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“ In Ulu Bakun, before we 
were relocated, we needed 
no money.  We could walk 
out the front of our 
longhouse and there was 
the forest, the river, there 
was everything we needed. 
Here, we are surrounded, 
boxed in, blocked.  Our 
way of living has changed 
for ever.”

- Community elder, May 2010



- Why “justice” and “energy justice”?
- A brief overview of the state of the field 
- Proposing six new frontiers

New theorists
Beyond anthropocentrism
Cross-scalar issues
Business models and benefits 
Political economy
Discourse



Why do we need energy 
justice?



(1) Making research more socially useful 

Source: Stern, PC, BK Sovacool, and T Dietz. “Towards a Science of Climate and Energy Choices,” 
Nature Climate Change 6 (June, 2016), pp. 547-555



(2) Understanding energy behavior and consumption 

Source: Kowsari R, Zerriffi H. Three dimensional energy profile: a conceptual framework for assessing 
household energy use. Energy Policy 2011; 39(December (12)):7505–17



(3) Assessing technological risks

Source: Stern, PC, BK Sovacool, and T Dietz. “Towards a Science of Climate and Energy Choices,” 
Nature Climate Change 6 (June, 2016), pp. 547-555





Source: Stern, PC, BK Sovacool, and T Dietz. “Towards a Science of Climate and Energy Choices,” 
Nature Climate Change 6 (June, 2016), pp. 547-555



(4) Determining equity and fairness



Burden of Disease Attributable to 20 Leading 
Risk Factors in 20 for Both Sexes (percent of 
Disability Adjusted Life Years)

(4) Equity and fairness
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(4) Equity and fairness



Despite its utility, justice and ethics remain under-
valued within the energy studies community

Source: Sovacool, BK. “Energy Studies Need Social Science,” Nature 511 (7511) (July 31, 2014), 
pp. 529-530.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/511529a


A brief overview of the energy justice 
field



Energy security and justice program at 
Vermont Law School



Some key justice concepts:

Concept Definition Major influence(s)
Justice The act of being morally right or fair, and 

providing equal rewards for equal merit
Plato, Socrates, the Bible, 
Thomas Hobbes, John 
Locke

Distributive 
justice

Equitable distribution of social and economic 
benefits and burdens within and across different 
generations

John Rawls, Ronald 
Dworkin, Brian Barry 

Procedural 
justice

Adherence to due process and fair treatment of 
individuals under the law 

The Magna Carta, Edward 
Coke, Thomas Jefferson

Cosmopolitan 
justice

Universal respect for individual human rights 
regardless of one’s identity 

Immanuel Kant, Charles 
Beitz, Amartya Sen, 
Martha Nussbaum, David 
Held, Thomas Pogge, 
Peter Singer 

Justice as 
recognition 

Appreciation for the vulnerable, marginalized, 
poor, or otherwise under-represented or 
misrepresented populations and demographic 
groups

Nancy Fraser, Gordon 
Walker, Kirsten Jenkins 



In sum, “energy justice” involves 

• Costs, or how the hazards and externalities of 
the energy system are disseminated throughout 
society;

• Benefits, or how the ownership of and access to 
modern energy systems and services are 
distributed throughout society;

• Procedures, or ensuring that energy decision-
making respects due process and 
representation;

• Recognition, or assessing the impact of energy 
systems on the poor, vulnerable, or 
marginalized. 



Exploring energy injustice:

Source: Sovacool, BK, R Sidortsov, and B Jones. Energy 
Security, Equality, and Justice (London: Routledge, 2014)

• The book details a long list of 
current energy injustices

• Human rights abuses
• Energy-related civil and 

military conflict
• Energy and fuel poverty
• Growing negative 

externalities
• Marginalization and exclusion 

of stakeholders



Topic Concept(s) Major philosophical 
influence(s)

Energy 
Efficiency  

Virtue Plato and Aristotle 

Energy 
Externalities 

Utility Jeremy Bentham, John 
Stuart Mill, Henry Sidgwick 

Human Rights 
and Social 
Conflict 

Human rights Immanuel Kant 

Energy and Due 
Process

Procedural justice Edward Coke, Thomas 
Jefferson, Jürgen Habermas

Energy 
Poverty 

Welfare and 
happiness

John Rawls, Amartya Sen, 
Martha Nussbaum 

Energy 
Subsidies

Freedom Robert Nozick, Milton 
Friedman  

Energy 
Resources

Posterity Ronald Dworkin, Brian 
Barry, Edith Brown Weiss  

Climate 
Change

Fairness, 
responsibility, and 
capacity

Peter Singer, Henry Shue, 
Paul Baer, Stephen M. 
Gardiner, Dale Jamieson, 
Simon Caney

Conceptualizing philosophical principles:

Source: Sovacool, BK and MH Dworkin. Global Energy 
Justice: Problems, Principles, and Practices (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014).



Examining case studies

Source: Sovacool, BK. Energy & Ethics: Justice and the 
Global Energy Challenge (Basingstoke UK/New York USA: 
Palgrave Macmillan Energy, Climate, and the Environment 
Series, 2013), xxii + 278 pp. 

• Availability and Danish energy policy
• Affordability and the Warm Front Program in the 

UK
• Due Process and the World Bank's Inspection Panel
• Information and the Extractive Industries 

Transparency Initiative
• Prudence and São Tomé e Príncipe's Oil Revenue 

Management Law 
• Intergenerational Equity and Solar Energy in 

Bangladesh 
• Intragenerational Equity and Climate Change 

Adaptation
• Responsibility and Ecuador's Yasuní-ITT Initiative 



Synthesis into a conceptual framework:

Source: Sovacool, BK, RJ Heffron, D McCauley, and A Goldthau. “Energy decisions reframed as 
justice and ethical concerns,” Nature Energy 16024 (May, 2016), pp. 1-6.

http://www.nature.com/articles/nenergy201624


It’s far more than just “me”:

Tenet Evaluative Normative
Distributional Where are the injustices? How should we solve them?

Recognition Who is ignored?
Who is responsible?

How should we recognise?
How do we achieve 
responsibility?

Procedural Is there fair process? Which new processes?
Cosmopolitanism Is everyone afforded equal moral 

rights?
How do we engage in global 
decision-making?



It’s far more than just “me”:



It’s far more than just “me”:



Six new energy justice frontiers



(1) New theorists

Topic Concept(s) Major philosophical 
influence(s)

Energy 
Efficiency  

Virtue Plato and Aristotle 

Energy 
Externalities 

Utility Jeremy Bentham, John 
Stuart Mill, Henry Sidgwick 

Human Rights 
and Social 
Conflict 

Human rights Immanuel Kant 

Energy and Due 
Process

Procedural justice Edward Coke, Thomas 
Jefferson, Jürgen Habermas

Energy 
Poverty 

Welfare and 
happiness

John Rawls, Amartya Sen, 
Martha Nussbaum 

Energy 
Subsidies

Freedom Robert Nozick, Milton 
Friedman  

Energy 
Resources

Posterity Ronald Dworkin, Brian 
Barry, Edith Brown Weiss  

Climate 
Change

Fairness, 
responsibility, and 
capacity

Peter Singer, Henry Shue, 
Paul Baer, Stephen M. 
Gardiner, Dale Jamieson, 
Simon Caney



Non-Western Theories and Applications to Energy Justice

Concept Definition Application to energy
Ubuntu The act of building community, friendship and 

oneness with the larger humanity. 
Neighbourhoods efforts to promote 
energy efficiency, decisions about 
energy resources within a 
community

Taoism and 
Confucianism

The Tao or Dao emphasizes the virtuous path that 
leads to greater harmony amongst humanity. It 
assumes a universal nature and the means to an 
end is more important than the end itself. 

Respecting due process in energy 
decisions, adhering to human 
rights protections when 
implementing energy projects

Hinduism and 
Dharma

Dharma carries the notion of righteousness and 
moral duty and is always intended to achieve order, 
longevity and collective well-being. It is context 
specific and doesn’t render itself to universalization. 
Gandhi, a prominent example that espoused and 
practiced Dharma

Seeking to minimize the extent and 
distribution of energy externalities, 
offering affordable energy access 
to help address poverty

Buddhism Expounds the notion of selflessness and the pursuit 
of individual salvation or nirvana. Often criticized for 
its inability to deal with real social issues

Respecting future generations with 
energy decisions, minimizing harm 
to the environment and society 

Indigenous 
Perspectives of 
the Americas

Cultivation of a cultural mindset that recognizes 
interdependence of all life and enables good living 
through responsibility and respect for oneself and 
the natural world, including other people

Energy systems developed 
cautiously through long-term 
experience and sovereign cultural 
protocols, avoiding dramatic 
transformation of ecosystems, 
requiring restoration

Source: Sovacool, BK, M Burke, L Baker, CK Kotikalapudi, and H Wlokas. “New frontiers and 
conceptual frameworks for energy justice,” Energy Policy 105 (June, 2017), pp. 677-691.

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421517301441


Four tenants of “environmental 
ethics”

1. Humans are dependent on 
nonhuman forms of Nature

2. Pollution of air, water, and land is 
clearly detrimental to human life

3. Limits should be set on the 
exploitation and use of natural 
resources

4. Humans have a duty to preserve 
the biosphere for future 
generations

(2) Beyond anthropocentrism (appreciating 
non-human life)

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=fB2Mb3Jxwl9BXM&tbnid=2yj8l4ranMYwoM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.nhbs.com/the_rights_of_nature_tefno_30032.html&ei=TTQRUc-LF4Wz0QGL94DQBQ&bvm=bv.41867550,d.dmQ&psig=AFQjCNG1mVZc8K90SqZ-qLb_SuBgPq1xtA&ust=1360168388524224


(1) New theorists

• Rawls’s theory cannot 
address questions of social 
justice posed by unequal 
parties. 

• Three frontiers for social 
justice theory
• Physical and mental 

disabilities
• Extension of dignified life 

conditions to all citizens of 
the world

• Treatment of nonhuman 
animals



Summary of Non-Anthropocentric Theories and 
Applications to Energy Justice

Concept Definition Application to energy
Animal-
centrism

Difference in degree but not in kind between 
humans and all other animals.  Valuing and 
recognizing rights of all sentient life

Energy development avoids 
harm and provides benefits to 
all sentient animals

Biocentrism Valuing all living beings based on a reverence 
for life that stems from recognition of the will to 
live and the basic interest to survive and 
flourish

Energy decisions guiding by 
consideration of competing 
claims to a fair share of 
environmental resources 
among all living beings, where 
basic welfare interests 
outweigh non-basic welfare 
interests

Ecocentrism Moral consideration for human and nonhuman 
communities and the basic functioning and 
interdependence of the ecological community 
as a whole

An energy system is right 
when it tends to preserve the 
integrity, diversity, resilience, 
and flourishing of the whole 
community, involving direct 
caring relationships and formal 
rights of nature

Source: Sovacool, BK, M Burke, L Baker, CK Kotikalapudi, and H Wlokas. “New frontiers and 
conceptual frameworks for energy justice,” Energy Policy 105 (June, 2017), pp. 677-691.

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421517301441


(3) Cross-scalar justice issues
Balance of CO2 emissions embodied in imports and exports

Source: Steven J. Davis and Ken Caldeira, “Consumption-based accounting of CO2 emissions,” PNAS (March 8, 2010), pp. 1-6. 
Note: colors represent trade in finished goods by industry sector. Traded intermediate goods (gray) are those used by industries in 
the importing country to meet consumer demand for domestic goods



(3) Cross-scalar justice issues
Imports and Exports on the Danish National Electricity Grid, 2014 



Summary of Environmental Losses Associated with 
Three Wind Turbine Types

Offshore concrete 
CO2 €                                                         948,694 
Air Pollution €                                                             9,138 
Waste €                                                         135,262 
Total €                                                      1,093,094

Offshore steel 
CO2 €                                                         424,490 
Air Pollution €                                                             9,134 
Waste €                                                           61,492
Total €                                                         495,116

Onshore 
CO2 €                                                         640,086 
Air Pollution €                                                             7,956 
Waste €                                                           95,119 
Total  €                                                         743,161

Source: Sovacool, BK, MAM Perea, AV Matamoros, and P Enevoldsen.  “Valuing 
the externalities of wind energy: Assessing the environmental profit and loss of wind 
turbines in Northern Europe,” Wind Energy 19(9) (September, 2016), pp. 1623-
1647.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/we.1941


Distribution of Monetized Externalities by Geographic 
Location 

Source: Sovacool, BK, MAM Perea, AV Matamoros, and P Enevoldsen.  “Valuing 
the externalities of wind energy: Assessing the environmental profit and loss of wind 
turbines in Northern Europe,” Wind Energy 19(9) (September, 2016), pp. 1623-
1647.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/we.1941


Cross-scalar issues: fossil fuel exports 

Source: Sovacool, BK. “Contestation, contingency, and justice in the Nordic low-
carbon energy transition,” Energy Policy 102 (March, 2017), 569-582.

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421516307091


(4) Business models and co-benefits

“No [person] can see 
the word of justice 
when it’s covered by a 
silver dollar.”



Source: Hiteva, R and BK Sovacool. “Harnessing Social Innovation for Energy Justice: A Business 
Model Perspective,” Energy Policy 107 (August, 2017), pp. 631-639.

Scale and Name Business model Elements of energy justice
Community scale: Carbon 
coop

a community benefit group, 100% owned and run by the 
householders (members); not for profit company; creates value 
by providing capacity building, training, and access to 
discounted materials, services and low cost finance to reduce 
household energy usage; captures value by creating a 
community of knowledge and for action; benefiting from acting 
as a group and from members donating their time

Reduced household energy usage; 
Enhanced access to energy services 
and benefits; Participation in energy 
decision making and vision building

Urban scale: Robin Hood 
Energy

100% owned by Nottingham City Council; not for profit 
company; creates value by offering low cost energy (tariffs) to 
households; captures value by supplying energy (electricity 
and gas) to households and tackling fuel poverty

Providing energy and heat comfort 
and services to vulnerable 
consumers and businesses; 
Providing low energy tariffs, easy to 
switch and payment arrangements

European scale: RenEsco A residential private ESCO and social enterprise; Dutch 
company operating in the Eastern European market;
Creates value by financing and performing deep renovations of  
soviet-era apartment buildings;  and providing a minimum price 
guarantee for energy exceeding operational costs and debt 
obligations; Captures value by using energy performance 
contracting and support from national renovation program; and 
locking in customers for 20 years

Low risk (no collateral required) and 
no cost deep retrofits for apartment 
owners; Energy savings (guaranteed 
for 20 years); Flat owners receive 
25% profit share of Renesco’s net 
result; Increased heat and energy 
comfort for residents; Use of 
renewables and heat generation on 
site; Straightforward and transparent 
process for residents

Global scale: Yansa A community interest company working on wind energy 
development and sustainable community development; 
Creates value by developing large scale community wind farm 
projects and reinvesting a share of the earning in the 
community; Captures value by generating and selling wind 
energy; and by working with institutional investors to lower 
overall financial costs and risk 

Providing renewable energy to local 
communities; Reinvesting  share of 
the wind energy project profits in the 
local community; empowering locals 
to decide on social and 
environmental returns delivered

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421517302112


(5) Political economy (winners and losers)

Examples of Climate Change Project “Losers” in Various Countries 

Source: Sovacool, BK, BO Linnér, and ME Goodsite.  “The Political Economy of Climate 
Adaptation,” Nature Climate Change 5 (7) (July, 2015), pp. 616-618.

http://www.nature.com/nclimate/journal/v5/n7/full/nclimate2665.html


(5) Political economy (winners, losers and 
tradeoffs)











(6) Deconstructing discourse

• Market processes that use the 
rhetoric of “justice” but in fact 
only serve to reinforce 
asymmetries in wealth and 
power, rather than promoting 
progress towards homogeneity 
and equality

• Must avoid the false 
utopianisms justice discourse

• Must beware of innovation only 
leading to “accumulation by 
dispossession” 







Concluding thoughts

Source: Sovacool, BK and MH Dworkin. “Energy Justice: Conceptual Insights and 
Practical Applications,” Applied Energy 142 (March 15, 2015), pp. 435-444.

• Energy justice can be a conceptual tool for that better 
integrates usually distinct distributive, procedural, 
cosmopolitan, and recognition justice concerns.

• It can be an analytical tool for energy researchers 
striving to understand how values get built into 
energy systems or to resolve common energy 
problems. 

• It can offer a decision-making tool that can assist 
energy planners and consumers in making more 
informed energy choices. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2015.01.002


Concluding thoughts

• It can be a positive discursive tool for generating more 
compelling, impactful narratives or frames (though beware)

Source: Sovacool, BK and MA Brown. “Deconstructing Facts and Frames in Energy Research: 
Maxims for Evaluating Contentious Problems,” Energy Policy 86 (November, 2015), pp. 36-42.

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301421515002384


Not until the creation and maintenance of 
decent conditions of life for all people are 
recognized and accepted as a common 

obligation of all people and all countries—
not until then shall we, with a certain degree 
of justification, be able to speak of mankind 

as civilized.



Contact Information 

Benjamin K. Sovacool, Ph.D
Professor of Energy Policy 

University of Sussex
Jubilee Building, Room 367

Falmer, East Sussex, BN1 9SL
UK: 01273 877128

International: +44 1273 877128
B.Sovacool@sussex.ac.uk

mailto:B.Sovacool@sussex.ac.uk
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