider community.  

 

 

Here is evidence of Bakhtin’s claim for language as ‘social throughout its 

entire range’, heteroglossia as multiple voices which carry authority and  

shape the individual’s experience of language and communicative potential.  

The authority that I experienced as a child came to me through social 

relationships; between child and parent, with other children at school, 

through daily discourse in the community, through the rules of the classroom 

imposed by the teacher, set by the head of the school, decided at a political 

level by ministers of education, guided by policy experts, academics and 

ultimately dictated by the ideology of the government in power. Navigating 

these different, and often competing, authorities shaped my sense of myself 

and how I related to those around me, it raised questions of identity and 

belonging, it forced me to choose between competing authorities while trying 

to find a way to author my own words. All of this emerged for me through the 

processes and in the contexts of daily life, as I interacted and negotiated 

relationships with the people around me. My lack of confidence over my 

verbal authority often led me to remain silent in the classroom, while my 

competence with written language marked me out as academically able. This 

could lead not only to social awkwardness with my peers but even on one 

occasion the accusation from a teacher that I thought I was ‘better than 

everyone else’ and therefore not bothering to contribute.  

 

Authority and being ‘bigsy’  

 

To understand the seriousness of this accusation it is important to introduce 

the Orcadian dialect word ‘bigsy’ which means ‘conceited’ (Flaws and Lamb, 



 

41 

2001) – the teacher in the classroom would not have called me bigsy, but 

this would have been the dialect word her remarks would have brought to 

dialect speakers’ minds and would have immediately activated a negative 

evaluation of my silence. I explored the concept of ‘bigsy-ness’ in relation to 

cultural identity in Orkney in my MLitt dissertation (Ford, 2013) and this will 

be an important aspect of my argument later in this thesis as I discuss my 

fieldwork. 

 

 Lange has a whole chapter on ‘Being Important, Being Bigsy’ and for his 

informants ‘being bigsy is a cardinal sin’ (2007:61) as it goes against ‘an 

egalitarian sensibility that is a strong and conscious part of what many 

people consider to be a typically Orcadian way of life’ (ibid). Identifying ‘the 

history of the islands’ and the ‘small population’ as important factors in this 

resistance to ‘hierarchical divisions within the social structure’, Lange points 

out how this is coupled with ‘a sense of independence’ through the 

community members working together to ‘achieve their goals without the 

need for help from the outside’ (ibid).   

 

Bigsy-ness attracts criticism because it is in conflict with this authoritative 

narrative about the Orkney community as egalitarian and cohesive, which is 

reflected in a communicative style of reticence, self-deprecation and strategic 

silence – ‘a good Orcadian is quiet, while someone who is bigsy or loud is 

either a bad Orcadian or no Orcadian at all’ (ibid:63). It might appear that my 

reluctance to speak up in class would fit into this communicative style and be 

perceived as self-effacing reticence – yet my non-Orcadian speech and 

precocious written work marked my silence not as shyness but as 

superiority.  Before exploring the specific social mechanisms at work in 

shaping my experience, I would like to look more closely at the written 

language bias and how it relates to Bakhtin’s observation of the way 

linguistic authority emerges through language use and the forces at work in 

that process.  

 



 

42 

The two forces in Language  

 

In recognising the intrinsically social nature of language Bakhtin is clear 

about the approach we must take to understanding language use in the 

human world of social interaction and social forces: 

 

We are taking language not as a system of abstract 
grammatical categories, but rather language conceived as 
ideologically saturated, language as a world view, even as a 
concrete opinion, insuring a maximum of mutual 
understanding in all spheres of ideological life.  

(Bakhtin, 1981:271) 

 

Taking the utterance as the basic unit of language, Bakhtin identifies the act 

of speaking (or writing) as the point where language both emerges from, and 

enters into, the social realm: 

 

Every concrete utterance of a speaking subject serves as a 
point where centrifugal as well as centripetal forces are 
brought to bear.  

(Bakhtin, 1981:272) 

 

 

The tension here is between the need for a certain level of shared 

understanding in order for communication between speakers to proceed, 

while allowing for individual creativity of expression. Bakhtin uses the term 

‘heteroglossia’ to capture the sense of this multiplicity of individual 

experience being given voice in the social life of language. At the same time 

the need for shared understanding creates a force for unification and 

centralisation of language use which works against heteroglossia. Bakhtin 

describes how this centripetal force is expressed in what he calls ‘unitary 

language’ which seeks to overcome heteroglossia by ‘imposing specific limits 

on it, guaranteeing a certain maximum of mutual understanding and 
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crystallising into a real, although still relative, unity – the unity of the reigning 

conversational (everyday) and literary language, “correct language”.’ 

(ibid:270).  

 

It might be helpful here to think of these forces in terms of linguistic authority, 

with unitary language representing the authority of an official form of 

language used by those in positions of social power and authority, who seek 

to enforce their authority over the heteroglossia of individual expression and 

creativity. The use of Standard English vs Orcadian dialect in the classroom 

represents one example of how these tensions can play out in questions of 

language policy. Written language use lends itself more readily to the 

application of such judgements of correctness, its very form asserting its 

authority through its power to endure beyond the moment of its creation.  

 

Language as a way of knowing the world.  

 

While language marks us as human, writing represents a technological 

development in our ability to use language to act in the world. The 

pervasiveness of the conduit metaphor reflects writing’s ability to take a 

specific moment in space/time and turn an individual’s embodied experience 

of (inter)action, movement, perception, feeling etc into a product – a text 

which is now a thing occupying its own place in relation to space/time. To 

understand the implications of this tendency for reification, and its potential 

consequences, I wish to explore an alternative understanding of language 

use and meaning making.  

 

Linell (2005:9) argues for the term ‘languaging’ to capture the active nature 

of the process of linguistic communication. This emphasis on language as a 

process of communication is crucial, reminding us that our use of language is 

always embodied, and enacted – it is something that we actively do with our 

bodies, whether through vocalisation, making signs with our fingers, hands 

and arms, or even in the process of writing, through our use of the tools of 

writing, be that a pen, keyboard, or touchscreen.   
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There have been recent approaches to language and communication based 

on the 4 Es model borrowed from cognitive science (Harvey, Gahrn-

Andersen, Steffensen, 2016) – recognition that language is simultaneously 

embodied, enacted, extended and ecological (or embedded). I have found 

this model extremely helpful as a foundation for developing my thinking 

about the way meaning emerges from the act of languaging. In applying this 

model to language, we can see how writing acts to extend the embodied and 

enacted process of languaging into the world in the form of texts, which allow 

our communicative acts to travel beyond the physical limits of our immediate 

bodies. If we take a dialogical approach to communication then we can see 

how all languaging, whether verbal or written, is enacted somewhere, it is 

part of the ecology of an environment which includes the physical setting and 

the cultural context in which it is enacted.  

 

Bakhtin’s insistence on the social nature of language, the heteroglossia of 

the living word, and the conflicting forces at the heart of language, remind us 

that texts emerge through, and are entangled in, this process. Yet the nature 

of the written language bias, as Linell points out, acts to hide these messy 

entanglements, the human relationships, social and environmental contexts, 

from which the text emerged, so that it appears to the reader as ‘relatively 

autonomous’ (Linell, 2005: 23). Combined with a (conduit metaphor) view of 

meaning as encoded, contained within words and transmitted through 

language, our encounters with texts can appear to us not as part of our 

interpersonal embodied experience of the world, but as a way of accessing a 

separate realm of ideas where meaning making occurs within a disembodied 

and abstract cultural space.  

 

Away from the messy entanglements of the physical world, language can 

exist as an abstract system of signs and signifiers. Rules can be formulated 

to identify the correct use of language and meaning can be conceived of as 

existing as a thing in itself. Here we can imagine the possibility of the purely 

objective view and the possibility of definitions which can be judged as 

correct, or true. The fact that, unlike spoken language, reading and writing 
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are skills which must be learned, means that access to these skills can be 

controlled, and how they are taught shaped, by social forces.  As Linell 

points out, ‘the conditions under which written language is generally taught 

have promoted the quite common belief that the written language (of some 

genres) represents the “grammatical" or correct language, whereas many 

variants of spoken language are construed as incorrect, defective, 

incoherent, or even rude or foul.’(ibid:24). Understood within the context of 

industrialisation and mass education it is easy to see how the authority of 

written over spoken language has been culturally enforced. The use of 

written texts to assert and enforce social control is aided by a view of 

meaning as inherent to a text, this allows texts to be presented as unrelated 

to the context of their production, making their claims to authority and 

truthfulness harder to contest.  

 

The bias towards written language has an impact on the individual as well as 

the social level, as Linell points out,  

Communication by means of written texts puts the emphasis 
on the intellectual, cognitive, descriptive, and argumentative 
functions of language, whereas the emotive and social 
aspects are kept firmly in the background. After all, most of 
these latter aspects are conveyed in speech by means of 
prosodic phenomena, accents and intonations etc, and 
various non-verbal signals and gestures, and this is all very 
poorly represented in writing. McLuhan (1965:86) has 
argued that the use of alphabetic writing as a medium of 
communication has made Western civilized man into an 
intellectualized individual who represses his feelings and his 
commitment.  

(Linell, 1982:18) 

 

The ability of written texts to become objects which travel, being read and 

referred to in different contexts while their wording remains unchanged 

identifies them as a source of authority. The production of, and interaction 

with, these texts act as part of the centripetal forces in language, identified by 

Bakhtin as ‘a force for overcoming […] heteroglossia, imposing specific limits 

on it, guaranteeing a certain maximum of mutual understanding and 
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crystallising into a real, although still relative, unity – the unity of the reigning 

conversational (everyday) and literary language, “correct language”.’  

(Bakhtin, 1981:270). These unifying forces appear to fix meanings within 

words, so that texts are understood to act as sites asserting the authority of 

their authors to multiple readers in multiple places, often far removed from 

the context of the text’s production.  

 

Contrast these characteristics of written language with the creative 

multiplicity of heteroglossia and Bakhtin’s characterisation of language ‘as a 

living, socio-ideological concrete thing’ (Bakhtin, 1981:293), so that 

‘discourse lives, as it were, beyond itself, in a living impulse [napravlennost] 

toward the object’ (ibid:292). Bakhtin’s insistence on the utterance as the 

basic unit of language is recognition of the necessarily complex process of 

communication. Embedded within a physical and socio-cultural ecology, 

language is a living thing which must be approached in its natural 

environment,   

The authentic environment of an utterance, the environment 
in which it lives and takes shape, is dialogized heteroglossia, 
anonymous and social as language, but simultaneously 
concrete, filled with specific content and accented as an 
individual utterance.    

(Bakhtin, 1981:272).  

  

This suggests that in order to understand the utterance we must also 

understand its environment through the dialogical relationship between the 

forces of heteroglossia and centralisation. It also reinforces Linell’s point 

about the ‘written language bias’ in the study of spoken discourse, which 

relies on transcription to produce a written text which, ‘lacks much that is 

present in speech’ and necessarily removes language from the context in 

which meaning emerged in the original utterance.  Linell is quick to point out 

the irony of a view, reflective of the ‘written language bias’, which 

characterises speech as having ‘a “defective” or “impoverished” structure’. 

(Linell, 2005:33).  
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How then can we apply these insights to the study of the role of language in 

meaning making in the world? 

Embodied Meaning and Situated Knowledge 

 

For me the embodied nature of human experience and communication is of 

fundamental importance and here dialogism seems to resonate strongly with 

ecological psychology and phenomenology as these two approaches are 

discussed by Tim Ingold (2000:166-171).   

 

As Ingold explains, ecological psychology, based on the work of James 

Gibson, proposes that ‘perceptual activity consists not in the operation of the 

mind upon the bodily data of sense, but in the intentional movement of the 

whole being (indissolubly body and mind) in its environment’ (ibid:166). As a 

result, ‘far from being inscribed upon the bedrock of physical reality, meaning 

is immanent in the relational contexts of people’s practical engagement with 

their lived-in environments’ (ibid:168). In bringing ecological psychology into 

comparison with phenomenology Ingold points out that: 

 

For all his emphasis on perception as a process that is 
continually going on, Gibson assumed that the world which 
the perceiver moves around in and explores is relatively 
fixed and permanent, somehow pre-prepared with all its 
affordances ready and waiting to be taken up by whatever 
creatures arrive to inhabit it. From a phenomenological 
standpoint, by contrast, the world emerges with its properties 
alongside the emergence of the perceiver person, against 
the background of involved activity. Since the person is a 
being-in-the-world, the coming-into-being of the person is 
part and parcel of the process of coming-into-being of the 
world.  

(ibid) 

 

Ingold goes on to challenge the division between the disciplines of 

anthropology and psychology: 
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…We know that it is through the activities of the embodied 
mind (or enminded body) that social relationships are formed 
and reformed. Psychological and social processes are thus 
one and the same. And the discipline that will be called into 
being to study these processes, whatever we choose to call 
it, will be the study of how people perceive, act, think, know, 
learn and remember within the settings of their mutual, 
practical involvement in the lived-in world.  

(ibid:171) 

 

While Ingold argues for this rejection of disciplinary boundaries between the 

social and the psychological, the growing field of biosemiotics, offers an even 

wider interdisciplinary evaluation of meaning making in the ‘coming-into-

being of the world’. In the introduction to a special edition of Green Letters 

(2015) on Biosemiotics and Culture, Wendy Wheeler and Louise Westling 

write: 

Biosemiotics, with its central scientific insights concerning 
biological meaning and the embodied nature of purposes, 
meanings and interpretations in all living organisms, can 
provide a way into an interdisciplinary engagement with the 
sciences that unites literature and philosophy with the 
communications and agencies and activities – including 
cultural behaviours – of other organisms. Radical and 
disturbing as such a ‘demotion’ of human cultural activities 
and meanings might seem for some people, it should really 
be understood as an opening into great freedom with the 
restoration of community and kinships that have sustained 
our ancestors from the beginning and only have been lost 
quite recently, as Philippe Descola (2013) points out in 
Beyond Culture and Nature. Developmental and 
evolutionary nature, it turns out, and as microbiologist James 
A. Shapiro notes, is much more like poetry than a machine 
(Wheeler 2016; Shapiro 2012).  

(Wheeler and Westling, 2015). 

 

 

Ingold’s human ‘coming-into-being of the person’ as an inherent part of 

‘coming-into-being of the world’ (200:168), understood in terms of 

biosemiotics, emphasises how human culture is in dialogue with culture as a 

wider biological process of meaning making. Biosemiotics offers an 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14688417.2015.1078973#CIT0009
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14688417.2015.1078973#CIT0030
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14688417.2015.1078973#CIT0027
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interdisciplinary approach which not only brings ‘science’ into dialogue with 

‘literature and philosophy’ but moves beyond the human to recognise 

‘community and kinship’ with ‘all living organisms’ (Wheeler and Westling, 

2015). In doing so it offers an understanding of culture beyond a human-

centric perspective, revealing meaning-making as a biological, as well as 

dialogical process. At a time when the impact of human activity on the 

environment is becoming all but impossible to ignore, the relationship 

between the meanings we make the places we live has never been more 

important. The insights offered by Ingold, and Wheeler and Westling, 

underline the importance of taking an interdisciplinary approach to 

understanding this relationship.  

 

 

My relationship with the place where I live is part of who I am, I have entered 

into a dialogical relationship with my physical and cultural surroundings 

which has both shaped me and the world around me of which I am a part. It 

is this sense of interconnectedness and relationship which informs my 

approach to my research, and which continually reminds me of my 

responsibility in this process. It stems from an acknowledgement of what 

Bakhtin calls my ‘non-alibi in Being’ (Bakhtin, 1993:40) which can perhaps be 

simply explained as the inability to step outside of one’s own experience of 

existence, but is elaborated by Bakhtin thus: 

I, too, participate in Being in a once-occurrent and never-
repeatable manner: I occupy a place in once-occurrent 
Being that is unique and never repeatable, a place that 
cannot be taken by anyone else and is impenetrable for 
anyone else. In the given once-occurrent point where I am 
now located, no one else has ever been located in the once-
occurrent time and once-occurrent space of once-occurrent 
Being. And it is around this once-occurrent point that all 
once-occurrent Being is arranged in a once-occurrent and 
never-repeatable manner. That which can be done by me 
can never be done by anyone else. The uniqueness or 
singularity of present-on-hand Being is compellently 
obligatory.  

(ibid) 
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Here for me is the apparent contradiction and tension at the heart of the 

human condition: how one can be at the same time occupying a unique 

place and time in once-occurrent Being, yet at the same time, be inseparably 

connected to everything else which is part of Being. How can we find ways to 

talk about experience, to make judgements about truth claims, to talk about 

our experience of the world with others, in a way that recognises this 

dilemma, which does not seek an alibi in objectivity?  

 

As a researcher, I am an active participant in these processes of meaning 

making through my ‘practical involvement in the lived-in world’. In addressing 

the ethical implications of my involvement, I have been helped by the work of 

feminist thinker Donna Haraway, who problematises the idea of the 

researcher as an objective observer of a subject. Haraway addresses the 

‘god-trick’ of the objective view-from-nowhere in scientific discourse, (what 

Bakhtin terms ‘theoreticism’ (Bakhtin, 1993:12)), and explores the possibility 

of a feminist objectivity, in her famous paper ‘Situated Knowledge: The 

Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective’. 

Haraway writes:  

 

All Western cultural narratives about objectivity are 
allegories of the ideologies of what we call mind and body, of 
distance and responsibility, embedded in the science 
question in feminism. Feminist objectivity is about limited 
location and situated knowledge, not about transcendence 
and splitting of subject and object. In this way we might 
become answerable for what we learn how to see.  

(Haraway, 1988: 583)   

 

Haraway is sensitive to the relationship between embodiment and action – 

what she calls response-ability – the ability to respond to another being. She 

is aware of the potential of theory to act as both a useful tool and a potential 

distraction from learning how to see: 
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Feminists don’t need a doctrine of objectivity that promises 
transcendence, a story that loses track of its meditations just 
where someone might be held responsible for something, 
and unlimited instrumental power. 

(ibid:579) 

 

Her call is for an embodied theory that can address meaning-in-the-world: 

 

We need the power of modern critical theories of how 
meanings and bodies get made, not in order to deny 
meaning and bodies, but in order to live in meanings and 
bodies that have a chance for a future.  

(ibid) 

 

For someone caught between the desire for wider understanding and the 

painful awareness of partial perspective Haraway offers hope: 

 

We seek those ruled by partial sight and limited voice - not 
partiality for its own sake but, rather, for the sake of the 
connections and unexpected openings situated knowledges 
make possible. Situated knowledges are about communities, 
not about isolated individuals. The only way to find a larger 
vision is to be somewhere in particular.  

(ibid:590) 

 

In thinking about my approach to doing research in my community, a 

commitment to situated knowledge and a recognition of my ‘non-alibi in 

Being’ refuse to allow me to consider my role as researcher as anything 

other than an implicated participant in a collective process of meaning-

making, which simultaneously will reflect my own very personal 

understanding of what I observe from my particular once-occurent 

perspective. Yet as Bakhtin points out even this personal viewpoint cannot 

remain static in the flow of communication and the process of understanding: 
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Understanding is impossible without evaluation. 
Understanding cannot be separated from evaluation: they 
are simultaneous and constitute a unified integral act. The 
person who understands approaches the work with his own 
already formed world view, from his own viewpoint, from his 
own position. These positions determine his evaluation to a 
certain degree, but they themselves do not always stay the 
same.  

(Bakhtin, 1986, 142)  

 

At the same time that my engagement with the community as a researcher 

will change what I observe, the dialogical process of interaction flows both 

ways, and the very fact of my observation will shape the responses of those 

with whom I interact. As I my once-occurrent Being connects with that of 

others, the dialogical nature of this communicative act will stimulate what 

Bakhtin calls ‘the answering word’: 

 

Every word is directed towards an answer and cannot 
escape the profound influence of the answering word that it 
anticipates. [...]Responsive understanding is a fundamental 
force, one that participates in the formulation of discourse, 
and it is moreover an active understanding, one that 
discourse senses as resistance or support enriching the 
discourse.  

(Bakhtin, 1981, 280-281) 

 

It was the potential for multiple and potentially conflicting understandings and 

responses to my role as researcher which I was most aware of in considering 

my approach to this project. My determination to look beyond the ‘written 

language bias’ of text, and to look at multiple discourses in a range of 

contexts, immediately problematises my existing relationships within the 

community, as well as taking me outside the familiar disciplinary 

methodologies of literary criticism or discourse analysis.  
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Haraway describes a naturalcultural (Haraway 2008) world, which 

recognises entanglement and liminality, rejecting boundaries and binaries 

between the human and non-human, between nature, culture and 

technology – the word on the page enacting the impossibility of separating 

the natural from the cultural. I saw this relational reality every day in my 

fieldwork; in the way communication was shaped by weather; in the way 

practical skills and knowledge of the environment were recognised and 

valued; in the way individuals were referred to by the name of their farm or 

are identified by their job. Individuals in Orkney must often negotiate complex 

entanglements of commitment between the personal and public domain, their 

identity woven from their roles and relationships within the community.  

Within these entanglements are relationships of authority and power, which 

are enacted, negotiated, and enforced through discourse. This process of 

relational meaning making is very clearly dialogical and is for me the very 

definition of community. 

 

While the word community appears in many areas of public discourse it is 

more often than not used as a noun. In connection to the development of 

renewable technologies in Orkney I find frequent references in the discourse 

to ‘The Community’, usually alongside talk of ‘Community development’, 

‘Community engagement’, ‘Community consultation’ and ‘Community 

benefit’.  An ecolinguistic reading suggests that the effect of such 

nominalisation is the erasure of human agency (Stibbe, 2015:147), in this 

case the immediate question is ‘who is the community?’ and therefore who is 

shaping the development, engaging, being consulted, and who benefits?  

 

Community as process 

 

Bakhtin’s identification of the ‘generative forces of linguistic life’ as the 

tension between the centripetal force towards unification and ‘official’ 

language, and the centrifugal force of heteroglossia in everyday language 

use (Bakhtin, 1981:270), can also help us to understand the process of 

community. As individuals within the islands engage in public discourse, they 
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are simultaneously part of creating a shared narrative of ‘The Orkney 

community’ and expressing their individual identity in relation to this official 

version of community. This process includes individuals challenging or 

presenting themselves in opposition to ‘The Community’, as well as 

individuals who identify themselves positively with it.    

 

These expressions of identity through discourse can be seen in terms of a 

dialogical process of self-understanding. The process of community then is 

one by which individuals engage dialogically with the shared story of ‘The 

Community’, while simultaneously making sense of their own personal 

narrative. The emergence of personal narratives in dialogical relationship to 

shared community narratives is an inevitable consequence of the emergence 

of language and communication through social interaction – as Bakhtin 

reminds us: 

 

…verbal discourse is a social phenomenon - social 
throughout its entire range and in each and every of its 
factors, from the sound image to the furthest reaches of 
abstract meaning.  

(ibid:259) 

 

Bakhtin identifies the ‘fundamental moments in the architectonic of the actual 

world of the performed act or deed’ in terms of the basic ‘emotional-volitional 

moments’, which are ‘I-for-myself, the other-for-me, and I-for-the-other’ 

(Bakhtin, 1993:54). These fundamental elements suggest that the movement 

between internal and external experience is the origin of the two forces in 

language – as individuals simultaneously aim for self-understanding and 

shared understanding. At the foundation of this process is the recognition 

that ‘I’ and ‘the other’ are both embodied states. It is worth emphasising that 

this dialogical relationship between self and other is emergent as part of, not 

separate from, the physical world.  
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Inner worlds and outer reality 

 

As Bakhtin explains, without the grounding relationship of self and other, I 

cannot comprehend external reality: 

 

Man-as-nature is experienced in an intuitively convincing 
manner only in the other, not in myself. I am not - for myself 
- entirely connatural with the outside world, for there is 
always something essential in me that I can set over against 
the world, namely, my inner self-activity, my subjectivity, 
which confronts the outside world as object, and which is 
incapable of being contained in it. This inner self-activity of 
mine exceeds both nature and the world: I always have an 
outlet along the line of my experience of myself in the act 
[indecipherable]1 of the world - I always have a loophole, as 
it were, through which I can save myself from being no more 
than a natural given.  

(Bakhtin, 1990:40) 

 

 We can experience a state inside our imagination where we believe we are 

separate from our external reality, yet our experience and the meaning 

making resources available to us emerge through our embodied interaction 

with others.  

 

Although our inner self-activity may convince us otherwise, our embodied 

existence is relational to everything that exists at that same point in 

space/time – from stars to bacteria. Our experience of the outer world comes 

to us both through our perceptions of our physical environment and our 

theoretical knowledge. In thinking of I-for-myself I can exceed the natural 

world, and can mark ‘nature’ as other, and myself as separate from it.  Yet 

our non-alibi in Being means that we cannot be somewhere else, because 

there is nowhere else. The dialogical relationship between ‘I’ and ‘other’ is 

 
1 With thanks to Sergeiy Sandler for the following note:  ‘The more recent Russian edition 
suggests that this undecipherable word may possibly be priznania, ‘[of] recognition’ (in the 
sense of “give recognition to”, rather than “recognize something as”). So: “… the act of 
recognizing the world”, or “… the act of the recognition of the world”.’ (Sandler, 2017, 
personal communication). 
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not one of bringing together separate states, but of understanding a state 

that is always both – I do not exist separately from nature, I exist because I 

am part of nature, which I experience in relationship with ‘others’ (both 

human and more-than-human).  The problems we are facing at this moment 

in history – from climate change to mental and physical health crises, from 

political turmoil to environmental degradation – are all symptoms of this 

fundamental misunderstanding of our non-alibi in Being. We fail to see that 

the interrelationship between self and others (human and more-than-human) 

is not a choice but reality.  

 

Text as Ecology 

 

Language and communication are fundamentally living, embodied processes 

of human Being and dialogism describes the interactive nature of these 

processes. However academic enquiry has, by its very nature, been drawn 

into an internal world of static meaning making, with the study of language 

and communication in particular shaped by the ‘written language bias’ as 

highlighted by Per Linell (2005). If we are to overcome this bias and 

recognise our answerability to those others we seek to study (both human 

and more-than-human) then we must find an approach to language and 

communication, which can take dialogical engagement beyond the page or 

computer screen. As we seek to respond to the challenges of an 

Anthropocene future, we need to understand texts not as a format through 

which to engage with ideas about the environment, but as part of that 

environment. This idea is explored by Timothy Morton in his article ‘Ecology 

as Text, Text as Ecology’, where he writes: 

 

Text as ecology is a good metaphor. But thinking can go 
much further than this, since if the text has no thin, rigid 
boundary, what it includes, what it touches, must also 
consist of life forms, Earth itself, and so on. The difference 
between what counts as a mere metaphor and what counts 
as non-metaphorical reality collapses when thinking 
engages text seriously.  
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(Morton, 2010: 1–17) 

 

In taking seriously the view of language as simultaneously embodied, 

enacted, extended and ecological as well as dialogical, I have found it useful 

to think about ‘ecological dialogism’ as a way to attend to how embodied, 

interactive communication is enacted within and extended into a meshwork 

of ecological relationships, which are both physical and cultural.  

 

Ecological Dialogism  

 

Bringing Bakhtin’s dialogism and concern with answerability and non-alibi in 

Being, together with Haraway’s naturalcultural world and situated 

knowledges, emphasises that our embodied interactions, their 

consequences, and our responsibilities for them, extend beyond the human 

into Ingold’s ‘meshwork of entangled lines of life, growth and movement’ 

(Ingold, 2011:63). The ecology of this meshwork is cultural as well as 

physical and is in constant flux. 

 

 Ingold’s claim that ‘moving is knowing’ (2010: 134) resonates with Bakhtin’s 

centripetal and centrifugal forces as language moves between individual 

internal meaning making and shared meaning making with others in the 

social realm. Just as an individual perceives the physical environment in 

terms of affordances and constraints to action, so the social environment 

is navigated depending on the individual’s linguistic and cultural 

resources, which may enable or constrain interaction and shared 

meaning making with others.  

 

Such an approach suggests that text can indeed be understood as 

ecology, extending Bakhtin’s characterisation of the ‘life of the work’ as 

an exchange between the work and the world to include texts in the form 

of news reports, gossip, rumours, oral storytelling, as well as works of 

fiction and non-fiction (Bakhtin, 1981:254). Through the stories I was 

hearing during my fieldwork I began to understand the process of 
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community not simply as the interaction of overlapping discourse 

communities but in terms of ecologies of meaning making, shaped by 

embodied and extended interactions of people, place and text.  

 

While taking ecological dialogism as an epistemological (and, in agreement 

with Per Linell’s argument about dialogism, even an ontological) framework 

for my research, the practical question remained of how to carry out my 

research in a way which honoured both my theoretical commitments and my 

ethical responsibilities to the discourse communities and individuals with 

whom I engaged. In considering this dilemma I was drawn to Tim Ingold’s 

discussion of method in anthropology in his paper ‘That’s enough about 

Ethnography!’ (Ingold, 2014). Here he problematises the use of the term 

‘ethnographic fieldwork’ and discusses the implications of participant 

observation, a procedure he ‘wholeheartedly’ endorses but considers widely 

misunderstood. He challenges the belief that ‘participation and observation 

are in contradiction’ (ibid:387) and questions how anthropology can appear 

to ‘passively acquiesce to this excision of knowing from being’(ibid). 

 

For Ingold ‘there can be no observation without participation - that is, without 

an intimate coupling, in perception and action, of observer and observed’ 

(ibid:387-8) and he goes further by identifying this as an ‘ontological 

commitment’, what he describes as ‘a fulfilment, in both letter and deed, of 

what we owe to the world for our development and formation’ (ibid). Again, 

resonating with a dialogical framework is Ingold’s further claim that ‘to 

practice participant observation is also to undergo an education’ (ibid: 388), 

where he emphasises the original meaning of education from ‘the Latin 

educere (from ex, “out” plus ducere, “to lead”)’ and describes participant 

observation as a practice: 

 

…that calls upon the novice anthropologist to attend: to 
attend to what others are doing or saying and to what is 
going on around and about; to follow along where others go 
and to do their bidding, whatever this might entail and 
wherever it might take you.  
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(ibid:389) 

 

For me Ingold’s ‘ontological commitment’ is also a practical commitment to a 

place and a community of people in which I have been born and raised, 

married, worked, and am raising a child. My field site is also my home and 

my commitment to my research is based not only on a personal desire to 

obtain a doctorate, but on a desire to deepen my engagement in the life of 

the community, to learn about it and understand it, to enter in to what Ingold 

calls ‘correspondence’ (ibid) with it.   

 

Methods for Messy Realities 

 

How then to carry out research in a way that honoured this understanding of 

complexity, what method could I utilise which would be sensitive to situated 

knowledges and recognise my own entanglement and implication in my 

research? John Law’s book After Method: mess in social science research 

helped me see that there was no simple answer to this question, that 

‘method is not, and could never be, innocent or purely technical’ (Law 2004, 

143). What Law confirmed was the importance of process, the multiplicity of 

reality and the need to be comfortable with indefiniteness, to attend to 

materialities while leaving room for imaginaries, and in all of this to be 

reflexive – in Law’s words ‘to be willing to recognise that our methods also 

craft realities’ (ibid 153).  

 

My methods then are an assemblage, drawing all the theories mentioned 

above into an approach to language and communication as embodied, 

enacted, extended and ecological. I look at texts not only as printed 

documents, but as the words in people’s mouths, conversations in meeting 

rooms, exchanges on deck and on the pier. In seeking to understand 

relationships between people and place, and the role of stories in the 

process of relating, ecological dialogism helped me to pay attention to 

communication as always situated and interactional within physical, cultural 

and historical contexts which are always both individual and interrelated. This 



 

60 

helped me to see how I was engaging with ecologies of meaning making in a 

naturalcultural world where agency was dispersed and entangled in 

relationships between human and more-than-human participants. Felix 

Guattari’s The Three Ecologies helped me to navigate these entanglements 

by identifying the ‘three ecological registers (the environment, social relations 

and human subjectivity)’ (2000 [1989]: 20) which come together in the 

process of meaning making. I began to see how my understanding was 

shaped by context, where stories were told, who was telling them and how 

they related to other stories I had heard or carried with me out of my own 

experiences.  

 

On a practical level it meant spending time with people in the places where 

they carried out their activities, based on the recognition that if people were 

generously sharing their time, knowledge and expertise with me then the 

least I could do was minimise the disruption I caused them. Wherever 

possible I accompanied them observing and even participating in activities 

when appropriate. This also allowed me to attend to the non-verbal aspects 

of meaning making as our interactions included other people, the 

environment, wildlife, technology, weather and even a pet dog.  

 

As my interest was particularly focused on the marine environment, I 

recognised how important it would be to actually spend time on board boats 

to begin to understand how this particular context and environment shaped 

communication. In order to be able to safely spend time on working vessels I 

found out that I needed some basic maritime safety qualifications. I was able 

to complete the Maritime Observer's Safety Training Course (see appendix 

1) – comprising Deck Safety Awareness, Personal Survival Techniques and 

Elementary First Aid – through the Maritime Studies Department of Orkney 

College UHI. My experience of completing this course is discussed in 

Chapter 3. The physical aspects of fieldwork from the training courses to the 

realities of getting on and off vessels and moving around on deck were a 

challenge, as I found myself in unfamiliar situations, I gained a new 

perspective on myself as well as the research process.  
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While my undergraduate and master’s degrees had focussed on language 

and literature, prior to starting my PhD fieldwork I had worked as a research 

assistant on the Alien Energy Project for Dr Laura Watts at the IT University 

Copenhagen. My job had been to carry out anthropological fieldwork at 

EMEC and this was my first experience of carrying out participant 

observation, ethnographic interviews and keeping a fieldwork journal. This 

gave me valuable experience and informed my approach to recording data 

for my own fieldwork as I realised that, while a fieldwork notebook was an 

important part of my research process there were practical difficulties in 

relying entirely on this method of recording data if I was going to be 

physically participating in activities alongside my informants. My main 

concern was that capturing notes during conversation diverted my attention 

from the conversation, narrowing my awareness of the non-verbal aspects of 

meaning making, including the physical context – I wanted a way to capture 

the stories I was being told without relying solely on my memory when I 

wrote up notes later. 

 

In the end I came up with a compromise which involved a small audio 

recording device which I could carry with me or set up in an unobtrusive 

place during interactions. I was careful to check that my informants were 

happy to be recorded and adjusted my methods to ensure they were 

comfortable with the interaction, switching to taking written notes or writing 

up after our conversation if necessary. Listening back to the recordings 

during writing up gave me an opportunity to revisit those experiences and I 

was struck by the way in which sounds of the wind, throbbing of boat engines 

and sea birds calling transported me back to particular moments and places, 

adding depth of meaning to the notes I had written and the conversations I 

had captured. The recordings also revealed how shared silences punctuated 

conversations, and along with tone of voice, parody, laughter etc. added to 

the process of relating and meaning making – none of this could have been 

captured by notes alone.  

 

Between February 2016 and September 2017, I carried out 39 interviews 

and periods of participant observation with a range of interlocutors, including 
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senior figures from the renewable energy sector in Orkney, members of the 

maritime community, academics and officials involved in marine planning 

and energy policy. I filled 5 ethnographic notebooks and took 100s of 

photographs. During this period, I also shadowed the Orkney Renewable 

Energy Forum (OREF) monthly board meetings and attended their open 

public meetings and events. I attended around 15 public events relating to 

the renewable energy sector including shadowing delegates from the 6th 

International Conference on Ocean Energy on a day trip to Orkney on 22nd  

February 2016; attending the meeting of the Scottish Affairs Committee 

which was held in Stromness on 14th March 2016; open days at EMEC’s test 

sites at Billia Croo and Caldale on Eday as part of the Ocean Energy Day 

events organised around the visit of the European Union Commissioners in 

June 2017; and the launch of the Orkney Sustainable Energy Strategy at the 

official opening of the Surf n’ Turf  project on 27th September 2017.  I also 

read and studied over a hundred texts relating to the energy sector in Orkney 

from policy documents to press releases, consultation documents to 

company brochures.   

 

In all my interactions during fieldwork I was aware that these relationships 

were based on my informants generously giving me their time and trusting 

me enough to share their knowledge. Some were folk I already knew and 

some I had never spoken to before, each added something to my 

understanding and offered me new perspectives on my research. In Chapter 

5 I will explore the role of care as part of communication in Orkney, and in 

the context of research. As I considered my methods and reflected on how to 

apply them, I became very aware of my responsibility in the research 

process and found myself thinking carefully about the ethical considerations 

of what I was doing and the need for care in how I did things.  

 

Ethics as Praxis 

Alongside my personal ethical concerns was the official requirement for my 

research to be approved by the University’s ethics committee. To obtain 

approval I had to show how I was going to minimise the risk to my 
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informants, dealing with issues of consent, confidentiality and data 

protection. To achieve this I produced an information sheet which I gave to 

informants and had a consent form that I asked them to sign (see appendix 

2). While I understood the importance of the official ethics procedure, I came 

to see this as only one part of an ongoing commitment and responsibility I 

had to my informants. Having attended the extremely helpful Scottish 

Training in Anthropological Research (STAR) pre-fieldwork course I came to 

think in terms of ethics as praxis – an ongoing process which went beyond a 

moment of written consent and required ongoing attention to, and care for, 

changing circumstances, evolving relationships, and sometimes complex 

entanglements. Part of the complexity was in navigating my existing 

relationships within the community in which I had been born, grown up and 

was still living and working at the same time as carrying out research. 

 

Community is a process just as much as is the academic process of 

research and writing, and I am very aware that my new role of researcher, 

and the particular focus of my research, subtly changed the interactions I 

had, and the meanings people took from them. My part-time job as Library 

Assistant/Customer Service Advisor with Orkney Islands Council, based in 

the Warehouse Buildings in Stromness, places me in a public role in my 

hometown and during the course of my fieldwork I often found myself in 

interactions which crossed boundaries between work, research and private 

life. The negotiation of identity in community is always complex, my own 

background as the child of incomers immediately problematises any claim to 

Orcadian identity I might try to make, yet in terms of my identity as a 

researcher to my field site I am situated as an insider. In “Writing Against 

Culture” Lila Abu-Lughod describes the challenges for ‘halfie anthologists’ of 

writing both for ‘other anthropologists’ who may accuse them of 

‘identification’ with their subjects, and for members of their own community 

who may call them to account for their portrayal of the community; as a 

result, ‘they speak with a complex awareness of and investment in reception’ 

(1991:142). Throughout my research I was aware of the ways in which I was 

actively negotiating and performing my identity, both as a researcher 

presenting my work on Orkney to external academic audiences and within 
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the community as someone stepping out of my usual role to ask questions 

and make claims that could be challenged. The strategies Abu-Lughod 

suggests for challenging the ‘global inequalities’ that have been perpetuated 

by representations of the ‘other’ in relationships of power are based on an 

understanding of the importance of ‘positionality and accountability’ (ibid:147) 

– ‘discourse and practice’, ‘connections’ and ‘ethnographies of the particular’ 

all work against the idea of communities as bounded, isolated or 

homogenous and these were strategies that shaped my own approach.  

 

‘Situated knowledge’ emerges from the particular experiences and 

perspective of the researcher, or as Abu-Lughod puts it ‘every view is a view 

from somewhere and every act of speaking a speaking from somewhere’ 

(ibid:141).  I never entered or left my field site, but instead had to learn to 

navigate between sometimes conflicting commitments as my personal and 

professional lives overlapped. In considering my own positionality the 

question of my personal identity and not uncomplicated relationship with the 

Orkney community has inevitably been foregrounded; while through 

dialogical exchanges with my informants I have been challenged to consider 

my own answerability, and responsibility. I have indeed ‘undergone an 

education’ which has been deeply personal; simultaneously ‘drawing me out’ 

into new connections and perspectives while also turning my questions 

inward, in a self-reflexive move. During my writing up period, I was also 

undergoing weekly talking therapy sessions which were frequently informed 

by the issues I was reflecting on in my research. This thesis represents both 

a piece of academic and personal work, reflecting my wholehearted 

commitment to the dialogical process and recognition of the interdependency 

of all my experiences.   

 

Even before I wrote my thesis, and certainly regardless of whether members 

of the community ever read it or not, my research has what Per Linell calls 

‘double dialogicality’ (Linell, 2009:52), in that is its meaning will be shaped 

both within a particular situational context and in relation to the ongoing 

cultural and historical narrative of the community. In identifying myself as a 

researcher, in placing myself in a different role within the community in which 
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I am already ‘situated’, the ‘double dialogicality’ of my position is clear as I 

‘engage in both situated interaction and sociocultural praxis’ (ibid) and my 

work, be it blog posts, academic papers, conversations about my research, 

or my thesis, has all become part of, and at the same time dialogically 

responsive to, the heteroglossia of community discourse. 

 

Through this process of correspondence, through opening myself to learning 

new things about the Orkney community, and considering its relationships 

with the discourse community of the Marine Renewable Energy sector, and 

the discourse communities of policy makers and decision makers outside the 

islands, I have found myself not merely describing the stories that are told 

and analysing what they might mean, but have become, in my own small 

way, part of their telling.  
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2. Orkney Stories  

 

 

In this chapter I want to use ecological dialogism as an approach to reading 

texts beyond the ecological metaphor, as part of a living ‘meshwork’ (Ingold, 

2011) of ecological relationships, which are always both physical and 

cultural. I will show how ecological dialogism can help us to explore the 

permeable boundaries between texts and their environments by applying this 

approach to a discussion of contemporary texts that focus on the Orkney 

environment. In doing so this chapter will help to answer research Question 2 

by identifying the shared cultural narratives which emerge through 

community discourse in Orkney and showing how these enter into dialogue 

with the discourse around marine renewable energy in the islands. While 

focusing specifically on texts in an Orkney context, this chapter also 

addresses research Question 4 by exploring how stories emerge from, and 

become part of, individual and shared meaning-making in the relationships 

between people and place.  

 

Drawing on Felix Guattari’s The Three Ecologies (2000 [1989]) as a guide, I 

will argue that ecological dialogism allows a fuller appreciation of these texts 

as part of Orkney’s living ecology. I will explore how the texts emerge from 

the authors’ embodied interactions with the Orkney landscape and people, 

shaped by relationships which are both personal and public. These texts are 

both informed by, and contribute to, the shared cultural narratives that are 

part of community discourse in Orkney – which in turn influence, and are 

influenced by, actions and events in the everyday life of the islands. In their 

weaving together of individual and collective experiences they have been 

weathered by an Orkney climate, they are situated in a particular physical 

and cultural place but are also informed by a wider story of global ecological 

crisis.  

 

In exploring the Orkney ecologies of meaning making within these texts, I 

want to extend the authors’ invitation to their readers to engage — to 



 

67 

consider not only the words but where they come from, how they have been 

written, the things and places and people and more-than-human-beings they 

know and want to share. I want to understand stories beyond the confines of 

literary criticism or linguistic analysis, as a living part of human ecology – for, 

in the words of Tim Ingold, ‘the things of this world are their stories, identified 

not by fixed attributes but by their paths of movement in an unfolding field of 

relations’ [emphasis in original] (Ingold, 2011:160). As Donna Haraway, 

drawing on Marilyn Strathearn, has pointed out, ‘It matters what stories tell 

stories’ (Haraway, 2016: 35), to which I would add it also matters how stories 

are told, where and by whom. When texts are understood as part of an 

ecology that includes all texts, from everyday conversations to official policy 

documents, it becomes clear that all these different texts are in dialogue as 

part of relationships of power, shaping both individual lives and communities. 

That is why these Orkney ecologies are important. They are told with care, 

with an understanding of a relationship between author and audience which 

is ongoing and will be changed by the text; they are told with an ear to the 

past and an eye to the future; they are told with an acknowledgement that 

they are not the whole story but only one of many. Ecological dialogism 

draws our attention to living processes and relationships, and it helps us to 

understand these as messy, complex, ongoing entanglements between the 

natural and the cultural – what Donna Haraway calls natureculture (Haraway, 

2016, 2011). 

 

By showing how storytelling emerges through the process of community, a 

continual (re)making of relationships between people, place and the more-

than-human2 world, these Orkney ecologies can offer an alternative to the 

utopian or dystopian excesses of some current cultural narratives. With an 

attention to interdependence, relationships and care they suggest how the 

practice of community might be developed and extended in a naturalcultural 

 
2 The term more‐than‐human aims to avoid any sense of the natural world as separate from 

humans, and is widely used by those in the Environmental Humanities and beyond. Maria 
Puig de la Bellacasa in the introduction to Matters of Care: Speculative Ethics in More then 

Human Worlds, discusses why, while not entirely satisfying or without issues, she chooses to 

use this phrasing ‘because it speaks in one breath of nonhumans and other than humans 
such as things, objects, other animals, living beings, organisms, physical forces, spiritual 
entities, and humans’ (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, p. 1). 
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world which is always more than human, weaving stories of resilience to 

carry into an uncertain future. 

An Orkney Tapestry 

 

Orkney has long inspired the literary imagination. From the anonymous 

skalds of the Viking sagas to the prominent twentieth-century literary figures 

of Edwin Muir and George Mackay Brown, the islands have become 

landmarks for readers navigating the landscape of Scottish literature. While 

Muir and Brown draw on the elemental forces of the environment to evoke a 

sense of timelessness, their imaginary Orkney is populated by archetypes, 

designed to give an impression of community as a continuation, rooted in 

place and ‘haunted by time’ (Brown, 1969: 26). Brown explicitly roots his 

work in a continuum of Orcadian cultural production; in what is for me his 

most revealing and under-appreciated work, An Orkney Tapestry (Brown 

1969), the Viking skalds and saga writers are directly invoked, and provide 

the inspiration and framework for an exploration of Brown’s native islands.  

The book was initially conceived as a guidebook to Orkney, what Brown 

produced instead was a personal manifesto, staking his claim to take his 

place ‘among the poets’ (ibid: 11), contrasting ‘the facts of our history – what 

Edwin Muir called The Story’, with the role of the poet in describing ‘the 

vision by which the people live, what Edwin Muir called their Fable’ (ibid). 

  

In asserting the continuing importance of the role of the poet within the 

community, Brown highlights the threat of ‘a new religion, Progress’ which he 

pictures as a ‘goddess of plenty…that will give our children what they desire 

easily and endlessly - food, sex, excitement - a synthetic goddess, vast and 

bland as Buddha, but without love or tenderness or compassion’ (ibid: 28). 

Progress has undeniably brought material benefits to the Orkney community, 

but while Brown admits that ’there is no real poverty anymore’ (ibid), he is 

concerned that ‘the goddess exacts tribute in subtle ways’ (ibid: 29). Along 

with increased material possessions and higher standards of living come 

cultural changes affecting community interactions, there is ‘a kind of shame 

[…] in using the old words’ along with ‘a distinct trimming and levelling-up; a 
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man is ashamed to be different from his neighbour’. Having already 

established the importance of ‘the Fable’ of the Orkney community, Brown 

views these changes with alarm, for ‘it is the word, blossoming as legend, 

poem, story, secret, that holds a community together and gives a meaning to 

its life’ (ibid). In response, Brown lays out his own role as poet in relation to 

the Orkney community: 

 

I will attempt to get back to the roots and sources of the 
community, from which it draws its continuing life, from 
which it cuts itself off at its peril. With the help of the old 
scrolls, the gathered legends, and the individual earth-rooted 
imagination, I will try to discover a line or two of the ancient 
life-giving heraldry.  

(ibid: 30) 

 

Brown’s work emerged from a relationship with an Orkney landscape which 

is at once physical, cultural, and personal; rooted in his lived experience of 

place and a spiritual understanding of community, shaped by his Catholic 

faith - explored in recent works by Linden Bicket (2017), Timothy Baker 

(2009), and Ron Ferguson (2011). In An Orkney Tapestry Brown clearly 

articulates his understanding of this relationship and its impact on his work, 

which will be woven into the ongoing meshwork of the community’s ‘Fable’. 

 

The ability of Brown’s writing to capture the essence of the Orkney 

landscape and people is still evident in the way it is so often used to promote 

the islands. Lines from his work can be read in any number of public places, 

from the Hamnavoe ferry to the Pickaquoy Sports Centre3, and publications 

from tourist guides to colouring books; evidence that Brown’s carefully 

crafted words have escaped the ‘rigid boundary’ of the original text and 

 
3 Lines from Brown’s poem ‘A Work for Poets’ are carved into the stone floor of the 
Pickaquoy Leisure centre in Kirkwall, including the final stanza from which the title comes— 
‘Here is a work for poets—/Carve the runes/Then be content with silence’—lines also carved 
into Brown’s gravestone. The MV Hamnavoe has lines from Brown’s work engraved into 
glass dividing walls in the passenger lounge, including the following, ‘I like to think they 
come for what Orkney can truly give them: the dearest freshness deep down things.’ Which 
comes from Brown’s column in The Orcadian from 17/6/1971, published in Letters from 

Hamnavoe (2002). 
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become part of the ecology of Orkney – including the physical environment, 

cultural narratives, and personal histories.  The texts discussed in this 

chapter are, whether explicitly or not, in dialogue with the work of Brown and 

the cultural representations of Orkney he helped to shape. 

 

Three Ecologies 

   

Felix Guattari’s The Three Ecologies (2000 [1989]) helps illuminate the 

relationship between Orkney writers and the islands which inspire their work. 

Guattari’s text takes seriously the extension of the ecological metaphor into 

the naturalcultural world, exploring personal and cultural attitudes to, and 

relationships with, the environment. It argues that, in the face of humanity’s 

inability to grasp the severity of ’the ecological disequilibrium’, which 

‘threaten[s] the continuation of life on the planet’s surface’ (Guattari, 2000 

[1989]: 19-20), there needs to be a new ‘ethico-political articulation […] 

between the three ecological registers (the environment, social relations and 

human subjectivity)’. This approach he calls ecosophy. First published in 

French in 1989 and only translated into English in 2000, the essay reads like 

a prophecy of the contemporary news cycle, where destructive climatic 

events, wildlife extinctions, marine plastic pollution, the growing international 

refugee crisis, and the increasingly violent expression of right-wing politics 

and religious fundamentalism, are reported as though entirely separate and 

unrelated phenomena. Guattari even refers to Donald Trump – likening him 

to a ‘monstrous and mutant alga’ (ibid:29), in the way his property 

developments take over whole areas of cities.  

 

Guattari’s ‘new ecosophy’ calls for a ‘move away from the old forms of 

political, religious and associative commitment’ (ibid:44), and for new stories 

which emphasise the ‘permanent recreation of the world’ to ‘replace the 

narrative of biblical genesis’. He quotes Walter Benjamin, from the essay 

‘The Storyteller: reflections on the works of Nikolai Leskov’ in Illuminations 

(1992[1973]): ‘Storytelling […] does not aim to convey the pure essence of a 

thing, like information or a report. It sinks the thing into the life of the 
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storyteller, in order to bring it out of him again’ (ibid). This concern for 

storytelling within the three ecologies as means to reimagine our 

ecological relationships and responsibilities, resonates with attempts to 

analyse the role of narrative and storytelling in terms of ‘ecological 

dialogism’. 

  

As someone carrying out research in the community in which I was born and 

continue to live, ecological dialogism helps me to reflect upon my own 

embodied experiences of place and people, to recognise how these situate 

me, and how they shape my understanding. Seeing the new technologies of 

wave and tidal energy being developed in my hometown of Stromness 

brought global narratives of climate change, energy and environment into a 

local context. I was fascinated by the idea that cutting-edge technology was 

being made in a place which is generally associated with Neolithic 

archaeology or Viking history. That a place which often appeared as an 

afterthought in a box on UK maps, had become a centre of global interest for 

those seeking to develop energy systems for a climatically changed future. 

With technology developers, policy makers and renewable energy experts 

from around the world visiting the islands, the Orkney community find 

themselves in dialogue with wider discourses around energy and 

environment, as part of the global story of climate change in the 

Anthropocene. Laura Watts weaves a richly creative telling of this story in her 

recently published Energy at the End of the World: An Orkney Islands Saga 

(Watts 2018), which reflects her deep relationship with Orkney as a place, 

and her commitment to the community of ‘the energy islands’ (ibid:17), and I 

will engage directly with this work in subsequent chapters.  

  

In my fieldwork I spent time observing and interviewing a range of islanders 

whose lives have been impacted by the Marine Renewable Energy sector in 

Orkney, from employees at the European Marine Energy Centre (EMEC), to 

local creel fishermen. I have sat in board rooms and stood on the deck of 

boats, learned about Orkney’s electricity grid, and how to set a creel. I have 

been told a lot of stories, some of which I read in news reports and official 

documents, and some which could only be told on the pier or in the pub. 
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These stories revealed the entanglement of the personal and the public, of 

culture and technology, of local knowledge and global concerns, and helped 

me to understand the way in which narratives are woven into, and emerge 

from, the process of community. Recognising stories as lively participants in 

the daily interactions of people and place, ecological dialogism has brought 

my research into dialogue with the environmental humanities, as 

characterised by Rose et al. in their introduction to the first volume of the 

journal Environmental Humanities:  

 

[…] the environmental humanities positions us as 
participants in lively ecologies of meaning and value, 
entangled within rich patterns of cultural and historical 
diversity that shape who we are and the ways in which we 
are able to ‘become with’ others (Haraway, 2007). At the 
core of this approach is a focus on the underlying cultural 
and philosophical frameworks that are entangled with the 
ways in which diverse human cultures have made 
themselves at home in a more than human world.  

(Rose et al. 2012) 

 

With this sense of entanglement in mind, this next section considers some 

contemporary Orkney texts as Orkney ecologies of meaning, which illustrate 

the way responses to the islands’ environment, are always also personal and 

cultural, and in dialogue with more-than-human worlds.  

 

Orkney texts /Orkney ecologies 

 

Working the Map: islanders and a changing environment is a collaboration 

between Hansel Cooperative Press, Cape Farewell and the Orkney Nature 

Festival, gathering together a range of responses, including poetry, essays 

and diary entries from islanders in Orkney and Shetland. The foreword by 

Ruth Little, Associate Director of Cape Farewell, captures the role of stories 

in the naturalcultural and personal entanglements of island life: 
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The storytellers of Orkney and Shetland – the artists and 
scientists, fishers and crofters – remind us that only by 
‘workan the map/ thegither’ can we determine the true value 
of places and their tangible and intangible resources. 
Working the Map is both a gesture of testimony and an act 
of advocacy of community participation in the processes of 
change. It gives voice to the island’s becoming, and asserts 
the inextricable relationship between life, land, sea and air.  

(Cumming et al, 2015) 

 

The phrase ‘workan the map’ comes from the opening poem by Morag 

MacInnes, ‘Mapmakkars,’ which in its opening line immediately brings 

themes of community and place into an individual focus of personal loss and 

specific location:  

 

 

What a miss he is! I keep 

thinkan it’s him on the road oot fae Dounby, 

waitan in the passan place, big wave an a red 

van fulla papers an fancies.  

 

There a photo he wis prood o,  

it wis 

in the big snows 

forty seven, him cairtan stuff 

shugger an fodder lashed tae the deck.  

Hid wis the only way, he said. No  

question, hid tae be 
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the owld sea road, the beasts an bairns 

hid tae be fed.  

 

Too late I heard he hid anither map 

no in his heed, a written een; 

ivvery geo’s committed there, in 

ink, hunners o them, peedie 

or horrendous big an deep, the owld, the 

usan, workan names. 

 

Whit cam o the map? O, she said - still white as a sheet 

fae the loss o him, O 

we lent it oot, hid nivver 

cam back. 

 

Wur lent it oot. Hid’ll nivver come back, them 

in the boat 

takkan in close by the Stoos, an 

the cairt an boys waitan in the smoor,  

workan the map 

thegither.  
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(ibid:2-3). 

 

Through the use of dialect, MacInnes manages to weave the richness of 

relationships between people and place, as these are enacted through time. 

The specifics of place and date bring together the natural and the cultural –

weather can become an historical event (‘the big snows/ forty seven’), while 

the practical need for ’shugger an fodder’ to feed ‘bairns and beasts’ prompts 

a return to the local knowledge of ‘the owld sea road’, when modern road 

transport is halted by the snow. Members of the community are known to 

each other through the familiarity of everyday encounters – the poem recalls 

the Mapmakkar through the details of his ‘big wave an a red/ van fulla papers 

an fancies’. The environment is known and familiar in the same terms, the 

details of the coastline captured in the naming of the geos on the map comes 

from ‘the owld, the/ usan, workan names’.  This is not a landscape labelled in 

terms of aesthetic appearances but known through the day-to-day activities 

needed to make a living and survive the challenges of island life.  

 

The image of the map illustrates the complexity and ambiguity of separating 

out the personal from the natural or the cultural. In the poem map-making is 

not an activity to assert power over a place and its people, unlike so many 

colonial mapping projects which represent the activities of external experts; 

cartographers whose attention to detail is guided by a specific agenda, 

usually relating to the intended audience of the map. Here, map-making is 

both personal and communal – the poet is surprised not that the mapmakkar 

had a mental map to guide his activities but that ‘he hid anither map/ no in 

his heed, a written een’. That this physical map has also been lost, just as 

the personal map has been lost along with its maker, could make the poem 

feel like an elegy, yet both mapmaker and map live on as part of the poet’s 

own experience, and have become part of a wider community narrative. The 

fact that the map was not kept for personal reference, but lent out into the 

community, illustrates the dialogical nature of texts that are written to be 

read, and written with an intended audience in mind. Indeed, MacInnes’ act 

of writing the poem means that the mapmaker and his world are now part of 

a text which can travel outside the islands, even become part of this thesis, 
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reaching audiences who may not share the map-maker’s local knowledge 

but will still seek to understand its importance.   

 

Working the Map is as diverse as the islands themselves; Orkney and 

Shetland dialects sit without comment next to Standard English; factual 

essays on wildlife records and marine planning are interspersed with poems, 

diary entries and transcripts of conversations. In a text responding to climate 

change, it is inevitable that the tone will often veer towards nostalgia for what 

has been lost, for changes that can be seen in the population of both the 

human and more-than-human inhabitants of the islands. Yet, the act of 

writing, the impetus for the book, is a desire to look to the future, to respond 

to the challenges of climate change not by mourning loss but by trying to 

remember what we have learned and may have forgotten. As one of the 

books editors, John Cumming, puts it, ‘All too often we turn to science for 

answers, while ignoring wisdom that is freely available in the voices of those 

who work the land and sea’ (ibid: 90). Something which I heard many times 

in my fieldwork was the importance to the Marine Renewable Energy sector 

of working with local seafarers, who had years of knowledge and experience 

of the local waters, weather and sea conditions. The Orkney Vessel Trails 

Project (which will be discussed in more detail in a later chapter) was 

explicitly set up to demonstrate to marine energy developers the value of 

using the local support vessels and supply chain to improve outcomes and 

reduce costs, rather than employing larger work boats from outside Orkney 

(Ford, 2015).  

 

Cumming draws our attention to an issue which sits at the heart of our 

modern dilemma but is often merely approached in terms of science vs folk 

wisdom, or popular opinion. The problem of engaging on a personal level 

with a ‘hyperobject’ – a thing that is ‘massively distributed in time and space 

relative to humans’ (Morton, 2013), such as climate change. It points to the 

tension sitting between Guattari’s three ecologies: the question of how to 

balance our needs as individuals, as members of human society, and as 

members of one species among many, sharing this planet’s biosphere. 

Ecological dialogism asks us to consider the ways in which individual lives 
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are affected by, and affect, others (both human and more-than-human) 

through our processes of understanding the world. It questions not only 

whose knowledge shapes this understanding, and how it/they are situated 

(both physically and culturally), but also draws our attention to the 

relationships this knowledge forms, and its potential effects. By focusing on 

the process of knowledge making or technology production, rather than the 

products produced, we become aware of the need to ask who is involved in 

the process, who is included and who is excluded, what is valued and why. 

We are invited to consider the authorship of the stories that we hear and tell, 

and in turn to question their authority. As Haraway puts it:  

 

It matters what thoughts think thoughts. It matters what 
knowledges know knowledges. It matters what relations 
relate relations. It matters what worlds world worlds. It 
matters what stories tell stories.  

(Haraway, 2016:35) 

  

Who gets to tell Orkney’s stories, why, and how this matters for Orkney 

ecologies, is clearly articulated in Working the Map by Kate Johnson’s piece, 

‘Boundaries without fences: dividing up the sea’. Thinking about the 

relationship between islanders and the seas that define them, Johnson 

focuses on how marine energy developments are bringing outside interests 

and global stories into this relationship, in the form of planning and policy 

legislation:   

 

In Scotland, the European Draft Marine Spatial Planning 
Directive and the Marine Scotland Act 2010 introduce 
legislation requiring the planning of the marine commons 
which was, until very recently, thought to be unplannable. 
For planning to have effect somebody or some institution 
has to make a decision about what is to be allowed and what 
is not. The overarching question is one of governance, 
namely: Who decides, and how do they do it? [emphasis in 
original]  

(Cumming et al, 2015: 56) 
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How might the knowledge of, and intimate relationship with, land and sea, 

held by islanders such as MacInnes’ Mapmakkar, become part of this 

decision-making process, when, as Johnson points out, this involves a strong 

‘focus on central expert-based decision making in London and Edinburgh’ 

(ibid)? With the authority of strategic national energy policy, and commercial 

interests driving the narrative, there is a danger that islanders may be written 

out of their own story, or at least given only minor roles. Johnson is clear 

about what is at stake, ‘these are generation changing decisions. The loss of 

the seas as a commons appears to be unstoppable. Once lost, the commons 

will not be regained’ (ibid). 

 

 In summing up Johnson both identifies the issues at the heart of this 

dilemma, and offers a suggestion to address them: 

 

Our desire and capacity to build knowledge is huge. Our, the 
human, ability to reach decisions based on that knowledge, 
to create and defend boundaries, is as fragile as it has been 
throughout the millennia of human history. The watchwords 
are to take care and to be fair.  

(ibid: 57) 

 

The role of fairness and care in the gathering and use of knowledge might 

seem to sit uneasily alongside what we know of the practices of policy 

making and technology development. Yet, despite George Mackay Brown’s 

unease at his fellow islanders’ enthusiasm for the material benefits of 

progress, my fieldwork suggests that the ideals of fairness, and care for 

Orkney as a place and a community, are still dominant and influential 

elements in shared cultural narratives within the islands. In previous 

research, I also identified the role of humour, as part of cultural expression in 

Orkney, as acting to reinforce a sense of shared community identity based 

on mutual interdependence and egalitarianism, by acting to undermine 

accusations of ‘bigsy-ness’ (Lange, 2007; Ford, 2013).  
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To be ‘bigsy’ – the Orcadian dialect term for being conceited (Flaws and 

Lamb, 2001) – is to try to set oneself up as better than others, to emphasise 

individual achievement, against the cultural expectation of community 

engagement for shared benefit. While individual bigsy-ness is policed in self 

and others, often through the use of humour to avoid direct criticism that 

could damage relationships, there is at the same time an acceptance, and 

indeed the expectation, that members of the community will positively 

promote the islands. As one of my informants put it, ‘you can be as bigsy as 

you like about Orkney’. Within the renewable energy sector in Orkney this is 

expressed in the way individuals and organisations, who might ordinarily be 

considered as competitors, come together to collaborate as part of ‘Team 

Orkney’ (Ford, 2015). This can be seen in the work of the Orkney Renewable 

Energy Forum (OREF), and the way presentations, publications, and events 

produced by the sector emphasise the importance of Orkney, showcasing 

the islands as a destination, and promoting local culture and products, 

alongside promotion of the islands renewable technologies and services, and 

the issues and complexities around this will be explored in greater detail in 

later chapters. Johnson’s call for fairness and care in the process of 

developing the islands marine resources, further illustrates how the cultural 

narrative of avoiding bigsy-ness and promoting an egalitarian and self-reliant 

community has become part of, and informs, discourse in the renewable 

energy sector in Orkney, and I will discuss this in more detail in Chapter Five. 

Care for, and by, the islands’ community is enacted through ‘material and 

affective tasks related to communication, the production of sociability, and 

capacity of affect' (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2011: 93). Care is part of Orkney’s 

ecology.  

 

Texts as Care 

Maria Puig de la Bellacasa invites us to consider ‘how styles of thinking and 

writing technologies can contribute to relations of care in moving worlds’ 

(Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017: 69) – i.e., as part of the active, embodied 

process of living.  In approaching these texts as part of the Orkney ecology, 

we can also ask how they enact care, both in their form and in the process of 
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their creation. There is a tension in academic writing in the UK between the 

stated desire for public engagement, which produces ‘impact’, and the need 

to gain personal authority through peer reviewed publications in prestigious 

journals. The relationship between academic writers, and the subjects of 

their research is often presupposed to have been addressed during the 

process of obtaining ethical approval, and as Puig de la Bellacasa points out, 

‘Academic institutions do not really value eclectic writing-with, especially 

when it explodes the category of disciplined “peers” by including unruly 

affections’ (ibid: 76). How can texts express and enact care through thinking-

with and writing-with those outside the academy, when competition between 

institutions and individual academics lead universities to, ‘use complex 

processes of attribution and reordering to detach the work of their employees 

from the complex intellectual webs that sustain them’ (ibid)? In my own 

research I have tried hard to make explicit, and acknowledge, the complex 

interdependencies and relationships which have facilitated and informed my 

work. In a later chapter I will go on to explore in more depth the issues and 

challenges of carrying out research with communities and consider how this 

might be done in care-full and response-able ways based on relationships of 

reciprocity and commitment.  

 

Laura Watts is an academic with a longstanding commitment to Orkney as 

her primary research field site, who draws on her practice as a poet to think 

and write with others about renewable energy in Orkney. Watts draws on 

Bellacasa’s identification of ‘care time’ to characterise communication 

practices in Orkney, where ‘community making is hard and cannot be hurried 

,or bought’ (Watts 2018:175). She observes how sometimes in Orkney 

‘strategic silence is needed for the islands to hold together’ (ibid: 207) 

recognising that ‘silence is care‐filled work’ (ibid: 208). As I know myself, and 

have observed during fieldwork, there are times when things are best left 

unsaid to avoid unnecessary conflict or upset. Sometimes this involves biting 

your tongue and sitting with your frustration, sometimes a shared look 

acknowledges that silence is necessary to save other people embarrassment 

or pain. While caring for community interdependencies and entanglements 
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sometimes requires silence, Watts also understands the importance of 

bringing different voices together in collaboration.  

 

In Ebban an’ Flowan (Finlay et al. 2015) Watts collaborated with artist and 

poet Alec Finlay, and photographer Alistair Peebles to offer a poetic primer 

for marine renewable energy, which, to quote from the foreword, ‘considers 

how, through both language and technology, use is inflected with locality.’ 

The research, writing and publication of the text was part of the Alien Energy 

research project at the IT University of Copenhagen, and the 

acknowledgements note that a wide range of people from Orkney and 

beyond formed the ‘intellectual web’ to which the published work is 

connected.  

 

The form of the text actively foregrounds the collaborative process: reading 

Alec Finlay’s poem ‘after gareth and laura we sometimes used to say…’, I 

am reminded of Bakhtin when he writes,  ‘I hear voices in everything and 

dialogic relations among them’ (Bakhtin, 1986: 169).The poem not only 

captures the sense of an ongoing conversation – weaving voices and 

devices, the poetic and the political, technology and nature – but as the text 

itself enters Orkney’s cultural ecology it actively joins its discourse, posing 

new questions about the relationship between people, place and technology: 

 

be sure that your gear 

will get fankled  

by mollusks and weed 

[…] 

 

these devices pump 

like hearts  
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in the dark 

[…] 

 

the alchemy of changing  

the sea into electricity 

has been proven 

[after Neil Kermode] 

[…] 

 

the republic of the waves 

cannot be owned  

and yet the sea can be crowned? 

 

[…] 

 

(Finlay, et al. 2015: 8-15) 

 

By using the words of others, and explicitly crediting sources, Finlay’s poem 

seems to illustrate what Puig de la Bellacasa calls ‘writing-with’ – ‘instead of 

reinforcing the self of a lone thinker’s figure, the voice in such a text seems to 

keep saying: I am not alone. There are many, many others.’ (Puig de la 

Bellacasa, 2017:77).  

 

In drawing on Orkney’s Norse heritage Ebban an Flowan illustrates the deep 

historical entanglements of the naturalcultural world in Orkney. Udal Law, the 
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‘Norse Law defining the extent of land and sea ownership’ (Finlay et al. 2015, 

p. 6), has been used to raise objections to the leasing of areas of the sea for 

marine energy development, with campaigners using it to claim rights to land 

and sea ownership defined in various ways, including one given in the book 

as extending ‘as far as a stone can be thrown or a horse can be waded or a 

salmon net can be thrown’ (ibid). The fact that this link to Orkney’s Nordic 

past is being used to contest its future in a globalised world is unsurprising. 

In his book The Norwegian Scots, Michael Lange (2007) explores how 

islanders’ sense of identity is often expressed in terms of Scandinavian 

versus Scottish heritage. Ebban an’ Flowan uses the rich entanglement of 

language to trace Orkney’s Nordic connections, through maritime terms from 

across the region, ‘Orcadian Norn, as well as Shetlandic, the Norse tongues, 

Gothic, Scots and Old English, reach all the way back to ancient Indo-

European – their speech energetics and acoustic potential ebb and flow’ 

(Finlay et al. 2015: 2).  

 

The technology of language has its own power to generate networks of 

connection. Readers encounter poems alongside images of energy devices, 

unfamiliar words in multiple languages, technical figures on energy output 

and tidal flow, the text works to, ‘connect […] the older lore and languages of 

the sea with the new lore of energy generation.’ (ibid). 

 

 

Laura Watts’ poem ‘The Draukie’s Tale: Origin Myth for Wave Energy’ (ibid: 

18-23) weaves Orkney folklore characters of Selkie and Trow with scientists 

seeking to ‘tame /that overflowing power’ of the sea. Along with the ebb and 

flow of language and the power of myth and tide we see how technology 

emerges as a process of personal encounter and connection. When the 

scientists in the poem first encounter the Draukie they do so through the 

medium of technology ‘They heard her on their / hydrophone, / saw her 

power on their/ wave oscilloscope.’ (Ibid: 19). Their response is a predictable 

one, ‘they wanted that power, / for the world/ has need of sea energy.’ (ibid), 

and the Draukie’s fate seems inevitable: 
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Closer she swam,  

And then … 

There was a hook about her neck-  

Almost pulling it clean off. 

 

Thump,  

she went, like a whale 

on the deck.  

 

They kept her in the ship’s hold,  

in a perspex tank.  

 

The scientists prodded and probed: 

processed data, and 

tried to determine how 

she made her wave power. 

 

But the Drake was still,  

silent. 

her wave power,  

gone. 
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(ibid:20) 

 

It is only when one young scientist ‘sat and sang to the Draukie, / on her tea 

breaks’, that the encounter deepens to connection, ‘and soon/ they were 

friends.’ (ibid: 21): 

 

The Draukie told 

our young scientist 

her deepest, true, name: 

 

Överflöd,  

Overflowing,  

Generosity, 

 

she sang 

(for her name slid  

from shore to shore). 

 

I am Overflowing,  

Generosity,  

my power cannot be caught,  

 

only changed  

or shape-shifted.  
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(ibid:21) 

 

The Draukie’s power only becomes available to the scientists through the 

personal relationship with the rebellious ‘young scientist’, but while Watts’ 

desire to create an origin myth for wave energy, focuses on the positive 

desire to ‘turn generosity/ into electricity,’ (ibid: 22), the reality of developing 

a new technology in Orkney’s marine environment cannot be related in a 

neat singular narrative. As Puig de la Bellacasa points out, ‘relationality is all 

there is, but this does not mean a world without conflict or dissension and 

that even when we are acting with care ‘our cares also perform 

disconnection’’, (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017: 78). Within ‘Team Orkney’ not 

all narratives are shared – there are as many versions of a story as there are 

storytellers, and not everyone’s story gets heard. Spending time with those 

involved in the renewable energy sector in Orkney, I have developed 

relationships and connections which place me within that discourse 

community but having grown up in the islands my connections outside of my 

research bring me into contact with a whole range of opinions about 

renewables, from the sceptical to the actively hostile. Just as the shared 

narrative of Orkney as an egalitarian, mutually supportive community which 

resists personal bigsy-ness (Lange, 2007), ignores the existence of 

inequality, conflict and individual egotism, the story of Orkney as a centre for 

renewable energy development and environmental awareness, does not 

include those who object to onshore wind development, or capture the 

distrust towards environmental organisations seeking to dictate land use or 

regulate farming practices.  

 

Ecological dialogism suggests that it is through the process of community, 

the day-to-day interaction of people and place, that shared narratives 

emerge; shaping, and being shaped by, relationships between individuals 

and their environment. It is in the interaction between Guattari’s three 

ecologies, the personal, social and environmental, that islanders create, 

share and retell their sometimes conflicting, stories. Living on an island, 
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where the physical community is clearly bounded, creates practical 

connections and makes interdependency visible (if not always comfortable). 

Shared narratives emerge through day-to-day encounters, as relations are 

negotiated amidst the tensions of ‘heteroglossia’, the multiple voices 

(Bakhtin, 1981: 272), of community discourse.  

 

Technology and Care in, for, and as Community 

 

The role of renewable technologies in the ongoing story of the islands and 

their inhabitants, and the complex entanglement of the three ecologies in an 

individual narrative, are skilfully explored in Amy Liptrot’s The Outrun (2016). 

In the final chapter Liptrot ponders her feelings about the outrun land of her 

family farm potentially being sold as the site for a substation serving a 

proposed marine energy development.  She recognises that there are no 

easy answers in this dilemma for islanders: 

 

I am generally in favour of renewable energy. This is a new 
way of using the land and our natural resources, providing 
income for the islands into the twenty-first century and 
reducing our use of fossil fuels, as well as giving a one-off 
cash boost to ageing farmers. But the idea that this beautiful, 
barely touched stretch of land where I grew up, where I 
chased lambs, watched birds and hid with my brother, 
should become an industrial zone is dizzying.  

(Liptrot, 2016: 275) 

 

Where Working the Map and Ebban an Flowan offer a collaborative 

approach to representing Orkney, Liptrot’s is a searingly personal 

relationship with a place that is never an uncomplicated home. As a child, 

her English parents and lack of Orcadian accent make her feel she does not 

belong. Returning home after university to the breakup of her parents’ 

marriage and sale of the family home, intensifies her increasingly 

problematic relationship with alcohol.  
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While The Outrun is a story of recovery and renewal, in which the Orkney 

landscape and wildlife play a vital role, there is no easy romanticism here. 

Liptrot is as unflinching in her honesty about the realities of island life as she 

is about her own struggles with addiction. She acknowledges the tension she 

feels locating her own narrative within a shared story of an idealised Orkney 

– ‘I didn’t want to become part of what I saw as a subtle conspiracy to 

present Orkney as an island paradise’ – while at the same time recognising 

that she is in fact part of that conspiracy – ‘but although I regularly 

complained about Orkney, I was on the defence as soon as someone else 

was sceptical of its charms’ (ibid: 19). Here Liptrot illustrates the process 

described by Bakhtin in terms of the power of language in the relationship 

between self and other — ‘the tendency to assimilate other’s discourse’ as 

part of ‘an individual’s ideological becoming’. In this way community 

discourse can be understood as part of an individual’s ‘ideological 

interrelations with the world’, shaping their behaviour by acting both as 

‘authoritative discourse’ and ‘internally persuasive discourse’. [emphasis in 

original] (Bakhtin 1981:342) 

 

Understood in terms of ecological dialogism, Liptrot’s personal narrative has 

inevitably been shaped by growing up in Orkney, the narrative of ‘Orkney as 

an island paradise’ acting as an ‘authoritative discourse’, which, while she 

might have actively rejected it, was ‘internally persuasive’ enough to shape 

her personal narrative. Having also been born and brought up in Orkney by 

English parents, and failing to acquire an Orcadian accent, I recognise 

Liptrot’s sense of ‘a push and a pull’ (Liptrot, 2016:19) exerted by the islands 

-– the desire to reject, and a desperate need to be part of, a place where you 

are not sure you can claim to belong. Yet, thinking in terms of the three 

ecologies has helped me to understand that belonging is mainly about being 

where you are, the day-to-day interactions with people and place. Knowledge 

making as thinking-with starts with being-with; as Liptrot writes of the sea-

swimming, which becomes her new addiction, ‘there are things about the sea 

you find out only by being in it’ (ibid:197).  

 



 

89 

Swimming with Seals and Polar Bears 

 

This same awareness of the physicality of place as part of knowledge 

making is also captured by Liptrot’s fellow author, and member of the sea 

swimming group the Orkney Polar Bears, Victoria Whitworth. In her 2017 

memoir, Swimming with Seals, Whitworth describes how swimming every 

day at the Sands of Evie becomes an essential ritual to deal with the pain of 

the end of her marriage, and the unresolved grief for her mother’s death. In 

writing about place, she captures the entanglement of the physical, ‘the wind 

pimpling my skin, the spray on my right cheek’; cultural, ‘the sea and islands 

are also metaphors, scientific, religious and literary’; and personal ‘swimming 

here makes me question everything I have known, in the face of time, 

danger, loss and death’ (Whitworth 2017, p. 7).  

 

As an academic, Whitworth’s research skills come to the fore as she weaves 

together the ancient history of that particular coastal landscape with her 

growing fascination with the seals and orcas with which she shares the sea. 

The diary entries of her daily swims focus on her interactions with birds and 

seals, with evocative descriptions of the weather and water conditions. Yet, 

alongside a desire to think with the landscape Whitworth initially seems to 

seek to escape her human, socialised self through her new relationship with 

the sea: 

Cold-water swimming is the obliteration of self. The chipping 
away of carefully inscribed personality, the reduction of all 
my complexity to a bare, forked animal. This very 
annihilation is addictive. I cannot tolerate swimming pools 
anymore: the water is dead; the chlorinated air 
unbreathable; the other swimmers too fast, too slow, always 
in my way. Pools and changing rooms bring me 
uncomfortably back to a social persona, a self-
consciousness of the worst kind, whether my response to 
the people with whom I am sharing my space is cringing and 
apologetic, or brusquely out of my way. [emphasis in 
original]  

(ibid:90) 
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It is through her more-than-human encounters with her fellow creatures of 

the sea, and the desire to understand their lives, that Whitworth comes to 

understand her own situation and find healing. The three ecologies are 

deeply entangled within the text, and in the closing pages the personal, 

cultural and environmental are all present in Whitworth’s description of her 

journey of self-discovery: 

 

Swimming in the sea has helped me rediscover myself. It 
has opened Orkney up for me, and made me understand the 
strengths of my body, as well as its limits. It has been 
fundamental in healing my feet, but, more than that, it has 
allowed me to fall in love with being embodied all over again. 
With being alive. I have finally lost a lot of my self-
consciousness: there’s nothing like trying to wriggle out of a 
wet swimming costume on a darkening beach in a Force 7 
with a lot of other giggling idiots for knocking some sense of 
proportion into you. And then there are the seals - the orcas, 
too, but mostly the seals. The human face of the sea. The 
shape-shifting selkie offers me a narrative that makes sense 
of my tangled life when nothing else does.  

(ibid: 274) 

 

Whitworth’s time in Orkney was relatively short, and she herself asks ‘What 

gives a ferry-louper like me the right to write about Orkney?’ (ibid:245). Yet it 

is clear from the text that she has opened herself to thinking-with this place, 

and its inhabitants, with some care. And despite her self-consciousness, the 

process of community, particularly in relationship to her fellow sea 

swimmers, has played an important role. In one passage discussing the 

Orkney Polar Bear Club, Whitworth foregrounds the increasing complexity of 

Orkney’s cultural ecology, as it is extended into the island’s online Facebook 

community, while also questioning the author’s responsibility, or 

answerability to use Bakhtin’s term, to the wider world beyond the text: 

 

I am finding it hard to write about my fellow bears. If I did this 
in an academic context I would have to draw up a research 
framework with a robust ethics component, get it approved 
by the relevant university committees, design consent forms 
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covering every eventuality, make sure my subjects approve 
my use of their data, their voices, their experience. As a 
novelist I can redesign and contort my characters into the 
shapes I need […] This is different: these people are real. 
Hey, I post on the Facebook page, I’m writing about you, just 
a little – do you mind?  

(ibid:139) 

 

Facebook is an extension of the Orkney community, the characters in the 

book are also the audience; these are real people in real places with real and 

ongoing relationships with each other and their environment (including the 

more-than-human inhabitants). I share Whitworth’s dilemma. I am entangled 

in the very texts I seek to discuss. I have swum with the Polar Bears, am 

friends with some of the authors I discuss here, have acted as informant in 

other researchers’ fieldwork. I know what it feels like to read your own words, 

as an anonymised quote in someone else’s work, to see your name in a list 

of acknowledgements. When my own writing is published, I know I will meet 

people I have quoted on the street in Stromness and will be directly 

answerable for how I have represented them.   

 

It is clear that the relationship between these texts and the places and 

people they depict cannot be captured by only discussing the words on the 

page. 

 

The Work and the World 

 

I would now like to answer Timothy Morton’s call and engage ‘text seriously’ 

(Morton, 2010) by discussing how ecological dialogism can take us beyond 

the page to explore text as ecology. The process by which these texts are 

becoming interwoven into a twenty-first century Orkney Tapestry can be 

understood in terms of an ongoing interaction between text and society. 

As Bakhtin argues in relation to the novel:  
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The work and the world represented in it enter the real world 
and enrich it, and the real world enters the work and its 
world as part of the process of its creation, as well as part of 
its subsequent life, in a continual renewing of the work 
through the creative perception of listeners and readers.  

(Bakhtin, 1981: 254) 

 

Bakhtin characterises the relationship between ‘the work’ and ‘the world’ as a 

‘continual mutual interaction […] similar to the uninterrupted exchange of 

matter between living organisms and the environment’ (ibid), and if we 

consider texts to include news reports, gossip, rumours, oral storytelling, as 

well as works of fiction and non-fiction it is clear that text can indeed be 

understood as ecology – a living and responsive part of the human 

environment. 

 

While Guattari’s identification of the three ecological registers reinforces the 

inseparability of the personal/cultural/environmental (as captured by 

Haraway’s natureculture), it also highlights how human behaviour, and social 

structures, continually work to create the illusion that these three aspects of 

our lives are entirely unrelated. Our dependency on language, as an invisible 

technology through which we describe, and are therefore given the illusion of 

controlling, our world, has obscured the way our personal narratives form 

part of a ‘meshwork of entangled lines of life, growth and movement’ (Ingold, 

2011:63).  

 

Bakhtin’s identification of the ‘generative forces of linguistic life’ as the 

centripetal force towards unification and ‘official’ language, struggling against 

the centrifugal force of heteroglossia in everyday language use (Bakhtin, 

1981:270), can help us to understand the process of community in Orkney. 

As individuals within the islands engage in public discourse, they are 

simultaneously part of creating a shared understanding of the ‘Orkney 

community’ and expressing their individual identity in relation to this official 

version of the community story. This process includes individuals challenging 



 

93 

or presenting themselves in opposition to ‘the community’, as well as 

individuals who identify themselves positively with it.  

 

In Orkney the process of community is a pragmatic response to a reality 

shaped by geography, climate and natural resources. The nature of islands 

makes the particularity of context visible; as one of my informants 

commented about the need for collaboration in the renewable sector, ‘you 

can see who you’re in this with’. As I have spent time interviewing and 

observing those involved in making this new technology, I have seen how the 

Orkney cultural narratives of self-reliance, egalitarianism and pragmatism 

have become woven into the story of renewable energy in the islands. At the 

same time, climate change, the opportunities and challenges of renewable 

technology development, and the economic realities of island life have 

become part of island texts, as discussed above.  

 

Guided by ecological dialogism I have come to understand the important role 

of storytelling in the process of shared meaning making which includes but 

goes beyond the text into everyday interactions. Sergeiy Sandler usefully 

suggests an approach to ‘Language as Literature’ by identifying ‘Action, 

Character, and Plot in Conversation’ (Sandler, 2015) and it would be 

interesting to consider how the benefits of such detailed textual analysis of 

oral communication might be extended to include embodied and ecological 

aspects of meaning making.  As I consider the ecology of the interactions in 

which I have taken part or have observed, I am aware of the meshwork of 

meaning making from which these encounters emerged – the physical 

surroundings; the weather; animals and birds capturing my and/or my 

interlocutors’ attention; shared knowledge of local events; references to 

mutual friends etc. – and how these relate to the texts I read, from policy 

documents to poetry.  

                                                                                  

How I am situated, as a researcher in the community of my birth, has shaped 

my thinking about meaning making as ecological; the story-telling culture of 

Orkney has emphasised the dialogical nature of that ecology. I am part of the 

process of community I am trying to describe, and my relationship to it is 
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messy and emotionally charged. As Puig de la Bellacasa points out ‘refusing 

self-erasure of attachments and inheritances is about acknowledging 

implication, about a way of thinking in interdependency that further 

problematizes the reverence to critical distance and the correlative value of 

“healthy” skepticism’ (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017: 80). Who I am, what I do, 

has been shaped by the place and the people I have lived with, been in 

dialogue with, formed connections and relationships with. My research is part 

of that ongoing process, and it includes all those human and more-than-

human encounters that have shaped my thinking. While I would agree with 

Puig de la Bellacasa that ‘interdependency is not a contract, nor a moral 

ideal –  it is a condition’(ibid:70), recognising, acknowledging and caring for 

that interdependency is a choice, which requires active and ongoing 

commitment. This is also part of the process of community.  

 

In using ecological dialogism as a way of approaching these Orkney texts, I 

hope to have shown the way islanders creatively and carefully express a 

sense of personal interconnection with their environment and each other – 

exploring how texts reach beyond the page into a living meshwork, where 

text is ecology and ecology is text. These Orkney ecologies entangle the 

natural, personal, cultural and technological, through and as, stories, which 

emphasise relationships, responsibility and a sense of interconnectedness 

with, and reliance upon, the natural world. I believe these are stories that 

need to be shared – not as an answer but as a way of questioning how to 

proceed – if we are to learn to think with care about a future shaped by 

climate change.  

 

In the next chapter I will explore in more detail the way texts, and the stories 

they tell, are shaped by the physical environment, how the naturalcultural 

ecologies in which they are told are part of the process of meaning making. 

To understand the story of Marine Renewable Energy in Orkney I knew I 

needed to experience the places where this energy was made and talk to the 

people who knew these places, and so my fieldwork began by focussing on 

the marine environment. 
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3. Stories from the Sea 

 

Having established the role of texts as part of ecologies of meaning-making 

and looked at how individual stories are in dialogue with shared Orkney 

narratives, I would now like to explore in more detail the specific ways in 

which stories are shaped by their physical and cultural environment. The 

story of the Marine Renewable Energy sector in Orkney represents a new 

chapter in the islands’ long and eventful maritime history. This chapter draws 

on my experiences of spending time learning from those with intimate 

knowledge and experience of the sea around Orkney and reflects on how 

this shaped my understanding of the MRE story within its wider context. By 

highlighting these individual experiences of the marine environment in 

Orkney this chapter addresses research Question 1 by exploring how MRE is 

engaging with existing discourses about the use and regulation of the local 

marine space, and how these local perspectives are in turn part of wider 

discourses about the marine environment.   

 

For those who do not live beside it the sea may indeed seem ‘alien’ 

(Helmreich, 2009) – for islanders it defines their way of life. When the 

weather forces ferry cancellations the sea becomes a barrier to travel for 

people and goods. In my library job the daily newspapers are eagerly 

awaited by customers. No hot off the press first editions here though, it is 

usually lunchtime before they make it to Orkney, and since they are now 

being sent on the ferry rather than the plane, the weather is a deciding factor 

in when, or if, they will arrive. Attending academic events ‘down south’ (that 

is anywhere south of Orkney) in winter involves checking the long-range 

forecast and working out if it is worth the risk of a delayed return. I’ve several 

stories of unexpected adventures due to ferry cancellations and have often 

decided not to attend events because I couldn’t risk not getting home on 

time. Yet at the same time, growing up in Stromness I learned to constantly 

look to the sea because it brought people and things to us.  
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My dad worked on the ‘Pole Star’, the Northern Lighthouse Board’s vessel 

based in Stromness which supplied and maintained the lighthouses and 

buoys of the North Isles. He went away for weeks at a time but always came 

back with stories of what, to me, were adventures. Later he worked as a 

marine pilot, bringing tankers into Scapa Flow and the Flotta oil terminal. 

While his own voyages were contained within Orkney waters, his stories now 

came from the international crews he met. He developed a taste for Turkish 

coffee and came home with many an exotic present from the crews of 

vessels, for whom Orkney was only one stop on a voyage which would take 

them halfway around the globe.  

 

Orkney’s history has always been shaped by its location. As Caroline 

Wickham-Jones points out, ‘Orkney has been inhabited for nigh on 10,000 

years. For much of that time the sea has provided the main highway and 

viewed in this light the waters round Orkney, though treacherous, are also 

inviting’ (Wickham-Jones, 1998:1). The Nordic connections which, as 

discussed in previous chapters, continue to shape cultural identity in Orkney, 

reflect the islands’ location ‘at the heart of things’ during the Viking period. 

For the Norse earls ‘Orkney was a central base from which they could 

voyage and trade with both the Hebrides and Ireland as well as keeping up 

with events in Scandinavia and farther afield in Europe’ (ibid).  Reading Epeli 

Hau’Ofa’s ‘Our Sea of Islands’ (1994), I recognise a shared island 

perspective, the ability to see things ‘in the totality of their relationships’ 

(ibid:153), so that the sea becomes a source of connection rather than a 

barrier, a means by which people, goods and stories circulate.  

 

The sea disrupts notions of fixedness – ownership, authority and resources 

are constantly problematised and on the move. The tide and the currents 

shift the contents of the seas around the globe. Like language the sea is 

constantly in flow and flux, shaping and being shaped by the things it comes 

into contact with. Stories, like waves, seem to move but there is no wave, no 

story, without the movement – try to capture it and the energy is gone, it has 
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lost its vitality, its life. Like trying to capture a wave in a jam jar, you cannot 

draw a box on a map and contain the sea within it, any more than you can 

write down an account of something and capture the reality or the truth of 

that event. The waves show us the shape of things unseen – the strength of 

the wind, the flow of the tide, the depth of the water, the texture of the 

seabed, the hidden reef. In the same way the stories we tell reveal our 

hidden concerns, our world view, where our attention is, our fears and our 

hopes, where we have come from, and where we think we are going.   

 

As sea levels rise, as a result of climate change, we are being forced to 

confront our new reality, our physical embodiment, our relationship with the 

environment and with all other living things. We have asserted our authority 

over nature. In a Judeo-Christian western tradition this human authority over 

nature is divinely authorised. Yet as those seeking to harness the power of 

the waves and tide have discovered, ultimate authority over the process lies 

with the sea. The sea dictates the terms of engagement, it literally shapes 

the technology, as MRE developers who come with tank tested prototypes 

soon discover. Unlike the real sea, computer models don’t contain large 

pieces of marine debris, a brief walk along any beach in Orkney shows you 

that there is more than seaweed and shells being washed up by wave and 

tide.  MRE is only one of many ways in which humans have sought to benefit 

from the sea around Orkney, and I felt it was important to experience the 

physical and cultural environment of those whose lives were directly shaped 

by the sea, in order to understand how MRE fit into Orkney’s maritime 

community.  

 

Beachcombing  

  

Following the Orkney Beachcombing page on Facebook I had become 

fascinated by the finds and the stories they told. I approached the page’s 

author and asked if I could come out with him on a beachcombing expedition 

at Billia Croo, EMEC’s wave test site just outside Stromness. I had been 

aware of course of the issue of marine waste, I had walked on the beaches 
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often enough to have some idea of the amount of plastic in various forms 

that washed ashore, the unfamiliar writing on labels suggesting its origins 

were not local. However, the Orkney Beachcomber could tell me not only 

where these things had come from, but how they had got here – not enough 

marine life growing on some for them to have been in the sea long, 

suggesting this was rubbish that had been discarded overboard from a 

passing vessel rather than being washed here from the country of origin. He 

could also identify items that I would have merely discounted as generic 

rubbish – a piece of curved plastic was actually the fastening hook from a 

creel, which could be passed on to a fisherman for reuse. 

 

 

Figure 1 Fastening hook from creel found while beachcombing at Skaill Bay, May 2016  
(photo taken by Rebecca Ford) 

 

 Later I went out on a creel boat and understood this find better when I saw 

the hooks in action. I watched creel after creel hauled on board, quickly 

opened, the catch removed, the creel re-baited, the end of the creel closed 

with the hook and the creel neatly stacked on deck ready to be returned to 

the sea. The hooks are large enough to be opened and closed with cold, 
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wet, gloved hands, and robust enough to withstand life on the seabed – 

which explains why, when they wash up on the shore, they tend to be in 

good condition and can be returned to their original job.  

 

 

Figure 2 Creel showing use of blue plastic fastening hook, while hauling and re-baiting 
creels in the Pentland Firth, October 2016 (photo taken by Rebecca Ford) 

 

The beachcomber was quick to defend fishermen, suggesting that most of 

the fishing gear washed ashore was lost rather than discarded – ropes fray 

and snap, nets snag on unseen obstacles, heavy seas bring waves that 

wash gear from the ships deck. As we talked it became clear that the 

beachcomber had friends who were fishermen, the folk he passed on the 

hooks and other reusable items to, surely this statement was more a desire 

to defend his friends from criticism.  

 

I had the opportunity to raise the idea, that most washed up fishing gear is 

accidental, with another informant, a keen sailor, who scoffed at the idea 

based on the large amounts of fishing related material visible on the 

beaches. But the more time I spent beach combing the more I began to 
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understand the beachcomber’s point – yes there is a lot of fishing gear 

visible on the shore, but this is material that is designed to withstand life at 

sea, when it comes ashore it is easy to see what it is and guess its origin. 

Alongside, and often entangled in the nets and rope, floats and creel hooks, 

are large numbers of items less easy to link to their original owners. The 

degraded plastic bags, food wrappers, plastic bottles, sea worn flip-flops, the 

vast quantity of anonymous rubbish which was unremarkable and 

untraceable. I had never before really pondered how so much stuff ended up 

in the ocean, the beachcomber helped me to understand just how 

interconnected we are, how the rubbish blowing down the street in a 

riverside city blows into the water and then can follow that river down to the 

sea, to be carried then by currents, crossing oceans and washing up on far-

away shores. The sea connects us as much as it separates us. 

 

One find that first day at Billia Croo prompted a bit of detective work and led 

to a story which not only illustrates the interconnectedness of our 

environment, technological and material lives, but also suggests the power of 

stories to cross these connections and make an impact on our lives. A piece 

of orange plastic caught our eye, which the Orkney Beachcomber 

immediately identified as a trap owners tag from the lobster fishery in North 

America. The low number on the tag caused a bit of speculation as other 

tags which come ashore tend to have 4 or 5 digits. Back home the 

beachcomber posted the photo on an online lobster fishing group and the 

tag’s owner got in contact from Tenants Harbour, Maine.  
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Figure 3 Trap owner’s tag found at Billia Croo, Stromness, March 2016 (photo used with 
permission of Orkney Beachcombing Facebook page 
https://www.facebook.com/OrkneyBeachcombing) 

 

Corey Morris thought the tag was lost 5-7 years ago and explained the low 

number was because it was his grandfather’s license number – who, back in 

the 1940s was the 167th person to get a lobstering license – he had gifted his 

number to Corey nearly 30 years ago when Corey started lobstering.  

 

Not only was this a very tangible illustration of the movement of marine 

plastic from the point where it enters the water to where it ends up, but the 

beachcomber went on to tell me how, since he began researching the origins 

of the rubbish he finds, he has developed online connections to fishing 
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communities across the Atlantic, through Facebook and fishing forums. This 

is not just an exercise in satisfying personal curiosity, it has become a way of 

drawing attention to the fact that the stories of our material artefacts continue 

after we have lost or discarded them. As well as the C. Morris owners tag, 

we also found a trap registration tag. Although the one we found had broken 

loose and washed away, the beachcomber did admit that he regularly finds 

ones that have been deliberately cut – probably by fishermen at the end of 

the season as tags have to be replaced each year to prove that fishermen 

have an up-to-date license to fish. The fact that so many cut tags turn up on 

Orkney beaches suggests that the practice of cutting the tags and discarding 

them overboard is common. This was something that the beachcomber had 

raised with his online contacts across the Atlantic, with the result that many 

expressed concern that they had not before considered the fate of their 

discarded tags, going on to say they would be careful not to continue this 

practice in future. Here is the power of stories in action, and an illustration of 

the importance of Donna Haraway’s argument for feminist objectivity based 

on ‘limited location and situated knowledge’ which ‘allow us to become 

answerable for what we learn how to see’ (Haraway,1988:583). Yet this 

example of the lobster tags shows how the situated knowledge of the 

Beachcomber, his commitment to the Orkney shoreline and his attention and 

concern for the things that wash ashore and the stories they carry, also 

travels. 

 

Marine Plastic as story 

 

The physical connections of the material world and the connections afforded 

by technology, allow stories to travel through human networks of connection. 

In sharing his stories, the beachcomber not only changed my understanding 

of places I had known for a long time but also helped me to make links to the 

work of others. I was able to put him in touch with The Citizen Laboratory for 

Environmental Action Research (CLEAR) in Newfoundland, as well as 

researchers I had met at Heriot Watt University’s ICIT campus during my 

fieldwork. Out of a Skype conversation between these different researchers, 
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about their shared and connected concern for marine plastic pollution, the 

Fishing Tag Citizen Science project was born. This project asks folk to look 

out for fishing tags when they were at the beach, to take a note of where and 

when they find the tag, and the details recorded on the tag, then email this 

data and a photo of the tag to the project4.  

 

 

Figure 4 Fishing tags image from poster used to promote fishing tags project in Orkney 
(image from CLEAR, https://civiclaboratory.nl/) 

 

Recent high-profile campaigns highlighting the worrying level of marine 

plastic pollution have seen an increase in public interest in beach cleaning, 

and Orkney now has an active community of beachcombers with an explicitly 

environmental agenda. Alongside the Orkney Beachcomber page new 

groups targeting marine plastic are appearing including the Cold-Water 

Island Project Orkney, and Orcadians’ Going Green5. It is hoped that as well 

as clearing the beaches of rubbish these newly inspired beachcombers will 

engage with the fish tag project and help researchers better understand the 

journeys and stories of this particular type of marine plastic pollution. 

 

 
4 Fishing Tag project https://civiclaboratory.nl/2017/11/07/citizen-science-collection-of-
beached-fish-tags-new-project/ 
 
5 Cold-Water Islands Project Orkney < https://www.facebook.com/PlasticFreeOrkney/> 
Orcadians’ Going Green < https://www.facebook.com/groups/greenerorkney> 
 

https://civiclaboratory.nl/2017/11/07/citizen-science-collection-of-beached-fish-tags-new-project/
https://civiclaboratory.nl/2017/11/07/citizen-science-collection-of-beached-fish-tags-new-project/
https://www.facebook.com/PlasticFreeOrkney/
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While images of dead marine mammals and birds entangled in fishing nets 

and plastic packaging are widely used to raise public awareness, and beach 

cleaning has become a popular ‘green’ pastime, the nature and scale of 

marine plastic pollution goes far beyond aesthetics and has multiple deadly 

and complex entanglements. As director of CLEAR, Max Liboiron explains in 

‘Redefining pollution and action: The matter of plastics’ (2016): 

 

The difference between PET plastics used in soda pop 
bottles and PVC plastic used for water pipes matters 
because the materials fragment, travel, and influence bodies 
differently. It matters whether that PET or PVC is in water, in 
a cod stomach, or on a store shelf because it will cause 
harm differently, and cause different types of harm, in each 
case.  

(ibid:91) 

 

In the case of marine plastics, the greatest potential for harm is from the 

ingestion of microplastics, nicknamed ‘poison pills’ by marine scientists 

‘because ordinary plastic polymers are able to concentrate synthetic 

chemicals in water in a way they do not on land (ibid:100)’, becoming more 

concentrated as they move through the food chain. In discussing the 

complexity of addressing marine plastic pollution, Liboiron calls for:  

 

…research that focuses on the physical specificity of matter 
while simultaneously focusing on relations, research that 
brings the ‘scientific’ and ‘cultural’ sides of pollution together 
to create a new model of pollution that can account for the 
agencies of plastics and their associated chemicals.  

(ibid: 103) 

 

The beachcomber’s plastic finds have multiple entangled relationships which 

can be told as stories; the ‘scientific’ stories of their composition; economic 

stories of their manufacture, transportation and consumption; personal 

stories of the people who made them, bought them, used them and lost 

them. Washed up on an Orkney beach they become, depending on your 



 

105 

point of view, beach combing treasures, useful material, unsightly litter, or 

evidence of marine pollution. The beachcomber opened my eyes to plastic 

archaeology -– the way items could get trapped in the layers of beach 

stones, become buried for years and then uncovered by a particularly violent 

storm to be washed back onto the beach. We found plastic pebbles on the 

shore at Warebeth, outside Stromness, reminders of a time when burning 

plastic rubbish on the beach was common, the melted residue becoming 

weathered and rounded amongst the other beach stones until it was hard to 

tell the difference -– except when you found a pebble that floated. In several 

spots the eroding coastline revealed layers of rubbish incorporated into the 

geology, along with sand and stone and shell.  

 

 

Figure 5 Anthropocene geology at Warebeth beach, Stromness, February 2018 (photo taken 
by  Rebecca Ford) 

 

In contemplating this ‘anthropocene geology’ and how this might appear to 

future archaeologists I was reminded of the Liboiron’s observation that: 

…the Anthropocene paradoxically pushes us to think of 
relations between non-humans, rather than placing humans 
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at the center of all relations, by placing humans on a shorter 
time scale than industrial objects.  

(Liboiron, 2016:103) 

 

The beachcomber’s knowledge comes from his relationship to place, his 

attention to the messy realities of the shoreline and an interest in the 

interactions between the human and more-than-human. He taught me not 

only to see stories in what I would previously have dismissed with distaste as 

’rubbish’, but also opened up new understandings of the more-than-human 

world of the shoreline. An expert ornithologist and naturalist he was able to 

offer insights into the fate of the various dead sea birds we found on our 

walks. As well as collecting fishing tag data for CLEAR he has contacts in 

various places for whom he collects samples of specific species of sea birds. 

I eventually got used to him cutting off the legs of dead fulmars and pushing 

them into his pockets, in one case a whole carcass disappeared into his 

coat! These would be sent off to become part of scientific research projects – 

entangling the local practice and knowledge of the beachcomber into the 

official discourse of research findings and scientific papers. He told me that 

over 90% of fulmars from the North Sea that were found and dissected had 

ingested plastic – a friend of his in Ireland had made headlines recently when 

he found a Little Auk which didn’t have plastic in its stomach, the first from 

that area for a long time which hadn’t had plastic in it.  

 

Like Liboiron the beachcomber is concerned about both the specifics of 

plastic pollution – the dangers of entanglement as well as ingestion for sea 

birds – but also the scale of the problem, the tons of visible waste a mere 

fraction of the unseen micro plastics now incorporated in sand and sea, and 

at every stage in the food-chain. The beachcomber taught me how to ‘see’ 

the environment differently. I was paying attention to things I would 

previously have overlooked in places that had once seemed familiar but were 

now full of lively interactions and entanglements between people and more-

than-human participants.  
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Maggots and migration 

 

Not far from where I live is Skaill bay – famous for the Neolithic village of 

Skara Brae and a popular spot with locals and visitors alike, and one of the 

beachcomber’s favourite spots. In the middle of April, the beach at Skaill was 

covered in piles of seaweed washed in after heavy seas and heaped into 

great mountains, 6 ft high in places. Above our heads Sand Martins 

swooped, feeding on the flies that rose from the seaweed landscape. This 

was just the first stage in a process that over the next weeks saw the piles 

decompose, shrinking from a landscape of hills and valleys into a boggy 

stinking marsh. Now as well as the aerial display from the martins, each 

retreating wave washing over the seaweedy sludge was being chased by 

flocks of Dunlin, Sanderling and Turnstones. The beachcomber explained 

that they were picking out the maggots, larvae of the Kelp Flies that the Sand 

Martins were enjoying. The heat of the rotting seaweed helps the larvae to 

hatch, in such great numbers that on a still day you can hear them churning 

through the rotting seaweed.  

 

 

Figure 6 Seaweed at Skaill bay,  May 2016 (photo taken by Rebecca Ford) 
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While many visitors to the beach will be less than impressed by this smelly 

addition to the environment, for the migrating birds these high calorie 

morsels are essential to their survival. Having already migrated from as far 

away as South Africa they are now heading north, destined for their breeding 

grounds in the Canadian High Arctic. Orkney is their last stop before the long 

flight over the Atlantic and their success depends on being able to gather 

enough fuel for the final leg of their journey. The Beachcomber explained 

that the Turnstones can almost double their weight during their time in 

Orkney gorging on this high fat maggot buffet.  

 

 

Figure 7 Maggots in the seaweed, Skaill bay, May 2016 (photo taken by Rebecca Ford) 

 

The bird’s destination links this story to the bigger story, the story of how our 

lives, with their relentless demands for energy, to fuel our desire for material 

goods and technology, are changing the stories of Artic ice sheets, and 

weather patterns, and migrations. The drive to develop Marine Renewable 

Energy in Orkney is one of the responses to this story – the same high 

energy wave environment which offers so much potential to the future of this 
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new technology, also produces the clean healthy water conditions allowing 

the growth of such an abundance of seaweed – upon which the story of the 

maggots, and in turn the migratory birds, depends.  

 

For those who live alongside it the sea provides more than a desirable view. 

In Udal law property rights extended to the lowest point of the ebb tide and 

properties along the shore had rights to gather seaweed for fertiliser, as well 

as to claim any treasure the sea provided from beached whales to timber. 

With wood in short supply in a treeless landscape, wood for building and for 

burning is highly prized. As those new to Orkney and its cultural traditions 

take up beach combing there are often breaches of the established etiquette 

– anything above the high tide mark is understood to have been claimed and 

awaiting collection. On one of our trips to Skaill the Orkney Beachcomber 

lamented the recent loss of a stash of driftwood, perhaps removed by 

someone ignorant of local custom. Like Udal law, such unofficial local laws 

can only be maintained through shared understanding, transmission and 

practice. As lifestyles change and populations shift the traditional routes of 

transmission are disrupted. How might a new generation of beachcombers 

integrate an awareness of global environmental crisis with local traditions to 

develop practical strategies that care for people and place?  

 

Stories can help us recognise our relationship to the narrative, to see our 

connectedness, and understand that we are answerable to, and dependent 

upon others, including more -than-human participants. We must learn to see 

and to be answerable to these entangled stories, to understand our cultural, 

material and technological narratives as dialogical – we are not only in 

dialogue with each other, but part of an ecological dialogue which includes 

marine renewable energy, marine plastics, and maggots.  

 

In trying to understand the ways in which Marine Renewable Energy was 

shaping and being shaped by its location in Orkney, it became clear that I 

needed to spend some time learning more about the marine environment 

and the people who worked in it. The beachcomber opened up a new 
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perspective for me, the sea was alive with stories, not only in the things that 

washed ashore but in the lives of those who ventured out to sea.  

 

Recognising the importance of embodied experience in knowledge making, I 

set out to meet people and hear their stories in the marine environment. I 

wanted to know what stories shaped the lives of those for whom the sea was 

a place of work, a source of income, a resource to be managed, an object of 

study, a means of escape, or a way of life.  

 

Safety at sea 

 

The first thing I learned was that there is an official story of sea going. A story 

that says the sea is a dangerous place for land dwellers and there are rules 

and regulations that will keep you safe. If I wanted to go out on boats doing 

commercial activities, boats that don’t take passengers and therefore don’t 

have the necessary insurance to cover those ignorant of how to be safe at 

sea, then I would need to obtain the necessary certification to convince 

skippers that I wasn’t a total liability. Luckily Orkney College has a Maritime 

studies department, and it was straightforward enough to find out which 

courses I needed and what would be involved. In the end I enrolled for the 

Marine Observers Safety training course, which involved the official STCW6 

certificate courses -– Personal Survival Techniques (PST), giving practical 

experience in using survival equipment including life-rafts; Elementary First 

Aid – basic seafarers first aid training; and the college’s Deck Safety 

Awareness module which covered awareness of deck hazards and maritime 

safety procedures.  

 
6 The International Convention on Standards of Training, Certification and Watchkeeping for 
Seafarers (STCW), 1978 sets minimum qualification standards for seagoing personnel. 
STCW was adopted in 1978 by the International Maritime Organization (IMO) at the 
International Conference on Training and Certification of Seafarers , and entered into force 
in 1984. The Convention has subsequently been amended in 1991, 1994, 1995, 1997, 1998, 
2004, 2006, 2010, 2014, 2015, 2016 and 2018. 
https://www.imo.org/en/OurWork/HumanElement/Pages/STCW-Convention.aspx [accessed 
18/11/21] 

 

https://www.imo.org/en/OurWork/HumanElement/Pages/STCW-Convention.aspx
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Straight away I learned how important having the correct certification was for 

seafarers -– following “The Manila Amendments” of the STCW in 2010 the 

PST now had to be refreshed every 5 years, the transition period to allow 

seafarers to update their training ended at the start of 2017, this meant that 

demand for the PST course was high during 2016 and places limited. When I 

got a space on the course, I found myself in a room full of experienced 

seafarers all there to refresh their certificates, the only other first timer being 

another female student who was going to carry out research monitoring crab 

catches.  

 

We spent the morning in the college learning about safety at sea, how to put 

on survival suits and lifejackets, and the proper procedure in the event of 

having to abandon ship. In the afternoon we got to put theory into practice at 

the Stromness Swimming Pool – dressed in boiler suits and life jackets we 

had to demonstrate the correct way to enter the water, including from height, 

which for me was the biggest challenge as I am not the most confident 

swimmer and dislike jumping into deep water at the best of times, let alone 

having first had to climb up a bit of scaffolding! By the time we got to 

launching a life raft and practicing helping each other to board, the realisation 

was dawning that however hard this was in an indoor pool, it would be 

altogether different jumping off a burning or sinking ship, perhaps in the dark, 

into the Atlantic or North Sea in the middle of a winter storm. There was at 

least one older seafarer there who couldn’t swim and while at first I found it 

hard to imagine being in that position, by the end of the day it was clear that 

knowing how to keep yourself afloat using the life jacket and how to board 

the life raft would be far more useful survival techniques in a stormy sea than 

my rather dodgy breaststroke and ability to tread water.  

 

My experience of undergoing this training highlighted yet again the particular 

relationship I had with my field site, which was also my home and the place I 

had grown up. The pool where I was now practicing survival techniques was 

the same one where I learned to swim as a child, and where I now brought 

my young daughter for her Saturday morning swimming lessons. I was in 
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familiar surroundings doing unfamiliar things with people who I either didn’t 

know or knew in a different context.  

 

Stefan Helmreich describes his experiences in the deep-sea submergence 

vehicle Alvin as feeling ‘like perfect Anthropological fieldwork’ (2009:220), as 

he experiences immersion both literally in the depths of the ocean, and 

‘being-there’ in the ‘language and culture’ of the scientists he is observing. In 

questioning the metaphor of immersion in ethnography Helmreich criticises 

the way it promises ‘experiential truth through eliding the question of 

structure – whether of an ecosystem or a social order’ (ibid:230) and instead 

offers:  

…a case for transduction ethnography, inquiry motivated not 
by the visual rhetoric of self-examination and self-correcting 
perspectivalism but by auditorily inspired, lateral attention to 
the modulating relations that produce insides and outsides, 
subjects and objects, sensation and sense data, that 
produce the the very idea of presence itself. Rather than 
seeing from a point of view, then, we might tune in to 
surroundings, to circumstances that allow resonance, 
reverberation, echo-senses of presence and distance, at 
scales ranging from the individual to the collective. This is a 
model of anthropologists as transducers in circuits of social 
relations. A transductive ethnography would be a mode of 
attention that asks how subjects, objects, and field emerge 
in material relations that cannot be modelled in advance. It 
would chart logical relations that could never be 
disentangled from particular cases […] transduction always 
travels across - athwart - the very present it is calling into 
being.  

(ibid:230) 

 

My own fieldwork felt more like discovering different depths, getting to see 

below the surface of aspects of the community which, until I had a reason to 

engage with them, had been there but invisible to me. I found Helmreich’s 

‘transductive ethnography’ model helpful in understanding my own fieldwork 

experiences, the way in which I was always an active participant and 

therefore always implicated in the outcomes, and how my existing 

relationships with the people and places I was now studying inevitably 
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shaped my experience. This, along with Tim Ingold’s characterisation of the 

practice of participant observation in terms of ‘correspondence’ – that is 

’living attentionally with others’ (Ingold, 2014: 389) helped to make sense of 

what I was doing, and why it was important that I spent time with people in 

the environments where they lived and worked rather than asking them to 

make time for me to interview them in a ‘neutral’ setting. What I was seeking 

was not objective data that I as a researcher could analyse, I wanted to learn 

about aspects of the place where I lived, and the lives of the people I lived 

with, that I had previously never encountered directly. Mindful of Ingold’s 

observation that ‘correspondence is neither given nor achieved but always in 

the making’ (ibid) I realised that to learn about people’s different experiences 

of the sea would involve spending time observing and participating in 

different types of maritime activity, and this was going to change how I 

understood apparently familiar places.  

 

Diving into fieldwork 

 

Spending time shadowing the harbour master I got to know folk down the 

pier, fishermen, dive boat skippers, the security guards for the passenger 

ferry, the workers at the Orkney Fishermen’s Society shed, and the various 

characters, often retired seafarers, who hung out down the pier. Often these 

were familiar faces and even folk whose names I knew and would say hello 

to, but who I had never had an actual conversation with. I got to know 

people’s nicknames and where they came from, the names of boats and 

where they berthed, who I should speak to, who might take me out to sea 

with them. It turned out that the easiest boats to get out on were the dive 

boats. They were set up for passengers and so would take me before I had 

completed all my marine training, and it helped that I already knew one of the 

skippers and through him was introduced to another, so that I got to go out 

with each of them.  

 

Orkney attracts recreational divers keen to explore the wrecks of the German 

Fleet scuttled in Scapa Flow in 1919, with Stromness being the main port for 
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diving vessels. Over the years I’d been aware of seeing groups of divers 

down the street in Stromness, or in the pubs, easily identifiable in their ‘I’ve 

dived Scapa Flow’ sweatshirts. At one time there were regular tales of their 

drunken antics in the pubs, but the skippers confirmed my impression that 

recently numbers were down and the demographic had shifted – when I 

asked what had happened to all the young divers, one of the skippers 

laughingly replied ‘that’s them on the back there’ pointing to the divers on the 

deck – the average age being somewhere in the 50s, with one diver of 71. 

While there might not be a lot of young divers coming to Orkney now, those 

who came here as young men were still coming back 30 years later.  

 

I also knew that diving was dangerous. Every year The Orcadian newspaper 

reported diving accidents with divers needing emergency medical assistance 

and alarmingly regular fatalities. Talking to the skippers it became clear that 

an ageing clientele added to the dangers of diving in Scapa Flow, with the 

increasing risk of older divers experiencing heart attacks or strokes – medical 

emergencies which might have happened anyway but were either triggered, 

or complicated, by their decision to dive. Most of the accidents in Scapa Flow 

over the last few years had been health related rather than related to diving 

itself. Both skippers had been divers themselves and were well aware of the 

risks and also of the need to be clear where their responsibilities lay. “I’m just 

a taxi driver” one told me when I asked who was responsible for safety. The 

divers were expected to take responsibility for themselves in terms of their 

experience and fitness to tackle the dive, the skippers’ expertise lay in their 

knowledge of the local sea conditions and the dive locations.  

 

On the day I went out with the first skipper the divers were planning to dive 

on the wreck of the Tabarka, which had originally been used as a block ship 

before the building of the Churchill Barriers, and was then re-floated and 

towed up to be sunk in Burra Sound, which runs between the islands of 

Graemsay and Hoy. The skipper explained the way the dive boats had put in 

marker buoys to show the state of the tide, as it was critical that the divers 

went in at slack water and the buoys were set to be visible at this point of the 

tide.  
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The speed of the tide in Burra Sound could be running between 6-8 knots 

and at mid-tide it would be difficult to make any headway against it through 

the centre of the channel. While in other places the tidal phases are of equal 

duration of 6 hours ebb and 6 hours flow, the tide in Burra Sound was 7 and 

5 with other places in Scapa Flow having extremely variable tidal flows, 

including places where the tide flows for 11 hours, has a period of slack 

water and then runs 11 hours in the same direction. I asked how it was 

possible to learn all of this and the skipper confirmed my impression that this 

was knowledge that could only be gained through first-hand experience,  

You can’t learn this in the classroom, definitely not. They’ll 
actually tell you in your courses this is not navigable, except 
with extreme local knowledge. Which the Graemsay has [the 
Orkney Ferries passenger ferry serving Graemsay and North 
Hoy], we have, the fishermen have. 

 

Local knowledge also came up in relation to the sharing of information 

between seafarers -– the captain of the other dive boat with divers in the 

water near us that day was a friend of our skipper, and they kept up a 

conversation over the radio letting each other know when the bags appeared 

that divers put up to show their position when they were getting ready to 

resurface.  While manoeuvring our vessel to keep close to our divers, the 

skipper was constantly aware of where the other boat’s divers were coming 

up, and of keeping out of their way. This was complicated by the fact that 

there was underwater debris and skerries to be avoided, as well as needing 

to take account of how the current would move the divers through the water 

away from the boat, as the divers took their time decompressing on the way 

up. The level of skill and knowledge involved was obvious, as was the sense 

of cooperation between the skippers, they gave each other regular updates 

via the radio and checked in when the last of their divers were safely 

onboard.  

 

Later I was introduced to the other skipper, who also agreed to take me out 

with a group of divers. It was the most beautiful day, sun shining and the 
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water completely calm, but the dangers of the sea could never be 

discounted, as the skipper pointed out, “it can be as calm as this and the 

most terrifying experience of your life two minutes from there, you’ve got to 

learn to be pretty calm – when there’s a chance to be calm be calm.” He 

went on to explain “we had a diver die last year, and this was the conditions 

it was like”, and this was not an unusual occurrence, “every dive boat has 

had the same experience. If you’re a diver boat skipper you know that 

somewhere on your watch this is going to happen.” The beautiful day and 

apparently benign sea conditions suddenly seemed less reassuring.  

 

When I listened in to the skipper briefing the divers about what to expect on 

the dive I was much clearer as to what was at stake, “we have to insist on 

the dive time being 35 minutes because when the tide turns you’re actually 

going to go out the way” as he pointed out into the Pentland Firth. The timing 

of the start of the dive was gauged by the two buoys on the wreck, “roughly 

20 minutes before diving when the first buoy appears and then when the two 

buoys are floating on the surface it’s about minus 10 [minutes to dive]”.The 

decision of the timing of the dive was also informed by the stage of the tide in 

terms of how that affected visibility, “you’re diving it on the incoming tide, so 

none of the shitty water coming out of  Scapa Flow’s covering the wreck”. I 

was amazed by the number of factors the skipper had to take into account in 

planning the dive, and I asked him about the difficulties of navigating Burra 

Sound for diving: 

 There’s 40000 tons of shipping sunk in this channel…it is 
absolutely awful working out here [in terms of navigation] 
what we’ve got to do is we’ve got to time the slack so these 
divers go in when it’s slack water. I don’t care what anybody 
says you can’t predict what it’s going to do. We can say I 
think it’s going to be slack at 12:10 today but this wreck 
should be able to dive twenty minutes before which is 11:20, 
but only when we get up there and see what it actually looks 
like will we know, if it’s early, late, whatever.  

 

He went on to talk about the visibility, “Normally the visibility here’s like 

Egypt, so people come up and are raving about it…normally we’d come here 

and we’d be seeing seaweed” but on that day the water was milky and I 
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asked why that was, “I expect the reason it’s like that is we’ve had a lot of 

bad weather, bad seas coming in, you can see how it’s breaking on the rocks 

there, two days ago it was really wild… in theory what happens is the ocean 

takes in clear water and it’s lovely and clear here on the high tide, whereas at 

low water what happens is all the water’s coming out of Scapa Flow and it’s 

really murky, but today it looks like it’s not going to be fantastic.”  

 

The relationship between land and sea, tide and weather, were all part of the 

skipper’s understanding of how he approached his job, “everyone talks about 

Hoy’s micro-climate, it’s most noticeable here in Burra Sound, how the 

weather’s always different”. This attentiveness to the environment, the 

tension between the familiar landmarks and the ever-changing sea and 

weather conditions are all part of the skipper’s relationship with Burra Sound, 

part of the “extreme local knowledge” which allows him to navigate its 

challenging conditions safely. As I listened to his explanation of the way the 

buoys indicated the state of the tide, what was affecting the visibility, the 

need to be constantly watching for the bubbles indicating where the divers 

where underwater, I thought of Tim Ingold’s observation that ‘meaning is 

there to be discovered in the landscape, if only we know how to attend to it. 

Every feature, then, is a potential clue, a key to meaning rather than a 

vehicle for carrying it.’ (Ingold 2011:208).  

 

In the process of fieldwork I was being taught how to attend to things that, 

while apparently familiar, now opened up new meanings and ways of 

understanding the world. During my days out on the dive boats I experienced 

the physical tension of waiting and watching with the skippers when the 

divers were due to resurface; listening back to my audio recordings I realise 

how our conversation changes, the throb of the boat’s engine filling intense 

silences as our focus shifts to watching for signs of the divers.  

 

Penny McCall Howard observes how ‘effective work at sea requires an 

extraordinary extension of the whole body’s sensitivities and perceptual 

abilities, and merges feeling listening, sounding and seeing’ (Howard, 2013 

:61). Howard describes observing how a fisherman ‘felt the ground’ of the 
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seabed through ‘the vibration of his fishing gear from the wheelhouse’ by 

‘putting his hand on the wheelhouse wall’ (ibid). I observed this same 

extension of the senses in the dive-boat skippers but was also aware of how 

this extension included others, both human and non-human. The success of 

the day’s diving depended on more than just the skill of the skipper and 

abilities of the divers, they were only part of a web of relationships which 

were all factors affecting the outcome – the environment, including weather 

and sea conditions; the activities of others in the environment, from other 

seafarers to seals and sea birds, and on one vessel the skipper’s dog; and 

radio communication with other vessels, the harbour master, and the 

coastguard. I observed how all of these factors played a part in the unfolding 

of the day’s events, and behind them recognised familiar stories, perhaps 

most tellingly the story which was to emerge from my time with those in the 

MRE sector, the continual tension between collaboration and competition 

and how this related to the idea of community in Orkney.   

 

 

Figure 8 Dive boat dog watching for divers, Burra Sound, June 2016 (photo taken by 
Rebecca Ford) 

 

In the course of both days on the dive boats there were radio conversations 

between the various vessels, and I had remarked on this level of 
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communication as a sign of collaboration between the skippers, but got the 

response, “it’s only really if it goes wrong, if it goes pear-shaped everybody 

helps. If it’s going well then, it’s just a commercial business, all competing 

against one another”. Despite this tension skippers did regularly help each 

other – from the relaying of messages from the coastguard between one 

boat and another that was out of radio signal, to the sharing of information 

about plans for the following day’s dive to avoid all turning up at the same 

wreck. Competition was real and in a shrinking market the stakes were high, 

but collaboration was not just a feel-good act of generosity, it was a 

necessary part of the web of relationships a skipper needed to draw on to do 

his job safely.  

 

Gender at sea 

 

When I went out with a creel boat, I had a totally different experience. This 

was one of the bigger creel boats working out of Stromness but still with only 

a two-man crew, and unlike the dive vessels not designed to carry 

passengers. The measure of the day’s success was not a safe return to 

harbour with happy passengers but depended on the quality and size of the 

catch. The skipper was someone I had been to school with and had probably 

not spoken to beyond an ‘aye, aye’ in passing on the street since. I 

appreciated his trust in taking me onboard and was nervous that I wouldn’t 

make a liability of myself by getting ill.  We were heading out of the protection 

of Scapa Flow to haul creels in the Pentland Firth on the west side of Hoy, 

and although the weather was benign there was a good chance of some 

swell in the Firth. So far, in my limited experience of being at sea, I would 

class myself as a good sailor – in as much as I haven’t yet been sea-sick, but 

I had learned enough to know that much is dependent on the type of vessel 

as well as the conditions.  

 

I was also a little concerned about the realities of spending a day on a small 

vessel with no toilet. Creel boats have predominantly male crews and the 

realities of being a middle-aged woman with a pelvic floor weakened by 
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childbirth meant that I was wary about accepting too many of the generously 

offered cups of tea. I had been tipped off to this issue for women on fishing 

boats by the wonderful photographer Jo Coates, who I had met during her 

time in Orkney working on her project ‘North Sea Swells’.7 I was only partially 

reassured by Jo’s assurance that in the absence of a toilet there was usually 

a bucket available. 

 

Stefan Helmreich touches on the impact of gender and toileting aboard Alvin, 

but while the cramped conditions of the sub led even the male passengers to 

worry about how to discreetly use their ‘Human Element Range Extenders, 

more colloquially known as “pee bottles”’ (Helmreich, 2009:215), the reality 

of female anatomy adds an additional practical complication to life at sea on 

any vessel without the luxury of a loo. Somehow, I managed to avoid the 

need to use the bucket, despite succumbing to the lure of a hot cup of tea in 

the dark early morning as we sailed out of Stromness. I had previous 

experience of working in a predominately male environment. In my early 

twenties I worked on a big thoroughbred racehorse stud farm, so was aware 

of the way being female marked me as other, both in terms of colleagues’ 

attitudes and in relation to the practical arrangements of our working 

conditions.  

 

Having attended pre-fieldwork training for Anthropology PhD students, and 

read Judith Okely’s Anthropological Practice (2012) I thought I was prepared 

to ‘submit to others’ ways of experiencing the world’ (ibid:51), however, as 

discussed in my introduction my identity and relationship to my research and 

field site was complicated. At various moments I moved between being 

aware of my ‘halfie’ identity (Abu-Lughod, 1991), feeling conflict between my 

day job and my research, being very aware that I was getting access to 

certain situations because I was known and trusted, or sometimes not feeling 

able to approach people because of awkwardness based on previous 

experiences prior to the PhD. My gender was another thing to be factored in, 

another reason why the experiences I had were unique to me. I was 

 
7< http://www.joannecoates.co.uk/northseaswells> [accessed 24/05/21] 

http://www.joannecoates.co.uk/northseaswells
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desperate not to make a fuss, not to get in the way or be a nuisance, yet my 

gender immediately raised the potential for awkward situations around the 

very practical issue of toileting.  

 

It was a very personal experience that reinforced a thread I was starting to 

recognise as woven through all the stories I was hearing, the gap between 

the ‘authoritative’ narratives, the stories that turned up in the media and in 

the pages of official reports, and the embodied reality of individuals’ 

experiences of the environment. In our stories we can control events, we can 

choose what to include and what to leave out, lived experience comes 

unedited, but also comes with, and as stories. Lived reality, the embodied in-

the-moment interactions of individuals in the world is ecological dialogism. As 

Jo Vegunst points out ‘being-in-the-world must involve being-on-the-move’ 

(2013:123) and this movement is through an ecology which is always both 

physical and cultural. If culture is a verb (Street, 1993) then we ‘do’ culture as 

storytelling.  

 

Personal Perspectives 

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Orkney ecologies are personal, social 

and environmental ecologies, experienced and understood as stories – 

Morton’s ‘ecology as text, text as ecology’ (2010). The authorship of these 

stories, and their authority in the world are part of a process of continual 

negotiation, their details reshaped in every telling, their usefulness tested 

against embodied experience, their meaning dependant on teller, audience 

and time. In my conversations with those sea goers not directly involved with 

MRE the official story of Orkney as an international centre for the 

development of this new technology was somewhat different. Rather than 

seeing the extreme wave and tidal conditions as untapped energy potential, 

the siting of EMEC’s wave and tidal testing facilities were questioned as 

unnecessarily extreme. Why put valuable pieces of technology at risk of 

damage or destruction? These attitudes were shaped by personal 

experiences of the sea, they knew the financial implications of damaged gear 
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and lost catches, had suffered or seen others suffer the consequences of 

bad decisions or bad luck.  

 

One of the last privately owned fish farms in Orkney suffered a catastrophic 

escape, (The Orcadian, 4 April 2002) and when I go out with one of the fish 

farm vessels the skipper uses this as an example of how the fish farms have 

gradually learned lessons about improved mooring technology which has 

allowed them to exploit more exposed sites, suggesting that this is a model 

the MRE sector should follow: 

 

Fish farms [are] going more and more offshore. They think 
they can have sites in places now we would never have 
dreamt of before […] there will be a point where there’ll be 
competition for the same sites [with MRE]. […] Fish farms 
developed with private money, and they developed on a very 
small scale, wooden cages in sheltered places and as the 
years’ gone on the technology’s built up they’ve gone more 
and more offshore. But the renewables, as far as I can see, 
they’ve gone to really exposed sites, and they’ve not had 
that graduation, you know, part of it, from the outside, looks 
pretty amateurish. There are people who the fish farming 
industry use, for moorings and things like that, who they 
[MRE] don’t appear to be using, and they have a lot of 
experience now […]. To me they should be getting their 
technology to be working in moderate places, not exposed 
places. They shouldn’t have come up to Orkney at all to 
start! 

 

He goes on to repeat a story I’ve heard from nearly all the non-MRE folk I 

talk to about the fact that at the first sign of bad weather the Pelamis ‘sea 

snake’ is towed off the wave test site at Billia Croo, and into the shelter of the 

harbour. Down the pier they even joked that one of the ways they could 

predict bad weather coming was the sight of Pelamis being towed. During my 

conversation with the crew on the fish farm vessel, one of the older crew 

members, who had experience of working offshore, summed up another 

often-heard view: 

I fail to see how they can do that economically [MRE] 
They’re hiring vessels that cost tens of thousands a day to 
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hire, and they’re waiting for the slack water, and they’ll get 
about half an hour if they’re lucky, of slack tide, and plus 
weather windows and that. They can’t just hire the vessel for 
that day [when the conditions are right] it’ll be on hire for the 
duration. […] Even the diesel electric supply boats, they’re 
using about twelve ton [of diesel] a day, those massive boats 
they’ll have in deploying these things and maintaining, 
they’re even bigger, they’ll have their DP systems8 running 
full-bore in that tide to hold stationary, if they can hold 
stationary at all. So, I fail to see how the marine sites are 
doing anything for the environment! 

 

I could understand this perspective. On the pier and in general conversation 

I’d heard MRE described as everything from a failure to a cynical money 

laundering scheme. Those with an intimate knowledge of the waters around 

Orkney knew the practical challenges, the physical risks and the economic 

costs of making things work at sea. Theirs’ was a perspective born of 

personal experience, through the daily struggle to secure a living in a harsh 

physical and financial environment, the increasing cost of diesel one of the 

factors determining the economic viability of their business. To see MRE 

work boats apparently taking advantage of public subsidies to build a green 

energy sector, while burning tons of diesel in the process, was seen as a 

bitter irony. Yet one of the biggest work boat companies was run by an ex-

fisherman, and the sector had created jobs at sea and demands for training 

that had breathed new life into the Maritime College in Stromness. There 

was always another side to a story, always another perspective, another way 

to see a situation and to understand the relationships involved.  

 

I am immensely grateful to the beachcomber, the folk down the pier, and the 

skippers who took me out to sea. In telling me their stories they shifted my 

perspective, expanded my experiences, and allowed me to see an emerging 

pattern in the story I was trying to tell. They all understood that ultimate 

authority lay with the sea, yet in the official story of MRE authority lay with 

 
8 Dynamic positioning (DP) is a computer-controlled system to automatically maintain 
a vessel's position and heading by using its own propellers and thrusters. Position reference 
sensors, combined with wind sensors, motion sensors and gyrocompasses, provide 
information to the computer pertaining to the vessel's position and the magnitude and 
direction of environmental forces affecting its position. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dynamic_positioning [accessed 24/05/21] 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marine_vessel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gyrocompass
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dynamic_positioning
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those who had imagined a way to exploit the energy of wave and tide. This 

tension between authorship and authority, in relation to energy and 

environment is the subject of the next chapter which explores stories of 

power.    
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4. Stories of Power  

 

While the previous chapter looked at stories that emerged in the marine 

environment, including stories told about MRE by other groups in the marine 

environment, this chapter will explore stories in other settings – maps and 

planning documents, policy strategies and press releases. These stories 

were about power, both the power of the sea as a potential source of energy 

to fuel human needs and desires, and also power in human terms: authority 

over others and the drive to shape the world to fit a particular narrative.  

 

The story of MRE in Orkney is shaped by many narratives, it is a story about 

power and shaped by power. It is a story where Orkney ecologies of 

meaning making meet national and international narratives of power – in 

energy, economics and politics. This chapter explores the way these 

narratives are in dialogue and how this has shaped events within Orkney, 

and considers how, through this dialogue, these stories form part of the 

island’s ecology of meaning making as energy stories are entangled in 

stories with the power, political and economic, to shape the world. In doing 

so it addresses research Question 1 showing how discourse surrounding 

MRE in Orkney engages with wider discourses about energy and 

environment, while also answering Question 2’s concern with the relationship 

between renewable energy and local discourses in Orkney.   

 

From marine planning policy to narratives of MRE technology development, 

the stories told here illustrate how relationships of power influence the 

process of storytelling, with certain voices carrying authority, while others go 

unheard. By focussing on how stories of power reveal the power of stories 

this chapter addresses research Question 4 about the role stories play in the 

relationships between people and place, and in the examples given of 

planning consultation offers evidence of the power relations framing 

Question 5’s concern with the need for more representative, reflective and 

effective approaches to research and community consultation. Powerful 

stories about MRE in Orkney, which ultimately led to a ‘narrative of 
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disappointment’ and negative impacts on the sector, provide evidence that ‘it 

matters what stories tell stories; it matters whose stories tell stories’ 

(Haraway, 2019).  

 

As Haraway points out, stories ‘belong to storytellers, who share them, or 

not, in practices of situated worlding (ibid: 570). When those with power 

outside the islands tell Orkney’s stories the relationships between people and 

place, and the situated knowledges carried in these relationships are 

missing. In recognising differences in storytelling within and outside the 

islands this chapter draws attention not only to the role of power in this 

process and its outcomes but identifies the importance of how stories are 

told, where they are told, and by whom.  

 

Having been identified as the ‘Energy Islands’ (Watts, 2018:17) Orkney has 

entered into dialogue with global narratives of energy futures in the 

Anthropocene. I am interested in how, where, and by whom, this story is 

being told, and what this might reveal about competing claims for authority 

and power in relation to the Orkney environment. The direct relationship 

between the power afforded by different forms of energy and political power 

is explored in relation to fossil fuels by Timothy Mitchell in Carbon 

Democracy, and his observations on the nature of this relationship are useful 

in setting the situation in Orkney within the context of ‘the age of fossil fuels’: 

Political possibilities were opened up or narrowed down by 
different ways of organising the flow and concentration of 
energy, and these possibilities were enhanced or limited by 
arrangements of people, finance, expertise and violence that 
were assembled in relationship to the distribution and control 
of energy.  

(Mitchell, 2013:8)  

 

Orkney has played its own part in this history of the ‘distribution and control 

of energy’, with the Flotta Oil Terminal one of the locations in the story of 

North Sea Oil distribution. To take a personal example, my father left the 

Northern Lighthouse Board, and his role on the Pole Star, to take a job as a 
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marine pilot with the local authority harbour department. This mainly involved 

the movement of tankers in Scapa Flow on their way to and from the oil 

terminal on Flotta. The increase in his wages was reflected in my parents 

buying some of the new consumer electronics – a better colour television, a 

video recorder, and eventually even a home computer. In classmates’ 

houses, where fathers were directly employed at the terminal, I was intrigued 

by the perspex ornaments containing little spheres of oil proudly on display. 

From our house you could see the flare on Flotta where the gas was burnt off 

for safety, it was just another landmark, its wider significance lost in its 

familiarity.  

The Oxy9 house – home to the oil terminal manager – up Hillside Road in 

Stromness, looked like something out of an American TV show, out of place 

among the traditional local stone-built houses. Orkney was part of a new 

story of the future, of progress and prosperity fuelled by oil. Voices of 

caution, such as George Mackay Brown’s concern about the ‘new religion, 

progress’ (1969:28) in An Orkney Tapestry, were easily dismissed as out of 

touch, and accused of wanting to hold islanders back. Reading the 

introduction to Carbon Democracy, I am struck by the way my experience 

growing up in Orkney reflects the influence of oil on the island economy, a 

global industry colonising local communities.  

 

The leading industrialised countries are also oil states. 
Without the energy they derive from oil their current forms of 
political and economic life would not exist. Their citizens 
have developed ways of eating, travelling, housing 
themselves and consuming other goods and services that 
require very large amount of energy from oil and other fossil 
fuels. These ways of life are not sustainable and they now 
face twin crises that will end them.  

(Mitchell, 2013:6) 

 

 
9 Occidental Petroleum were the operators of the Flotta Oil terminal at that time having 
begun building at the site in 1974, with the first oil coming ashore in 1976 
https://www.oxy.com/aboutOccidental/Pages/default.aspx [accessed 24/05/21] 

https://www.oxy.com/aboutOccidental/Pages/default.aspx
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Operations at the Flotta oil terminal are now greatly reduced, as production 

in the North Sea declines, while the crisis of climate change is behind the 

drive to develop renewable energy from the islands’ marine resources of 

wave and tide. Yet as Mitchell points out ‘the political machinery that 

emerged to govern the age of fossil fuels, partly as a product of those forms 

of energy, may be incapable of addressing the events that will end it’ (ibid:7). 

As I will explore in this chapter, the events in the story of renewable energy 

in Orkney reflect the influences of political and economic power as much as 

the technical challenges of producing electrical power from the environment. 

The relationship between energy and power emerges through stories, in the 

form of policy documents and regulatory frameworks. Even when these 

emerge from local consultation, their origins are situated within cultural 

ecologies far removed from the environments they seek to describe and are 

told in language which reflects the sometimes conflicting world-views of 

those in positions of official authority who commission and write them.  

 

Managing the Marine Environment  

 

During my fieldwork with the maritime community the issue of marine 

planning emerged as one of the factors shaping relationships between 

different groups, including MRE. There was a consultation going on about 

the ‘Pilot Pentland Firth and Orkney Waters Marine Spacial Plan’ developed 

by Marine Scotland, Orkney Islands Council and Highland Council, to set out 

‘an integrated planning policy framework to guide marine development, 

activities and management decisions in the Plan area’ (Marine Scotland, 

2016). The ‘vision’ statement on the front of Plan Summary reads: 

 

Pentland Firth and Orkney Waters [PFOW] will be a clean, 
healthy, safe, attractive and productive marine and coastal 
environment that is rich in biodiversity and managed 
sustainably to support thriving and resilient local 
communities.  

(ibid)  
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The key word here of course is ‘managed’ and it immediately raises the 

questions of ‘how’ and ‘by whom’ and ‘under what authority’ – or in the words 

of Kate Johnson in Working the Map, ‘Who decides and how do they do it?’ 

(2015:56). The summary document hints at some of the complexity of 

answering this question. The section on ‘challenges’ includes the following 

observations of the process of drawing up the plan: ’managing decision 

making across multiple organisations’; ‘not always clear on sectoral priorities 

from the outset’; ‘differing stakeholder expectations of what the project could 

realistically deliver’; and perhaps most tellingly, ‘difficult to develop a clear 

direction for future development and activities within a non-statutory plan’.  

 

The desire to ‘manage’ planning in the marine space ultimately requires the 

power to enforce planning decisions, and as the document itself states, ‘as 

this pilot Plan is being developed during a period of evolving national policy 

and guidance, with new evidence becoming available continually, it should 

be viewed as part of an ongoing marine planning process’ (Marine Scotland, 

2016: 21). The moving parts in this process include Marine Scotland, which 

holds ‘authority for licensing most developments and activities in Scotland’s 

marine environment’, with the exception of ‘activities relating to oil and gas, 

defence and shipping, which remain reserved by the UK Government and 

aquaculture development which is determined by local planning authorities.’ 

In addition, offshore renewable energy installations come under the Energy 

Act 2004 statutory decommissioning scheme, administered by the 

Department for Energy and Climate Change (DECC).  

 

As well as local authority, Scottish and UK Government authority, at the time 

Orkney waters also fell under the authority of the EU Habitats Directive and 

‘three Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) were designated in the PFOW in 2014 

with biodiversity interests; North-west Orkney for sand eels; Wyre and 

Rousay Sounds for kelp and seaweed communities on sublittoral sediment 

and marl beds; and Papa Westray for black guillemots’ (ibid:7). With so many 

competing sources of authority, and vested interests, the question of whose 
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vision is ultimately represented in the planning process is complicated and 

contested.  

 

The situation in Orkney is part of what Weir and Kerr argue is ‘the first global 

wave of enclosure of marine space and resources’, with the enclosure of 

state property being ‘justified as a way of addressing the tragedy of the 

commons by rectifying poor management, and as a response to battles for 

sovereignty over marine resources’ (2019:1). Support from the EU for the 

development of MRE in Orkney has been part of the EU’s Blue Growth 

agenda which is ‘seen as a way of harnessing the potential held within the 

world's oceans to provide “smart, sustainable and inclusive growth’’’, and 

‘specifically targets industries such as aquaculture, and ocean energy, which 

require increasing permanent occupation of the previously ‘free’ environment’ 

(ibid).  

 

In researching attitudes to marine planning among a range of stakeholders 

Weir and Kerr concluded that ‘there is a plurality of opinions as to the future 

of rights at sea. Some believe in the maintenance of public rights, whilst 

others believe in handing over rights to priority industries’ (ibid:7). 

Commenting on the planning process they draw attention to the issues of 

consultation and long-term consequences: 

 

Despite efforts to design a collaborative and equitable 
planning process, through consultation and planning 
partnerships, neither the actual enclosure nor these 
disparate attitudes are being taken into account. 
Experiences on land should forewarn that enclosure and the 
redistribution of property rights is not a trivial matter. The 
distribution of rights can be a source of significant public 
grievance with potential to last for generations.  

(ibid:7-8) 

 

I attended one of the PFOW consultation events and subsequently chatted 

with one of those involved in writing the plan. The question of how to achieve 

meaningful consultation was at the heart of the issues highlighted by Weir 
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and Kerr. Holding a public drop-in session in the library was not the most 

obvious way to attract seafarers who were more at home down the pier and, 

depending on the weather, likely to be at sea during the day. This was an 

issue that had been mentioned by a fish farm skipper in relation to 

consultation meetings regarding the building of the new pier in Stromness. 

The folk who were actually expected to use the facilities were not invited to 

the meetings and so could not give advice about the suitability of the plans, 

which, unsurprisingly, proved less than ideal for their vessels.  

 

For my marine planning informant, consultation was clearly a high priority, 

and he was quick to point out that planning had changed from the days of 

professionals sitting round tables making massive plans and implementing 

them with no input so that ‘communities just had things happen to them’. 

However, the statutory requirements of the consultation process tended to 

‘stifle innovation’ and consultation events were ‘very resource intensive to 

organise and promote’. He was clearly aware of the issue of representation, 

recognising that it was a challenge to engage people who were not ‘the usual 

suspects.’ We discussed a recent example of consultation failure when a 

planning application by OIC for alterations to Broad Street in Kirkwall had 

been overturned by councillors, despite having previously gained approval. 

This had been prompted by a vocal campaign in the local media  by a 

particular section of the ‘usual suspects’ who opposed the plan, despite the 

fact that the consultation process had not previously registered any strong 

public opposition (The Orcadian, 2015; 2015a; 2016 ). As the consultation 

process had ended by the time of the campaign of opposition, the media 

story centred on the objections, rather than the details of the actual plans.  

 

In this case the competing authority was between the elected members and 

council officials, ultimately swayed by public opinion and the power of the 

ballot box. In the case of marine spatial planning, the political interests and 

agendas ranged from the local to the international, with sensitivities and 

conflicting allegiances at every level. No matter how good the intentions of 

the planners, or the effectiveness of the local consultation processes, it 

seemed unlikely that meaningful power and authority could lie with the local 
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community as powerfully contested relationships, reaching far beyond 

Orkney, play out in the marine space.  

 

The tension between global narratives of environmental management and 

the desire to build sustainable local communities is evident as relationships 

of power are negotiated through processes of planning.   It is a tension 

embodied in the relationship between the expert planners and the public who 

live with the results, and characterised by Anna Tsing in terms of knowledge 

and vision: 

 

Stories of the Enlightenment often pair knowledge and 
vision, in two senses: the privileging of the sense of sight, 
and the importance of planning. Vision has energised 
knowledge of the globe by condensing it in a friendly visual 
icon and normalising its futurist aspirations. Yet global 
imagery is contested and tentative. Knowledge that travels 
today is haunted by the disappointment of past visions. 
Haunting disturbs our reliance on vision. Double vision gives 
us a headache, reminding us of our frailty. Authoritative 
knowledge is forced to shore up its boundaries. “Experts” 
are those who have trained themselves to see with a 
singular vision. In contrast, the public is troubled by 
haunting. Only by excluding the public can knowledge be 
kept pure.  

(2005:81) 

 

As Tsing points out expert knowledge relies on its singularity to assert its 

power and does so by excluding other points of view. This would suggest 

that any consultation process initiated by those positioned as ‘experts’ will 

tend to discount views from the public which challenge their ‘authoritative 

knowledge’. The question of how the MRE sector in Orkney has approached 

these issues of how to include and value local knowledge, and different types 

of expertise, is one that I will return to in the next chapter. For now, I would 

merely like to draw attention to the ways in which the ‘authoritative discourse’ 

found in the organisations and systems with power over public decision 

making, are, by their nature, unable to recognise or engage with situated 

knowledges.  



 

133 

 

Tsing’s work is relevant here because of a story I was told during my 

fieldwork, which gives an example of how ‘experts’ within the official 

knowledge systems can literally fail to recognise local experts. I was being 

shown around the harbour area by the harbour master and we stopped to 

chat to a group of fishermen on the middle pier. After explaining what I was 

doing I was told that of course I was ‘too late’ and ‘MRE was over’, amongst 

some now familiar opinions about the unsuitability of the site at Billia Croo 

due to the extreme conditions. This led on to the subject of ‘experts’ and I 

was told the following story.  

 

One of the fishermen told me how, when one of the wave developers had 

their device down the pier getting ready for deployment at Billia Croo, he and 

some other friends had been looking over the devices. The general opinion 

was that these devices would never withstand the sea conditions, and the 

friends speculated on which part of the device would break first – even 

making a friendly bet as to who would be proved right. Meanwhile the ‘expert’ 

from the technology company, with hard hat, high-vis jacket and clipboard, 

assured the fishermen, in home knitted gansies, boiler suits and wellies, that 

the ‘experts’ had done all the calculations and tank testing and of course the 

device would work. The devices were duly deployed and within a short time 

the first big gale hit. The fisherman told me how his daughter, who was 

staying on a neighbouring island rang him up to report there was a ‘UFO’ on 

the beach, so he told her to go and have a look to see which bit of it was 

broken, in case he had won the bet!  

 

The inability of the MRE expert to recognise the local expertise of the 

fishermen prevented him from considering another point of view from which 

he might have gained valuable knowledge. Singular vision and monological 

stories shut down dialogue and work to shore up existing power 

relationships, often at the expense of greater understanding.  

 

It should be pointed out that the inability to recognise authority goes both 

ways. The existence of laws and regulations does not guarantee that they 
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will be adhered to, no matter the power they apparently hold. Bakhtin’s 

tension between internally persuasive discourse and authoritative discourse, 

as explored in previous chapters, is one of the forces at work in the process 

of community. As individuals navigate between their personal experiences 

and shared community practices, certain shared cultural narratives emerge 

as more or less authoritative, as we have seen in Chapter Two in relation to 

‘bigsy-ness’ in Orkney.  

Local attitudes to official regulations, especially those imposed from outside 

the islands, are ambivalent. While Orcadians tend to avoid direct 

confrontation and will appear to accept official rules and regulations, practical 

compliance is limited by the extent to which it interferes with established 

patterns of behaviour and tradition. To provide a fieldwork example, during a 

visit to the EMEC wave test site at Billia Croo a member of EMEC staff was 

explaining how the exclusion zone was designed to stop vessels entering the 

test site and interacting with the devices. Meanwhile behind her back a creel 

boat sailed into the site and started hauling creels. This example stuck with 

me as I continued to observe that behind the official story of MRE in Orkney 

was a far more complicated, entangled and polyphonic narrative, where 

meaning emerged from context, and was often revealed by gaps and 

omissions, the things left out of official documents.  

 

The beachcomber in Chapter Three taught me to pay attention to the stories 

told by the things that we discard, which not only provide evidence of our 

entangled relationships as part of the environment, but also reveal our ability 

to forget these entanglements. Once things are no longer of use to us we let 

go of our sense of responsibility to them, and they somehow transform from 

items of value to undesirable rubbish. It proved to be no different in relation 

to MRE devices.  

 

Looking out across Stromness harbour one day during my fieldwork 

something caught my attention – a trailer sitting on the pier, loaded with 

massive cylinders, their distinctive red and yellow paint immediately 

recognisable. I’d heard folk talking about the fact that one of the Pelamis 
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wave energy devices was being decommissioned - a less brutal way of 

saying chopped up and carted away for scrap.  

 

 

Figure 9 Decommissioned Pelamis, Coplands Dock, Stromness, on 14th May 2016 (photo 
taken by Rebecca Ford). 

 

 

Pelamis was one of the first devices to be tested at EMEC. Its image 

appeared not just on industry brochures and policy documents but even in 

the Orkney tourist brochure, its long jointed body earning it the nickname of 

the ‘Sea Snake’. It had become part of the marine landscape of the islands. 

But here it was dissected and dismantled. 

The fate of Pelamis can be explained by a downturn in the fortunes of the 

Wave energy sector, which can be linked to what I call the “narrative of 

disappointment”. This narrative emerged from a series of events revealing 

the power of stories, and illustrates the importance of how stories are told, 

where, when, and by whom.  

  

In 2010 the Crown Estate, who manage the seabed around Orkney, leased 

10 sites for commercial wave and tidal energy developments, the successful 

bidders were a mixture of utility companies and technology developers. The 
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Crown Estate holds crown lands, and in this case the seabed, with the remit 

to maximise income from its assets. Income from the Orkney seabed leases 

would have gone directly to the UK treasury, but following the 2014 

referendum on Scottish Independence, the Smith Commission 

recommended that management of Crown Estate assets in Scotland and 

their revenues should be devolved to Scotland, with the establishment of 

Crown Estate Scotland in 2016 following the Scotland Act (Crown Estate, 

2021).  

 

During the leasing process the Crown Estate set developers the challenge of 

generating 1.2 GW of electricity by 2020 (Crown Estate, 2010: 17), the 

equivalent of the power needed by 750,000 homes. Having spoken to 

various folk from the MRE sector this was never a realistic figure, the reality 

was the technology was far from ready – as one of my informants put it, “it 

was like asking the Wright brothers to build Concorde.”  In my conversations 

with informants within the MRE sector it was suggested that the Crown 

Estate had been  encouraging developers to overestimate and provide best 

case projections to encourage commercial investment. While the Crown 

Estate saw MRE as an opportunity to produce income from its marine assets  

developers needed investment to continue the research and development 

needed to achieve commercially viable technology. The process of MRE 

technology development, with its sometimes costly and time-consuming 

setbacks, now had to fit within a narrative of commercial return within a 

defined time-period.  

 

Only the Meygen project at the Ness of Duncansby site off the coast of 

Caithness has gone on to be developed as a commercial venture, with the 

aim of deploying 398MW of tidal turbines by the early 2020s. Five of the 

original Orkney seabed site leases were relinquished back to the Crown 

Estate in 2015. The fact that the developments promised by the Crown 

Estate have not materialised has been characterised as a failure of the 

technology – and has led to what I call ‘the narrative of disappointment’.  
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Narrative of disappointment  

 

In my fieldwork I have heard Marine Renewable Energy described by those 

outside the sector as a failure, a joke and even a scam. While some in the 

general public might see MRE as a magnet for public funding, the reality is 

that the majority of technology developers rely on private investment. This is 

a world where intangible factors such as investor confidence can make or 

break a company. Unfortunately for MRE, and wave technology in particular, 

the expectations raised by the Crown Estate, and the subsequent narrative 

of disappointment led investors to pull out.  

 

In her account of ‘Andrew’ the ‘venture capital scout’ visiting Orkney looking 

for ‘an origin story for marine energy, a naturalised “out of Orkney” account 

of wave and tidal energy, with a few Viking runes and longships thrown in’, 

Laura Watts is clear about the powerful role of storytelling in securing 

investment for technology development: 

 

Andrew is from a land of “unicorns” – start-up tech 
companies valued at over a billion dollars. He knows 
something of myths and their importance in making futures 
within the tech world. He seems to know that stories are 
crucial to making the future, to making people believe in a 
future strong enough that they will buy into it, and more than 
that, live in it as though it were the present. Contrary to what 
you might expect […] when it comes to future making, when 
it comes to tech innovation, what matters is not balancing 
the accounting spreadsheet, but the story you can tell.  

(Watts, 2018:9).  

 

Watts uses this incident to explore Edwin Muir’s characterisation of Orkney in 

terms of ‘story and fable’, suggesting that ‘factual stories are inseparable 

from the fables that arise from their retelling’ [emphasis in original] (ibid:11).  

 

The story told by the Crown Estate was inevitably short on facts and was 

immediately being retold and reimagined by a range of voices from a range 
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of perspectives. In the news story of the announcement on the Renewable 

Energy Focus website, there are numerous quotes, notably from the then 

Scottish First Minister Alex Salmond, “These waters have been described as 

the Saudi Arabia of marine power and the wave and tidal projects unveiled 

today – exceeding the initial 700 MW target capacity – underline the rich 

natural resources of the waters off Scotland”; and William Roe, Chair of 

Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE), “This announcement signals the first 

step towards the commercialisation of marine renewable energy generation 

from the Pentland Firth and Orkney Waters.” (Renewable Energy Focus, 

2010). Amidst the myth building it was easy to miss the note of caution 

sounded by Neels Kriek, CEO at Pelamis Wave Power, ‘the challenges 

associated with the ambitions which have been set today are significant’ 

(ibid).  

 

The narrative of disappointment characterises the failure to meet the Crown 

Estate targets as a failure of the technology, leading to a decline in investor 

confidence in the story of MRE. Without investment developers did indeed 

fail, but for economic rather than technical reasons. As a result two of the 

leading wave energy device developers, Pelamis and Aquamarine Power, 

went into administration within a year of each other, Pelamis in November 

2014 and Aquamarine Power in November 2015. As well as the inevitable 

job losses the repercussions in Orkney were felt by the whole of the 

renewable energy sector in the islands. In happier times I met some of the 

Pelamis staff at an industry event and heard how they had moved their 

families to the island of Hoy, where the Pelamis machine was moored for 

maintenance at the new pier at Lyness.  

 

Island communities need families with children to keep schools and services 

viable, and families need jobs with decent wages which are hard to find on 

small islands. The loss of these jobs had an effect beyond individuals and 

their immediate families. Stories have real world consequences, and not all 

of them are positive. Here was some of the basis for the opinions I heard 

down the pier, the sense that the MRE bubble had burst. At the start of my 

PhD I worked for Laura Watts as a research assistant, on the Alien Energy 
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Project for the IT University of Copenhagen, carrying out fieldwork at EMEC. 

By the time I was ready to start my own fieldwork in 2016 the downturn in the 

sector had led to major restructuring in the company, with the inevitable 

redundancies. Among them were people I knew, both through my previous 

research and as members of the community. 

 

During my fieldwork in 2016-2017 I started attending meetings of the Orkney 

Renewable Energy Forum (OREF) and got permission to shadow their board 

meetings. I was beginning to understand that, despite the narrative of 

disappointment, there was another story about renewable energy in Orkney, 

and in this case the plot twist was caused by exceeding rather than failing to 

meet expectations of energy production. In both cases these were stories of 

how political, social, and economic power was entangled with the physical 

infrastructure of energy generation and transmission.  

 

In 2013 Orkney produced 103% of its electricity needs from renewable 

sources – by 2016 this had risen to 120%. This was being generated by 743 

Feed in Tariff eligible wind turbines of which 639 were domestic - at the time 

the highest number in the UK representing 11% of the total UK fleet of 6817 

machines. Combined with the 365 solar installations in the islands, all but 

two of which were domestic, this meant that 1 in 10 Orcadians were making 

their own power10. During the same period as the MRE sector in Orkney was 

being portrayed as a disappointment, established renewable technologies on 

‘The Energy Islands’ were proving to be highly productive.  

 

In my introduction I described Orkney’s long history of making electricity from 

the wind – micro wind turbines were a familiar technology from the days 

when many farms had Lucas Freelite turbines powering the lights in the byre. 

As a result of government funding schemes, particularly what had been a 

generous renewable feed-in tariff, many islanders, including my parents, with 

 
10 Source: Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy Sub-Regional Feed in 
Statistics. Pub quarterly. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/564355/Septe
mber_2016_Sub-regional_Feed-in_Tariffs_confirmed_on_the_CFR_Statistics.xls  [accessed 
24/05/21] 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/564355/September_2016_Sub-regional_Feed-in_Tariffs_confirmed_on_the_CFR_Statistics.xls
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/564355/September_2016_Sub-regional_Feed-in_Tariffs_confirmed_on_the_CFR_Statistics.xls


 

140 

a bit of land and money to invest, saw the opportunity to get paid for making 

electricity. Unfortunately the Orkney electricity grid was not designed for 

generation, as it had been built to import energy from sites of production in 

the south, crossing the Pentland Firth through two 33kV interconnector 

cables (a main cable and a spare) and then distributed around the islands 

through a network of undersea, underground and overhead cables, which 

was developed in stages from the initial connection of the main towns of 

Kirkwall and Stromness in 1947, to the surprisingly recent final addition of 

North Ronaldsay in 1983. Many islanders, particularly those in the smaller 

north isles, can well remember what it is like to live off-grid.  

 

 Because the existing interconnector was not designed to export energy, it 

cannot cope with all those ‘Orkney electrons’, as Laura Watts calls them 

(Watts, 2018). In simple terms it gets hot, in fact it is in danger of melting. 

The network operator in Orkney, SSE, called a moratorium on new 

generation connections in 2012 and implemented a Smart Grid approach, 

using Active Network Management (ANM) technology to monitor real time 

production in order to avoid overloading the interconnector during periods of 

peak generation. The lithium-ion batteries of the ANM sit inconspicuously 

behind the power station buildings in Kirkwall.  
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Figure 10 ANM Lithium-ion Batteries, Kirkwall Power station, February 2017 (photo taken by 
Rebecca Ford) 

 

While this allows the grid infrastructure to operate at optimum capacity, it 

also means renewable devices must be curtailed during periods of high 

production. Often it is the bigger community owned wind turbines that are 

switched off, losing both revenue and feed in tariff for the community. For the 

MRE sector, grid constraint threatens to undermine the work of EMEC, as 

developers seeking to test larger devices and arrays look elsewhere. 

EMEC’s selling point is its ability to offer developers accredited connection to 

the grid. It may be the world’s first facility to offer this service, but other test 

sites are following, and without guaranteed access to the necessary grid 

capacity its ability to maintain this world leading position is put in question.  

The Orkney Electron 

 

Laura Watts tells the story of the grid and its relationship with the Orkney 

Electron, the saga of EMEC, MRE and renewable energy in Orkney in 

Energy at the End of the World: an Orkney Islands Saga (2018), and before 

continuing my own storytelling I need to acknowledge what has been a 
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powerful connection throughout this research. Laura has been both friend 

and senior academic colleague; we have had to learn how to navigate the 

often complex and shifting power dynamics in our relationship, based on an 

ongoing, energetic, and mutually enriching dialogue. Her book and this thesis 

are entangled in ways that are at once disorientating and grounding – when I 

read shared conversations and experiences told in her inimitable style, I 

wonder how I can have anything else to add, yet there are my own words 

referenced, acknowledged. This story of power, as academic authority, has 

been told with a great deal of care, something I will come back to in the 

following chapter. For now, I will continue with my own version of events 

while acknowledging the influence of Dr Watts.  

 

I needed to understand who had the power in this story of the ‘Orkney 

electron’. Someone was going to have to pay to put another under-sea cable 

in to let the Orkney electrons flow south into the mainland grid – the 

community clearly could not pay for its own cable and none of the small to 

medium sized renewable energy generators could afford it either – so SSE, 

as the grid operator, seemed like the place to start. SSE actually exists in a 

variety of different forms with slightly different names and distinct, though 

interrelated, activities. Scottish and Southern Electricity Networks (SSEN) 

are the branch of SSE that are licensed by The National Grid to operate the 

electricity grid in Orkney. Within SSEN, Scottish Hydro Electric Transmission 

PLC (SHE Transmission) deal with the transmission of electricity from 

generators into the grid, while Scottish Hydro Electric Power Distribution Plc 

(SHEPD) operates the distribution network. Both networks are made up of 

undersea cables, as well as underground cables and overhead power lines. 

All these operations are regulated by the Office of Gas and Electricity 

Markets (Ofgem), the UK national regulator for the energy industry. The 

regulator’s ‘principal duty’ is to ‘protect the interests of existing and future 

consumers’; these consumers include ‘households, micro-businesses, 

SMEs, public sector and voluntary bodies, and industrial and commercial 

companies’ (Ofgem, 2019a:9). The nature of this ‘duty’ is characterised by 

Ofgem as follows: 
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Our duty to current and future consumers is to protect their 
‘interests taken as a whole, including their interests in the 
reduction of greenhouse gases and in the security of the 
supply of gas and electricity to them’. In making decisions 
we must take account of the need to contribute to the 
achievement of sustainable development.  

(ibid).  

 

The potential conflicts between the interests of these different consumers is 

further complicated by the fact that energy is political – security of supply is 

also a matter of national security. The role of energy in these relationships of 

power, which entangle the personal, political and environmental, is captured 

in Ofgem’s ‘Strategic Narrative’, which recognises how, as a statutory body 

their ‘duty’ to consumers is enacted within the ‘framework’ of UK Government 

policy: 

UK Government makes policy decisions around 
decarbonisation, including schemes to support non-fossil 
fuel sources of generation, which are often administered by 
Ofgem. We have to operate within that framework. While 
Ofgem cannot make changes to overall policy in the sector 
ourselves, we can determine how best to carry out our 
duties through the decisions we make; for example on how 
we allocate network costs to different system users. This will 
require us to balance different consumer interests noted 
above.  

(ibid)  

In the relationship between Orkney electrons and the National Grid, it is 

important to note that although the Scottish Government has its own energy 

strategy (2017), under the terms of the Scotland Act 1998 energy remains an 

area reserved to the UK Government. For the purposes of this story it is 

worth noting that, perhaps unsurprisingly, the two governments differ 

somewhat in their approach to energy policy. Orkney is a long way from 

Westminster, a sentiment I had heard a lot at OREF meetings, and which 

was brought home when I attended a meeting of the Scottish Affairs 

Committee held in Stromness on 14th March 2016. Among those giving 

evidence to the committee were familiar faces from OREF, and the issue of 

grid constraint, and frustrations with Ofgem were also familiar. However, 
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what struck me was how uninformed the members of the committee were 

about what was going on in Orkney, and particularly in relation to EMEC.  

 

As the managing director of EMEC pointed out during his submission of 

evidence to the committee, a new technology of global significance was 

being developed in Orkney, the UK was currently the world leader in the 

field, and yet government policy on renewable energy subsidies, electricity 

infrastructure and market regulation was not only not supporting, but actively 

threatening this position. That meeting made something very clear to me, 

and when I brought this up with some of my MRE contacts they agreed. 

Whatever the technical challenges for MRE in Orkney, the story of renewable 

energy in the Energy Islands was ultimately about political and economic 

power.  

 

Towards the end of my fieldwork the prospect of a new interconnector was 

raised by SSEN, and a process of making a needs-based case to Ofgem 

began. I will not describe that process here, as the issues it brought up could 

fill another thesis. However, it is probably helpful to note that in October 2019 

Ofgem refused a ‘£30 million request from SSEN for cable replacement at 

Pentland Firth East as the DNO has not demonstrated that the proposed 

solution is economic and efficient’. (Ofgem, 2019b). As an expression of the 

relationship between the political and the economic it is worth noting that 

SSE in all their forms, exist to make a profit out of supplying electricity to 

consumers, Ofgem’s role is to ensure that this commercial relationship 

operates to ‘promote value for money’ for the consumer. If SSE put in a new 

interconnector some of that cost will be passed on to consumers, not just in 

Orkney but across the network – strategic decisions at a political level weave 

together international, national and local interests that have real economic 

implications for individuals.  

 

In telling the story of the powerful relationships shaping events around 

energy in Orkney, I would now like to explore how the ‘narrative of 

disappointment’ has been woven into another story, the story of ‘Orkney’s 

Electric Future’.  This is a story which tells of local and personal, experiences 
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of, and responses to, the entangled relationship of energy, and power in all 

its forms. 

  

Orkney’s Electric Future 

 

Walking through Orkney’s capital, Kirkwall, I often see “Orkney’s Electric 

Future” printed on the side of one of the local authority’s electric cars and 

bus. For Orkney Islands Council this is the title of an ongoing project to 

promote electric vehicles and sustainable transport, making use of Orkney’s 

abundant renewable energy to reduce transport costs and vehicle emissions 

(Urban Foresight, 2015). For me “Orkney’s Electric Future” has become the 

title of a story, one that weaves together the various responses within the 

islands to narratives about energy, climate change, and the politics of place.  

 

 

 

Figure 11 Orkney Islands Council  electric vehicle charging, Kirkwall, February 2017(photo 
taken by Rebecca Ford) 
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 Rather than waiting for an external solution to grid constraint, new schemes 

are being developed to store, and use, Orkney’s abundance of renewable 

energy within the islands. The Orkney Surf n’ Turf project11, received £1.5 

million in funding from the Scottish Government’s Local Energy Challenge 

Fund and created a partnership between Community Energy Scotland 

(CES), EMEC and the Eday community wind turbine. Electricity generated by 

the Community turbine and EMEC’s tidal test site will be used to produce 

hydrogen, which will be shipped to Kirkwall, where a hydrogen fuel cell will 

provide electrical power for the island ferries when they are tied up at the pier 

overnight. The origin myth for the project is that it came about because of a 

delayed flight, the MD of EMEC and the head of CES in Orkney were 

stranded at the airport together and ended up discussing their shared 

problem of grid constraint and curtailment.  

 

I will discuss the importance of the fact that both organisations are members 

of OREF and how that organisation facilitates these kinds of conversations in 

the next chapter, but for now it is enough to note that EMEC could have 

chosen to pursue the production of hydrogen on its own but chose not to.  

  

When I visited Eday to see the Surf n’ Turf project I met members of Eday 

Renewable Energy (ERE) who operate the community wind turbine. They 

introduced me to the farmer who lives just along the road from the test site, 

who sold some of his land to EMEC to enable them to build the tidal test site, 

as well as selling land to the community development trust to build their wind 

turbine. As a lifelong resident of the island, he can remember a past before 

the electricity grid (which only came to Eday in 1980), when domestic scale 

wind turbines were a common sight on crofts around Orkney. His enthusiasm 

for the new generation of wind turbines, and the tidal and hydrogen 

technology shaping the future of the island, was obvious. During my visit the 

farmer kindly gave me a tour of his farm, and in one of his outbuildings 

showed me his vintage Lucas Freelite wind turbine, which he had restored to 

immaculate working condition. This reminded me of a story called ‘Pictures 

 
11 https://www.surfnturf.org.uk/ 
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from the Wind’, in the anthology In from the Cuithes (Firth, 1995:24), in which 

David Hutchison writes: 

Orcadians are no different from anyone else in that we all 
make use of, and marvel at, modern technology. But if 
mankind has one glaring fault, it is that we are constantly 
inventing things, then discarding them – then years later, re-
inventing them.  

(ibid) 

 

He goes on to tell the story of living off-grid in Rackwick, on the island of 

Hoy, and his attempts to find a solution to power his television. After failing to 

find an affordable diesel generator, a chance remark ’what a pity I don’t have 

an old Lucas Freelight [sic]’ (ibid:25) to the local ‘garage man’, and a bit of 

‘rummaging through several sheds and outbuildings’ produces an old Freelite 

– ‘and for a mere £30 we had solved our energy needs’ (ibid:25-26).  On 

Eday I saw the farmer’s beautifully restored Lucas Freelite and looked out 

across the field to the 900KW Eday community turbine, understanding that 

their histories were related.  
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Figure 12 Lucas Freelite wind turbine, Eday September 2017 (photo taken by Rebecca 
Ford) 

 

Just as the Eday farmer saw the mutual benefit of selling his land for 

renewable developments, EMEC and Eday Renewable Energy understood 

the benefits of working together to overcome the grid constraints, which 

threatened to curtail all their efforts at energy production. For EMEC the 

threat was to their ability to meet the needs of tidal developers, for ERE 

severe levels of curtailment were threatening not only the ability to generate 

vital additional income for the community, but potentially their ability to repay 

the loans that had been taken out to put up their 900KW turbine.  

 

When the community had made the decision to invest, and because of the 

timing their connection came under the terms of SSE’s Active Network 

Management (ANM) scheme, they had been told to expect curtailment rates 

of between 3-20%. In reality, curtailment for the community owned turbines 

with ‘non-firm’ connections through the ANM scheme, has run at rates of 

between 15- 60%, which equate to losses of about £150-350,000 per year 

per turbine.  
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By way of example, ‘Eday’s Iceberg Graph’ produced by ERE, illustrates the 

potential output lost to curtailment. (Hull, 2016). 

 

 

Figure 13 Eday's Iceberg Graph (image used with permission from Eday Renewable Energy 
Ltd) 

 

 

Just as Orkney as a whole is limited by the capacity of the interconnector to 

the Scottish Mainland, within the local grid there are pinch points of 

constraint due to the infrastructure of subsea cables between the islands. 

Eday sits within Zone 1 of the Orkney grid, as shown in the diagram below, 

and shares this zone not only with the Rousay, Egilsay and Wyre community 

turbine, which is similarly curtailed, but also with the Westray community 

turbine. 
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Figure 14 Orkney Registered Power Zone map showing ANM-curtailed turbines (image used 
with permission  from Hull, 2016) 

 

The community in Westray saw the potential benefits of wind power early on 

and had already secured a firm grid connection before the growth in micro 

wind turbines forced SSE to adopt the ANM. As a result, their turbine can 

operate without curtailment – good news for the community in Westray but 

bad news for the other community turbines who share that grid zone. As I 

have described in this thesis, community is a process which is always 

dialogical and situated, and community energy is no different. It matters 

where you are in the grid, and it matters where you are in relation to other 

turbines. These relationships are mediated by the physical infrastructure and 

environment, as well as by interpersonal interactions in an ecology of 

meaning making.  

 

 In Eday, Orkney’s Electric Future is being made through a story of 

collaboration and co-operation between individuals, community groups, 

private business, and local government. It is a story that weaves historical 
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and cultural narratives into a pragmatic response to technical and social 

challenges. In attending to the particularities of the local context and the 

needs and concerns of the community, this story is imagining new ways of 

making, storing and using renewable energy, in the face of powerful limiting 

factors beyond the community’s control.  

 

The potential to use hydrogen as an energy storage medium has attracted 

interest from outside the islands too. In 2016 Orkney was chosen as the 

location for the BIG HIT12 (Building Innovative Green Hydrogen systems in 

an Isolated Territory: a pilot for Europe) – a five-year project aimed at 

overcoming local grid constraints which received €5 million of funding from 

the European Commission’s Fuel Cells Hydrogen Joint Undertaking (FCH 2 

JU). An additional electrolyser has been installed on the island of Shapinsay, 

where the community wind turbine is producing hydrogen to be used as fuel. 

The scheme has also funded 10 electric vans fitted with hydrogen fuel cell 

range extenders, and the construction of a hydrogen refuelling station in 

Kirkwall. In addition, there are plans to install two hydrogen-powered boilers 

at suitable premises to provide zero carbon heat to public buildings. While 

these innovative projects have brought the islands into strategic relationships 

with national and international bodies, Orkney has also been making the 

news for other less positive reasons that are also related to energy use in the 

islands.  

 

Fuel Poverty 

 

In January 2016 figures issued by the Scottish government from the Scottish 

House Condition Survey 2012-2014, revealed Orkney to have the highest 

rate of Fuel poverty in Scotland (fuel poverty is classified as households 

spending more than 10% of their income on fuel to heat their home). The 

news was greeted with dismay in the islands, particularly by the recently 

established charity THAW (Tackling Household Affordable Warmth) Orkney 

 
12 https://www.bighit.eu/ 
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which was set up to address fuel poverty in the islands. THAW chairman 

Peter Rickard responded to the announcement:  

 

Fuel poverty figures for Orkney have rocketed in recent 
years. Going back to 2002, it was 31 per cent and then 40 
per cent in 2008. The massive hike to the 63 per cent we 
see now can largely be explained by the significant 
increases in electricity costs over the same period, with 
prices having risen by 180 per cent between 2002 and 2013. 

(The Orcadian, 2016a) 

 

 

There is a bitter irony in this acknowledgement of the relationship between 

electricity pricing and fuel poverty in a place desperate to increase demand 

for its abundance of renewable electricity. SSE – the same company who 

manage the grid infrastructure – are also the main supplier of domestic 

electricity in the islands. The politics and economic forces of the electricity 

market impact renewable energy in Orkney in terms of both generation and 

consumption. Again, it is the island narrative of self-reliance and co-operation 

that comes into play.  

 

Heat Smart Orkney13 sees Community Energy Scotland working with the 

Rousay, Egilsay and Wyre Development Trust to recruit householders in the 

grid zone of the community turbine (Zone 1). By using technology to monitor 

levels of electricity production and anticipating when the turbine is about to 

be curtailed, remotely operated domestic devices which provide space and 

hot water heating in the participating households can be switched on to 

increase demand and avoid the turbine being switched off. By using some of 

the additional income from generation and feed in tariff to offer the 

householders a rebate for some of the additional electricity used, the aim is 

to reduce household heating costs while also increasing electricity demand.  

 

 
13 https://www.communityenergyscotland.org.uk/projects-innovations/heat-smart-
orkney/[accessed 24/05/21] 

https://www.communityenergyscotland.org.uk/projects-innovations/heat-smart-orkney/%5baccessed
https://www.communityenergyscotland.org.uk/projects-innovations/heat-smart-orkney/%5baccessed
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It is a pragmatic, yet also creative response to the islands’ energy dilemma – 

acknowledging the entanglement of technology, economics, politics and fuel 

poverty. Like the hydrogen projects it also attracted outside interest which 

saw Orkney become part of the ’Smart Islands Energy System (SMILE14) 

project’ which is ‘a collaboration of nineteen partners from various European 

countries and is funded by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and 

innovation programme’.  In Orkney the SMILE project looked at additional 

smart grid technologies which could ease grid constraint while also tackling 

issues of fuel poverty, including the use of smart chargers for electric 

vehicles.  

  

Stories of Power in the Energy Islands 

 

 In Orkney the ongoing story of the energy islands and their Electric Future 

weaves together the power of stories with stories of power. But while it is 

clear that Orkney’s story is already being woven into other national and 

international energy stories, there are interesting and important gaps. While 

the Scottish Government’s 2017 Scottish Energy Strategy is full of 

references to the work going on in Orkney, including the following reference 

to Orkney as ‘home to what was the UK’s first smart grid’ (Scottish 

Government, 2017:56), it seems this story has not travelled as far as 

Westminster.  

 

When the UK National Infrastructure Commission published its report in 2016 

with the title ’Smart Power’, there was no mention of the Orkney projects. 

Laura Watts’ Electric Nemesis character responded in a paper given at the 

Energy Ethics conference at St Andrews University in 2016: 

 

The SmartPower report reeks with hubris. It is filled with acts 
abandoning my electric kin here in Orkney. The government 
report describes a Future Power System with three 
components: interconnection, demand flexibility, and 

 
14 https://www.h2020smile.eu/ [accessed 24/05/21] 

https://www.h2020smile.eu/
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storage. It says, “these three infrastructure innovations have 
the potential to create a leaner, more efficient electricity 
system at the cutting edge of global technology”. And yet it 
never mentions that all three have already been created in 
Orkney. The ‘cutting edge of global electricity technology’ is 
alive and well at the island edge.  

(Watts, 2016:4) 

 

In creating the Electric Nemesis character, Watts imagines an alternative fate 

for Frankenstein’s second creation, rescued by folk on Orkney and drawn to 

make kin with the island’s renewable technologies. In describing her creation 

and subsequent abandonment, the Electric Nemesis touches on the issues 

which are also at the heart of Orkney’s dilemma: 

 

I was created out of morbid technology and energy, and then 
I was almost destroyed out of hubris. Victor thought himself 
a modern Prometheus, who could give life through the fire of 
electricity. The crime of hubris, pretending to be god like, 
performing god tricks, like Victor, that is what hurts me. 
There is no pure emotionless objectivity, as he found out, 
when he fled in horror. There is only partial perspective and 
monsters, as Donna Haraway long ago taught me to 
understand. I am a monster on a mission: to not let hubris go 
unnoticed.  

(ibid) 

 

Hubris, bigsy-ness, these are things that those who tell their stories in 

Orkney are careful to avoid. Yet in a political and economic system driven by 

centralised networks of power, the stories that get told about Orkney, stories 

with the power to shape events in the islands, are told by those who are not 

part of the process of community in the islands. The Crown Estate, SSE, 

Ofgem, the Scottish Government, the European Union, the UK Government, 

the UK National Infrastructure Commission, the Scottish Affairs Committee – 

theirs are powerful stories which, as we have seen, have real impacts for the 

MRE sector and the wider Orkney community, but their relationship to the 

community is as powerful outsiders. The response to the narrative of 

disappointment within Orkney shows how the situated process of community 
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offers alternative stories of power, based on shared understanding of people 

and place and the relationships between them. Understanding these 

responses in terms of ecological dialogism emphasises the importance of 

relationships of response-ability (Haraway, 2008) and answerability (Bakhtin, 

1990), based on shared experiences and mutual concern. With so much at 

stake how can the Energy Islands make sure their stories, full of local 

knowledge and relational understanding, become part of the official stories of 

those in positions of power?  

 

As Maria Puig de la Bellacasa points out ‘even more than before, knowledge 

as relating – while thinking, researching, storytelling, wording, accounting – 

matters in the mattering of worlds’ (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017:28). Stories of 

power as energy in Orkney matter, not just in the islands but as part of the 

wider story of energy in an anthropocene future shaped by climate crisis and 

environmental degradation. In a critical reading of Bruno Latour’s ‘matters of 

concern’ as Matters of Care, Puig de la Bellacasa argues for ‘the need for a 

practice of care as something we can do as thinkers and knowledge 

creators, fostering also more awareness about what we care for and about 

how this contributes to mattering the world’ (ibid:41), suggesting that, 'as a 

transformative ethos, caring is a living technology with vital material 

implications – for human and non-human worlds' (ibid:67). Puig de la 

Bellacasa’s work resonates strongly with my experiences during fieldwork, 

which demonstrated not only the power of stories but the importance of the 

care that went into their telling, rooted in relationships between people and 

place. It shaped my understanding and informed my own practice as I came 

to see the powerful influence of care as ‘a living technology’ which was 

entangled in, an actively shaping, the development of the renewable energy 

sector in Orkney.    

  

Ecological dialogism reveals the value of situated knowledges and 

interdependencies understood in terms of care, helping us to see them not 

as fixed positions to be adopted, or ideal states to be achieved, but as 

processes which can be understood and enacted within our own context and 

through our own discourses. The ‘narrative of disappointment’ could be read 
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as a cautionary tale of powerful outside storytellers disconnected from the 

people and places of the story, but without it the story of Orkney’s Electric 

Future would have been very different.  

 

Care-full storytelling skills turned the threat of grid constraint and curtailment 

into an opportunity for new innovative technology projects, based on 

collaboration both locally and with outside organisations. Ecological 

dialogism draws attention to the way shared cultural narratives combine with 

the embodied day-to-day interactions of island life to shape the process of 

community in Orkney, just as the shared grid infrastructure has shaped the 

development of energy technology in the islands. The challenges of zones 

and pinch points and the opportunities of cable connections combine with 

narratives of mutual help and a recognition of ‘who you are in this with’ to 

facilitate a collaborative storytelling of Orkney’s Electric Future through 

relationships of people and place.  

 

However, as the stories above demonstrate Orkney stories of care are also 

in dialogue with a wider ecology of powerful stories which do not share this 

situated knowledge or commitment to care. In these relationships with 

outside stories, it matters where, how and by whom Orkney stories are being 

told.  

 

Orkney care works because it engages in the process of community, enacted 

through discourse, and experienced through stories. It is meaningful because 

it is situated, both physically and culturally, within that community.  In the 

next chapter I will explore examples of stories as, and of care in relation to 

the MRE sector in Orkney. In doing so I will suggest that by remaining 

sensitive to stories of power and questioning to whom they are answerable, 

Orkney is shaping its Electric Future by using stories of power and the power 

of stories in a response-able and care-full way. 
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5. Stories of and as Care 

 

The previous chapter told Stories of Power and explored the relationship 

between energy and power as this has shaped events in the story of MRE in 

Orkney. Recognising that the authors of many of these stories are situated 

outside the islands and contrasting this with the importance of local 

knowledge and shared narratives as part of the process of community, 

highlighted in earlier chapters, brought together the need for response-ability 

and answerability in terms of Puig de la Bellacasa’s ‘Matters of Care’.  

 

This chapter will explore care as ‘a living technology’ enacted and expressed 

as, and through stories, which I observed during my fieldwork. Previous 

chapters have discussed the role of shared narrative in the process of 

community, the importance of embodied experience of place and situated 

knowledge, taken an inclusive approach to texts as part of living ecologies of 

meaning making, and considered how certain stories have the power to 

shape events in the world; this chapter will explore how these factors come 

together to produce not only stories about care, but stories that can, in their 

telling, be characterised as acts of care. In doing so this chapter addresses 

research Questions 2 and 3, showing how the care observed in my fieldwork 

emerges from an engagement with local discourses about the nature of 

community in Orkney and identifies how this is expressed through stories 

and storytelling. It also provides evidence to answer Question 5, suggesting 

the importance of ecological dialogism as an approach allowing deeper 

reflection on the role of stories and storytelling in relationships between 

people and place.  

 

Interdependency 

 

Ecological dialogism reminds us that it matters not only ‘what stories tell 

stories’ (Haraway, 2016:35) but how, where, and by whom those stories are 

told. If care is indeed ‘a living technology’ then its presence or absence can 
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be identified within human interactions – as expressed through language, 

and in the way language is used to shape the world. Stories about the 

Orkney community, that forget that the ‘large whole itself is composed not of 

universal or general moments, but of concretely individual moments’ 

(Bakhtin, 1993:53), immediately place the community, along with the islands 

physical environment, as a static backdrop to narratives told from positions of 

power, which require the erasure of difference or dissent. Val Plumwood, 

warning against the dualistic representation of ‘nature’ points out, ‘the term 

“nature” itself partakes of all these problems, homogenising in the sweep of 

‘the rest’ things as diverse as seals, waves and rocks, oysters and clouds, 

forests, viruses and eagles’ (1993:70). In the same way ‘the Orkney 

community’ renders 22,000 individuals with their personal histories, lived 

experiences, opinions and actions, into an undifferentiated singular identity.  

 

The stories I want to tell in this chapter represent examples of care which 

recognise the messiness of community as a process which always lives with, 

and in, the tension between individual moments and coherent narrative. They 

are stories which build and maintain relationships, based not necessarily on 

agreement but on a shared understanding of interdependence. An 

interdependence that recognises ‘seals, waves and rocks’, as part of the 

shared experience of island life, even when, as will be discussed in the next 

chapter, narratives about ‘nature’ are fiercely contested. As Puig de la 

Bellacasa points out: 

Interdependency is not a contract, nor a moral ideal – it is a 
condition. Care is therefore concomitant to the continuation 
of life for many living beings in more than human 
entanglements – not forced upon them by a moral order, and 
not necessarily a rewarding obligation. [emphasis in original]  

(2017:70)  

 

In relation to Orkney this sense of interdependence as a ‘condition’ is 

captured in a comment made by one of my informants when they described 

collaboration within Orkney in terms of, ‘you can see who you are in this with’  

– islands make context and interdependence visible. Yet while the islands’ 
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shores appear to fix the boundaries of ‘the Orkney community’, both human 

and more-than-human, Haraway reminds us that ‘reality is an active verb’, 

‘beings do not preexist their relatings’ and ’the world is a knot in motion’, so 

that ‘there are no pre-constituted subjects and objects, and no single 

sources, unitary actors, or final ends’ (Haraway, 2003:6). It is this final point I 

would like to emphasise, before going on to look at how stories can act with, 

and as care, in these interdependent relatings – relatings that continually 

question, problematise, and negotiate the boundaries and meaning of 

communal and individual identities.  

 

We are taught as children that stories start with ‘once upon a time’ and are 

over when we reach ‘the end’, yet ecological dialogism asks us to see stories 

as part of an active and ongoing process of embodied, enacted, extended, 

and ecological meaning making which is never finished. As Bakhtin puts it: 

 

There is neither a first nor a last word and there are no limits 
to the dialogical context (it extends into the boundless past 
and the boundless future). Even past meanings, that is, 
those born in the dialogue of past centuries, can never be 
stable (finalised, ended once and for all) – they will always 
change (be renewed) in the process of subsequent, future 
development of the dialogue. […] Nothing is absolutely 
dead: every meaning will have its homecoming festival.  

(Bakhtin, 1986:170) 

 

One aspect of care in the stories I will share is the unspoken understanding 

that they are always also entangled in ongoing and unfinished relationships, 

beyond the storyteller and their audience. Individuals are never seen in one 

dimension, identities and relationships are navigated simultaneously 

between the personal and the public. One individual often inhabits multiple 

roles within the community, with their official paid employment sometimes 

overlapping with their voluntary or recreational activities; professional 

relationships are navigated between friendships, feuds and complex kinship 

ties. Managing these relationships, and the potentially competing or 

conflicting concerns that are entangled in them, requires skilful 



 

160 

communication strategies, but rests fundamentally on individuals being able 

to recognise themselves as part of ‘the community’ – at stake are questions 

of individual identity, status, and power.  

 

Having previously identified some of the authoritative narratives that 

characterise the process of community in Orkney as egalitarian and mutually 

self-supporting, this chapter explores examples of how these shared 

authoritative narratives are shaping communications within and about the 

MRE sector in Orkney. It asks to what extent can these stories, and the way 

they are told, be characterised in terms of care? What do they reveal about 

the role of stories and storytelling as strategies used by individuals to 

navigate the complex entanglements of relational meaning making in the 

islands?  

 

In attempting to answer these wider questions I will begin by reflecting on my 

own experiences. As I went back and listened to recordings of my field work 

conversations, I realised that stories were part of a process of relating 

between myself as researcher and my informants. Where I was relatively 

unknown by my informant, characters were introduced into stories by first 

checking if I knew the person being spoken about, and in this way, stories 

could develop a richness of meaning based on shared knowledge and 

understanding. In the recordings there is shared laughter and shared 

moments of silence and sympathy, and these affective moments lead the 

conversation into further sharing of stories – perhaps with the aim of seeking 

out further points of connection and shared understanding? 

 

 I have written in previous chapters of my emerging recognition of my 

situatedness and entanglement in the research process, and this became 

particularly evident in the ongoing nature of the conversations I was having, 

as I met the same people within the renewable energy sector at different 

events. An important part of this was gaining permission to shadow the 

Orkney Renewable Energy Forum (OREF) monthly board meetings. As time 

went on it became clear that I could not remain a silent observer, as I found 

myself drawn into discussions, and having follow-on conversations with 
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board members in other encounters outside of the meetings. The dialogical 

nature of this relationship, and my sense of identifying and being identified 

with OREF continued, to the point where, at the end of my fieldwork I was 

invited to stand for, and subsequently elected on to, the OREF board of 

directors. I had become part of the OREF story through the process of 

engaging with and trying to understand it – storytelling is always about 

relationships.  

 

Bakhtin’s identification of the tension in the forces of language, between the 

desire for an official version which can act with authority, and the 

heteroglossia of individual creative expression, is reflected in his 

identification of authoritative discourse vs internally persuasive discourse 

(Bakhtin,1981:342).  As discussed in Chapter Four this can also be seen in 

the tension between the official stories of renewable energy in Orkney and 

the messy realities of island life. Even in a professional environment of 

competitive tendering, knowing who ‘you are in this with’ builds relationships 

which get things done; as one informant working for a supply chain company 

in Orkney explained, for a lot of the work they get, “it’s word of mouth, it’s 

being in the right place at the right time”. Managing these relationships takes 

work which often remains invisible within official stories which focus on 

outcomes. One interview in particular highlighted this for me, reinforcing the 

role of storytelling in this process and its relationship to care.  

 

Storytelling as care 

 

I was speaking to the founder of the main electrical consultant and contractor 

working with EMEC, about the work they had done at the tidal site in Eday. 

As someone who had been involved in working with EMEC from its early 

days, I was interested in his perspective on the relationship between EMEC, 

technology developers, local supply chain companies and the local 

community. I’d recently been out in Eday at an open day EMEC had held at 

the tidal test site, during which I’d got to meet the neighbouring farmer who 

had sold the land to EMEC, so when his name came up during the interview I 
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was able to confirm that I knew who my interviewee was talking about. I’d 

been struck on the day by how knowledgeable the farmer had been about 

the activities at the test site and by his obvious pleasure in having played a 

part in its development. Sitting drinking mugs of tea with the EMEC staff, the 

farmer, and a couple of members of Eday Renewable Energy – the company 

set up by the Eday Partnership (community development trust) to run the 

community wind turbine – it was clear that these were people who knew 

each other well, and were comfortable in each other’s company, making 

jokes and referring to previous shared events. My interviewee confirmed that 

the farmer was indeed actively engaged with the test site and its activities, 

and very much more knowledgeable about the technology than might be 

expected: 

He’s really interested in it, and he’s knowledgable, and he 
remembers things. […] He knows who’s behind every 
device, and how they work, and he remembers things from 
years ago. […] A lot of folk would go “I don’t know what 
you’re doing here but keep buying land off me and I’ll be 
happy” but he’s got a bit of a vested interest in it. […] He 
comes by when we’re over there and we invite him in for a 
cup of tea, and we were speaking there one night about fuel 
cells. And here’s me thinking I was going to explain the basic 
technology [of the hydrogen electrolyser], and he says, “Allis 
Chalmers had a tractor with a fuel cell in it in the 1950s”. 
And I went Nah, I don’t think so […] I don’t think they’d be 
doing that then, “oh yeah yeah they had a fuel cell tractor” 
and I was thinking he’s normally very on the ball, but has he 
lost leave of his senses? So of course, got the phone, 
googled it, and they did as well!  They built a prototype 
tractor that ran on a fuel cell, no with hydrogen, but with 
natural gas, […] they built it as a prototype, it never went to 
commercial production but there’s film of it on YouTube of 
this prototype fuel cell tractor.15  

 

Admitting his own ignorance of this earlier version of the fuel cell technology, 

it was clear that my interviewee had immense respect for the farmer and his 

depth of knowledge, which extended far beyond the apparently limited 

experiences of his island farm. This story reinforced my own observations 

 
15 A video of the Allis Chalmers Fuel Cell Tractor can be is available from 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=am6nzVLPflQ> [accessed 27/05/21] 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=am6nzVLPflQ
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and experiences, down the pier and out on the boats, that local knowledge 

and expertise are not always obvious, especially to those from outside a 

community.  

 

This interviewee went on to tell me another story which illustrated the way 

those from outside the islands might have preconceived ideas about the 

limitations of local expertise, and therefore struggle to access readily 

available recourses and sources of knowledge. Again, the setting for the 

story was the EMEC tidal test site on Eday where he was doing some work 

at the substation. At the same time one of the developers was working on 

setting up the underwater foundations for a new tidal device: 

This big barge was out in the Fall o’ Warness, they were 
working away setting the foundation stuff and tripod for the 
turbine, I got a phone call from somebody on the barge 
saying I wonder if I could help him, “hit a snag, we might 
have damaged a fibre-optic cable, so we need to get some 
test equipment for testing it. With your knowledge of getting 
things to Orkney, where would be the best place to get it as 
quickly as possible, because this boat’s costing a hundred 
thousand pounds a day […]. So where can we get it? Are we 
better to go to Glasgow, or Edinburgh, or Aberdeen? Where 
would we get it as quick as possible?” I said, “well there’s 
actually one here”, we had one in the substation. And the 
guy’s going “nah, nah, sorry I don’t think you understand this 
is really really specialist stuff you know, I don’t expect there 
to be any of it in the north of Scotland.” I said, “no we’ve got 
one here”. He say’s “You’re joking!”, by that time the penny 
had dropped that I was serious. I says, “no it’s sitting here”, 
you could hear him kinda gasping for air, “Ermm, could we 
hire it?” […] “Well yeah if it helps you, no problem at all”. “Err 
wow, when can we get it?” … “ Well have you got a rib [rigid 
inflatable boat] on that barge?”…”Yeah”… “Well send it 
round to the Eday pier and we’ll see you there in half an 
hour”. So, I went round, jumped in the rib, we tested the 
cable, the cable was actually fine, they hadn’t damaged it, 
they just thought they had. So, then they took us back in to 
the pier just before midnight and the guy was still going “I 
can’t believe it!” He says “A little island like Eday, and you’re 
out here and you’ve got this test equipment that we needed. 
I had almost written off three hundred thousand pounds 
waiting for the stuff to come up from Glasgow, and here it is, 
within six hours of giving you a phone call the job’s done.” 
And I went okay well that’s nice, you know, you kinda feel 
proud that you’ve helped them out. And ever since [they 
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were] here the whole time “have you got a this, have you got 
a that”, “can you do this for us, can you do that for us”. There 
was one time, there was somebody else who was here, he 
says “It’s quite amazing, everything we want you’ve got!”. I 
was kinda thinking “tick” that was the idea.  

 

I had assumed that part of his obvious pleasure in telling this story was that it 

had made good business sense to be able to make money hiring visiting 

developers specialist bits of equipment, but it turned out that this was not the 

case: 

You could say […] “It’ll cost you” but there’s a lot of test 
equipment we have, we haven’t even paid it back to be 
honest. Because there’s stuff that we’ve bought like that, 
that we know folk are going to need and one thing will lead 
to another and lead to another. We’ve got pieces of test 
equipment now that we bought ten years ago that still 
haven’t paid for themselves, because they’re very expensive 
bits of test equipment. And instead of saying to folk “oh yeah 
you’re going to pay for it” we’ve kinda looked at the bigger 
picture and said, “okay so we haven’t made any money on 
that piece of test equipment, but they’ve asked us to do this 
construction job as well”. So, we kinda win it back that way 
[…] I feel quite pleased when folk come around saying “I 
don’t suppose …” and we say, “yes we do, yes we can”. You 
feel a bit more part of the family of tidal energy folk then, 
because you’re helping them and they’re helping you, rather 
than just being there to take money off them.  

 

The benefits of being “part of the family” do have financial implications – 

being known and trusted to do a good job means you get more work through 

these “family” connections: 

 

That’s led to an awful lot of work as well, working for the 
developers, and that in itself leads on to other work for the 
same developers in other places. We’ve now done work with 
folk like Atlantis over at Maygen […] we did work with Open 
Hydro down in Glasgow, preparatory work for their stuff for 
Canada, so because we’re involved with them here in 
Orkney, then you go with them, when they go to Glasgow, 
we go to Glasgow. [RF Because you know the kit now?] 
Yeah, and we know the people, you know, people that say 
oh hang on a minute there’s that folk up in Orkney that 
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helped us out the last time, they dug us out of a hole the last 
time, maybe they can do it again.  

 

This sense of interconnectedness to other businesses, of being “part of the 

family” reflects my interviewee’s experience of being part of the Orkney 

community, where local knowledge and ongoing relationships between 

individuals and businesses, facilitate collaboration as the default approach to 

problem solving. In Orkney “people know the best other companies to get 

involved” in a project, and another story was told to illustrate this: 

 

Wednesday ITM [the company installing the hydrogen 
electrolyser at the EMEC test site] arrived in Eday, they’ve 
come up from Sheffield, they’re already going oh god where 
are we going to get this, where are we going to get that? So, 
I took in some hydraulic hoses last night and put them next 
door to Robertsons [ a tractor dealership and garage] to get 
modified, and they’ll go back out on the ferry the night. Well, 
if companies like ITM were just left to do that themselves, 
they’ll end up just getting new hoses made in Sheffield and 
sent up. 

 

This level of thoughtfulness shows care, not only in terms of problem solving 

for ITM, but in actively seeking out benefit for another Orkney company, 

providing further evidence of the power of the ‘team Orkney’ narrative. 

Listening back to this interview I recognise the obvious pleasure my 

informant is taking in sharing these stories with me. I hear a mixture of pride 

in being part of these projects, amusement at the reaction of outside 

companies when they say, “oh I didn’t realise you’d manage to do all this 

stuff on this small island”, and pleasure in the way local knowledge and 

interconnectedness produces solutions – sometimes in the most unexpected 

and serendipitous circumstances.  I want to include one more story because 

it was told with such relish and introduced with a laugh and the comment 

“there’s another cracker!”: 

 

Night before last there was a problem with some plastic pipe 
and they were speaking about getting another piece made 
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up. It’s all been fusion welded, which is quite a unique way 
of fixing plastic pipe. So, I was saying “we could see if we 
could get someone in Kirkwall who’s got a fusion welder” 
“ach no I don’t suppose there’ll be anybody here that’ll have 
that sort of stuff, you know it’s really unusual”. So, I phoned 
Stevie Patterson [one of the local plumbing businesses in 
Kirkwall] “you got a fusion welding machine?” “Oh yeah 
we’ve got it, but we don’t have very much fittings for it, it 
depends on what size of pipe you want to work with, we 
might no have the bits”. So, I said to this guy “there’s 
actually a fusion welder in Kirkwall, just across the road from 
us”. “Oh, right that’s strange!” So, then we went back to […] 
the bed and breakfast for our dinner and there’s another guy 
there working on fish farm cages. And on the side of the van, 
it was Fusion Marine and I said […] “God it’d be some laugh 
if Fusion Marine means that they do fusion welding of pipes!” 
So, when we were sitting round the table I asked this boy “so 
what do you do for a living then?” “Oh, I fix cages, you know 
these big fish farm cages. We’ve got one here that’s needing 
some new pipe in it.” I said, “So what do you do with that, do 
you fusion weld it?” and he went “oh yeah, yeah” [laughs]. 
So, when the guys from ITM come in I says to them “you 
want to speak to him, he does fusion welding for a living!” 
and the guys are like “what!”, can’t believe it. So, we’re 
sitting down three hours later at a table with a guy who does 
fusion welding!   

 

In telling this story, my interviewee was inviting me to share his pleasure and 

pride in introducing visiting members of the renewable energy family (to 

which he felt a sense of belonging) to community life in Orkney – showing 

them new ways in which knowledge and expertise could be shared. For me 

this illustrates the powerful role stories and storytelling play in transmitting 

and enacting care within the renewable energy sector in Orkney. Those 

involved in the sector, who have lived for any length of time in Orkney, 

engage every day with the powerful shared narratives about the Orkney 

community which have been characterised and discussed in previous 

chapters. To live in the Orkney community is to encounter ‘ethical obligations 

of care’, which Puig de la Bellacasa reads ‘as constraints that get to endure 

across more or less changing relational fields’: 

These ethical obligations are commitments that stabilise as 
necessary to maintain or intervene in a particular ethos 
(agencies and behaviours within an ecology). They are not a 
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priori universal, they do not define a moral or social, or even 
natural “nature”: they become necessary to the maintaining 
and flourishing of a relation through processes of ongoing 
relating. The constraints that mark the ethicality in agencies 
go beyond preconfigured conditions – they are not 
predetermined, but they are neither arbitrary nor random. 
Relations are always connected to specific worlds; they do 
specific worlds and create interdependencies in ways that 
become ethos. From that perspective, where living means 
entangling ethos and milieu, even moves that may at first 
appear as individual, strategic, or instrumental have a 
dimension of affective interdependent entanglement. 
[emphasis in original]  

(2017:154).  

 

Interdependency, entanglement and relationality in Orkney are experienced 

within a cultural ecology characterised by a strong sense of place, and a 

commitment to egalitarianism and community cohesion. As discussed in 

previous chapters, discourse within the community is shaped by these 

shared cultural narratives, with specific moments of communication reflecting 

the negotiation between the forces of shared ‘authoritative discourse’, and 

the ‘internally persuasive discourse’ of the individuals involved (Bakhtin, 

1981:342). When Puig de la Bellacasa describes ethical obligations 

emerging ‘through processes of ongoing relating’, I would suggest that what I 

have observed and recorded in my fieldwork reflects the central role of 

storytelling in the process of relating in Orkney. Stories can be seen to act 

both as part of the relationship building process and as ways to transmit 

knowledge of existing relationships; during this process they must negotiate 

the existing ‘constraints’ of the Orkney ethos and in doing so position 

themselves in relation to it, with the potential to challenge as well as confirm 

the way it is expressed.  

 

In this way stories can also be understood to represent a form of care, on a 

personal level in the ways they are used to establish and strengthen 

relationships, and at a community level as a way of transmitting ‘ethical 

obligations of care’ through their role in sharing and shaping the community 

ethos.  
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Ethical obligations of care 

 

In the course of my research, I have been aware of a tension between ethics 

as an official component of research, requiring the filling in of forms and 

approval from the university’s ethics committee, and a sense of my own 

‘ethical obligations of care’, to the community, to my interviewees and to the 

renewable energy sector in Orkney. I have found it helpful to think in terms of 

ethics as praxis, based on an understanding of the central role of 

relationships in the process of community and the need for self-reflection on 

my ongoing, and continually evolving, roles and responsibilities. Understood 

as a responsive part of methodological practice, rather than an officially 

sanctioned set of procedures, or an authoritative moral rule to adhere to, 

ethics as praxis attempts to capture the point made by Puig de la Bellacasa 

about the relationship between ethics and ethos: 

 

Thinking ethics from the perspective of its closeness with 
ethos points at a more immanent conception of how ethics is 
formed: of the ethical as a social practice, as a living 
technology with material implications in remaking human 
and nonhuman ontologies.  (2017:155) 

 

The influence of an authoritative narrative of community cohesion and mutual 

aid within Orkney is clearly identifiable in the stories shared by my 

interviewee, which demonstrate a sense of care both for the success of the 

renewable energy technology, and existing community relationships and 

obligations. My interviewee’s  sense of becoming part of a ‘family of tidal 

energy folk’ reflects an expectation that even professional relationships 

contain elements of commitment and care, rather than a straightforward 

monetary exchange. In Orkney the ability to ‘see who you are in this with’, 

acknowledges the constraints of island life, the limitations of geography, 

weather, infrastructure and resources – material and human. You have to 

work with what and who you have. Relationships need to be navigated with 
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care, when ongoing interdependencies underlie and underpin day-to-day 

interactions with the inevitable irritations, disagreements, misunderstandings, 

and personal likes and dislikes. As Puig de la Bellacasa puts it: 

 

The ethical obligation to care by which ethos generates 
commitment happens through engagement with ongoing 
relative constraints. When caring for and taking care, or 
having something or someone to care for us, particular 
actions become obligatory: they create and re-create 
demands and dependencies, they become necessary in a 
specific world to subsist and thus somehow oblige those 
who inhabit that world. The mutual, albeit multilateral, web of 
labors of care is fully permeated with ethicality even when 
agencies are not intentionally ethical.  

(ibid) 

 

As my own relationship to the renewable energy sector in Orkney deepened, 

I came to recognise the community ethos of cohesion and mutual aid not 

only in the stories I was hearing but in the behaviour of the individuals and 

organisations making up the sector. There was an identifiable sense of 

commitment to work together for the benefit not only of the local renewable 

energy sector, but for the Orkney community as a whole. I came to 

understand that the successes of the sector reflected not only the ability to 

exploit Orkney’s natural resources of wind, wave and tide, but the ability to 

use care ‘as a living technology’, by drawing on and integrating the Orkney 

community’s cultural narratives and practices into its ways of working and 

relating.  

 

To do this takes hard work and skill. The ‘labors of care’ are complex and 

must continually respond to changing circumstances and the dialogical 

process of community and individual meaning making. In this complex and 

dialogical practice of caring relationships of power are continually enacted 

and negotiated, as Puig de la Bellacasa points out ‘in every context, care 

responds to a situated relationship’ (ibid:163). As discussed in the previous 

chapter, certain stories travel because of the power they carry due to how, 
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where, and by whom they are told. The report I wrote as a result of my work 

as a research assistant on the Alien Energy Project, Invisible Work at EMEC 

(Ford, 2015) identifies a vital part of EMEC’s work as building relationships 

and collaboration between developers, the local supply chain, and the 

Orkney community, which can be characterised as a form of care, but which 

is largely unacknowledged and unseen in the official narrative of the 

organisation’s activities. My approach to fieldwork for this PhD was therefore 

informed by my previous experience, both in terms of the relationships I had 

developed with key informants which allowed me access to people and 

experiences that would otherwise have been unavailable, and in terms of an 

understanding of the importance of paying attention to the invisible work of 

care.  

 

OREF  

A central experience of my fieldwork was the opportunity to shadow board 

meetings of the Orkney Renewable Energy Forum (OREF), which helped me 

to understand that relationships within the renewable sector were 

continuously navigating between the need for collaboration and the pressure 

of competition. Formed in 2000 OREF is a membership organisation with the 

following aims and objectives: 

 

• To encourage the preferential use of renewable 
energy in Orkney 

• To debate the best technical and sustainable 
options for increasing renewable energy and 
energy efficiency in Orkney 

• Facilitate Research and Development in 
renewable energy and energy efficiency 

• Disseminate information on renewable energy 
and energy efficiency 
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• To lobby on the strategic issues affecting the 
development of a renewable energy sector in 
Orkney 

• To act as a consultative body on issues related 
to connecting Orkney to renewable energy 
markets 

 (OREF, 2021c) 

 

The twelve directors who make up the OREF board meet monthly, with the 

board meeting followed by an open public meeting, which usually takes the 

form of a presentation and discussion on some aspect of renewable energy. 

The OREF membership is made up of a mixture of businesses of various 

sizes, interested members of the public, students, and researchers. Meetings 

alternate between venues in Stromness and Kirkwall in recognition of the fact 

that members have to travel to meetings from different parts of the Orkney 

Mainland – evidence of an awareness of local tensions between East and 

West Mainland and the potential to be accused of limiting access to 

meetings. It is interesting to note that despite accusations of increasing 

centralisation of local services and developments in Kirkwall, the renewable 

sector is predominantly based in Stromness at the Old Academy site, which 

has recently been redeveloped as the Orkney Research and Innovation 

Campus.  

 

As I attended meetings and got to know the board of directors, I realised the 

importance of location and proximity for the ecology of meaning making of 

the OREF board. Board members were there as volunteers in their spare 

time, organising and attending meetings in the evening after work, but in their 

day jobs they were key players in the renewables sector, who regularly met 

each other in the course of their working days. Board meetings often 

included references to these previous encounters and conversations, and to 

begin with I sometimes struggled to follow the blurred lines between a 

director’s day job and their role in OREF. The board was engaged in an 

ongoing dialogue which took place across multiple meetings, locations, and 

contexts, including informal conversations in corridors and car parks, along 
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the street and in local shops. The nature of the physical environment in 

Stromness – the close proximity of organisations in the Old Academy 

buildings, the narrow lanes leading down to the single main street, and the 

limited number of shops and cafes, provided ample opportunities for chance 

meetings and informal conversations.  

 

These meetings, and the informal interactions at board meetings over tea 

and biscuits, were all important aspects of forming and maintaining 

relationships which were about more than the business at hand, while also 

essential to it. The unpaid work being carried out by directors demonstrated 

care on multiple levels, from a desire to achieve success for the renewable 

energy sector in the islands and sharing the benefits with the wider 

community, to an understanding of Orkney’s role in developing technologies 

which could contribute to the global response to climate change. That 

OREF’s activities also benefitted the member organisations was part of the 

point and one of the challenges.  

 

One of the key strengths of the organisation was its ability to bring together 

individuals from across the private and public sector allowing them to act 

together on issues which might otherwise have proved politically sensitive or 

divisive. Acting under the OREF banner opened up the scope for 

collaborations, providing a neutral space for joint action, particularly around 

lobbying or consultation responses. As one board member put it OREF acts, 

“as a useful cloak you can borrow”, allowing collaboration in circumstances 

where competitive pressure in the business realm might have prevented this 

happening. I was struck by the way in which the narrative of OREF as this 

shared identity which could helpfully override personal differences or conflict, 

mirrored the way Orkney was similarly called upon to present an idealised 

version of community egalitarianism and cohesion in the face of the unequal 

and conflicted reality.  

 

In lots of ways the OREF story directly draws on the wider Orkney story and 

there was one particular meeting that illustrated this for me, while also 

reinforcing the role of power in this process of care-full storytelling. SSE, or 
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to be specific the branch of the company that deals with network distribution, 

Scottish Hydro Electric Power Distribution (SHEPD) were in the islands 

carrying out a consultation on options for replacing the cables between some 

of the north isles. There had been a number of events at various locations in 

Orkney, but OREF invited the SHEPD representative along to the monthly 

open meeting to give a presentation and receive feedback from the OREF 

membership. It was a particularly well attended meeting and I was aware of 

the significance of who was in attendance, board members were often very 

busy and might not stay for the public meeting if they had pressing deadlines 

the next day. The meeting opened with a presentation by the OREF chair on 

cable laying options and the environmental impact associated with the 

different approaches. This was in response to a proposal by Marine Scotland 

that all new subsea electricity cables should be buried or protected, a 

decision which the OREF board was concerned added prohibitive costs to 

the laying and maintenance of cables and was not based on evidence of 

negative impacts to either the marine environment or local fisheries being 

caused by existing cables. The presentation pointed out that the various 

methods of burying or protecting cables in themselves gave rise to significant 

levels of ecological impact and that the existing cables had been in place for 

over 30 years with relatively low failure rates. The issue of the impact to local 

fisheries was addressed in terms of the need for engagement with local 

fisheries interests in planning cable routes which would minimise disruption 

and avoid potential conflicts or risks of cable damage.  

 

Having sat through this initial presentation the representative from SHEPD 

then made his presentation about the three subsea cables they were 

intending to replace, between Rousay and Westray, Stronsay and 

Shapinsay, and Shapinsay and the Mainland. The purpose of the 

consultation was to hear local opinions about the routing of the cables and 

the methods of protection considered most appropriate by islanders. So far 

so straightforward. I was struck by the fact that the SHEPD representative 

looked quite young, and I wondered whether he realised before the meeting 

that he was going to be presented to as much as he was getting to present. 

SHEPD might have genuinely been looking for local responses, but I got the 
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impression that the OREF response was not entirely what they had 

expected. The feedback session after the SHEPD presentation took a turn 

which had me scribbling furiously in my notebook and inwardly smiling as the 

full force of ‘team Orkney’ and ‘Orkney PLC’ went to work. I was delighted to 

find a write up of the meeting on the OREF website afterwards which 

reinforced that what I had witnessed was a very deliberate piece of strategic 

lobbying. The message that OREF wanted to get across regarding the 

potential impact of the Marine Scotland policy change was clearly articulated: 

 

It was clear that the overwhelming feedback from the 
attendees was that any deviation from straight forward 
surface laying could and should only be justified based upon 
a demonstrable risk basis and the feel was that the current 
policy position of Marine Scotland in this regard was 
untenable. With regards to routings the attendees saw no 
particular problems in following existing routes other than 
ensuring that they were compatible with proposed tidal 
energy development potential. 

(Orkney Renewable Energy Forum, 2016a) 

 

 

What followed is described in the OREF write up as: 

 

 …a final presentation about the range of cable related 
activities and interests within the supply chain. The material 
presented showcased the breadth and depth of cable related 
experience within Orkney, highlighting in particular the 
estimated 150 people in Orkney who have worked in one 
way or another on cabling related projects, studies and 
activities.  

(ibid)  

 

I remember it as the moment when the SHEPD representative suddenly 

realised the evening had taken an unexpected turn, as the combined force of 

the OREF board began their sales pitch. Even the language of the website 

write-up acknowledges the change of mood: 
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The case was strongly made for greater involvement of the 
Orkney supply chain in all future cable works in Orkney and 
indeed elsewhere and SHEDP indicated that a major 
opportunity for bidding into a new supply framework would 
be likely to arise in early 2017.  Notwithstanding this 
opportunity OREF sought further reassurance that the 
capacity that Orkney PLC could provide to support any 
cabling activity would be taken into better account in the 
future. The SHEPD representative offered to pass on the 
information he had received to other colleagues and it will be 
up to OREF and its members to further pursue opportunities 
with SHEPD and wider SSE in the future.  

(ibid) 

 

It is interesting to see the way Orkney PLC is used to describe what the 

OREF board members were trying to get across to the rather overwhelmed 

SHEPD representative, (who probably arrived thinking the point of the 

meeting was for him to do the presenting).  

 

Orkney Vessel Trials Project  

 

The pitch to include the Orkney supply chain in ‘future cable works in Orkney’ 

was an attempt to explain to SHEPD that rather than employing one 

dedicated cable laying company with a fleet of vessels from outside the 

islands, a number of different local companies could work together to do the 

job with a range of smaller vessels, a wealth of local knowledge, experience 

and expertise, and at a reduced cost.  This was something that had been 

explicitly established as the result of the Orkney Vessel Trials project, funded 

by the Scottish Government and carried out through the European Marine 

Energy Centre (EMEC) with Aquatera Ltd acting as principal contractor to 

EMEC, and Orcades Marine providing vessel management consultancy.  

 

The findings of the project report, Performance Review of Maritime Support 

Services for Orkney (PRoMSSO) were announced by Scotland’s Energy 
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Minister, Fergus Ewing, during his keynote speech at the All-Energy 2014 

Conference in Aberdeen. In the report the project aims are listed as follows: 

 

• Investigate and trial ways to reduce the costs of 

operations required for the marine energy industry 

• Demonstrate how a project involving many 

companies, vessels and people can be carried 

out to high safety standards using a project-wide 

safety management system 

• Demonstrate how vessels used in Orkney 

waters can carry out complex marine operations 

cost effectively with cooperation and good 

coordination 

(Aquatera, 2014:2) 

 

In a press release put out by EMEC at the time of publication attention is 

drawn to the level of collaboration involved and the potential benefit beyond 

Orkney: 

 

…20 local organisations, and over 120 individuals, working 
together on over 60 vessel operations. 

Close collaboration and cooperation between all parties was 
key to the project’s success, and although the trials were 
based in Orkney, the outcomes are transferable to other 
localities with similar marine opportunities and challenges. 

(EMEC, 2014) 
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The headline finding of the report is that ‘the precision installation of a large 

load, e.g., a tidal turbine nacelle, can be achieved by a gantry barge and 

accompanying spread of vessels at a cost saving of 70-80%, compared to 

using large DP (dynamically positioned) offshore construction vessels’ 

(Aquatera, 2014:15). What this doesn’t make explicit is that at the same time 

as saving developers money it would bring additional income to Orkney 

companies, spreading the benefit across a wide range of businesses and 

subsequently benefiting the wider Orkney economy.  

 

At the OREF meeting with SHEPD I was witnessing Orkney PLC in action, 

promoting the local supply chain while at the same time urging SHEPD to 

engage more collaboratively with the process of making Orkney’s energy 

future. In the official report of the event this was expressed in relation to the 

capacity of the cables proposed for the North Isles’ links, but needs to be 

read with an awareness of the wider context of frustrations over grid 

constrain, turbine curtailment and the thorny question of the potential for a 

second inter-connector across the Pentland Firth: 

 

There was also keen interest over the capacity of cables that 
were proposed for the works, with a plea made by OREF 
and the attendees for much earlier and meaningful 
engagement at the initial planning and design stages of the 
planning process. The concern being that the proposed 
cables are in fact undersized for the future energy 
management needs within Orkney and that there should be 
greater co-ordination between communications and energy 
functions of cables.  

(OREF, 2016a) 

 

Perhaps my favourite moment of the meeting was when one OREF director 

asked if there would be any offcuts from the new cable and what would 

happen to the cables that were being replaced! While another director, in 

relation to getting Marine Scotland to reconsider the need to bury or protect 

the new cables, asked “how can team Orkney help?”   
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Orkney PLC 

 

While the Vessel Trials Project sought to demonstrate the ability of the 

Orkney supply chain to collaborate for the benefit of the Scottish Marine 

Energy sector, Orkney PLC and team Orkney represent ongoing stories of 

care for the wider Orkney community by those in the local renewables sector 

and are called upon in a wide range of different circumstances. Going back 

to Laura Watts’ story of the venture capital scout in the previous chapter, 

Watts describes how instead of an ‘origin story for marine energy’ he is being 

told the story of Orkney PLC, by Aquatera Managing Director Gareth Davies: 

 

Gareth is inviting the venture capital scout to do business 
with Orkney as a corporate body. Although this corporate 
body does not exist in a legal sense, it does exist in other 
ways – Gareth is not making this up, nor is he alone in being 
committed to its existence.  

(Watts, 2018:196) 

 

In describing the nature of Orkney PLC (aka team Orkney, aka Orkney Ltd.) 

Watts writes: 

 

…The organisation that coheres is more than the three 
hundred people involved in the marine energy industry in the 
islands, more than the members of the Orkney Renewable 
Energy Forum, the local association that represents 
renewable energy companies in the islands. Orkney Ltd. is 
defined neither by business interest nor industry sector. Its 
remit and borders are geographic. All those who live in 
within the archipelago are included in its development and 
future.  

(ibid:197) 

 

Except of course that while the whole population of Orkney may feel the 

effects of this future, inclusion does not equal representation. Orkney PLC is 

a powerful story, but as discussed in the previous chapter, powerful stories 
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emerge from, and are shaped by, relationships of power. Those with the 

authority to shape these stories may be understood to be acting with care, 

but as Puig de la Bellacasa points out care is ‘noninnocent’ and ‘cannot be 

purged from its predicaments’ including ‘the power it gives to care takers’ 

(Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017:164). The entanglement of relationships between 

those in the renewable sector their part in the story of Orkney PLC, and their 

daily interactions and relationships within the process of community, made 

their additional roles within OREF even more complex. While functioning as 

‘a useful cloak’ to allow for collaboration across organisations, this 

sometimes necessary opaqueness could also cause issues, both in terms of 

external perceptions and internal consensus as to the nature of OREF’s 

activities. As one informant, who was an OREF business member but not 

part of the board at the time, put it: “OREF in the fifteen years I’ve been 

about hands with it has sometimes struggled to find itself a little bit.”  

 

The importance of OREF’s role in the shaping of the story of Orkney PLC is 

evident from the resources section of the organisation’s website 

(http://www.oref.co.uk/resources/). Listed and available for download are key 

reports and strategy documents related to renewable energy in Orkney, 

which have been compiled and published by OREF, in collaboration with a 

range of organisations. Notably the Orkney Sustainable Energy Strategy 

2017/2025, which was published as a collaboration between OREF, Orkney 

Islands Council, Community Energy Scotland, and Highlands and Islands 

Enterprise and has the vision statement: 

 

Orkney: A secure, sustainable low carbon island economy 
driven uniquely by innovation and collaboration, enabling the 
community to achieve ambitious carbon reduction targets, 
address fuel poverty and provide energy systems solutions 
to the world.  

(Orkney Islands Council, 2017:2) 

 

It became clear to me that even when it was not directly credited, OREF’s 

role in allowing a space for strategic thinking and collaborative action, was 

http://www.oref.co.uk/resources/
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vital to the renewables sector in Orkney. As I got to know the board 

members, I could see the enormous amount of work and effort they put in, 

and how individual personality, knowledge, and drive could make things 

happen, as opportunities were explored and pursued collaboratively. I will 

always be immensely grateful for the trust of the OREF board in allowing me 

to sit in on their meetings, which allowed me to understand the human 

dynamics behind the public activities.  

 

At one meeting when the alarmingly high levels of fuel poverty in Orkney 

were being discussed I was taken aback by a passionate response from one 

of the board members (who I had previously viewed as being very much 

focused on the business benefits of renewables) who articulated a sense that 

the whole point of pursuing renewable schemes in Orkney should be their 

benefit to the wider community and their ability to address inequalities of 

energy. There was an acknowledgement within the board that while those 

Orcadians with the means to invest in renewable technology were enjoying 

the benefits of reduced energy bills and income from generation and feed-in 

tariffs, often they were living alongside neighbours in poorly insulated 

housing paying some of the highest rates for electricity in the UK and 

experiencing significant fuel poverty. In informal conversations about my 

research with folk in the wider Orkney community I regularly heard the 

narrative that ordinary electricity bill payers were subsidising renewable 

developments, and that well-off islanders were making money from the 

Feed-in Tariff which was being paid for by their poorer neighbours.  

 

Feed-in Tariff Recycling Scheme 

 

While community energy schemes such as Heat Smart Orkney and SMILE, 

discussed in the previous chapter, have sought to address fuel poverty at the 

same time as tackling grid constraint, those who have been able to benefit 

have been limited by their location within the grid. OREF has developed a 

close relationship with the charity THAW (Tackling Household Affordable 

Warmth) to look at ways of actively working to address this inequality, and in 
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October 2016 set up the Feed-In Tariff (FIT) recycling scheme to encourage 

turbine owners to donate a proportion of their FIT payments to THAW to 

support their affordable warmth project. The press release issued by OREF 

at the launch of the scheme highlights the scale of the issue: 

 

OREF chairman Dr Gareth Davies said: “A large number of 
Orkney renewable energy generators, primarily privately 
owned domestic wind turbines, receive an income from 
Feed-in Tariff generation amounting to approximately £750 
per kilowatt of generating capacity per year. The generating 
capacity for these turbines in Orkney is around 5000kW or 
5MW in total. “The benefit from these domestic turbines is 
gained by individuals, but is paid for through costs on all of 
our electricity bills. Often those on low incomes have poorly 
insulated houses and correspondingly large electricity bills, 
whereas, many of the more well-off have been able to 
insulate their houses and so pay less for their energy. 
Electricity therefore often takes a much larger proportion of 
the income of less well-off households, meaning that the 
burden of paying for the FIT falls disproportionately on the 
poor.” 

 In Orkney it is estimated that each domestic electricity 
customer pays approximately £32 per year towards FIT 
payments. This equates to around £320,000 being paid out 
annually from Orkney towards FITs. This means that the 
socialised cost to Orkney of a 5kW wind turbine is 
approximately £90 per year, compared to an income of 
around £3750 for the turbine owner.  

Dr Davies explained: “Paying just £7.50 per month - £90 per 
year - for a 5kW turbine would represent approximately 2.5% 
of income. If we can get half of the nearly 5MW of small 
scale wind in the county to participate then this would 
provide THAW Orkney around £56,000 per year to invest in 
fuel poverty alleviation.”  

(OREF, 2016b) 

 

The catch of course is that turbine owners are private individuals who have 

invested in technology for personal benefit and don’t necessarily feel obliged 

to address the social inequalities of the energy market out of their own 

pocket. The story of team Orkney is not necessarily as persuasive for those 
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for whom renewables are a useful additional investment, rather than a main 

source of livelihood or a profession. Where an ‘obligation’ to care is not 

recognised by an individual then it will not be acted upon, and the success of 

the FIT recycling scheme relies upon individual turbine owners recognising 

and responding to this sense of responsibility for energy equality.  

 

Community Benefit  

 

The issue of communities sharing the benefits of renewable energy 

production is explored by Kerr, Johnson and Weir in relation to commercial 

energy developments, based on an increasing understanding of ‘the need to 

equitably share the remunerations extended from exploiting a public natural 

resource’ (2017:204). However, as Kerr et al point out, ‘individual benefit 

arrangements vary from situation to situation, ranging from ad hoc gifts to 

legally binding annual payments’, recognising that ‘a key factor in any 

compensation scenario is ‘power’ and how it influences the final 

settlement…in the case of renewable energy compensation, condign (legal), 

conditioned (social norms), and compensatory (financial) powers may exist 

together’ [emphasis in original] (ibid). The authors are all based at Heriot-

Watt’s ICIT campus in Stromness, so it is unsurprising to see in that they 

choose to highlight the potential for community benefit from renewables 

operating on Crown Estate (CE) marine sites: 

 

Currently the CE acts on behalf of the UK state leading the 
seabed on a commercial basis. Further devolution of these 
rights, from the Scottish Government to the local level could 
allow rent from offshore energy development to pass directly 
to local communities. 

(ibid) 

 

As the authors point out the discourse around community benefit as 

‘compensation’ recognises that on some level there is a negative impact from 

these developments. While the Crown Estate leasing of the West Coast of 
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Orkney MRE sites led to the narrative of disappointment and a downturn in 

the sector, had it succeeded the question of community benefit would have 

had to balance any financial arrangement against the environmental impacts 

of potentially thousands of marine devices and their onshore infrastructure. 

Perhaps it is easier to care for prototype devices and a fledgling technology 

sector where power and profits are limited? 

 

I know that in the course of my fieldwork I too came to care for and feel a 

part of team Orkney. I found myself asking what I could do to help, looking 

for opportunities to share the stories I was hearing, to explain the 

complexities of the grid and the injustices of energy policy and fuel poverty. I 

came to understand care in Orkney as a way of attending to people and 

place rooted in relationships of commitment, forged by storytelling into 

shared narratives. These stories of care are imperfect, they are told not as 

an example to follow but as experiences to be shared, points of contact, an 

invitation to relate, to ask questions. As I came to the end of my fieldwork, I 

realised that the questions these stories raised for me were about how they 

might be relevant to other people and other places. How they were in 

dialogue with wider stories of global climate change, environmental 

degradation and the challenge of creating a decarbonised future in a socially 

just and careful way. The next chapter explores these questions and looks at 

how Orkney’s experiences might be translated and shared as stories for a 

sustainable future.  
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6. Stories for a Sustainable Future 

 

If we are to survive into a liveable future, we must take into 
our own hands the power to create, restore and explore 
different stories, with new main characters, better plots, and 
at least the possibility of some happy endings.  

(Plumwood, 1993:196) 

 

 

This final chapter builds on previous chapters, bringing together stories of 

situated local knowledge, stories of power, and stories as, and of, care to 

explore how these different aspects of storytelling in Orkney have shaped the 

story of renewable energy in the islands, and how these stories might be 

relevant for other places, addressing Questions 1, 2 and 3. Taking stories as 

part of an ecology of meaning making which includes the environment not as 

a passive backdrop but as an active participant in an ongoing process of 

relating, what can be learned from the particularity of Orkney stories and the 

ways in which they are also in dialogue with other places and wider 

narratives? How might these Orkney stories answer Plumwood’s concern to 

create ‘different stories’ with ‘new main characters’ and ‘better plots’, and 

how can they be translated and transmitted in meaningful ways to audiences 

outside the islands? This chapter explores these questions in order to 

consider how it might be possible to tell stories for a sustainable future in 

Orkney, and beyond and in doing so through the lens of ecological dialogism, 

addresses research Questions 4 and 5. 

 

 In considering how Orkney stories might contribute to our thinking about 

issues of energy and environment in a future shaped by climate change, it is 

helpful to consider how wider narratives about the environment and nature 

are in dialogue with local experiences of place, focusing on the tension 

between economic and environmental sustainability in an island community 
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reliant on farming and tourism. Just as Orkney’s success in the renewable 

energy sector is based on the islands’ natural resources of wind, wave and 

tide, farming and tourism in their different ways also seek to exploit Orkney’s 

natural environment for economic benefit. The complex tensions and 

potential conflicts this creates are not unique to Orkney, they are engaged 

with wider narratives about sustainability, which in turn reflect fundamental 

assumptions about humans’ relationship with the natural environment. 

Previous chapters have explored how stories of renewable energy in Orkney 

have been shaped by the ecology of island stories of which they are part, 

recognising how shared authoritative narratives have an effect, not only on 

which stories get told, but how, where and by whom. At stake are issues of 

authorship, authority and power – stories can and do make things happen in 

the real world.  While Orkney stories are an intrinsic part of the process of 

community and the ecological dialogue between people and place, they are 

also in relationship with other ecologies of meaning making, and become 

interwoven with other stories, engaging with other places and other 

authoritative narratives. 

 

 Ecological dialogism recognises that the process of meaning making is 

never finished and always actively shaped by people and place in complex 

interrelationship. Rather than being transmitted unaltered from one person to 

the next, Orkney stories offer points of connection, acting to forge new 

relationships in the process of their telling, through creative translations. 

Successful translation requires both storyteller and audience to find points of 

shared understanding amongst unfamiliar words; in Bakhtin’s two forces at 

work in language we can see how we are continually having to take words 

that are ‘half someone else’s’ (Bakhtin, 1981:293) to tell our own individual 

story in a way that can be understood by others, our story is therefore 

already in dialogue with other stories, of other experiences, places and 

times. In thinking about how Orkney’s stories of energy and environment 

might be translated for audiences outside of the islands it will be helpful to 

look at how they are already in dialogue with other stories, in particular how 

they are engaged with, and responding to, wider narratives about 

sustainability and the environment. These wider narratives reflect deeply 
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held and often unconscious attitudes to the environment from a human 

perspective, and in drawing on the work of Val Plumwood this chapter seeks 

to consider how local ecologies of meaning making are at once entangled in, 

and actively engaged with reinterpreting, these shared environmental 

narratives in the process of local storytelling.  

 

Nature as Story 

 

Plumwood identifies the ‘monological story’ of nature which underpins a 

capitalist approach to ‘property formation and value rules’, in which: 

 

 

…nature is a passive field for human endeavour, a malleable 
order that has no agency or autonomy of its own and 
imposes no real constraints on us. It is not only totally 
available for its owners’ remaking as they see fit into a more 
rational and marketable form, but better so remade, 
‘improved’. In the free market, nature is to be rationally 
ordered through a system in which it is a commodity or 
potential commodity, a set of replaceable, interchangeable 
units answering to human demand and lacking limits which 
might inhibit that demand. Rationalist economics then maps 
the world and everything it can reach within it in the 
reductive terms of trade flows, economic resources and 
profit potential.  

(Plumwood, 2002 :26-27) 

 

The effect of this story is to immediately discount and devalue the possibility 

of other ways of seeing the world; monological systems present a single 

voiced version of reality, promoting an official authoritative narrative which 

concentrates power in the hands of those who control the narrative. The logic 

of this view of nature as passive commodity has led to an economic system 

based on infinite growth, ignoring the finite resources of the planet and the 

consequences of consumption which are now being experienced in the form 

of climate change, pollution and environmental degradation. Encoded within 

the narrative of nature as commodity is a belief in the superiority of humans 
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over other living beings which privileges human needs and desires and see 

the natural world as a resource provided for human benefit. This sense of 

superiority is based on an assumption of higher levels of intelligence in 

humans, seeing human culture as a defining characteristic separating 

humans from the rest of the natural world.  Plumwood identifies how ‘an 

illusory and hyperbolised sense of human autonomy’ has distorted ‘our 

relationships to nature and to one another’, so that: 

 

…concepts of rationality have become corrupted by systems 
of power into hegemonic forms that establish, naturalise and 
reinforce privilege. Rationalist dualisms especially justify 
elite forms of power, not only by mapping the drama of the 
master subject and his Others onto a dualism of reason and 
nature, but by mapping many other aspects of life onto many 
other variants of these basic forms.  

(2002:17) 

 

This is an important point to consider in relation to local knowledges, which 

are rooted in embodied experiences of people, place and more-than-human 

nature, and so within this narrative would be viewed as less valuable, or 

inferior to, knowledge presented as authoritative by those in positions of 

power. As Plumwood points out, the foundational model of human 

rationalism vs irrational nature can be traced in the narratives of other power 

relationships, with the arguments supporting the domination of the ‘other’ 

based on an emphasis of difference which characterises the other as 

naturally weaker and somehow less ‘human’ than the dominant group and 

therefore in need of ‘protection’ or ‘improvement’.  

 

The characterisation of Orkney as remote and distant from centres of cultural 

authority underpins a narrative where official knowledge is more highly 

valued and more powerful than local knowledge which does not originate 

within these official, centralised systems of authority, but emerges through 

individual and shared embodied experience. The same dualistic and 

monological thinking that allows the story of nature as inert resource subject 
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to human control to go unchallenged also supports the logic of a dominant 

class of leaders exercising power over ‘others’ who are ‘naturally’ in need of 

being led. The error and repercussions in both cases are similar, we do 

damage to ourselves by ignoring the voices of others. This is not simply a 

moral failing but represents a lack of understanding that ultimately there are 

no ‘others’, we are all so entangled and interdependent that to ignore the 

needs and voices of those we see as separate and less powerful or 

important, is to do damage to a part of ourselves. To fail to recognise and 

care for the ecologies – both physical and cultural – which all humans rely on 

for their well-being and survival, is a form of self-harm. The stories of these 

ecologies are always dialogical, their nature is heteroglossia and they 

emerge through, and are shaped by, multiple interactions and the tension 

between individual experience and shared meaning making. This process of 

storytelling can be understood in terms of ‘double dialogicality’, as 

interactions between individuals are always situated both in a particular time 

and place and within a particular cultural context, so that ‘situated 

interactions contribute over time to sustaining or changing the more long-

term, situation-transcending practices’ which ‘are dynamic too, and may be 

altered, most often due to the cumulative effects of many small adjustments’ 

(Linell, 2009:52). Monological systems deny this process and ignore or 

silence inconvenient or dissenting voices; the stories they tell are always 

partial and must deny some aspects of reality.  

 

Plumwood’s call for ‘different stories’ suggests the need for careful 

storytelling which recognises and challenges partiality and instead seeks an 

openness to other voices and perspectives; not just to learn about others but 

about ourselves. In considering what Orkney stories might have to contribute 

to creating wider narratives for a ‘liveable future’, this chapter explores the 

tension between situated heteroglossia and monological narratives of power 

in relation to the environment and the way in which these monological 

discourses set up a dualistic world view, which struggles to make sense of 

and translate the dialogic reality of community discourse in the islands.  

 

 



 

189 

 

Sustainability – environment vs economy? 

 

As I am writing this final chapter the Orkney Renewable Energy Forum is 

hosting the Sustainable Orkney Conference, a series of online presentations 

and discussions held over 6 weeks with the aim of bringing together ‘local 

experts and interested and motivated local people to map out what Orkney is 

already doing to decarbonise and be sustainable’. (OREF, 2020). The 

conference had been planned as a physical event to be held over the 

weekend of 20th - 22nd March 2020 but was postponed in advance of the UK 

national lockdown imposed on 23rd March due to the Covid-19 pandemic. As 

it became obvious that physical gatherings of large numbers of people were 

unlikely to be possible for the foreseeable future, the decision was made to 

transfer the event online. The motivation behind the conference was a desire 

by the OREF board to reach out beyond the energy sector to engage the 

wider Orkney community in discussions about the islands’ future 

sustainability – recognition, as discussed in the previous chapter, that 

renewable energy is entangled in the wider story of the Orkney community, 

and wider questions of sustainability. In the original poster for the conference 

in March (see appendix 3) the event is described as both a response to the 

global ‘climate emergency’, and as a chance to ‘take stock locally’ with the 

aim of helping to ‘plan an effective response as a community’.  

 

As a board member, active in the planning of the conference, I was acutely 

aware of the multiple meanings attached to the term ‘sustainable’ and this 

was foregrounded even more forcibly by the subsequent events of the 

pandemic. The conference generated responses from a range of 

perspectives across the community, with presentations on subjects from food 

production to fuel poverty, and attracted an interesting mix of participants, 

from local business leaders, councillors and council officials to members of 

the Orkney Extinction Rebellion group. Questions of economic sustainability 

now took on an added urgency as conference participants reflected on the 

unprecedented changes which had occurred in community life and 
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livelihoods since lockdown. With restrictions on travel, and strict regulations 

affecting hospitality, Orkney’s important tourism industry, which had 

previously raised questions of sustainability in relation to the impact of high 

numbers of cruise liner visitors on the island’s infrastructure and 

environment, now faced an uncertain future.  

 

I had been aware throughout my fieldwork that in contrast with widespread 

representations of renewable energy as part of a ‘green’ or ‘environmentalist’ 

agenda, within Orkney the emphasis was on technical innovation, and the 

economic benefits these technologies brought. This was explicitly raised by 

one of my informants who had worked as a consultant on marine energy 

projects with EMEC but had previously studied with the Centre for Alternative 

Technology (CAT) in Wales, ‘I come from a green background, one of the 

things I’ve found difficult up here is that it is seen from an economic 

perspective […] at CAT it was a green thing, here it is about developing an 

industry.’ While the aims of the Sustainable Orkney Conference were framed 

in relation to the global climate emergency and the need for decarbonisation, 

the focus of the presentations and discussions were explicitly local, with an 

emphasis on knowledge sharing and collaboration, rather than activism.  

 

During my time observing, and then participating as part of the OREF board, 

I was aware that while some directors engaged in environmental activism 

outside of their role on the board, official OREF activities and publications 

tended to highlight positive opportunities and benefits rather than taking a 

campaigning stance. While this can be understood in terms of the 

importance of maintaining OREF as a space enabling collaboration between 

public and private organisations and across potentially conflicting areas of 

concern, it is important to explore why an explicitly green or environmentalist 

narrative was so carefully avoided, and how this relates to wider 

representations of environmental discourse within Orkney. Even before my 

fieldwork I had been aware of the complicated discourse around the 

environment in Orkney. With farming and tourism both important to the 

islands’ economy questions around land management, and often conflicting 
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attitudes to land use, have long been played out in the local media as well as 

in everyday conversations.  

 

The landscapes, coastlines and wildlife that attract visitors to the islands 

exist outside of the tourist brochure images as places where people live and 

work, and the relationships that islanders have with their environment are 

complex and multi-layered. On the Orkney.com website ‘nature’ is one of the 

things being sold as a visitor attraction – ‘For many of our visitors, Orkney's 

natural habitat is about as far from urban living as it's possible to experience. 

That of course is the appeal and the reason they return to Orkney each year.’ 

(Orkney.com, 2021c). Yet an increase in visitor numbers is having a negative 

environmental impact at some of the most popular locations, including 

erosion and pollution, and the need to address issues of sustainability in the 

islands’ tourism sector was one of the topics for discussion during the OREF 

Sustainable Orkney Conference. Visitors bring undeniable economic benefits 

to the islands which helps to sustain the island population, but by travelling to 

the islands they also bring a physical impact, from the carbon emissions of 

their travel to the pressure they place on local infrastructure as well as the 

physical environment. Visitors seeking an escape from ‘urban living’ may 

view the Orkney landscape as unspoilt nature when in fact what they are 

experiencing is an environment shaped by human interventions and 

management decisions, made by multiple landowners and inhabitants 

including public bodies like NatureScot.  

 

As Timothy Morton points out in Ecology Without Nature, the idea of nature 

as wilderness, a place to escape from the stresses of human society, 

emerges as a cultural narrative and consumer product during the Romantic 

period: 

 

Romantic consumerism produced subjective states that 
eventually became technically reproducible commodities. 
But it also influenced the construction and maintenance of 
actually existing environments. Consider how Wordsworth’s 
Lake District became the National Trust’s Lake District, or 
the American wilderness, places you go to on holiday from 

http://orkney.com/
http://orkney.com/
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an administered world. Environments were caught in the 
logic of Romantic consumerism. Wilderness can only exist 
as a reserve of unexploited capital, as constant tensions and 
struggles make evident. 

(2007:113) 

 

The ‘tensions and struggles’ in Orkney can be seen in the ways different 

groups within the community are seeking to balance the need for economic 

sustainability with the sustainability of the capital asset of the Orkney 

environment and its resources. The difficult decisions that must be made in 

balancing these conflicting needs and desires in relation to the environment 

are being negotiated on a daily basis by those living in the islands. From land 

management choices made by individual farmers, the marketing strategy of 

Orkney.com, to planning the siting of renewable energy developments by 

Orkney Islands Council, at every level these decisions are also subject to 

internal and external relationships of power.  

Locating narratives of nature  

 

In his discussion of the construction and negotiation of cultural identity in 

Orkney Michael Lange reflects that in talking to some of his informants about 

their public opposition to the expansion of the Dounreay nuclear plant in 

Caithness, they felt ‘ a stronger more legitimate connection to Orkney than 

the outsiders against whom they positioned themselves’ and that they were 

‘more qualified to speak in Orkney’s interests because of their greater 

connection to the landscape and the past’ (Lange, 2007:184). However, this 

is problematised by another of Lange’s informants who represents this 

opposition as a form of NIMBYism, ‘according to him, Orcadians were 

concerned with preserving the image of a clean environment that would 

provide clean, marketable produce’ but that ‘this concern did not extend 

beyond Orkney’ (ibid:186).  In both accounts’ authority is understood as 

rooted in a continuing relationship with the Orkney environment, and is set in 

opposition to narratives of external authority imposed from outside the 

islands.  

http://orkney.com/
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In Orkney land use and management practices represent an ongoing 

negotiation between the situated knowledge of individual farmers in 

relationship with landscape and climate; shared cultural narratives about the 

Orkney environment; market forces; and as discussed in previous chapters 

in relation to the marine environment, the power of statutory bodies to 

enforce regulatory frameworks around planning and environmental 

protection. I was aware from informal interactions that there was a tendency 

for environmental organisations such as NatureScot, the RSPB, and SEPA 

to not only be seen as representing externally situated power structures but 

as pursuing agendas which did not fully understand the Orkney context. As a 

result, environmentalist concerns to conserve particular species of wildlife, or 

types of habitat, and the imposition of certain environmental regulations were 

frequently portrayed in informal discourse as being ignorant of, or even 

opposed to, the economic concerns and expertise of local farmers and 

landowners. This in turn led to an acceptance of practices which sometimes 

ignored regulations when these were seen as incurring unnecessary 

expense or based on a lack of understanding of the local environment or 

culture.  

 

These attitudes might also be understood in terms of the relationship 

between organisations engaged in environmental regulation and wider 

environmental narratives about climate change in which ‘saving the planet’16 

is articulated in terms of a ‘green’ agenda, which can include direct criticism 

of certain farming practices. Grounded in the monological story of nature vs 

human rationalism the business model of farming immediately implies an 

opposition between the desire of farmers to improve their land to increase 

profitability and the narrative of organisations whose aim is to conserve and 

protect ‘nature’. As Plumwood goes on to point out: 

The polarising aspects of dualism involve sorting a field into 
two homogenised and radically separated classes, typically 
constructing a false choice between contrasting polarities in 

 
16 https://friendsoftheearth.uk/climate-change/saving-planet-top-tips-help-climate-and-nature 
https://www.wwf.org.uk/thingsyoucando 



 

194 

a truncated field which can be conceived in much more 
equal, continuous and overlapping ways.  

(Plumwood, 2002) 

 

The depth of situated knowledge and commitment of farmers to land which in 

some cases has been in families for generations, coupled with an 

understanding of local wildlife, climate and culture, could be seen to align 

their concerns with those of the regulatory bodies, in so far as they are both 

concerned with sustainable land use. Difficulties in communication between 

the two groups often arise from the ‘false choice’ Plumwood identifies as 

being set up by the underlying dualism, in this case creating an apparent 

conflict between environmental protection and commercial farming. Working 

within the power structures of the UK economy, statutory bodies involved in 

environmental protection are part of a system which privileges certain types 

of knowledge; this is the type of knowledge which can travel in official 

documents, becoming part of the official discourse of an authority enacted 

through regulations. Official environmental knowledge is therefore set in 

opposition to the kinds of situated local knowledge gained through direct 

embodied interaction with specific places. This creates a situation where 

official discourse can become disconnected from the people and places it 

seeks to know and claim authority over; instead of offering points of 

connection and opportunities for dialogue it often generates opposition and 

misunderstanding on both sides. Ironically both conservationists and farmers 

are ultimately grounded in a human-centric worldview in which the wellbeing 

of the environment is dependent upon human intervention and is judged by 

human definitions of sustainability. 

 

Wider environmental discourse, rooted in the narrative of nature as a product 

to be consumed whether as a ‘conserved’ or ‘farmed’ landscape, will 

ultimately tend to come down to competing stories of human authority, 

ignoring the complexities of local context and heteroglossia, and reinforcing a 

human-centric viewpoint which excludes the possibility of more-than-human 

agency.  An example of the polarisation of the discourse around farming and 
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the environment in Orkney can be seen in the reaction of one local organic 

beef farmer to the promotion of #veganuary – the hashtag used on social 

media by the non-profit organisation Veganuary to promote their campaign 

‘that encourages people worldwide to try vegan for January and beyond’ 

(Veganuary, 2021).  

 

Using the alternative hashtag #beefandlambuary Steven Wylie (whose 

nickname is Chopper) took to Facebook with a post challenging the message 

of #veganuary and defending the environmental impact of his farming 

practices: 

This is chopper. [Sic] 

Chopper is a beef farmer. 

Chopper is fed up with being called a cow murdering planet 
killing modern day slave master by people that are single 
minded and unsure on the specifics of their bottoms from 
their elbows!!!!! 

Chopper has large grass areas which eat up vast quantities 
of Co2 & methane 

Chopper has lovely healthy happy animals that produce a 
wonderful natural vitamin enriched food 

Chopper is going beef&lambuary!!!! 

Probably for the rest of the year 

Chopper is smart 

Be like chopper 

#BeefandLambuary 

(Wylie, 2019) 
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Figure 15 Chopper image from Facebook post 3 January 2019 
(https://www.facebook.com/steven.wylie.547/posts/10210443643047680) 

 

As might be expected the comments this publicly published and widely 

shared (11K reactions, 3.2K shares and 5.1K comments) post attracted 

reflected the tendency towards polarisation of viewpoints, rather than a 

discussion on the relative environmental impacts of different types of farming 

practice and the significance of the Orkney context. By choosing to farm 
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organically Wylie (Chopper) would be considered by some to be taking an 

explicitly ‘green’ approach, yet within the contested environmental discourse, 

arguments for and against different processes of food production and land 

management can become focused around the role of animals and animal 

products in human diets – based on ethical considerations and the 

contribution to climate change. The nature of social media as a platform for 

discourse across physical and cultural boundaries separates Wylie’s post 

from the contextual relationship to place which informs his farming practice 

and opens it up to meaning making by readers who bring their own 

experiences and worldviews to the understanding they will take from his 

words. As Bakhtin points out:  

[…] any concrete discourse (utterance) finds the object at 
which it was directed already as it were overlain with 
qualifications, open to dispute, charged with value, already 
enveloped in an obscuring mist – or, on the contrary, by the 
“light” of alien words that have already been spoken about it. 
It is entangled, shot through with shared thoughts, points of 
view, alien value judgements and accents. The word, 
directed toward its object, enters a dialogically agitated and 
tension-filled environment of alien words, value judgements 
and accents, weaves in and out of complex 
interrelationships, merges with some, recoils from others, 
intersects with yet a third group: and all this may crucially 
shape discourse, may leave a trace in all its semantic layers, 
may complicate its expression and influence its entire 
stylistic profile.  

(Bakhtin, 1981:276) 

 

Wylie’s post was a reaction to and anticipates the negative judgement of 

those who promote veganism as the environmentally sustainable choice for 

human diets. In the ‘tension-filled environment’ of Facebook the ‘alien words’ 

and ‘value judgements’ (ibid) on both sides of the debate work to create 

greater polarisation, rather than encouraging dialogue. In attempting to 

counter accusations that his farming activities are “planet killing” Wylie seeks 

to establish his environmental credentials by claiming that he is managing 

“large grass areas which eat up vast quantities of Co2 & methane”. Yet the 

tone of his post does not seek to establish dialogue around sustainable 



 

198 

approaches to food production but rather ‘recoils’ from what he characterises 

as a ‘single minded’ campaign to promote veganism. Here are Guattari’s 

three ecologies (Guattari, 2000) – in the form of the Orkney environment, 

social discourse around food production, and the personal experience of an 

Orkney farmer – in dialogue, but when this dialogue is shared on social 

media it comes into contact with different social and personal discourses 

which are disconnected from the Orkney environment. Just as 

disconnections between individual and social discourse lead to issues of 

personal identity, so disconnections between these human discourses and 

their embodiment within a physical environment lead to misunderstandings 

which value universalising rational argument over situated knowledge.  

 

In Orkney environmental narratives have become identified with external 

forms of discourse and authority which are seen as hostile to local farming 

and land management practices, representing a world view ‘alien’ to the 

experiences of islanders. In light of these attitudes OREF’s framing of 

renewable energy in terms of local benefit is perhaps best understood as a 

sensitivity to these issues of authority and a desire to carefully situate 

environmental concerns within local contexts and relationships. As discussed 

in previous chapters, telling stories of power involves the careful negotiation 

of relationships of power and authority as part of the process of community. 

 

Environmental and Economic Impact 

 

My own experiences during field work reflected this sense of distrust of the 

agenda behind overtly environmental or green narratives. When I 

approached one of the fish farm skippers he explained that my request to go 

out on the work boat would have to be passed on up the chain of authority 

for approval. When he got back to me to confirm approval had been given, 

he explained that his caution was due to an incident on the West Coast of 

Scotland when a skipper took a girl out on his boat, who later turned out to 

have been working for an environmental organisation and used her 

experience to write an article critical of the fish farm industry. The negative 
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views I heard expressed in the wider community about renewable energy 

tended to fall into two categories; either scepticism that the technology was 

unreliable/uneconomic, and the green agenda was being used to siphon 

public money into private hands, or accusations of the negative impact of 

wind turbines, and the potential negative impact of MRE devices and their 

infrastructure, both in terms of landscape aesthetics and harm to wildlife. I 

realised that perspectives on environmental harm are deeply personal. The 

fish farm skipper told me how noise from his neighbours’ wind turbine had 

soured a previously good relationship, and that he was now planning to 

move away from the islands when he retired; later, during the same 

conversation, he pointed out what he saw as the disproportionate public 

concern about pollution from fish farming compared to the risk of a major 

pollution incident due to the activity of oil transfers in Scapa Flow.  

 

Environmental threat always exists in relationship to economic threat, and 

this was something that became clearer to me as time went on. The narrative 

of nature as resource means that human engagement with the environment 

is always shaped by economic considerations, so that sustainability is always 

ultimately defined in terms of human wellbeing by setting benefits against 

cost. For those within the MRE sector whether their ultimate motivation is a 

desire to tackle climate change or the technical challenge of developing a 

new energy system, the measure of their success will be determined by 

economic factors as much as environmental ones. As a new technology, 

renewable energy developments are subject to levels of environmental 

regulation and monitoring that did not exist when older technologies, 

including the oil and gas industry, were being developed.  

 

My interviewee who found the focus on ‘developing an industry’ 

uncomfortable after their previous green background, pointed out that 

environmental monitoring for MRE was out of kilter with other industries, and 

had a significant cost, which was a limiting factor for small and medium sized 

technology developers struggling with funding. They expressed frustration at 

the ways in which this worry over environmental impact was holding back a 

sector aiming to develop practical solutions to climate change, while the 
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activities of the fossil fuel industry were less stringently regulated and posed 

a ‘real and current threat’ to the environment. They noted with irony that the 

EMEC site in Scapa Flow was monitoring marine birds and mammals, 

looking for evidence of displacement or negative interactions, while the 

nearby site where ship-to-ship transfers of oil took place didn’t have to do 

any environmental monitoring because it was covered by different legislation.  

 

The tension between economic and environmental threat is present in all 

these entangled discourses about Orkney, from the personal to the political. 

It is part of the naturalcultural ecology through which local discourse 

navigates, forging shared narratives and communicative strategies shaped 

by relationships between people and place. As highlighted in the previous 

chapter, within the renewable sector in Orkney care for environment and 

people is expressed through and as stories and storytelling, which recognise 

and respond to this tension and the fragile balance between threat and 

opportunity it presents.  

 

Orkney as a Living Laboratory  

  

There was one story I kept hearing and seeing in texts about the local 

renewable sector which described Orkney as a ‘Living Laboratory’. The 

phrase pops up again and again in my notebooks; I heard it used in public 

presentations and from those I interviewed, as well as seeing it in press 

releases and in online documents. It is used by Heriot Watt University to 

describe its International Centre for Islands Technology (ICIT) campus in 

Stromness (Heriot Watt, no date); while in a document produced to 

accompany an OREF open meeting on energy storage in November 2016, 

Orkney itself is described as ‘The Living Laboratory’ (Davies and Kerr, 2016). 

While the phrase undoubtedly provides a useful shorthand to capture the 

sense of innovation as something involving many different aspects of 

Orkney, including natural resources, landscape and people, the possible 

meanings attached to, and taken from, its use are multiple and open to 

contention.  
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The more folk I spoke to the more it became obvious that there were different 

versions of the Living Laboratory, with emphasis varying from a focus on the 

islands as bounded test sites with useful resources, to a more holistic 

understanding of the important interrelationship of people, place, and 

Orkney’s particular historical and cultural experience with energy. Those who 

emphasised the importance of people in Orkney’s success also expressed a 

sense of unease at the connotation of a laboratory as a place where 

experiments were conducted on subjects – there was concern that the 

community might perceive itself as being promoted as a test site, to be 

exploited by outside interests. As discussed in previous chapters, local 

discourse is acutely sensitive to questions of authority, authorship and 

power, so I was particularly interested in where and how this story was being 

told.  

 

Orkney’s Living Laboratory story raises complex issues about research, 

response-ability and relationships. As Haraway writes of response-ability in 

relation to human/animal relationships in the laboratory:   

People and animals in labs are both subjects and objects to 
each other in ongoing intra-action. If this structure of 
material-semiotic relating breaks down or is not permitted to 
be born, then nothing but objectification and oppression 
remains.   

(Haraway, 2008:71) 

 

If Orkney really is to be understood as a Living Laboratory which includes all 

of its natural resources, human and more-than-human, then care must be 

taken to remain sensitive to this material-semiotic relating in the process of 

research – for as Haraway also points out ‘acquiring knowledge is never 

innocent’ (ibid:70). Research in the Living Laboratory must be grounded in 

the day-to-day embodied interactions, interrelating and meaning making 

which weaves together the physical and cultural ecology of the islands. I was 

given the opportunity to consider my own research in relation to these issues 
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when I was invited to submit a piece of writing to the Orkney Cloud project 

magazine.  

 

In 2018 the Orkney Cloud project came about as the result of a Mozilla 

Research Grant which allowed a collaboration between Mozilla, researchers 

at ITU Copenhagen, led by Laura Watts, and staff from the environmental 

consultancy Aquatera in Orkney. The project aims were to ‘transform a 

digitally disadvantaged region from ‘data poor’ to a ‘data prototype rich’ 

platform for cloud services: a living laboratory for cloud services at the 

network edge’ (The Orkney Cloud Project, 2018a). As well as seminars and 

the setting up of a forum, the project produced a magazine, both as hard 

copies and available online as a pdf (The Orkney Cloud Project, 2018b). This 

extract from the introduction sets the context for the publication and gives a 

taste of its editorial style: 

Orkney is a group of islands off the northeast coast of 
Scotland, apparently at the margins of Europe. Yet in terms 
of green energy, they are on the frontline. The islands are a 
global leader in wave and tide energy, hydrogen fuel, smart 
grids, and community-led innovation. However, the islands 
remain at the edge of the internet.  

So, can we create community-led, cloud services at the 
edge – where the internet is thin, but the social networks are 
thick – and the environmental resource to power data 
processing is huge? Instead of distant, centralised data 
storage and processing, how might local cloud services 
support socialised, shared, and distributed data processing?  

This was the question we began with in 2017, as a group of 
researchers, some local to Orkney (Aquatera), others distant 
(IT University of Copenhagen, University of Edinburgh, 
Mozilla). But then we spilled out over the archipelago in our 
search for a collective answer.  

This magazine is our initial answer to, what could an Orkney 
Cloud be? It Is an anthology of Orkney Cloud incubated 
projects and inspirations; a weaving together of people and 
possibilities that could become an Orkney Cloud. And it is 
not comprehensive. At present, we have thirteen separate 
projects being incubated in the Orkney Cloud, services 
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ranging from tourism to transport, from archaeology to 
addressing fuel poverty.  

We invited contributions from those who are building the 
Orkney Cloud, islanders who are already weaving energy 
and data networks together, to explain their projects and 
share their futures. 

(Orkney Cloud, 2018b: 3) 

 

There is much of interest in the magazine content, but the piece that 

immediately caught my attention was Gareth Davies’, ‘Developing 

Sustainable Futures – an Orkney way’. In the opening paragraphs, Davies 

sets out his concern to account for Orkney’s ‘record of achievement 

stretching back 5,000 years’ suggesting that ‘there could be an ‘Orkney Way’ 

that has facilitated such achievements’ and ‘considers whether such a ‘Way’ 

could help underpin the archipelago’s credentials as a beacon for innovation 

and research under the theme of ‘Orkney – the living laboratory’.’ (Ibid: 10). 

Davies is keen to ‘explore not just what has been achieved, but also how and 

why?’ [emphasis in original] (ibid: 11) and begins by listing what he considers 

to be ‘some key Orkney achievements’: 

 

• Operating the Flotta Terminal without a major oil spillage 
incident for 40 years 

• Hosting the world’s largest wind turbine (3MW) between 
1984 and 1996 

• Delivering landmark sector development activities: 
conferences, resource studies, strategies, action plans 

• The first grid-connected offshore wave energy device in 
2004 

• The first UK grid-connected tidal energy device in 2006 

• High levels of local ownership of renewables deployments 

• Local renewable generation of 130% of local electrical 
demand 
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• Large number of community-owned turbines 

• Greatest density of micro wind turbines 

• High household uptake of renewable energy solutions 

• Designing and operating the largest functioning tidal 
turbine 

• Reducing marine energy installation costs by 80% 

• Europe’s most extensive hydrogen production and use 
network 

• Significant roll-out of low energy housing 

• Ground-breaking initiatives to deliver affordable warmth 

• Pioneering research into wildlife behaviour and the impact 
of renewables deployments 

• Developing new, enabling technologies for marine energy 
activities 

• Roll-out of pioneering household energy storage and 
management systems 

• Major community-based investment (around 30%) of the 
£700 million invested in renewables connected with Orkney 

• Export of expertise, technology solutions and services to 
around 40 countries around the world 

(ibid:12) 

 

While the list includes breakthroughs in technology and innovation of national 

and international importance there is a noticeable emphasis on local benefits 

and local engagement with renewable technology, from financial investment 

to household uptake of renewable energy technology, and community owned 

turbines. There is acknowledgment too that these achievements do not tell 

the whole story, that at times Orkney has ‘had to chase and sometimes fight 

for its energy opportunities’(ibid:13). These challenges often relate to outside 
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influences such as ‘the availability and cost of exporting energy to the 

national UK grid’, and ‘the fact that national energy strategies, standards and 

regulations are often built on the basis of ‘average’ location, town or 

customer’ so that they ‘have fallen short of addressing the reality of 

conditions, places and people’, particularly in Orkney (Ibid). Davies suggests 

that Orkney has succeeded because of the way in which it has approached 

these challenges and embraced opportunities, providing a list of key features 

of this ‘Orkney Way’: 

 

•Forward looking but past aware, taking a long-term view 

•Resilience, consistency, loyalty, commitment, quiet 
determination 

•Building capacity through collaboration and co-operation 

•Progressively inventing and adopting new solutions 

•Living with transparency and personal accountability 

•Belonging to a community that knows what is going on 

•Working hard and playing hard 

•Stepping in to resolve issues before things escalate 

•Respecting and trying to understand alternative viewpoints 

•Creating space for consensus to emerge where possible 

•Understanding and working for sustainability 

•Experience-based knowledge, making the difficult seem 
normal 

•Contemplating life from an edge, from an island perspective 

(Ibid: 15) 
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Davies then suggests that the ‘Orkney Way’ could ‘be described simply as: 

Stepping forward together, creating the future, learning from the past’, 

however this misses some of the important points made in the list which 

resonate with my own observations. In asking how the ‘Orkney Way’ might 

‘be used’ and ‘would it be relevant elsewhere?’ I would suggest that the 

‘Orkney Way’ can be seen in terms of ‘care as a living technology’ (Puig de 

la Bellacasa, 2017), however its ability to be understood and applied relies 

upon the response-ability of those involved. For me the key elements in 

Davies’ list are relational qualities I had also observed, resilience, 

consistency, loyalty, commitment, quiet determination, collaboration, co-

operation, personal accountability.  These were combined with an ‘island 

perspective’ based on a sense of ‘belonging to a community’, which 

understood the need to create ‘space for consensus to emerge’ amidst 

‘alternative viewpoints.’ Davies sees the ‘Orkney Way’ as part of what makes 

Orkney ‘an ideal ‘living laboratory’ (The Orkney Cloud Project 2018b: 17) yet 

the question of replication also raises the issue of who benefits from 

Orkney’s achievements and how the story of the ‘Living Laboratory’ impacts 

the very relationships upon which it is built.  

 

Sharing our Stories 

 

Gareth Davies was one of the OREF board members I’d chatted with about 

the ‘Living Laboratory’ previously, and so while our pieces were written 

separately and without direct consultation there is a sense of dialogue 

between them. My own contribution, ‘Sharing Our Stories: the powerful 

potential of community led research’, talks about community as process and 

how, ’stories work to weave people into this process; stories make individual 

events part of collective experience and shared knowledge’ (ibid: 20). In 

addressing concerns about the possible meanings associated with 

‘laboratory’ I ask how we could ‘re-imagine Orkney’s ‘living laboratory’’, 

posing a series of questions addressing the relationship between community 

and research:  

 



 

207 

As Orkney attracts more researchers to the islands, across a 
range of interests from energy to archaeology, how can we 
help them to join in the process of community? How can we 
share knowledge, build relationships and make sure that 
research is a participatory process that benefits both 
researchers and the communities that welcome them? How 
can we translate the Orkney stories for those seeking to 
understand what makes Orkney such a centre for 
innovation?  

(ibid:21) 

  

At the root of all these questions is the relationship between the community 

and those who do not have access to the situated knowledge shared through 

the process of day-to-day story telling. This lack of understanding by those 

outside Orkney has practical implications for the islands: 

 

The infrastructure challenges faced by Orkney's renewable 
energy generators, and by islanders frustrated by patchy 
mobile coverage and inadequate Internet connections, 
reflect the way centralised power structures, whether 
political, technical, economic, or academic, fail to understand 
the importance of local context.  

(ibid) 

 

Orkney’s technical achievements cannot be separated from the technology 

of care that went into their making, as Gareth Davies makes clear in the 

‘Orkney Way’. However, the problem remains that in the discourses of power 

which tell Orkney’s story outside the islands – whether academic, political or 

technical – the complex, relational, ’living technology’ of caring remains 

invisible and so gets excluded from official accounts. When the ‘Living 

Laboratory’ story is told to audiences outside Orkney without translation it 

could be understood as an invitation to view the islands, their environment 

and communities, as resources to be exploited.  

 

The ‘Orkney Way’ is an invitation to engage and understand the human 

processes behind Orkney’s technical achievements; ‘Sharing Our Stories’ re-
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imagines the terms of engagement as an invitation into the process, 

proposing a living laboratory of community led research where both 

community and researchers benefit. Both articles recognise the ‘Living 

Laboratory’ as a story which is trying to communicate that, ‘the way in which 

things happen in Orkney seems to be different, distinctive and special’ (Ibid: 

17), and by emphasising the importance of process, people, and place seek 

to place the authority to tell that story into the hands of the local community. 

Yet as discussed in previous chapters this immediately raises the question of 

which version of community? Who can claim the authority to negotiate 

access to Orkney’s Living Laboratory, and how will this authority be 

recognised by those from outside the islands who seek to benefit from this 

access?  

 

At the root of these questions is the relationship between authorship and 

authority, storyteller and audience, the official version of events vs the word 

on the street, with local relationships entangled into wider systems of social, 

political and economic power with their own stories and ways of doing things. 

Being aware of and asking these questions is the basis for the careful 

storytelling needed for successful translation and recognises that meaning 

making is rooted in relationships. These relationships always involve the 

negotiation of power, and while the shared narrative of Orkney as a special 

place which values community cohesion, equality, mutual support and 

innovation, plays a powerful role in shaping attitudes within the ecology of 

local discourse, the question remains of how this story of the ‘Orkney Way’ 

can communicate its authority to outside audiences.  

 

In recognising and emphasising the importance of the ‘Orkney Way’ to the 

success of the ‘Living Laboratory’ Orkney has the opportunity to make a 

valuable contribution to the wider discourse on sustainable futures by 

showing how care, for people and place, has been an intrinsic part of 

successful technology development. The challenge lies in how to tell that 

story to those who need to hear it, especially when other powerful narratives 

are involved in telling the story of the Living Laboratory.   
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Research and Community  

Just as Orkney’s natural environment is promoted as an economic asset to 

tourists, so the story of Orkney as a Living Laboratory and a centre for 

research on energy and the environment is presented as an opportunity for 

an external audience. In 2017 Orkney Islands Council (OIC) and Highlands 

and Islands Enterprise (HIE) announced they were entering into a 

partnership agreement, backed by £6.8 million of funding to develop the 

Orkney Research and Innovation Campus in Stromness (Orkney Islands 

Council, 2017a). The project developed the Old Stromness Academy site 

and refurbished the former Stromness Primary School building facilities for 

Heriot Watt’s ICIT campus, as well as EMEC, Aquatera, Sula Diving, Solo 

Energy and Robert Gordon University. The completed project now has its 

own page on the Orkney.com website, where it is promoted, under the ‘Live, 

Work & Study’ tab, both in terms of attracting students to the campus and 

also offering the lecture theatre and other rooms in the buildings for hire 

(Orkney.com, 2021d).  

 

As discussed in previous chapters the built environment of Stromness can be 

seen to have contributed to the collaborative process between members of 

the renewable energy community, and the new Orkney Research and 

Innovation Campus aims to build on existing relationships to establish 

Stromness, and Orkney as a centre for research. Yet there is more to the 

Living Laboratory than buildings, and the important relational work of the 

Orkney Way remains invisible and cannot be measured in terms of financial 

investment and returns. While the living technology of care does not make 

headlines in the same way as the latest marine energy device it is a vital 

factor in what makes Orkney so interesting to researchers.  

 

Over the years I have been a participant in a number of research projects, 

acting as an informant for PhD fieldwork, taking part in academic workshops, 

and in informal conversations with visiting academics. However, it was my 

involvement with the Fishing Tag Citizen Science Project (described in 

Chapter Three) and the work of the Civic Laboratory for Environmental 

http://orkney.com/
http://orkney.com/
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Action Research (CLEAR) that led me to identify some of the ambiguous 

feelings I had about these encounters and helped me to think more clearly 

about the nature of research and its relationship to people, place and the 

process of community.  

 

The starting point for the researchers at CLEAR is an understanding that ‘all 

knowledge production, including science, is based on values’ (CLEAR, 

2018:4) and that ‘creating knowledge is a political act where some values 

and interests are reproduced and others are not’ (CLEAR, 2017). The 

CLEAR Lab Book, published on their website, begins by stating ‘CLEAR’s 

main values’ which are ‘Equity, Humility & Solidarity, Supportive Openness, 

and an orientation to Process’, which inform not only the relationships 

between researchers within the laboratory, but also the relationships with the 

communities in which they carry out their research (CLEAR, 2018). The 

description of ‘Humility & Solidarity’ as a counterbalance to the ‘values of 

individualism, heroism, machismo, rescue, paternalism and exceptionalism’ 

which are dominant in the discourse around research in general, and 

scientific research in particular, captures many of the issues of external 

authority and local knowledge I had observed in my fieldwork: 

Humility is enacting the understanding that our world is 
interconnected and that there are bigger things than 
ourselves. It is about recognizing that one still has much to 
learn regardless of age, education, or lived experience and 
about remaining teachable no matter how much we already 
know. Being humble means that we—as members of larger 
groups of humans and others—recognize that we are not 
singular nor superior in our knowledge, perspective, 
experience, or social position, and that we are connected to 
others whether we want to be or not. We can be humble by 
being ready to change our minds and actions, being 
responsive to context, and being mindful of our surroundings 
so we might adapt to it rather than force it to adapt to us. 
Humility acknowledges feminist standpoint theory and 
understands that there are many ways to know things, many 
different forms of knowledge, and recognizes the limits of a 
single way to know things (e.g.: strictly via the scientific 
method rather than lived experience).  

(ibid: 6) 
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In Orkney the desire to not be ‘bigsy’ is a form of humility which can work to 

help weave individual narratives into a shared sense of community, a story 

about Orkney as a place which values equality, mutual support, collaboration 

and innovation. This sense of belonging to, and positive identification with 

the values of the community can help create solidarity in ‘working together 

towards a shared goal’ (ibid:7) – in this case to benefit the Orkney 

community. Researchers who do not feel part of the community and do not 

share an understanding of its narratives about bigsy-ness, mutual support 

and shared benefit, bring their own values to their research in the islands. If 

these values do not include humility and solidarity then there is the potential 

for local knowledge to be overlooked, dismissed or devalued, and for the 

benefit of the knowledge created to be lost to the islands– the expert with the 

clipboard dismissing the fishermen on the pier in Chapter Three is one 

example.  When the political and economic interests driving research serve 

commitments to power structures outside of Orkney then the islands, and 

their communities of human and more-than-human inhabitants, can become 

resources to be exploited, with their knowledge and benefits extracted in a 

process which can be understood as a form of colonialism.  

 

As explored in previous chapters the tension between local and external 

authority is always ultimately rooted in relationships of power, which are 

embedded in and enacted through the logic of capitalism and woven into the 

historical narrative of British imperialism. Even where the stated intention of 

research is to produce local benefit, if these underlying relationships and 

commitments are not explicitly acknowledged and addressed then they 

continue to work to further their own ends and maintain their hegemonic 

power over the community. In this case the community remains the passive 

subject of the research, and benefits are externally defined in relation to an 

understanding which is not informed by the processes of community in that 

place. Research as part of an economic system of property formation can be 

understood in terms of Val Plumwood’s characterisation of this erasure of 

agency: 
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Centric global economic systems of property formation are 
shaped in terms of the rationality of the master subject as 
such an autonomous, separative self. They erase the 
agency of both social others and of nature, both as land and 
as pre-existing, enabling annexation of ecological systems 
and their products, just as they erase or downgrade the 
agency involved in ‘women’s work’. This is a centrist 
monological structure and it has the irrationalities and 
blindspots of a centrist system. But at the same time it is 
less powerful than it knows, and partly because its dynamic 
of colonisation denies it certain kinds of knowledge 
– especially self-knowledge, knowledge of its own limits, and 
certain knowledges of the other. It can easily come to 
believe its own propaganda; eventually it really comes to 
think it can do without the others, that it has succeeded in 
making them dispensable.  

(Plumwood, 2002:29)  

 

On one level this can be understood in terms of official knowledge vs the 

‘extreme local knowledge’ of folk like the dive boat skippers and fishermen, 

on a deeper level these ‘irrationalities and blindspots’ are rooted in a 

fundamental misunderstanding of human culture as separate from, and 

superior to, the ‘natural’ world.  

 

Research in Orkney produces knowledge which has value within academic 

and industrial markets, but traditional research models see researchers as 

‘autonomous’ creators of knowledge which then belongs to them and to 

those who fund the research. The people and places which are being studied 

are often not recognised as active participants in the process, or even if their 

role in the process is acknowledged there is no mechanism to offer 

meaningful financial recognition for inputs of time and expertise, nor to 

ensure ongoing benefit from the outcomes of research. This was an issue I 

came across personally, as someone approached as a potential research 

informant, and heard about from others who had been involved in various 

research projects. Due to the potentially sensitive nature of this topic I will not 

go into details about specific examples, however in general issues arose 

from a lack of understanding of the local context, including a lack of 

background awareness of existing local research activity;  the potential 
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impact of research on community dynamics and relationships, particularly in 

rural or smaller island communities; the level of disruption and potential loss 

of income when community members were asked to give up their time to be 

interviewed or participate in workshops/activities; lack of preparatory work 

and engagement to identify the relevance of the research to the community; 

lack of follow up or access to research outputs in a useful format, especially 

when publications were in academic journals behind paywalls.  

 

As an explicitly feminist and anti-colonial research laboratory CLEAR’s 

approach seeks to address these structural inequalities in its relationships 

with the people and places where it carries out research, and recognises that 

this is best achieved by focusing on process: 

 

We are focused on processes and methods rather than 
outcomes and findings as processes and methods are an 
opportunity to insert feminist politics/practices; […]we are 
devoted to change, and to flexible processes instead of fixed 
and rigid structures or rules for doing things. There are 
important differences between a rule bound structure and a 
system of processes and practices. The former is 
authoritative and resists humility, and the latter is situated-- 
responsive to what is happening, when, and with whom. 
[emphasis in original]  

(CLEAR, 2018:11). 

 

The nature of the relationship between researchers and the community is 

addressed directly: 

 

We do not use the terms “community outreach” or “public 
education” in our work because these terms assume 
something called the “deficit model,” where 
publics/communities need to be educated by academics. 
This is not solidarity with humility. Instead, we “collaborate 
with,” “work for,” “work with,” pay, “learn from,” and “partner 
with” other groups, all of which allows value to flow in two 
directions, and on shared terms.  

(ibid: 8) 
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Solidarity with humility might be another way of describing the care that I 

observed being practiced by members of the renewable sector in Orkney, the 

difference being that rather than following a consciously articulated and 

formally published set of values, these behaviours and attitudes reflected 

individuals’ experience of being situated as part of the Orkney community 

and actively engaged in the daily process of navigating and negotiating 

cultural practices,  narratives and commitments through ongoing 

relationships.  

 

In Orkney these practices are enforced through socialisation, through the 

authoritative discourse of shared cultural narratives – Francois Matarasso 

describes the continuing importance of Edwin Muir’s ‘vision of a resilient but 

supportive community’ in his report, Stories & Fables: reflections on culture 

development in Orkney: 

 

These ideas, these half-conscious fables we breathe in 
daily, make people and communities different from each 
other not just in abstract ideas of identity or values but also 
in everyday behaviour. If someone expects to be self-reliant 
because those around them expect it, they will be more self-
reliant. It takes a stubborn or insensitive person to ignore the 
social conventions that require everyone to lend a hand, so 
mutual support becomes a self-affirming norm. 

(Matarasso, 2012:53) 

 

What characterises both the ‘self-affirming norm’ of the unofficial Orkney 

Way and the carefully articulated values of CLEAR’s Lab Book is their 

foundation in dialogical relationships, where there is an understanding of the 

need to be response-able in a two-way flow of communication. This is in 

sharp contrast to the monological nature of power structures which rely on 

restricted access to authority, achieved and maintained by narratives of 

competition, exclusivity, and scarcity.  
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As Val Plumwood explains ’monological forms of rationality built on the 

model of the self as an isolated, atomistic self-contained individual’ are 

‘especially hazardous and self-destructive when applied in what are really 

contexts of interdependency and of self-in-relationship – the normal real-life 

context’ (2002:33). In contrast the ‘dialogical model requires a basic level of 

mutuality and equality, give and take, response and feedback’, and as a 

result ‘dialogical logics assist conflict resolution, conversation, and fair 

exchange’(ibid). The issue for those seeking to tell the story of Orkney as the 

Living Laboratory to an audience outside the islands is that, as Plumwood 

goes on to point out, ’these dialogical systems are not the kind of formal 

reasoning systems that the intellectual life of the west has made pre-

eminent, but rather monological logics that impose a centrically-conceived 

One upon a passive Other’ (ibid).  

 

Orkney is not just a place, it is not a particular collection of people who can 

be defined as a community, it is not one story – it is both Story and Fable 

– always fact and fiction, people and place in a constant ongoing process of 

dialogical, ecological communication. How might the story of Orkney as a 

‘Living Laboratory’ be told in a way which explicitly addresses these issues 

and offers a different narrative about research which recognises and values 

people and place as active participants in the process? Perhaps part of the 

answer lies in acknowledging not only the multiple voices (heteroglossia) of 

Orkney’s story, but also the multiple listeners in the audience and the 

different ways they are situated in relation to the story. This would require 

work to translate the story to meet the needs of the different audiences, an 

extension of the dialogical relationship beyond the islands to actively engage 

in external discourses and build new relationships. Part of this work would 

require making the context of the story explicit, finding a way to articulate the 

values which shape the processes of the Orkney Way, which might 

otherwise remain invisible to an external audience.  

 

Here perhaps there is a model in the CLEAR Lab Book, which is described 

as ‘a living document’ which is interacted with and updated ‘frequently’ and 

which is seen as not only useful for lab members but also ‘for partners to 
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understand how we work’ (CLEAR, 2018:4). While the Orkney Living 

Laboratory does not exist, either as one organisation or one story, there is 

clearly a shared commitment to the Orkney Way as I have observed during 

my fieldwork. Perhaps the process of writing a similar document – Orkney’s 

Living Laboratory Lab Book – would help to identify and make explicit the 

processes of the Orkney Way while reinforcing the dialogical relationships 

between those actively engaged in making Orkney’s energy future? It is 

worth revisiting the vision statement of the Orkney Sustainable Energy 

Strategy, quoted in OREF’s Sustainable Orkney Conference flyer: 

Orkney: A secure, sustainable low carbon island economy 
driven uniquely by innovation and collaboration, enabling the 
community to achieve ambitious carbon reduction targets, 
address fuel poverty and provide energy systems solutions 
to the world.  

(Orkney Islands Council, 2017) 

 

I would suggest this could make a good place to start in drawing up the 

Orkney Living Lab Book, a vision which offers both a story for a sustainable 

future, and identifies the role Orkney can play in this story. The question 

remains as to who gets to author the Lab Book, but perhaps this in itself is 

part of the process, with OREF well placed to offer a space for its members 

to come together and collaborate, as it has in previous strategy documents, 

including the Sustainable Energy Strategy.  

 

The importance of coming together to write the Lab Book lies as much in the 

process as in the final document, in acknowledging and reaffirming the 

shared values and commitments that make collaboration possible in the face 

of conflict, challenges and competition. It is not about writing the definitive 

version of the Orkney story, designing the perfect Orkney Living Laboratory, 

or setting in stone the rules of the Orkney Way, it is about acknowledging 

that these cannot ever be finalised, but are always in a process of being re-

imagined and re-made.  

 



 

217 

The importance of telling the story, of identifying the vision, and articulating 

the values, in a living document to be shared and interacted with, is that this 

offers an invitation to engage and become part of the dialogue, to help to 

shape the story as it unfolds. Making underlying values and ways of working 

explicit in such a document, would reveal the invisible work that has been so 

important to Orkney’s energy story, it would highlight how ‘care as a living 

technology’ has always been part of Orkney’s technological achievements.  

 

As previously discussed, such documents also represent a version of 

authority as they can be referred to and shared beyond individual moments 

of communication, providing guidelines for managing relationships, 

particularly when negotiating relations of power where it is helpful to be able 

to have a document stand in for ‘the Orkney community’ in terms of an 

agreed set of principles or values. The importance of making practices 

explicit is captured in the CLEAR Lab Book in relation to their commitment to 

the value of equity, and suggests how an Orkney Living Lab Book might help 

in navigating relationships both internally and externally: 

 

There is no “outside” of power relations, and our efforts in 
the lab are unable to overcome inequity completely. Yet 
these practices serve (at least) three functions: they are an 
ethic-in-practice that confirms our solidarity with one another 
in the lab; they make the politics that are always at work 
explicit and able to be addressed rather than implicit and 
unacknowledged; and they are a form of “prefigurative 
politics” where we work to model the world we want, rather 
than merely critique the world as it is.  

(CLEAR 2018:6) 

 

The Orkney Way can be thought of in terms of ethics-as-praxis. If this could 

be articulated in a Living Laboratory Lab Book, making explicit the values 

which underpin Orkney’s vision for a sustainable energy future, then this 

document could become part of the dialogue between researchers, funders 

and policy makers both inside and outside the islands. Clearly articulating 

how care as ‘a living technology’ has been a fundamental part of the Living 
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Laboratory’s success in technology development would not only help 

facilitate ongoing dialogue and relationship building with those outside the 

islands but could offer an important alternative narrative to the discourse on 

technology development which tends to be dominated by market driven 

competition.  

 

Just as the Orkney Sustainable Energy Strategy (2017) offers a vision for 

Orkney’s energy future as imagined by those within the organisations that 

co-produced the document, an Orkney Living Lab book would need to be a 

collaborative production agreed through ongoing dialogue between the many 

different participants involved in research in the islands. To act as a useful 

tool in the research process the Orkney Living Lab Book would need to 

identify key aspects of the Orkney Way, clearly articulate the values upon 

which this approach is based and give practical examples of how these 

values can inform research practice. It would be important to understand the 

resulting document as a point of connection with an ongoing dialogue rather 

than a fixed set of instructions. While offering guidelines to aid researchers 

as they engage with and develop relationships within Orkney, these 

experiences could then feed back into the ongoing development of the 

document. A Living Laboratory needs a Lab book which is a living document, 

recording and reflecting its evolving processes and relationships.  

 

Throughout my fieldwork I have been guided by ecological dialogism to 

always consider the importance of texts as examples of, and as part of 

naturalcultural ecologies of meaning. The story of my fieldwork weaves 

together people and places with documents, from my fieldwork notebooks to 

strategy documents and reports, from poetry pamphlets and memoirs to 

academic books and articles. Like Bakhtin in all of these ‘I hear voices’ 

(Bakhtin, 1986:169) of people I have come to know either personally or 

through their writing, and along with the voices come places, from meeting 

rooms to the Stromness street, with all the smells and sounds and sights of 

Orkney in all its seasons and weathers. The meaning I have made from all of 

this is shaped by my own experiences, understanding and relationships to 

those people and places, to the way the words of those texts have become 
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my own, yet at the same time always ‘half someone else’s’ (Bakhtin, 

1981:293).  

 

In suggesting the potential for Orkney’s Living Laboratory Lab Book to help 

translate the Orkney Way and the vision of Orkney’s Sustainable Energy 

future, I am arguing for the potential of such a document to act not as a 

monological product of knowledge but as a dialogical guide to the process of 

research, an invitation to engage rather than a set of rules to abide by. 

Plumwood identifies the importance of ‘a movement from a monological to a 

dialogical conception of the human self and its possibilities for relationship to 

the non-human world’, noting that such a reframing is necessary to move 

‘towards the kinds of structures of relationship we need to develop to begin 

addressing the environmental crisis at the level of culture’ (Plumwood, 

1993:195).  

 

This thesis is my attempt to show how these dialogical relationships between 

people and place are already actively shaping discourse in Orkney and have 

as a result shaped the development of renewable energy technologies in the 

islands. While an Orkney Living Laboratory Lab Book could be a useful tool 

to help translate Orkney stories to an outside audience and stimulate 

dialogue about care-full research practices, there is also a need for these 

stories to travel beyond the research community. Like Plumwood I believe 

that we need better stories to understand an environmental crisis which 

reflects our estrangement from ourselves, each other and the natural world, 

and would suggest that the first step is to develop our skills in telling and 

listening to different stories.  

 

The cultural narratives that have driven Orkney’s achievements in renewable 

energy are an important part of that story that need to be recognised and 

highlighted. This is particularly important as the Orkney renewable energy 

sector seeks to engage with a wider audience, both within the islands and 

beyond. The recently launched ReFLEX project emphasises how Orkney’s 

story is woven into larger national and international narratives about how we 

can respond to ‘the environmental crisis’. The project’s website sets out the 
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scale of the project, the level of national funding and breadth of collaboration 

involved: 

ReFLEX (Responsive Flexibility) Orkney is a £28.5 million 
project aiming to create an integrated energy system (IES) in 
Orkney, Scotland. 

Funded by UKRI through the Industrial Strategy Challenge 
Fund, the project is led by the European Marine Energy 
Centre (EMEC) with cross-sector partners including 
Aquatera, SMS, Community Energy Scotland, Heriot-Watt 
University and Orkney Islands Council. 

The project will interlink local electricity, transport and heat 
networks into one controllable, overarching system, digitally 
connecting distributed and variable renewable generation to 
flexible demand. 

(ReFLEX Orkney, no date) 

 

As well as the technical challenges of creating an integrated energy system 

(IES) in Orkney, a major part of the project is the ability to replicate this in 

other places, as the website explains: 

Local project = global impact 

Once demonstrated and proven in Orkney, it is expected 
that the IES model and associated integrated energy service 
supply framework will be replicated in other areas across the 
UK and internationally. 

This would mean long-term export opportunities for the 
ReFLEX project partners and would help create more 
flexible and renewable-based energy systems across the 
globe. 

(ibid) 

 

Building on years of experience within the renewable energy sector in in the 

islands, this project has the potential to take Orkney’s story of a sustainable 

energy future to a global audience, the challenge will be to translate that 

story to an external audience in a way that captures the naturalcultural 
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narratives and living technology of care that have been intrinsic parts of 

Orkney’s achievements to this point. Even before the issue of replication the 

ReFLEX project faces the challenge of engaging with the wider Orkney 

public and enrolling them as customers of the integrated energy supply 

company. Here it can draw on familiar narratives about shopping local and 

supporting the island economy to create a sense of shared endeavour, and a 

desire to be part of a project which is promoting Orkney to an external 

audience. Success for the project rests on relationships, between the various 

collaborating organisations, with its potential customers in the Orkney 

community, and with those outside the islands whether funders, policy 

makers or other communities who hope to learn from Orkney’s experiences 

– and these relationships will be shaped by stories.  

 

The stories in this chapter – from the Sustainable Orkney Conference, and 

Chopper’s Facebook post, to Orkney’s Living Laboratory and the ReFLEX 

project – highlight different narratives of sustainability in Orkney and the way 

these are entangled in relationships with people, place and in dialogue with 

other narratives from other places. In considering how these Orkney stories 

could help us to tell better stories for a sustainable future it is important to 

recognise how the monological story of human separation from, and 

dominion over nature highlighted by Plumwood, underlies all power 

relationships and is active in the processes governing which stories carry 

power and authority. Dominant cultural narratives shape our understanding 

of and relationship to each other and the natural world; to be able to tell 

better stories we need a better understanding of, and engagement with the 

power of stories – the world we make is shaped by the stories we tell.   

 

There is a danger that we might take Orkney stories and miss their full 

meaning because they contain voices that do not fit with, or directly 

challenge existing powerful narratives, and are therefore ignored or silenced. 

The Orkney Way captures the practical processes of care that build and 

maintain relationships within the community and have been a crucial aspect 

of the development of the renewable energy sector in the islands. The 

powerful shared story of community cohesion, equality and mutual self-help 
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which informs and shapes this Orkney way of ‘Stepping forward together, 

creating the future, learning from the past’, represents a set of common 

values, a world view which acts as both authoritative and internally 

persuasive discourse for those who identify as part of that community. The 

suggestion of an Orkney Living Laboratory Lab Book would foreground these 

powerful underlying values and the often invisible technologies of care they 

operate through; offering a helpful tool in the process of translating Orkney’s 

stories and building connections with external audiences, while at the same 

time allowing the community to reflect on and respond to changing contexts 

and relationships.  

 

I have come to recognise the fundamental importance of stories and 

storytelling in this process of relational meaning making and share with Val 

Plumwood a desire for different and better stories so we might look towards 

a sustainable future. As I recognise how my own research has become part 

of the discourse around renewable energy in Orkney, I am considering how 

ecological dialogism might be developed from an approach to understanding 

into a practice for engagement. From what I have observed during my 

fieldwork, stories for a sustainable future, for Orkney, and beyond, need to 

be built on shared understanding, shared commitments and a sense of 

shared response-ability, based on an understanding of interdependency 

between people, place and planet. Like Plumwood I believe we need ‘to 

begin addressing the environmental crisis at the level of culture’ (1993: 195) 

and for me this begins by understanding the importance of stories as part of 

a dialogical ecology of cultural meaning making, which is actively shaping 

our daily lives.  

 

When we hear and tell stories we need to be careful to listen for the 

authoritative voices and the silenced voices - how is this story situated, what 

power does it have or seek to draw on? Stories help us most when they are 

grounded in real experiences of the world, when they have touched, smelt 

and heard the places they talk about, and are in an ongoing relationship with 

them. Careful storytelling is about listening as much as speaking, staying 

curious about the ecology in which stories live and the relationships they are 
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part of. The challenge remains how we might consciously engage with this 

process through community, research, consultation, and policy making. 

While this thesis has been concerned with the particular context of Orkney’s 

renewable energy sector, the conclusion will consider the wider implications 

of these Orkney stories and the potential application of ecological dialogism 

as an approach to understanding and developing storytelling for a 

sustainable future.    
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Conclusion  

 

This thesis reflects a research process which has challenged me and 

changed me. I have found myself developing relationships with people and 

places which have taught me as much about myself as they have helped me 

to understand Marine Renewable Energy in Orkney. Thinking through 

ecological dialogism has helped me to understand the messy entanglements 

of this process of relating, to see how the personal is always also part of a 

wider story, of people and place at a particular moment in time. As Julie 

Cruikshank points out ‘stories, like good scholarly monographs, explore 

connections underlying surface diversity’ (1998:1) and my concern in this 

research has been to take stories and storytelling seriously, both in terms of 

research data and as a methodological approach to meaning making.  

 

In this conclusion I will reflect on what I have learnt during the research 

process, how this work is in dialogue with other research, what contribution it 

offers, and how it might be developed in the future. In doing so I wish to 

consider how the situated knowledge I have encountered and developed 

about renewable energy in Orkney, and my understanding of the importance 

of stories and storytelling, might be relevant to both local and external 

audiences.  

 

Thesis Summary 

 

In Chapter One I explained how dialogism has shaped my approach to 

language and communication, in particular the relationship between written 

texts and oral transmission as part of an ongoing process of meaning-

making. Reflecting on how language makes things happen in the world led 

me to explore the embodied nature of communication and its relationship to 

place, and I argued for the use of ecological dialogism as an approach to 

understanding how language, in the form of written and oral ‘texts’, is 

encountered by individuals as part of a physical and social environment. 
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Thinking of stories as ecologies, and as part of ecologies, both physical and 

cultural, helped shape my understanding of the stories I was told during my 

fieldwork, and recognise how my own story was being woven into the 

storytelling process.  

 

Chapter Two used ecological dialogism as an approach to explore some 

recent texts about the Orkney environment which reflect the authors’ 

personal experience of place through language. In discussing these texts as 

part of an ecology of Orkney storytelling I began to explore how stories of 

Marine Renewable Energy emerge as part of, and are shaped by, existing 

stories and relationships, which are always both personal and social, 

informed by the experiences of people living and working in a particular place 

at a particular time, yet entangled with ongoing narratives of other times and 

other places. In doing so I set the context for the stories that emerged during 

my fieldwork.  

 

Chapter Three looked at how discourse about Marine Renewable Energy in 

Orkney engages with wider discourses about energy and environment, 

specifically the marine environment, on issues of climate change, 

environmental impact and ownership. By going through basic maritime safety 

training, spending time on board different types of vessels, and speaking to 

those with knowledge of the waters around Orkney I began to understand 

how the different versions of the MRE story I was hearing reflected different 

experiences of, and claims on, the marine space and its regulation. Through 

experiencing the physical realities of the marine environment, I began to 

learn the importance of embodied meaning making, the value of local 

knowledge, and the ways in which stories create and also contest authority.  

 

In Chapter Four I explored the question of the relationship between 

authorship and authority by looking at the MRE sector as a story of power; 

power as energy and the political and economic power that comes from its 

regulation and exploitation. In identifying the role of powerful storytellers in 

creating an unrealistic expectation of the rapid commercialisation of MRE in 

Orkney I identify how the subsequent ‘narrative of disappointment’ brought 
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real negative consequences for the MRE sector and the Orkney community. 

At the same time, I show how another story of disappointment, in the form of 

grid constraint shaped by the authority of energy infrastructure and policy, 

was reimagined by the community into the story of ‘Orkney’s electric future’. 

Here was an example of the influence of local narratives of collaboration and 

mutual self-reliance, which allowed multiple local organisations to work 

together to find innovative technical and social solutions to a common threat, 

which has ultimately created new possibilities for local benefit.  

 

Chapter Five identified the role of ‘care as a living technology’ (Puig de la 

Bellacasa, 2017) in the way local shared narratives of community in Orkney 

shaped attitudes and behaviour in personal and professional relationships. 

Within the energy sector stories work to create a shared sense of identity 

and purpose; storytelling is used as part of the process of building 

relationships between individuals and between organisations, while the 

stories being told are characterised by the values of collaboration, and 

mutual benefit, reflecting wider shared narratives within the Orkney 

community. This storytelling weaves together and strengthens the ‘ethical 

obligations of care’ which are part of relationships within the Orkney 

community and its energy sector, but which may be invisible to external 

audiences. It also points out that care is ‘non-innocent’ and that relationships 

of care are also relationships of power, that there is always a choice being 

made to care for somethings and not others.  

 

Chapter Six considered how Orkney’s stories can be translated for 

audiences outside of the islands, and how the complex entanglement of 

renewable energy technology and the living technology of care might travel 

in stories. Exploring examples of how Orkney’s stories engage with both 

internal and external audiences this chapter considered how part of the work 

of translation rests on identifying shared narratives. This in turn highlighted 

the foundational narratives about human relationships with nature which are 

woven into Orkney’s energy stories, recognition that ecologies of meaning 

making overlap, creating opportunities for new interpretations as well as 

misunderstandings. In exploring the story of Orkney as a Living Laboratory 
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and the identification of the Orkney Way as a characterisation of aspects of 

care in the islands energy sector the chapter discussed the issues involved 

in telling these stories to new audiences. Drawing on the CLEAR Lab Book 

as an example of a ‘living’ document which addresses issues of authority and 

power relations by articulating a set of shared values as ethics as praxis, I 

suggest the potential role of a similar document in building and maintaining 

relationships around research in Orkney.  

 

Research Questions 

 

1. How does the discourse about Marine Renewable Energy in Orkney 

engage with wider discourses about energy and environment, 

specifically the marine environment, on issues of climate change, 

environmental impact and ownership? 

 

As discussed in Chapter Three the development of Marine Renewable 

Energy (MRE) in Orkney has grown out of an environment rich in the 

resources of wave and tide, and in the local community’s knowledge and 

experience of the marine environment. The decision to site the European 

Marine Energy Centre (EMEC) in Orkney established the islands as a centre 

of international importance to the development of MRE, a technology being 

developed to meet the challenges of post-oil energy security and climate 

change. EMEC is situated, both physically and culturally, in relation to the 

local environment and community, particularly the marine environment and 

those who work in it. The nature of the test sites, located just offshore, bring 

the wave and tidal devices into an environment already full of lively 

relationships, from marine creatures and birds to fishermen and 

beachcombers.  

 

Chapter Three showed how these relationships are navigated and 

negotiated through stories which, depending on their authorship, carry the 

authority to shape behaviour. By spending time in the marine environment, I 

discovered that authority depends on both author and audience. Statutory 
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regulations govern safety at sea for both humans and marine creatures; I 

had to undergo training to carry out fieldwork on board boats, and 

environmental impact assessments (EIAs) are required before developers 

can deploy MRE devices at EMEC’s test sites. With MRE technologies 

requiring specific sites within the marine space the development of marine 

planning seeks to answer the question of who has the authority to manage 

potentially conflicting interests and agendas.  

 

As Chapter Four explores, the marine planning process is complex and 

contested with multiple stakeholders and layers of authority ranging from 

local, to national and international; at stake are public rights to what has 

traditionally been a ‘free’ space containing valuable resources. The 

relationship between MRE and marine planning in Orkney illustrates how 

local discourses are always in dialogue with wider narratives, with local 

concerns about specific areas shaping approaches to planning which will go 

on to inform future planning processes in other places.  

 

The importance of situated local knowledge is explored in both chapters 

Three and Four, with examples illustrating how embodied experience of 

being in Orkney’s marine environment creates local experts. Those in the 

MRE sector in the islands recognise the value of this local expertise and the 

Orkney Vessel Trails Project described in Chapter Six is an example of how 

the sector has sought both to utilise this expertise and make it visible to 

technology developers and others outside the islands.  

 

In the course of my research, it became clear that the MRE sector could not 

be understood separately from wider discourse about energy and 

environment in Orkney. The story of MRE is woven in at every level to the 

wider history of energy in the islands, and the ongoing challenges of 

infrastructure and policy making. From marine planning to OFGEM’s decision 

on a new interconnector to mainland Scotland, Chapter Four shows how all 

those concerned with the generation of renewable energy in Orkney have 

had to work together to ensure the story of the Energy Islands doesn’t end 

up as a cautionary tale.  
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The ‘narrative of disappointment’ following the downturn in fortunes of the 

wave energy sector, described in Chapter Four, illustrates how the high 

profile of the MRE sector has brought both opportunity and challenge. The 

response of the sector, in seeking collaboration with community energy 

generators and other local organisations, to develop innovative technology 

solutions demonstrates a sense of common purpose and shared values. This 

research has shown that it is impossible to understand MRE in Orkney 

separately from the rest of the renewable sector in the islands due to the 

close relationships and level of collaboration that have developed between 

key individuals and organisations.  

 

2. How has the discourse around renewable energy engaged with, and 

been shaped by, local discourses in Orkney? What effect does this 

have on meaning-making and decision making?   

 

As identified in Chapter Two, community discourse in Orkney is shaped by 

powerful shared narratives which characterise the Orkney community as 

egalitarian, collaborative and mutually self-reliant, and Orkney as a place 

with a distinct and special identity grounded in its long history. Helpfully 

illustrated by George Mackay Brown’s use of Edwin Muir’s metaphor of ‘The 

Story and The Fable’, discourse in Orkney can be thought of in terms of the 

‘Story’ of its historical events in dialogue with the ‘Fable’ of Orcadian cultural 

identity, which emerges through the ongoing process of community 

interaction. The tension between individual and shared meaning-making in 

this process of community can be seen in the way individual behaviour is 

shaped by powerful shared narratives about what it means to be part of the 

Orkney community. To conform to the narrative of egalitarianism individuals 

must avoid being ‘bigsy’ and boasting about their own achievements; yet the 

belief in Orkney as a special place allows, and even actively encourages, 

individuals and organisations to positively promote Orkney and its 

achievements. Similarly, the practical need for self-reliance and collective 

action has become part of a powerful cultural narrative promoting 

collaboration within the islands.  
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Both these narratives can be seen as actively shaping the renewable energy 

sector in Orkney; ‘Team Orkney’ is used as a focus for collaboration within 

the sector, both in terms of working together for mutual benefit and 

recognising that the energy sector is also working for the wider Orkney 

community. This can be seen in the way in which Orkney is used to ‘brand’ 

the activities of the renewable energy sector for both internal and external 

audiences, reflecting a desire to identify renewable energy as part of the 

Orkney story. The dialogical nature of this process can be seen in the way 

Orkney’s identification as the Energy Islands is now also used in its 

promotion via the Orkney.com website as discussed in the Introduction.  

 

An important factor in facilitating collaboration and a sense of shared 

narrative within the renewable energy sector in Orkney has been the work 

done by Orkney Renewable Energy Forum (OREF) as described in Chapter 

Five. Just as the powerful ‘Fable’ of Orkney creates a shared sense of 

identity for the community in the face of the reality of difference and division, 

so OREF creates a neutral space, or as one member put it ‘ a useful cloak 

you can borrow’, allowing organisations to collaborate as ‘Team Orkney’ and 

setting aside potential conflicts or competition. Evidence of the importance of 

this ability to collaborate can be seen in the response to the impact of grid 

constraint and the ‘narrative of disappointment’ following the downturn in the 

wave energy sector, which led to the development of multi-partner innovative 

energy schemes discussed in Chapter Four. That this collaborative ‘Team 

Orkney’ approach can be understood as characteristic of the sector, rather 

than just a response to external circumstances can be seen in the 

development of the Orkney Vessel Trails project discussed in Chapter Five, 

which was specifically set up to demonstrate the ability of the local supply 

chain to work together sharing local knowledge, experience and expertise 

and ensuring that the benefits of MRE related work stayed within Orkney.  

 

The concern to create mutual benefit both within the sector and for the wider 

Orkney community can be understood in terms of care, and this is 

emphasised throughout the thesis and discussed in detail in Chapter Five. 

http://orkney.com/
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The importance of this invisible work in building and maintaining relationships 

reflects a commitment to the ‘Orkney Way’ of care-full collaboration as 

discussed in Chapter Six. Providing evidence of how shared cultural 

narratives from the wider Orkney community discourse have become central 

to the development of the renewable energy sector in the islands.   

 

3. How does the story of renewable energy in Orkney engage with and 

inform wider narratives? What might these Orkney stories contribute 

to our thinking about issues of energy and environment in a future 

shaped by climate change?  

 

Chapter Six explicitly addresses the question of how the story of renewable 

energy in Orkney is in dialogue with wider narratives about climate change, 

energy futures and environmental degradation. In doing so it explores the 

tensions around the use of the term ’sustainability’ in relation to local 

understandings of the Orkney environment and the role of renewable energy 

within the islands, showing how local perceptions of the environment and the 

role of renewable energy are shaped by both personal experience and 

shared cultural narratives. It is particularly interesting to note how in Orkney 

renewable energy is discussed in terms of innovation and local economic 

opportunity rather than being promoted as ‘green’. In a farming and fishing 

community experiences of external ‘environmental’ agencies, and narratives 

around what it means to be ‘green’ have created negative associations 

– Chopper’s Facebook post in reaction to veganuary illustrates this in relation 

to the polarisation of discourse around food production.  

 

While local discourse emphasises the economic benefits of the renewable 

energy sector in terms of jobs and investment, the story of Orkney as a 

Living Laboratory highlights the importance of the islands role in research 

and innovation to external audiences. The presence of Orkney as a partner 

in international collaborative projects such as BIG HIT and SMILE, and the 

central role of EMEC within the global marine energy sector, illustrate the 

way in which Orkney’s stories of renewable energy are in dialogue with, and 

helping to inform, these wider discourses. This research highlights how the 
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invisible work of care has been an integral part of these Orkney stories of 

renewable innovation and suggests that this ‘living technology’ needs to be 

recognised, valued and understood, so that it can be shared and learned 

from. While Chapter Five identifies and discusses the role of stories and 

storytelling as expressions of care in Orkney, Chapter Six considers how the 

‘Orkney Way’ might be translated for external audiences as part of their 

engagement with the ‘Living Laboratory’, suggesting an Orkney Living 

Laboratory Lab Book as a dialogical document facilitating engagement.  

 

As this research has shown the shared narratives of community discourse 

emerge through a process of relating where power and authority is 

constantly being negotiated and contested. Amidst the heteroglossia of 

community life in Orkney the powerful stories of egalitarianism and 

collaboration exist alongside examples of bigsy-ness and self-interest, yet as 

this thesis has shown the power of these shared cultural narratives is such 

that they can and do shape behaviour. The role of these Orkney stories in 

the development of the renewable sector in Orkney, suggests their ability to 

be translated into new contexts and to include new voices and new 

perspectives.  

 

While the contribution Orkney has made to the development of renewable 

energy technologies and the importance of sharing the stories of these 

experiences outside the islands is obvious, this research suggests there is 

more to be gained by focusing on how these stories are told. I would suggest 

that these Orkney stories have the potential to contribute to wider thinking 

about energy, environment, and climate change by highlighting the vital role 

of care in relationships between people and place, which have been an 

integral part of the technological developments in the islands. In highlighting 

the role of stories and storytelling as expressions of the ‘living technology’ of 

care (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017) the aim is not to suggest that Orkney 

stories can be reproduced in other places but that other places will have their 

own stories which need to be taken seriously as part of ecologies of 

meaning-making.  
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As Haraway reminds us ‘situated knowledges’ matter, because of ‘the 

connections and unexpected openings’ they make possible (Haraway, 1988: 

590), and so perhaps telling Orkney stories which highlight the important role 

of care can make connections with other people in other places, helping 

them to recognise not only the value of their own stories, but also how 

collaboration and mutual care might be possible in the shared story of 

climate change. Rather than presenting climate change as a global narrative 

told by authoritative voices situated outside of a community it can be brought 

into dialogue with local stories and situated knowledges about particular 

people, in particular places. In this way the global can be translated into the 

local, so that ‘we might become answerable for what we learn how to see’ 

(Haraway, 1988: 583) –recognising not only local impacts of global climate 

change, but also how    Orkney stories are connected to other places through 

this shared narrative, offering the potential for connection and collaboration.  

 

  

4. How can we understand the relationships between people and place 

through stories?  

 

Chapter One explores the theoretical approaches underpinning this research 

and describes an approach to language as simultaneously embodied, 

enacted, extended and ecological. It suggests ecological dialogism as an 

approach to communication which takes account of ‘languaging’ (Linell, 

2005) as an active process which is ’situated’ (Haraway, 1988) within 

contexts which are always both physical and cultural – part of a 

naturalcultural world (Haraway, 2008). The ecologies of meaning-making in 

which individuals relate and interact emerge through the dialogical process of 

being in the world so that ‘meaning is immanent in the relational contexts of 

people’s practical engagement with their lived-in environments’ (Ingold, 

2000:168).  

 

In the act of relating Bakhtin identifies the basic ‘emotional-volitional 

moments’ of ‘I-for-myself, the other-for-me, and I-for-the-other’ (Bakhtin, 

1993:54) suggesting that self-understanding always exists in some relation to 
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shared-understanding with others. This can be seen in terms of the two 

forces in language – tension between individual creative use of language for 

self-expression and the need for shared understanding through the use of 

officially recognised linguistic forms. Just as the physical environment can 

offer affordances and constraints to an individual’s interactions in particular 

contexts, so social interaction is shaped by an individual’s access to and 

understanding of linguistic and cultural resources, particularly how these 

enable or problematise shared meaning-making with others.  

 

Thinking in terms of ecological dialogism allows us to understand ‘text as 

ecology’ (Morton, 2010) so that texts, in all their forms from day-to-day 

conversations to novels, can be identified as part of individual and shared 

ecologies of meaning-making.  Chapter Two gives examples of how printed 

texts relating to the Orkney environment can be understood as expressions 

of personal and shared meaning-making in relation to embodied experiences 

of specific places. Recognising this process as dialogical the chapter 

explores the relationship between ‘the work’ and ‘the world’ (Bakhtin, 

1981:254), showing how texts emerge from, and become part of, shared 

meaning making between individuals in the process of community. 

Understanding community as process allows us to recognise the role of 

storytelling in building relationships between people and place. As individuals 

make sense of their personal embodied experiences of the world, they do so 

in relation to shared cultural narratives, and in dialogical relationships with 

others, so that personal narratives are woven into shared stories of life in the 

community.  

 

 

While George Mackay Brown uses Edwin Muir’s metaphor of ‘The Story and 

The Fable’, to separate the ‘facts’ of history from ‘the vision by which the 

people live’ (Brown, 1969) Chapter Two shows how within the ‘meshwork’ 

(Ingold, 2011) of community life ‘story’ and ‘fable’ are always in dialogue. The 

separation of official ‘story’ from personal ‘fable’ represents an expression of 

the same force Bakhtin identifies at work in creating official language from 

the heteroglossia of individual creative expression. It is the negotiation of 
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relationships of power, as discussed in Chapter Four, which determine which 

stories are recognised as carrying authority while other stories are silenced 

or contested. Questions of authorship and authority are central to 

understanding relationships between people and place from the stories being 

told about them.  

 

As discussed in Chapter Six individual experiences of particular places are 

also in dialogue with foundational narratives about human relationships with 

the natural world. The ‘monological story’ of nature as ‘a passive field for 

human endeavour’ with ‘no agency or autonomy of its own’ (Plumwood, 

2002:26) has become part of authoritative cultural narratives which shape 

interactions between people and place across the globe. The powerful story 

of capitalism reframes the ecological interdependency of people and place 

into a narrative of natural resources fuelling socio-economic growth, yet no 

matter how powerful it is only one story amongst many others. Ecological 

dialogism recognises how stories can shape the world, but there is always an 

answer, always multiple stories. As the unfolding story of climate change 

illustrates, stories are always part of ecologies of meaning-making which are 

both cultural and physical, both human and more-than-human.  

 

5. Could ecological dialogism as a way of understanding meaning-

making offer suggestions for the development of more representative, 

reflective, and effective approaches to research and community 

engagement, particularly around issues of energy and environment? 

 

 

As Chapter One discusses, ecological dialogism emerged from my 

observations and thinking about how meaning was shaped through the 

process of community and the interaction between people and place. In 

recognising how language use is embodied, enacted, extended and 

ecological it sees individual meaning-making as always situated and 

interactional within ecologies of meaning making, which are both physical 

and cultural. In drawing attention to the importance of this foundational 

relationship between people and place it recognises that meaning is 
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emergent through interaction and relating, not pre-existing as something to 

be discovered. As a result, the role of the researcher is recognised as being 

an intrinsic part of the meaning making process, again as discussed in 

Chapter One, so that all knowledge is ‘situated’ (Haraway, 1988).  

 

Having demonstrated the value of ecological dialogism as an approach 

within this research I would like to suggest that it might also prove useful in 

other contexts. Expanding on the discussion in Chapter Six, the potential of 

an Orkney Living Laboratory Lab book to translate the ‘Orkney Way’ for 

internal and external audiences, would depend upon a reflexive approach 

which recognises how those writing such a document are situated in 

relationships with people and places. Rather than offering a formula to follow, 

or step-by-step instructions, ecological dialogism might instead be thought of 

as an approach which calls for particular ways of attending to how language 

is being used, where and by whom. It also requires that those asking the 

questions should also ask them of themselves, taking a self-reflexive 

approach which acknowledges why they are seeking to engage and how this 

will influence the meanings that emerge. Being clear about issues of 

authority and power is necessary to address the potential for exploitation in 

research relationships, particularly where researchers and organisations are 

part of external systems of power which cannot easily recognise or value 

local expertise and knowledge, as discussed in chapters Four and Six.  

 

Through exploring some examples of planning consultation in Chapter Four it 

is clear that power relations are a significant issue in community consultation, 

with statutory requirements and limited resources stifling innovation. The 

need to prove the community has been consulted reproduces systems of 

authority and existing power relations, as the nature of the consultation 

process often anticipates a binary positive/negative response, rather than 

offering an opportunity for meaningful dialogue between planners and 

community members. Ecological dialogism would suggest the possibility of 

reframing the process by focusing on the relationship between planners and 

community as one of mutual concern for place. In this case consultation 

could be used not as the final stage of seeking consent for a pre-planned 
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project but as an early part of a process identifying and exploring why a 

project is necessary and how it might best be achieved to meet the identified 

needs of the community. Such a process would require active rather than 

passive engagement to identify and build relationships with those who would 

be most affected by any developments. As Chapters Five and Six have 

illustrated, this work of relationship building requires commitment to utilise 

the living technology of care, with care-full storytelling playing an important 

role.  

 

While this research has focused on experiences in Orkney, I would like to 

suggest that ecological dialogism could be relevant to any research which is 

concerned with meaning-making, particularly as we seek to understand how 

the global story of climate change is impacting particular places and 

communities of people. Following on from this research, my hope is to 

explore how the insights gained here might be developed and applied in 

other contexts, particularly in facilitating dialogue and collaboration within 

and between communities. As this thesis has shown, issues of energy and 

environment bring local narratives into dialogue with external stories shaped 

by powerful political and economic authors. Ecological dialogism seeks to 

understand how these stories have become entangled within specific local 

ecologies of meaning making, and in doing so draw attention to the way 

these stories shape events in particular places for particular people in ways 

which might not otherwise be visible. Recognising and valuing these local 

experiences offers the opportunity to reflect, not only on the stories but on 

the process of storytelling. Identifying relationships and how these emerge 

from and are shaped by storytelling offers the potential to reply, to engage in 

dialogue and reflect back external narratives re-imagined from a local 

perspective, informed by situated knowledges. Ultimately such a commitment 

to dialogue might offer the potential for mutual understanding and 

collaborative learning, both essential if we are to meet the challenges of 

climate change. 
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Reflections  

 

Throughout the thesis I have drawn on my understanding of language in 

terms of ecological dialogism and in doing so have shown how, through the 

embodied experience of the researcher, theory, method, and ethics are 

inextricably entangled in the process of meaning making. At the heart of this 

process are relationships, and this thesis has demonstrated how stories and 

storytelling play a central role in human relating, by identifying how 

storytelling as an embodied activity facilitates affective connection between 

individuals, and how shared stories can create a sense of common identity 

within communities, with certain cultural narratives having the power to 

shape values and behaviour.  

 

Building on Michael Lange’s work (2007) on cultural identity in Orkney and 

Laura Watts’ work on renewable energy in the islands (2018) this thesis 

extends the existing dialogue between these two strands of research by 

considering how cultural narratives have shaped recent energy 

developments in Orkney. My research highlights how shared cultural 

narratives characterising the Orkney community as egalitarian, self-reliant 

and collaborative can be seen to have shaped attitudes and behaviours 

within the renewable energy sector, which have in turn fed back into 

community narratives – positively identifying renewable technology as part of 

Orkney’s contemporary identity.   

 

In approaching the MRE and wider renewable energy sector in Orkney 

through the stories told about it, I came to understand the way in which these 

stories, and crucially how, where and by whom they were told, could shape 

events. While the importance of renewable energy to the island economy 

and the profile of EMEC within the international MRE sector have led to a 

narrative of Orkney as ‘the Energy Islands’, the evidence gathered during my 

fieldwork suggests that alongside the undeniable technical achievements 

and expertise is a vast amount of invisible work which is missing from official 

accounts. I observed this invisible work in the way stories and storytelling 
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were used to establish and maintain relationships between individuals and 

organisations within the renewable energy sector, creating a shared narrative 

about ‘Team Orkney’ (aka Orkney PLC, aka Orkney Ltd). This powerful 

narrative is in dialogue with, and shares the characteristics of, the narrative 

of the Orkney community as cohesive, collaborative, and self-reliant and acts 

to shape behaviour within the sector. This can be observed in the high levels 

of collaboration between individuals and organisations within the sector, with 

individual conflicts and competition skilfully navigated by emphasising a 

shared identity as part of ’Team Orkney’ and focussing on the potential for 

mutual benefit in acting collectively.  

 

The story of ’Team Orkney’ is told in multiple places and by multiple 

storytellers and can be encountered in various forms in official texts, perhaps 

most notably those produced by Orkney Renewable Energy Forum (OREF). 

In recognising the importance of this narrative in the achievements of the 

renewable energy sector in Orkney I would argue that this story and its telling 

represent an example of Maria Puig de la Bellacasa’s characterisation of 

care as ‘a living technology’ (2017). My research has shown that this ‘living 

technology’ of care has been integral to the development of Orkney’s 

renewable energy sector. In highlighting how this previously invisible work of 

care is enacted through stories and storytelling I hope this thesis can 

contribute to a clearer understanding of its importance, and that rather than 

remaining invisible this work can be acknowledged, valued, and learned 

from.  

 

The powerful story of Orkney as a ‘Living Laboratory’ offers an opportunity to 

make the work of care visible as an explicit part of the ‘Orkney Way’. My 

suggestion of an Orkney Living Laboratory Lab book offers one way in which 

the ‘Orkney Way’, the work of care, and the importance role of stories and 

storytelling could be highlighted and actively engage with the ongoing 

dialogue around energy and environment in the islands. As this thesis has 

explored, the Orkney energy sector must navigate and negotiate 

relationships of power as part of naturalcultural ecologies of meaning making 

– wind wave and tide offer both resource and challenge, as do grid 
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infrastructure, political policy decisions, and a changeable economic climate. 

As ecological dialogism reveals, these relationships are informed by both 

individual embodied experience and shared naturalcultural context, with 

meaning emerging through the process of engagement between people and 

place.  

 

Understanding texts as part of the naturalcultural ecology of meaning making 

in Orkney not only reveals the important role of stories such as ‘Team 

Orkney’ and the ‘Living Laboratory’ in shaping events, but also suggests how 

the texts in which these stories are told can act as sites of engagement and 

meaning making. Having identified the role of texts such as the Orkney 

Sustainable Energy Strategy 2017/2025 in establishing and enforcing 

authority, and the importance of authorship in this process, I would suggest 

that an Orkney Living Laboratory Lab Book would offer an opportunity to 

care-fully consider these issues of authority and authorship in relation to how 

the text might act as a site of engagement and who it might be in dialogue 

with.  

 

These questions of who and how expose the central role of relationships in 

the process of meaning making, and my intention in posing these questions 

is to recognise their importance and explore their implications, rather than 

answer them. In the heteroglossia of Orkney energy discourse there are as 

many stories as storytellers, and one document, no matter how carefully 

written and dialogically intended cannot capture every voice nor reflect 

multiple and sometimes conflicting experiences. Understanding this as a 

living, interactive document, a point of connection in a process of relating, 

immediately shifts the nature of its authority from a monological statement of 

power to a dialogical invitation to engage. This is important not only in terms 

of local engagement but in the process of translating for external audiences. 

Remembering Bakhtin’s characterisation of the two forces at the heart of 

language, pulling us between the need for shared understanding and 

individual creative expression it is clear that for Orkney stories to travel they 

must be told in ways that are meaningful to external audiences. The 

complexity of community discourse and the invisible work of care have been 
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missing from the stories of Orkney as the Energy Islands, that travel in policy 

documents, industry articles or news reports which talk about technical 

achievements, energy outputs and economic potential. If the invisible work of 

care is to be made visible as an intrinsic part of these other stories, then part 

of the role of the proposed Orkney Living Laboratory Lab Book is the work of 

translation.  

 

While this research argues for the importance of translating Orkney stories 

so they can be engaged with and learned from it also recognises that there 

are other important stories in other places. In offering ecological dialogism as 

an approach to language and communication this thesis seeks to emphasise 

how taking stories and storytelling seriously can help us to understand how 

relationships of power travel and shape the real-world experiences of people 

and places.  

 

The Power of Stories  

 

Stories are not things – they are not static, they emerge through a living and 

lively process, they are enacted through discourse, as part of the embodied 

relating between people and place. They are never finished, never fixed, they 

do not contain meaning but offer the potential to experience meaning 

making, the potential for understanding to travel and shift. As Bakhtin 

(1981:253) points out they are never the same story twice -– each 

reader/audience makes the story anew, bringing their own worldview into the 

process of meaning making.   

 

Stories are a form of energy transfer. They can be power-full, they can make 

claims about the world and claims on the world. They do this because they 

bring things from the world into the imaginative realm – stories are about 

things, but they are not things. They have characters who are based on real 

people but are not real people, they are about us, but they are not us. Stories 

have energy and power, stories about energy have power. Stories about 

energy come from the real world of cables and pylons, storage heaters and 
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kettles, nuclear power plants and marine energy devices, but they take these 

things into an imaginary realm where these things, with their weight and feel 

and physical reality can enter pieces of paper – be contained within official 

documents, enter meeting rooms and offices, government departments and 

parliaments. They will not bring with them the smell of the sea, the rust and 

mud and oil and radiation, the people who made them, tend them and live 

beside them.  

 

It is easy to tell stories about Orkney’s success as a centre for renewable 

energy innovation: to show pictures of MRE devices; quote figures on MWs 

generated; to celebrate a place generating all its electricity from renewable 

sources and leading the way in technology innovation. These are the stories 

that travel in newspaper headlines, TV news reports, policy documents and 

company press releases, but as this research has shown missing from these 

official stories is the vital role played by ‘living technology’ – the invisible work 

of care-full storytelling, the relationship and trust building underpinning 

successful collaboration. While Orkney’s cultural narratives of community 

cohesion, egalitarianism, mutual benefit, and commitment to place have 

played a part in the successful development of renewable energy 

technology, other narratives have proved less helpful. The narrative of 

disappointment about wave energy demonstrates the way complicated 

cultural narratives can shape the fate of technology devices. Stories can 

make the difference between success and failure, their power as daunting as 

the technological challenges of harnessing wind, wave, or tide. 

 

Not all stories are equal. Certain stories are not welcome in certain places. 

The reality of life in a poorly insulated house on a windy island in the North 

Sea with heating that costs more than 20% of your total income18 to run is 

not in those stories that travel through the corridors of Westminster or 

Holyrood. The feeling of never getting warm, the black mould growing in 

 
18 The 2019 Scottish Government Fuel Poverty Act defines fuel poverty as households in 
which, “after housing costs have been deducted, more than 10% (20% for extreme fuel 
poverty) of their net income is required to pay for their reasonable fuel needs” 
(https://www.gov.scot/policies/home-energy-and-fuel-poverty/fuel-poverty/) 
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corners, the tightening in the stomach when the electricity bill arrives. These 

things are missing in utility company profit sheets, in policy documents on 

energy pricing, the figures on fuel poverty do not tell stories from the daily 

lives of the people these numbers represent. It can almost be guaranteed 

that those who write the stories about energy which travel in documents to 

government departments and boardrooms, stories which have the power to 

shape the world for others, have never sat at the kitchen table working out if 

they can afford their fuel bill, have never been referred to a food bank, have 

never hoped they could find enough money to top up their electricity meter 

key, have never had to choose between heat or food. 

 

We can use stories to distance as well as make present. We can confuse the 

imagined world – the world of the story – for the real world. Sometimes this 

confusion serves the agenda of those who seek to assert the power of their 

particular version of the story. Sometimes they really have mistaken their 

story for reality. If you spend all your days in a (too) warm office, in a smart 

suit, in meetings with hot coffee, in a world of documents and diagrams, 

statistics and reports which pretend they are reality, then this is your reality. 

How are you to know this is only your reality, not the reality for others? When 

your experience of energy is in numbers and graphs, profit margins and 

policy documents, how can you know what it feels like to climb a pylon, in 

waterproofs, in a gale; to anchor a marine energy device in a sea swell; to 

watch your community wind turbine switched off by the grid operator 

because the interconnector is overheating, knowing that the lost generation 

means lost income and less money to support the most vulnerable people in 

your fragile island community?  

 

The stories in this thesis are my stories and not my stories, they are my 

retelling of stories I heard during my fieldwork, shaped by the stories I have 

grown up with. They are stories about people and places, energy and 

technology, authority and power, care and community. In sharing them here I 

am using my power as a researcher to bring them into the academic 

discourse, drawing on my situated knowledge to negotiate my relationship 

within an external system of power, one with the authority to change my 
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identity from student to Dr. In recognising the power of stories to change my 

own life I want to conclude by considering what I have learned from this 

experience, how it has changed my thinking and where it might lead me in 

the future.  

 

Perhaps the biggest challenge of this whole project has been navigating my 

own story about myself and my relationship with Orkney. Having become 

convinced of the value in ecological dialogism as an approach I had to 

recognise not only my ‘non-alibi in Being’ (Bakhtin, 1993:40) and 

responsibility in the research process, but also how my own internally 

persuasive narratives would shape my actions and understanding. In 

practical terms this meant that there were certain informants who it was 

easier to approach than others and I know that there are voices and stories 

missing from this account that another researcher might have engaged with. 

I was making choices and while I am proud of my ability to push myself 

outside my comfort zone on occasions, such as the maritime safety training 

described in Chapter Four, there were other opportunities I didn’t pursue due 

to awkwardness or uncertainty. Similarly in the writing up process I have had 

to choose which stories to include and which to leave out; of the hours of 

recorded material only a tiny fraction made it into the final thesis, knowing 

that I learned something from every conversation I had during my fieldwork, I 

hope I have done those I have included justice.  

 

In learning to attend to apparently familiar places and people in new ways I 

have had new experiences and heard new stories which have shaped my 

own story in new ways. I have formed and deepened relationships with 

people and places, finding myself more sensitive to the way stories are 

entangled in these relationships, and how they weave together sometimes 

surprising connections. As a part-time student this project has been part of 

my life for a considerable period of time, during which life outside the 

research has brought its own challenges. I have tried to learn and practice 

mindfulness as a response to these challenges, having come across the 

work of Zen Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh and found his concept of 

‘Interbeing’ (1995: 95) somehow resonated with my understanding of 



 

245 

ecological dialogism. Nhat Hanh’s observation that ‘“to be” is to inter-be. We 

cannot just be by ourselves alone. We have to inter-be with every other thing’ 

[emphasis in original] (ibid: 96) helped me in two ways. Firstly, it seemed to 

confirm the way in which individual stories, mine included, were always also 

part of the other stories, and secondly it taught me that there are always 

deeper levels of relationship which I could learn to attend to. My continuing 

challenge is to learn to apply the practice of mindfulness to my life and my 

research.  
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