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Abstract: This paper explores the relationships between the moral philosophical foundations and
strategic goals of two conceptions of energy justice: the “triumvirate conception” and the “principled
approach”. We explore the extent to which the goals of these approaches align with their core aims
and strategies. Having initially been developed to capture and reflect the values of activist-led
environmental justice movements, we find that the triumvirate approach’s adoption of a trivalent
conception of justice currently lies in tension with its overarching top-down approach. We note that
the principled approach does not face the same tensions as the triumvirate conception of energy justice,
but would benefit from illustrating the consequences of framing the same energy dilemma with
conflicting moral theories. Aiming to ameliorate these limitations and further develop conceptions of
energy justice, we outline a case study of hydro power in Hirakud, India and propose a framework
which illustrates how using differing theories of justice to conceptualise the same energy dilemmas can
result in substantially different normative framings and guidance. We illustrate how this framework,
combined with a pluralistic appeal to moral theory, can enable both approaches to draw on a wider
range of moral theory to assess energy dilemmas. This in turn provides a broader socio-political
backdrop in which to view energy dilemmas. We outline how this backdrop contributes to the
creation of a space in which the grievances of those who suffer in relation to energy systems can be
heard and better understood.
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1. Introduction

The term “energy justice” can be a source of confusion, as it describes both a research agenda and
a set of conceptual approaches. As a research agenda, energy justice has focused on a range of issues
that arise in relation to energy systems, from issues of access such as fuel and energy poverty, to issues
regarding the extraction, production, and distribution of energy, and how such issues relate to ideas of
“justice” and “fairness”. The idea of justice in particular has been drawn on in ways ranging from
broad and ambiguous interpretation, synonymous with intuitive ideals of fairness, to the application
of accounts of justice drawn straight from moral and political theory. Bickerstaff et al. [1] for example,
contains a collection of works which engage with justice scholarship at various levels of abstraction to
discuss and frame different sets of energy dilemmas, such as fuel poverty, energy vulnerability, nuclear
energy, and sustainable energy transitions. Elsewhere, the scholarship has drawn on a diversity of
moral theory to develop individual conceptions of energy justice which can be used to frame and
respond to a range of energy dilemmas throughout whole energy systems [2,3].
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In this paper, we focus on two prominent conceptions of energy justice: the conception set out in
McCauley, Heffron, Stephan, and Jenkins [2], which we refer to as the triumvirate conception of energy
justice (TCEJ), and the conception set out initially in Sovacool and Dworkin [3], Global Energy Justice,
which we refer to as the principled approach.

Both approaches share some similarities in that their goals broadly revolve around integrating
ideas of justice or fairness into energy policy and decision-making processes [3,4]. However, their use
of moral theory to underpin their given conceptions of what the “justice” in energy justice consists of
diverges in a number of ways, as do their respective strategies of attaining their individual goals.

We therefore focus on three aspects of these approaches: their use of moral theory to underpin
their respective conceptions of energy justice, their overall goals, and the strategies which underpin
them. By “strategies”, we mean the conceptual outputs that enable the attainment of their respective
goals. These might take the form of heuristic frameworks through which to view and inform on energy
dilemmas, for example. We posit that tensions between these three facets, to varying extents, are
inhibiting the ability of each approach to create a space in which to hear and understand the voices
and grievances of those who are subject to the ills of energy systems. By extension, we argue that the
absence of this space, to varying extents, inhibits the ability of these approaches to normatively inform
energy policy and decision-makers.

When drawing on moral theory to create a new approach, it should follow that the motivating
moral theory of an approach should also be embodied in its goals and strategies. Put simply, we can ask
if the underlying values motivating an approach to energy justice are reflected in its overall goals and
accompanying strategies. This is a pertinent question, since the elaboration and interpretation of any
given moral theory or concept will substantially influence how it is structured and operationalised. This
in turn dictates whether an approach is successful in creating a useful space in which the grievances
of those who are subject to the ills of energy systems can be heard and better understood. Such
a space is required if energy dilemmas are to be understood in relation to broader social and political
circumstances which might underpin them.

From here, we use the term “moral theory” broadly to refer to the philosophical ideas on which
these conceptions of energy justice are based. For example, the triumvirate approach to energy justice
describes justice as consisting of distributive, procedural, and recognition-based ideals—broad concepts
which find their basis in both moral and political theory [5]. Although such concepts also find their
roots in political philosophy, for now, we refer to these collectively as “moral theory”. We use this term
to describe sets of rules and concepts which allow us to evaluate existing situations through various
justice lenses, provide guidance as to what we ought to do in response and which describe structures
and goods (and their accompanying distributions) we should use to articulate the normative aspects
these issues (Section 3). We expand on these concepts further in the paper, illustrating how different
moral theories can be used to create a space in which to explore and understand energy dilemmas and
their relationship to people’s lives.

Our contribution is not necessarily to advocate for a single approach to conceptualising or
articulating energy-related injustice, but rather to provide a framework which enables energy justice
scholars to explore, utilise, and critique a wide range of moral theory in reference to energy dilemmas.
In particular, our framework provides a means of critiquing the given usefulness and ability of various
moral theories to frame energy dilemmas in reference to broader socio-political situations which
underpin them. Later, we explain how this ability to frame an energy dilemma within a broader
socio-political circumstance is necessary in coming to understand how energy dilemmas come to
impact the people and societies they do.

We identify two key areas where approaches to energy justice could be strengthened:

• A stronger outline and discussion of the moral foundations on which the various approaches rest,
including how such accounts relate to or conflict with the non-philosophical, strategic aspects of
each approach;
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• A broader integration of a range of moral concepts and approaches, which in turn can act as
a source of normative guidance and a means of embedding complex energy dilemmas within
broader socio-political situations.

The paper is structured as follows. The triumvirate and principled approaches’ moral and
strategic underpinnings are critiqued and compared (Section 2). Potential short-comings, tensions,
and areas which could be further developed are used to motivate a discussion regarding the effective
pluralistic use of moral theory in analysing and conceptualising energy dilemmas (Section 3). This
discussion is then applied to a case study on the construction of the Hirakud hydro power dam, which
illustrates the benefits and limitations of using different moral theories in analysing and framing
energy dilemmas and producing normative guidance. In particular, we emphasise that different moral
theories may yield significantly different normative outlooks and guidance (Section 4). Based on this
case study, we outline a framework regarding the use of moral theory in framing energy dilemmas
within a broader socio-political context whilst creating a conceptual space in which to analyse and
understand energy dilemmas and the grievances of those who endure them. We then outline how this
framework, combined with the adoption of a broad pluralism, can to varying extents help ameliorate
the tensions within both the triumvirate and principled approaches to energy justice (Sections 5 and 6).

2. The world through an Energy Justice Lens

In this section, we outline the relationships between the underlying moral theory, strategies,
and goals of the triumvirate and principled approaches to energy justice.

2.1. The Triumvirate Conception: Foundation and Theory

The triumvirate conception of energy justice (TCEJ) has had significant uptake in broader energy
justice discourse, being utilised in a growing number of empirical and conceptual works [5–12] (this is
not an exhaustive list, the number of works which now utilise the triumvirate energy justice framework
is far larger), as well as being the subject of numerous reviews [13–15]. As this paper is concerned with
the TCEJ’s moral foundations and strategic goals, we focus primarily on conceptual contributions to
the approach as opposed to its applications [2,13,14,16,17].

2.1.1. Moral Theory

Although the seminal TCEJ paper by McCauley, Heffron, Stephan, and Jenkins [2] refers briefly to
work on both environmental and climate justice, the approach most closely resembles Schlosberg’s
trivalent conception of environmental justice, with McCauley et al. (2013) stating that energy justice is
“founded in literature on environmental justice”, simultaneously citing Schlosberg [18,19]. The approach
consists of a “triumvirate of tenets”; distribution, recognition and procedure, which are also found
Schlosberg’s (2004) earlier conceptions of environmental justice [2,14] (we were aware of an exploration
of restorative justice by Heffron and McCauley, (2017); however, in a following paper, McCauley
and Heffron (2018) create a “new triumvirate of tenets (distributional, procedural, and restorative)”,
although it is still briefly discussed in the paper it is omitted from the triumvirate without explanation.
As such, we focus on the initial conception of TCEJ, which has had wider uptake within energy
justice discourse).

Based on Jenkins, McCauley, Heffron, Stephan, and Rehner [14] and McCauley, Heffron, Stephan,
and Jenkins [2]:

• The distributional aspects of energy justice attempt to capture “where injustices emerge”, be
this spatially or temporally—in other words, how the benefits and burdens that energy systems
produce are distributed through space and over time;

• Recognition focuses on how parties, communities, and individuals are represented and recognised
in reference to energy-related events and situations. For example, how indigenous people might
be overlooked during the decision-making process of coal mining (See Healy (2018) for an account
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of “embodied energy injustices” in relation to open-pit coal mining in La Guajira, Colombia)
or how low-income, fuel-poor households might be under-represented in the development of
energy policy (Gillard et al., (2017) posit that the efficacy of policy responses to fuel poverty are
curbed through misrecognition). The concept of recognition is largely based on work by Nancy
Fraser [20];

• Procedural justice focuses on the processes and means of ameliorating injustices which have been
identified, i.e., which procedures and structures could be implemented that incorporate previously
misrecognised parties [2,14].

It is worth noting that despite mentioning “just outcomes”, “just distributions”, and “injustices”
a number of times, the authors of this approach do not specify what they take justice to mean or consist
of—whether this is through theoretical accounts or testimony and claim-making [2,5,14].

The approach also embodies aspects of cosmopolitan justice, viewing all humans as “world
citizens” who are of equal moral worth and standing [16]. This global view of justice is discussed in
relation to transboundary energy dilemmas such as nuclear energy and its governing intuitions [16].

This cosmopolitan outlook is reflected in the TCEJ’s goals. McCauley, Heffron, Stephan,
and Jenkins [2] stated that the TCEJ, “aims to provide all individuals, across all areas, with
safe, affordable and sustainable energy.” This goal was restated in Heffron and McCauley [17],
Jenkins, McCauley, Heffron, and Stephan [13], Jenkins, McCauley and Forman [4], Jenkins et al. [21],
and Jenkins [5].

In a much-cited conceptual review, Jenkins, McCauley, Heffron, Stephan, and Rehner [14] outlined
how the triumvirate conception offers an opportunity to explore where injustices occur and how these
might be avoided or remedied, stating that it is “an agenda that inspires both evaluative accounts
and normative solutions” (p. 176). The TCEJ has been framed as a tool for addressing dilemmas
through whole energy systems, from production to consumption [13]. Much of the conceptual work
on the TCEJ has thus focused on relating these tenets to existing energy dilemmas or methods of
informing decision-makers. Jenkins, McCauley, Heffron, Stephan, and Rehner [14] discussed a range
of ways in which the principles manifest in practice. For example, procedural aspects of the approach
are reflected in processes of mobilising local knowledge and information disclosure. Whilst ideas
of mal-distribution and mal-recognition are used to frame a wide range of energy dilemmas, from
Germany’s energy strategy energiewende, which is framed as producing distributional injustices (this is
one of many examples of energy injustices outlined in Jenkins et al. (2016), we recommend viewing the
paper for more), to links to the mal-recognition of vulnerable groups in the UK and their vulnerability
to fuel poverty.

2.1.2. Strategies, Goals, and Underlying Tensions

The TCEJ is argued to have two key strategic benefits which other justice (environment and
climate) movements lack [5,16]:

• It provides a way to focus on energy dilemmas in isolation from broader issues;
• Its use as a decision-support tool which offers a means of “embedding justice in policy’”.

Both these benefits rest heavily on critiques of environmental and climate justice, in particular
that certain aspects of these movements have limited their success in affecting policy [5,16].

Jenkins [5] argued that, “one of the challenges and therefore potential failings of the environmental
and climate justice movement is their breadth and lack of clearly defined content.” Jenkins outlines
how energy justice provides a means of “bounding” out energy dilemmas from the wider range of
issues addressed by environmental and climate justice movements [5] (p. 119) (it is worth noting that
Jenkins quoted Bickerstaff et al. (2013), who referred to energy justice as a discourse and not the TCEJ
in particular). Jenkins [5] then outlined that through adopting a whole systems perspective (viewing
energy systems from extraction through to consumption and waste), energy justice can focus on the
dilemmas that arise at each stage of a whole energy system in isolation from other societal issues.
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This approach of bounding and separating out particular energy dilemmas from broader discourses
is in turn facilitated through the adoption of a top-down methodology [5]. Jenkins argued that this
top-down methodology is enabled because of energy justices’ “lack of an anti-establishment past” that
“opens the door for significant contributions to mainstream policy-making”. Jenkins goes on, echoing
critique from Heffron, McCauley, and Sovacool [16]:

“Energy justice does so by overcoming what may be identified as the ‘naïve’ approaches of
environmental and climate justice—the presumption that society would support their ideals—focusing
instead on embedding justice in policy. This ‘top-down’ methodology offers the potential for a refined
‘practice’” [5] (p. 120).

Although Jenkins followed this with a caveat acknowledging the importance of recognition and
activism, the integration of these with top-down approaches represents something of a methodological
issue for the TCEJ. The TCEJ is evidently critical of environmental justice’s roots—it is true that the
movement is broad and does not represent a concise body of literature with clearly defined content—but
this is exactly what Schlosberg’s conception of environmental justice, on which the TCEJ is largely
based, sought to reflect. Schlosberg’s trivalent account of environmental justice is an approach which
was specifically developed as a space to accommodate and reflect the broad values of activist-led,
community-driven movements which accrue to produce a view of global environmental justice [19,22].

Environmental justice movements were motivated in part because the interests and values
of marginalised groups were not being reflected and recognised by power-holders and in policy
formation [19,23]. This is a key reason as to why recognition and a pluralistic conception of justice—the
idea that there are many conceptions of “the good” and what is right—are key components of
Scholsberg’s trivalent approach. They exist to help articulate the idea that different groups will have
different values and ways of expressing and articulating those values. So, although TCEJ authors are
acutely aware of the importance of recognition and activism, the TCEJ’s foundations do not necessarily
align with its core strategies of “top-down” policy-making. As a result, the ability of the TCEJ to act as
a space to explore energy dilemmas is curtailed.

To be clear, we are certainly not arguing that a greater appeal and accessibility to policy-makers
is not beneficial, rather we posit that this method is in tension with the TCEJ’s own foundations.
Environmental justice movements arose because the voices of multiple community- and activist-led
groups were not being heard and reflected in existing environmental policy processes [23].

This tension then brings the approach’s goal of providing “all individuals, across all areas,
with safe, affordable and sustainable energy” into question. This goal is distinctly prescriptive and
top-down. Granted, there is an expansive range of literature which can be used to support the claim
that energy, in some form, is an essential part of all human lives, but this is not explored or defined in
reference to this goal, nor are definitions of “sustainable”, “safe”, and “affordable” given in reference
to the goal (although these concepts are discussed in TCEJ literature). The goal is rather vague—this
might be purposeful, but this is neither stated nor explained. In a sense, the goal embodies traits of
mal-recognition, the same dynamics the approach is keen to ameliorate—it embodies the assumption
that all communities prescribe to this goal. Broader energy research includes an abundance of accounts
of how the attempts of states or power-holders to supply energy to communities who are not consulted
results in a range of distributive and recognition issues [6].

It is worth noting the similarities between this goal and the seventh sustainable development goal
of ensuring “access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all” [24]. Hillerband
(2018) offered a critique of the seventh sustainable development goal, which to a large extent mirrors the
goal of the TCEJ to provide all individuals with “safe, affordable and sustainable energy”. Hillerbrand
argued that this goal fails to adequately capture the interconnections between the environment, humans,
and technology, and by doing so inhibits the goal’s implementation. Although TCEJ authors do discuss
the socio-technical nature of energy systems, they do not attempt to explain or justify their goal of
providing safe, affordable, and sustainable energy for all in reference to these concepts or their own
trivalent approach.
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2.2. The Principled Approach: Foundation and Theory

The principled approach proposed by Sovacool and Dworkin [3] in Global Energy Justice sets out
a conception of energy justice as a means to produce “a global energy system that fairly disseminates
both the benefits and costs of energy services, and one that contributes to more representative and
impartial energy decision-making”.

2.2.1. Moral Theory

Sovacool and Dworkin lay out a broad exploration of a range of moral theories and conceptions
of justice. Sovacool et al. [25] stated, “in very simple terms: [energy justice] attempts to apply
principles and concepts from social justice to the global energy system in its broadest sense” (p. 677).
The principled approach, like the TCEJ, reflects distributive, procedural, and recognition-based values
to justice but these emerge in an eight principled conception of energy justice (in Sovacool et al. (2017),
resistance and intersectionality also debut on the list of principles). Before outlining their approach,
Sovacool and Dworkin [3] presented and outlined numerous moral theories. Each was then paired
with differing energy dilemmas to illustrate how a particular theory might frame and offer normative
guidance in ameliorating the issue being discussed. For example, they justified the implementation of
a carbon tax through drawing on utilitarian thinkers such as Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill,
arguing that such policies might increase the overall utility of a populous. In another chapter, Sovacool
and Dworkin discussed energy poverty through a capabilitarian and contractarian lens, referencing
the work of Johnathan Rawls, Martha Nussbaum, and Amartya Sen.

Sovacool and Dworkin [3] (p. 374) described their approach:

Our energy justice framework has elements of Kantian ethics, which takes each person as an
end. It has libertarian elements of freedom and choice, suggesting that good societies present
people with a set of opportunities or substantial freedoms, so they can choose to exercise
these or not. It is pluralist about value, holding that capabilities for people are different and
also that their own interests vary. It is concerned with justice as recognition, noting that
failures of procedural justice can result in discrimination and marginalization. It, also, has
elements focused on utilitarianism and welfare, attempting to improve the quality of life for
all people, as defined by their capabilities.

The earliest conception of this approach drew almost exclusively on western-centric theories
of justice. However, Sovacool et al. [25] (p. 678) illustrated how the principled approach to justice
can “tap into the rich insights offered by non-western justice theorists”, drawing on such concepts
and approaches as Ubuntu, Confucianism, Dharma, and a range of indigenous perspectives of the
Americas, as well non-human systems of value.

The principled conception seeks to connect energy policy and technology to eight philosophical
concepts: virtue, utility, human rights, procedural justice, welfare and happiness, freedom, posterity,
and fairness [26]. The approach then uses these concepts to frame eight energy issues as matters
of justice. These principles are underlined by a cosmopolitan foundation, implying that they are
universally applicable and reflect the equal moral worth of all humans [27]. The main output of
these principles is a conceptual framework consisting of eight values which should be embraced by
decision- and policy-makers: availability, affordability, due process, transparency and accountability,
sustainability, intergenerational equity, intra-generational equity, and responsibility.

2.2.2. Strategies, Goals, and Underlying Tensions

Sovacool and Dworkin [26] positioned the approach as a useful analytical and decision-making
tool for framing and responding to energy dilemmas. LaBelle [28] described how the cosmopolitan
aspects of this approach allow it to act as a universal, normative check-list for energy decision-making,
and this seems very much to be the approach’s strategy—to investigate and apply the principles and
lessons from a range of works of justice to the complex issues which arise in relation to energy systems.
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This does well to illustrate how framing a specific issue, for example, energy poverty, with a given
theory of justice can yield valuable normative guidance and ethical framings, which help move to
ameliorate the issue. These framings often prove their use through creating a conceptual space in
which the experience of energy poverty can be articulated and better understood. Despite drawing
on a range of moral theory, they do not subscribe to one particular notion of the good, and instead
subscribe to a pluralistic conception of value which is articulated through the concept of capability
(which we expand on later). They illustrate the benefit of using a given theory in assessing a given
energy dilemma.

Of course, one could argue that the selection of a given set of values to analyse an energy dilemma
might just follow the views of the author, i.e., an author might choose a theory that reflects their
existing values and conclusions. However, the importance of theory becomes particularly important
when analysing a complex energy dilemma that might not necessarily be directly voiced or seen by
a given group. For example, Sovacool and Dworkin [3] drew on an Aristotelian approach to describe
why efficiency is key to a functioning energy system. The efficiency of large-scale energy systems will
impact people and different groups in many ways, e.g., affordability and reliability. However, these
issues might not be voiced in respect to the efficiency of the system supplying them energy, and when
airing their grievance might not include any reference to efficiency or the broader energy system. As
such, people who interact with any particular part of an energy system will not be creating a local
account of justice, which has the language necessary to offer guidance as to how to structure such
a system. Through drawing on a particular theory, namely Aristotle’s ideas of virtue and happiness,
Sovacool and Dworkin [3] were able to outline the value of an energy system aimed towards the
betterment of human lives.

Although this exploration of moral theory has resulted in a well-grounded set of principles, we
note that the methods presented by Sovacool and Dworkin currently have some limitations. First,
although their exploration of justice theory was substantial, there was no clear explanation as to why
one theory is used to frame a specific issue and not another. For example, why energy poverty was
framed by contractarian and capabilitarian approaches and not libertarian or human rights-based
approaches. This poses an issue for their normative check-list—it does not yet explain why it frames
one issue with a particular moral theory and not another. Therefore, another level of justification is
required to explain the particular selection of moral theory which underpins the values in this energy
justice approach. Second, Sovacool and Dworkin selected specific and different conceptions of justice
to conceptualise a number of different energy-related issues [3] (pp. 14–15). As a result, the approach
does not illustrate how framing the very same energy issue through a different approach to justice can
yield drastically different normative conclusions (although they acknowledge that different ideas of
justice can and will conflict (see Sovacool and Dworkin (2014) p. 18 and pp. 372, where the authors
acknowledge tensions between moral theories and touch on issues of relativism)).

This is a particularly pertinent point which relates to broader energy justice discourse. There is
a need to explain why certain moral theories are used over others in the formulation of energy justice
approaches. This might be to do with a moral theory’s ability to capture the complex interactions
humans have with energy systems, or the normative principles which might best guide and frame
future energy policy decisions. Regardless of the reason, the selection of moral approaches and concepts
will alter the normative outlook and the operationalisation of the approach. Since these approaches are
intended to have real-world impacts through use in research, policy, and decision-making, the use of
moral theory to provide guidance must be balanced with the ability of a given approach to energy
justice to capture and understand the experiences of those who endure energy dilemmas.

2.3. Summarising both Approaches

In sum, both approaches, to varying degrees, could be improved by expanding on their engagement
with moral theory (Table 1). Both are limited in creating a space through which to analyse or understand
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energy dilemmas, and this limits the efficacy of both approaches in effectively conveying the impact of
energy dilemmas on people’s lives to policy- and decision-makers.

Table 1. The foundational theory, strategies, goals, and underlying tensions of the triumvirate approach
and principled approach to energy justice compared.

The Triumvirate Approach The Principled Approach

Foundational theory

The approach primarily appeals to a trivalent
account of justice, consisting of three broad

dimensions: distributive, recognition-based, and
procedural justice. These three dimensions are

used to frame and normatively advise on different
aspects of energy dilemmas.

The approach appeals to a range of
moral theories and perspectives and in

doing so has distilled a range of
principles through which to frame,

analyse, and advise on energy
dilemmas.

Strategies and goals

This approach is intended to be used as a
“decision-support tool” and as a means of

embedding ideas of justice in policy via a top-down
methodology. This approach is accompanied by the
method of separately focusing on energy dilemmas

in isolation from broader issues.

A normative check-list to be used by
policy and decision-makers consisting

of eight values: availability, affordability,
due process, transparency and
accountability, sustainability,

intergenerational equity,
intra-generational equity, and

responsibility.

Underlying tensions

The triumvirate conception of energy justice
requires additional concepts and framings if it is to

create a useful conceptual space in which the
grievances of those who suffer in relation to energy

systems can be articulated, heard, and better
understood. Without the creation of this space it is
hard to see how the approach can achieve its goal of
better integrating ideas of justice into energy policy.
This difficulty is compounded by the approach’s

apparent dismissal of the grass-roots, activist
values on which the trivalent account of justice was

initially founded. The same logic applies to the
justification of their goal of safe, affordable, and

sustainable energy for all. The approach currently
lacks the concepts necessary to justify this goal or
explain why it might relate to the attainment or

avoidance of some conception of justice or injustice.

The approach has provided only a
limited justification as to why it chose
the values and theories it did. Such an

explanation is warranted if the
approach is to justify why such a

combination of theories can produce the
necessary space in which to articulate
and act on grievances which arise in
relation to the energy dilemmas the

approach discusses.

3. Moral Theory and a Space for Understanding Energy Justice

In this section, we outline how certain ways of employing moral theory can help frame and make
sense of energy dilemmas. In turn, we explain how these framings help to create the conceptual
spaces required for current approaches to energy justice to produce meaningful insights and normative
guidance. We outline how different moral theories can paint drastically different normative views
of a given situation and subsequently produce different guidance regarding how to articulate or
ameliorate an issue.

The vast quantity and diversity of justice scholarship makes it difficult to define exactly what
a moral theory or account of justice does or aims to do. As such, we do not attempt to characterise
or provide a single definition of justice. A simple means to approach moral theory, as Sandel [29]
posited, is to view these theories as presenting answers to the question, “what is the right thing to
do?” To answer this question we have to have some sort of account as to what makes something
right or wrong. There are two broad and often inter-related perspectives, which offer explanations
as to how this might be achieved. Firstly, we might assume that justice is what those who claim to
suffer injustice say it is (this is often referred to as “claim making”. Walker (2012) offered a useful
explanation of this practice). However, we might have situations, especially in relation to energy
systems, in which claims of injustice vary in their severity. For example, how can we compare the
claims of injustice of a group who have been violently displaced because of a coal mining operation
and the claims of a community who argue a nearby wind development spoils their enjoyment of
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nearby landscapes? We take both these issues to be legitimate concerns but here moral accounts of
right and wrong (the second perspective), if used pensively, can create spaces and language through
which those suffering oppression or hardship, and its severity, can be heard and understood.

The idea outlined in the following section is thus that certain moral theories and ideas of justice
can help to create spaces to articulate and understand the impacts of energy dilemmas on people’s
lives, but with the requirement that these spaces must be broad enough to incorporate a diverse range
of voices and conceptions of what is right. This breadth or scope for a diversity of understandings of
what is good or just is what we will refer to from here as “pluralism”. Pluralism in this sense reflects the
idea that there are multiple, overlapping, and sometimes conflicting conceptions of what is right [19].
A useful example and application of pluralism is found in Schlosberg’s account of environmental
justice [19,22]. Schlosberg’s account embodies a broad pluralism to create space for the articulation of
grievances from a diversity of communities who form the environmental justice movement. Schlosberg
noted that many accounts of pluralism arose as critiques of universalist and singular conceptions of
justice following arguments regarding the inability of a singular approach to reflect real-life experiences
of injustice [19]. Despite this, Schlosberg did not conclude that these theories have no use or value,
and instead argues:

We have numerous components and conceptions of justice, and see that different and multiple
theories can apply to various issues, cases, and contexts. Using the range of theories available
to us, and understanding how they overlap and interact, will illuminate problems more
thoroughly. Such an approach will also bring us to see that what we may now understand as
disparate issues and movements may be brought together with this shared and overlapping
discourse of justice.

‘Schlosberg [19] (p. 173)

3.1. Justice: Different Theories, Different Answers

A useful way to describe how moral theories answer the question “what is the right thing to do?”
is by observing the good or “metric of justice” through which they frame the world. Saying “good” or
“metric” here does not necessarily refer to something material like resources. Although many theories
and works focus on resources or wealth, these terms can refer to abstract concepts, such as a human
rights, positions of power, or aspects of well-being, such as relationships and dignity. Robeyns and
Brighouse [30] framed this as asking, “what should we look at, when evaluating whether one state of
affairs is more or less just than another?” Robeyns and Brighouse were referring to metrics of justice
(sometimes referred to as “currencies of justice”).

Often theories provide a way of describing how societies function and which structures, procedures,
and institutions might be required to facilitate this. These might be conceptions of the state, nations,
international bodies, and courts, (for example, the study of these institutions, their underlying values,
and how citizens interact with one another through them—this falls under “political philosophy”).
These institutions are often highly idealised and can embody normative assumptions; however,
used with caution, they can add to a theory’s ability to frame the world through offering a broader
socio-political backdrop in which to embed particular events or situations. As we expand on later,
depending on the theory, such “metrics” can be used to capture and reflect both social and political
maldistributions within a society.

We compare the framings and insights produced by Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarianism and Martha
Nussbaum’s capabilities approach when applied to the same energy dilemma. It is worth noting that
Sovacool and Dworkin [3] drew on both Nussbaum and Bentham in different chapters of Global Energy
Justice—it is worth consulting this text to explore how these approaches can be applied to individual
energy issues. However, they did not compare and contrast these theories using the same case—which
is what we do below as a means of illustrating the variance of normative guidance different moral
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theories can provide when assessing the same energy dilemma. For each approach, we identify the
metric of justice and the distribution of the good that they describe.

Some of the conclusions from this case study may seem initially intuitive and obvious, but the
point here is not necessarily to provide a conclusion as to whether the project was morally right or
wrong, but to illustrate how the use of theory to frame an energy dilemma can yield substantially
different framings and insights.

3.1.1. Bentham’s Utilitarianism

Jeremy Bentham begins An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation stating, “nature
has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them
alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do” [31]. Sandel [29]
suggested that through this reasoning Bentham concluded that the aim of morality should be to
maximise happiness, i.e., the overall balance of pleasure over pain. Actions and events which stand to
promote happiness are therefore morally permissible, and ones that do not, are not. As such, the right
thing to do in any given situation is the action that will maximise overall pleasure within society
(Bentham termed this, “utility”).

The metric of justice used by Bentham here is clearly utility, the distribution of which ensures that
utility is maximised for the greatest number of people. Sandel noted that Bentham not only intended
this logic for decisions made by individuals, but also by legislators and policy-makers [29]. These
ideas, in theory, could therefore lend themselves to the assessment of many issues pertinent to policy-
and decision-making themes in energy justice. However, utilitarianism has been heavily criticised by
numerous scholars for its lack of attention of individual rights and its ability to effectively articulate all
moral actions into a single metric [29].

It is worth noting that there are other approaches to utilitarianism that are more accommodating of
individual rights and the unique value of different activities. For example, John Stuart Mill’s approach
to utilitarianism argued that liberty is of upmost importance to the individual and that utility should
be maximised over time. Mill also argued that not all sources of pleasure are commensurable but
that some sources of pleasure—”higher pleasures”—are better than others [32,33]. For simplicity, this
section draws solely from Bentham’s utilitarianism to inform our comparison below. However, using
Mill’s approach to frame a given event or situation would yield different normative conclusions and
guidance (Mill’s utilitarianism would consider liberty of individuals to have more weight relative to
overall aggregate utility) from both Bentham’s utilitarianism and Nussbaum’s capability approach
(which we outline next), as would any other approach to justice.

3.1.2. Martha Nussbaum’s Central Human Capabilities

Martha Nussbaum’s account of central human capabilities provides a partial theory of justice
through which to frame the world. The term “partial theory of justice”, describes a theory that
can explore certain injustices relevant to its prescriptions but cannot specify what to do once these
prescriptions are fulfilled [34]. The approach focuses on what people are able to do and be. This
indicates that each person must be viewed separately rather than on an aggregate level (this is converse
to Bentham’s utilitarianism) [35]. Nussbaum [36] based the concept of capability on the freedom to
achieve a range of “functionings”. Functionings, in turn, are defined as the ability to do and be things
which humans have reason to value. This can range from something fairly objective, such as being free
from illness (i.e., the capability of bodily health), to the abstract concepts of political and democratic
participation (i.e., the capability of political control over one’s environment).

The approach focuses on capabilities as ends in and of themselves, because the means for one
person to achieve the same level of capability as another might be substantially different. For example,
it might require significantly more resources for a less mobile person to gain the same level of bodily
integrity as a more mobile person. Therefore, the approach foremost focuses on capability, as opposed
to the distribution of resources. Nussbaum argued that the state should ensure each citizen meets
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minimum threshold in each of a predefined list of capabilities: life, bodily health, bodily integrity,
sense, imagination, and thought, emotions, practical reason, affiliation, other species, play, and control
over one’s environment. This is an adapted and shortened version; the full account can be found in
Nussbaum [36] (pp. 78–80).

In the case of this theory, the metric proposed is “capability”, the distribution is one which ensures
a minimum level of capabilities for all. If this level is not attained, it might reflect that a claim to justice
exists [37]. This minimum threshold, however, can be quite high or equal for all if it has reason to be.
For example, one might argue that the capability of political participation must be equal in all to ensure
that a democracy functions properly and fairly.

4. A Case of Hydro Power: Applying Theory to Produce a Socio-Political Framing

The moral theories outlined above will offer different framings of both the benefits and burdens
of events and situations which occur in relation to energy dilemmas. A common example of an energy
dilemma is the construction of a hydro power dam, which has the potential to yield a high output
of low-emission, renewable energy and to manage flooding in vulnerable areas, yet often involves
the mass displacement of local populations and extensive ecological damage. When introducing the
concept of utility, Sovacool and Dworkin [3] briefly drew on the example of the Hirakud Dam in
Orissa, India. They noted the dam yielded a number of benefits such as helping to mitigate flood
risks, providing irrigation for 75,000 square kilometres of crop land, and the production of 207.5 MW
of hydroelectricity [3]. However, they also noted the costs of the dam’s construction; the permanent
flooding of 600 square kilometres of land and the subsequent relocation of 150,000 people from
22,000 families—many of whom had complained about the project but had been overlooked. Those
being resettled faced a number of risks, including marginalisation in their new homes, unemployment,
and lack of access to common resources [38]. An important dynamic within many of these issues is
that certain groups and people are more vulnerable than others. For example, women in particular face
loss of livelihoods as a result of dislocation and are often faced with more precarious and dangerous
sources of income [39]. Infants and the elderly are also affected heavily by dislocation [38].

The moral theories outlined above will offer different framings of both the benefits and burdens
of events and situations which occur in relation to energy dilemmas. A common example of an energy
dilemma is the construction of a hydro power dam, which has the potential to yield a high output
of low-emission, renewable energy and to manage flooding in vulnerable areas, yet often involves
the mass displacement of local populations and extensive ecological damage. When introducing the
concept of utility, Sovacool and Dworkin [3] briefly drew on the example of the Hirakud Dam in
Orissa, India. They noted the dam yielded a number of benefits such as helping to mitigate flood
risks, providing irrigation for 75,000 square kilometres of crop land, and the production of 207.5 MW
of hydroelectricity [3]. However, they also noted the costs of the dam’s construction; the permanent
flooding of 600 square kilometres of land and the subsequent relocation of 150,000 people from
22,000 families—many of whom had complained about the project but had been overlooked. Those
being resettled faced a number of risks, including marginalisation in their new homes, unemployment,
and lack of access to common resources [38]. An important dynamic within many of these issues is
that certain groups and people are more vulnerable than others. For example, women in particular face
loss of livelihoods as a result of dislocation and are often faced with more precarious and dangerous
sources of income [39]. Infants and the elderly are also affected heavily by dislocation [38].

Evidently, this project yielded both substantial costs and benefits. It is important here to note
that framing such a complex situation with different moral theories will not necessarily yield a clear
answer to whether or not a project was normatively the “right thing to do”, but will offer a perspective
which might help inform or consult people on a decision or broaden our understanding of the situation
at hand. So far, we have outlined a number of statistics and consequences without any normative
framing (except perhaps our own intuitions). Drawing on a set of moral theories will likely create or
change our perspective on the normative content of the statistics.
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Sovacool and Dworkin noted that from a utilitarian perspective, particularly Bentham’s, if the
overall contribution to utility outweighs the loss then the project is worthwhile. Sovacool and Dworkin
did not endorse the project themselves because of this conclusion, but rather stated what those of
a utilitarian disposition might conclude. As Sovacool and Dworkin did, we can imagine the thought
process of these utilitarians. The relocation and overlooking of the views of 150,000 people from
22,000 families would likely be a source of substantial disutility, foremost for those having to resettle,
but perhaps too for the conurbations which may have struggled to receive them. For the families, it
may well have meant the severing of ties to treasured landscapes, particular ways of life, sources of
income, friends, and more distant relatives. To a Benthamite utilitarian, these costs would all translate
into varying losses of utility. The benefits the project yielded, perhaps agricultural gains, the mitigation
of the devastating impacts of floods, and the production of energy and the activities this subsequently
enables, would yield gains in utility. The fact that different individuals might suffer more or less
depending on their social background, gender, and age is not accounted for in this approach and these
gains might not necessarily have been obtained by the resettled individuals, but a Benthamite would
only be concerned with the overall gain or loss of utility within a wider population. Thus, if these
benefits represented a gain in utility of the population overall then they would argue that undertaking
the construction of the Hirakud dam was the right thing to do.

The above information can, of course, be reframed through a different moral lens, and changing
this moral framing may yield substantially different outlooks and judgements. Framing the above
through a capabilities lens does just this. The costs presented by the Hirakud dam can be framed in
reference to Nussbaum’s list of central human capabilities.

It is clear that many people’s capabilities were compromised throughout this process. For
example, the act of ignoring the complaints of those being forced to resettle might act to violate the
capability of political control over one’s environment. It is evident that this project and the subsequent
relocation of many people was not a voluntary choice. Such a circumstance may well have reduced
political capabilities of those being forced to resettle, and indeed their capability of bodily integrity.
A number of other capabilities might have been impacted by resettlement, the capability of affiliation
would be impeded as resettled communities become fragmented from one another. Simultaneously,
the resettlement process might have taken a greater toll on more vulnerable groups, for example,
the elderly and less mobile, and such situations would likely result in the impairment of their capability
of bodily health.

The dam simultaneously offered many means of capability enhancement. As outlined, the dam
yielded a number of benefits, including flood mitigation, extra water resources, and electricity.
All of these benefits would likely have resulted in the enhancement of many people’s capabilities.
The avoidance of severe floods would have prevented the deprivation of many capabilities, such as
bodily health, affiliation, and even life. The extra water resources will likely have increased food
security in certain areas, which will have promoted numerous capabilities directly and indirectly. For
example, bodily health depends in part on access to food and is essential for one to properly affiliate and
engage in society. The electrical output from the dam is likely to have enhanced a number of capabilities.
In being a source of both heat and lighting, it will have enabled many activities, for example, enabling
children to study in the evenings, thus enhancing capabilities such as practical reason.

The above benefits, however, would only be justifiable if those affected by the dam met a given
threshold level of capabilities, which does not appear to be the case [40] (the capabilitarian perspective
focusing on the lives of individual people, treating them as ends, would likely be opposed to the way
in which people’s threshold levels of capabilities were traded to the benefit of others. This is not to
say that the capability approach does not favour limiting the capabilities of some for the benefit of
others, if those people being limited have capability levels well above the sufficient threshold). As
a result, the initial assessment as to which aspects of a situation are voiced or framed as an injustice is
going to differ depending on the moral frame which is used. It becomes clear that switching theories
to analyse this event is likely to yield different conclusions as to which aspects of the project related to
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justice. Understanding the project through a metric such as capabilities enabled us to see which aspects
of people’s lives stood to be enhanced or compromised by the dam’s construction. Subsequently,
this approach can provide insights on alternative ways of delivering the dam or alternatives ways of
meeting the goals of the dam (i.e., electricity, flood alleviation, and irrigation resources) that do not
compromise these capabilities or that meet them in different ways.

The utilitarian approach takes a conceptual birds-eye view of events providing insights on
an aggregate level, whilst the capability approach enables the probing and conceptualisation of events
which happen on a personal level. This dynamic feeds into the question of which moral theories lend
themselves best to creating a space in which to capture, conceptualise, and articulate the energy-related
injustice which energy justice frameworks seek to frame and ameliorate. In certain cases, a large-scale
energy project might be deemed necessary because its benefits outweigh its costs. However, this does
not imply that this event and its consequences should be explored only through an aggregate lens.
The complexities and nuances of such a project might better be explored through a different lens.

Lessons for Energy Justice

In using multiple theories to frame an issue (Table 2), a conceptual space begins to emerge in which
the impacts of an event on people’s lives and broader society can be explored in reference to certain
values and socio-political circumstances. The circumstances provide a framing, or “socio-political
backdrop”, in which to contextualise the construction of the dam. A space was thus created which helped
identify possible underlying situations which meant certain groups were already more vulnerable
to this type of energy dilemma. The capabilities approach offered unique insights on the impacts of
the dam on individual people’s and communities’ lives. Furthermore, the approach pointed towards
existing deprivations which likely compounded people’s vulnerability to the burdens of energy
dilemmas. Simultaneously, the utilitarian framing offered insights into the likely logic employed
by the decision-makers. Importantly, this broad conceptual space is not just for academics and
decision-makers to probe historic energy dilemmas, but can be drawn on as a space for the testimonies
and voices of those who currently endure such dilemmas to be voiced and better understood.

Table 2. A comparison of the normative framings, insights, and guidance produced by separate
capabilitarian and utilitarian framings applied to the case study of the Hirakud dam.

Capability Frame Utilitarian Frame

Scale Community and Personal Level Aggregate “Bird-Eyes” Lens

Normative framings

The capability approach offered insights into the
dam’s impacts on specific aspects of people’s lives.

Through focusing on individual people’s or
communities’ existing levels of capability the
approach was able to highlight how certain
demographics and groups might be more

vulnerable than others to adverse impacts of the
dam’s construction through existing

capability deprivations.

The utilitarian framing focused on the aggregate
impacts of the dam’s construction on the overall
utility of the stakeholders. The outcome of the

dam’s construction was therefore assessed based
on whether it increased the utility of the overall
affected population. Individual issues, such as

relocation, flood mitigation, habitat destruction,
were only weighted based on their overall impact

on aggregate utility.

Normative insights
and guidance

The approach provided a means of identifying a
diversity of groups which needed to participate

earlier in the decision-making processes.
Simultaneously, the approach offered a means of

articulating and justifying which aspects of dam’s
construction were normatively problematic.

Through identifying how certain groups or people
may be more vulnerable than others to certain
impacts of dam’s construction, the capability

approach offered insights into which issues and
measures could be focused on or implemented in

order to mitigate capability deprivation.

The broad and aggregate framing the utilitarian
approach produced a retrospective insight into the

logic and reasoning likely employed by the
decision-makers involved in the dam’s

construction. This framing offered an insight as to
how the impact of a project can be assessed, but
more so, in conjunction with a capabilities-based

framing, highlighted the flaws and important
circumstances which can be overlooked by taking
such an aggregate “birds-eye” view of a large-scale

energy project.
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5. A Framework for the Pluralistic Use of Moral Theory

Here, we draw on the above case study to construct a framework outlining how a pluralistic use
of moral theory can be drawn on to contextualise and explore energy dilemmas in reference to broader
socio-political issues which might serve to underpin and exacerbate energy dilemmas. We later explain
how this framework can be used to strengthen both the TCEJ and principled approaches to energy
justice, particularly in reference to the methodological issues outlined in Section 2.

In the case study, we noted that both approaches were applied to the same situation, yet
enabled a theoretical probing on different levels and at different depths, providing different normative
conclusions and framings. These framings entailed viewing a given energy dilemma in relation to
external structures, principles, and norms, as outlined by the particular theory being used. These
components can combine to produce a socio-political backdrop in which to embed and understand
an energy dilemma within a broader context. Figure 1 illustrates this process, showing how energy
dilemmas can be framed by moral theories or approaches to yield valuable normative guidance
and insights, and subsequently illuminating existing social and political issues, which intersect with
an energy dilemma. Providing a view of an energy dilemma framed within a broader situation can
enable researchers to explore related and underlying socio-political situations, which may have been
previously concealed. In turn, exploring this broader framing can offer a greater variety of normative
insights, which can be used to guide decision-making processes. More importantly, perhaps, this
social and political backdrop can be used to highlight particular groups or societies which have
been overlooked within decision-making processes, i.e., those who may be deprived of the things
a given theory holds valuable. Of course, this alone will not inform on the experience of certain
groups, but at the very least it can highlight the value of enabling these groups to participate in future
decision-making processes.

Figure 1. A framework for framing energy dilemmas in relation to moral theory, yielding normative
framings and guidance whilst embeding the energy dilema within a broader socio-political back drop.

Drawing on additional theory to explore energy dilemmas allows for a broadening of the
socio-political backdrop in which energy dilemmas are embedded. When thinking about the case of
Hirakud dam, we might firstly think of it in isolation from other socio-political circumstances. However,
when these events are viewed through different moral lenses, a set of socio-political circumstances
becomes illuminated. Take, for example, the mass resettlements. Initially, this might be viewed as
a symptom completely dependent on the construction of the dam. When viewed through a particular
moral theory, in this case the capabilities approach, the resettlements are seen to be a symptom of an
underlying and already existing deprivation of political capabilities. The dam’s construction and the
mass resettlements acted to exacerbate this already existing deprivation. Thus, the impacts of this
particular event become clearly embedded in a broader socio-political setting, revealing opportunities
and insights that might help mitigate such deprivation in the future.

A pluralistic approach to using moral theory provided a multi-dimensional view of an energy
dilemma. In the case study, Bentham’s utilitarianism gave a potential insight into the viewpoints of
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the decision-makers—that being one based on making decisions on aggregate. When contrasted with
the capabilities view of those affected by the dam’s construction, shortcomings with such top-down
decision-making processes became apparent. The case study therefore did not just yield normative
insights into those who were affected by the dam’s construction, but also offered an insight into the
potential flaws embodied in the decision-making processes preceding and during its construction.

Listening to the voices of those suffering these events can go some way in explaining how these
situations become unjust. However, energy systems are complex and expansive and no one set of
voices (or theories) will be able to articulate and reflect the complexity and scale of such circumstances
alone. The pluralism we propose therefore does not just embrace the idea that many conceptions of
justice and “the good” exist; it also creates space for these complex energy dilemmas to be analysed
through multiple moral framings and approaches. This can help link and articulate these events and
voices together over various scales, creating an overview of energy dilemmas embedded in larger
social and political systems. This is something that seems incredibly pertinent if energy dilemmas
are to be addressed using a whole-systems approach and also raises questions regarding the extent to
which we can “bound out” energy dilemmas from broader issues.

6. Implications for TCEJ and the Principled Approach

In Section 2, we outlined a number of tensions which, in different ways, inhibited the abilities of
both the TCEJ and principled approach to create a space in which to articulate and understand the
impact of energy dilemmas on those who suffer them. This section therefore outlines how the above
framework and pluralistic appeal to moral theory can help ameliorate these issues.

Firstly, adopting a pluralistic approach to the use of moral theory would strengthen the TCEJ,
through enabling it to draw on and integrate a broader range of moral approaches and concepts. As
the case study illustrated in Section 3, being able to outline which aspects of a situation or event
contribute to a communities’ or persons’ experience of injustice can provide valuable guidance as to
how to ameliorate a given situation. This exercise would also prove useful in exploring the TCEJ’s goal
of providing safe, affordable, and sustainable energy to all through a moral frame. It would enable
triumvirate scholars to ground and detail why this goal is of moral significance, by framing energy
access by the components or ideas of justice this goal helps deliver and the features of injustice it
helps ameliorate.

Moral theory has been drawn on in similar ways within broader energy justice discourse. For
example, Day et al. [41] conceptualised energy poverty through a capabilities lens, enabling them to
explore and articulate which important aspects of a person’s life might face deprivation because of
limited access to energy. Day et al. found that the adoption of a capabilities approach helped broaden
traditional European conceptions of fuel poverty, which are limited to thermal comfort and health, to
encompass wider impacts of energy poverty, such as the deprivation of social respect and the ability to
maintain relationships [41]. The latter impact is echoed empirically in analysis by Middlemiss et al. [42]
of people who have experienced fuel poverty. Wood and Roelich [43] drew on the capabilities approach
and Day et al.’s framework to articulate issues of climate change mitigation in terms of well-being.
Approaches which draw on moral theory in this way help provide the normative guidance that the
triumvirate conception seeks to produce. They do so through offering language through which to
articulate the concerns and grievances of those who endure a range of energy dilemmas. The adoption
of a broad pluralism into the TCEJ would enable the approach to integrate and draw on a broader
array of existing justice literature without having to subscribe to a defined set of values.

Adopting a pluralistic use of moral theory would also go some way in helping to alleviate the
tensions between the TCEJ’s top-down initiatives and its underlying foundational ideas of justice. With
the goal of “embedding justice” in policy, the TCEJ’s aims reflect a concern with enabling policy-makers
to understand and operationalise ideas of justice—or to create spaces in which people’s conceptions of
justice can be understood. Integrating a pluralistic approach would enable the TCEJ to acknowledge
the importance of its triumvirate, whilst drawing on other moral accounts to explore how top-down
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policy strategies can come to embody ideals of distribution, recognition, and procedure. Although
the theories we discussed in this paper are more likely to be described as distributive theories of
justice, the TCEJ could draw on this approach by appealing to theories of procedural justice or theories
of democracy (certain theories are often described separately as either distributive, recognition of
procedural theories of justice. However, in some cases it might be more accurate to describe them
as sitting on a spectrum, with certain theories sitting between these three dimensions of justice. For
example, a number of Nussbaum’s central capabilities embody aspects of recognition and procedure.
We are thankful to an anonymous reviewer for prompting us to think about this further). Recognising
the value of certain theories can also assist in distilling these concepts into useful tools or heuristics
which can guide policy-making decisions. As such, a broader, pluralistic use of moral theory would
enable the TCEJ to maintain its core tenets through developing its own foundation around them.

It is interesting here to note a study by Milchram et al. [44], who drew on the TCEJ to explore the
values and conflicts which underpin public debate on smart grids. Reviewing a number of Dutch and
British newspaper articles, they found that a number of values, such as sustainability, transparency,
control, privacy, and security, are all associated with the implementation and operation of smart grid
systems. Subsequently, they recommend that energy justice needs to be broadened to include such
values. It is interesting to note, therefore, that such values are reflected in numerous existing works of
moral theory [45–49].

Our earlier concerns regarding the principled approach were that it was yet to explain why it drew
on one theory of justice over another when framing a particular energy dilemma, and secondly, that
it did not explore the implications of framing the same event with differing theories. Given that the
approach’s principles were developed from an original survey of literature, it does not face the same
foundational tensions between its philosophical grounding and its strategic initiatives. However, we
found that the beneficial probing of literature that Sovacool and Dworkin [3] lay out can be enhanced
through providing broader analysis of the same energy dilemmas through using opposing (or at least
differing) moral theories. Certain theories will be able to capture and articulate the impact of energy
dilemmas on people’s lives more powerfully than others and exploring this can help justify why we
might draw on one theory over another in developing guiding principles for decision-makers.

The above case study also serves to illustrate the relativism embodied in certain accounts of justice;
whether community-based or singular accounts, it illustrates that different voices and theories will
embody and reflect different and sometimes conflicting values. There are still challenges to overcome
in this respect. Assessing which accounts of justice are best suited to evaluating a particular set of
circumstances can represent a normative judgement in itself. Regardless, using multiple theories of
justice can serve to highlight and explain these differences, as well as act as guides in deciding which set
of values might best be drawn on when analysing an issue. This is essential when discussing large-scale
transboundary energy dilemmas such as climate change, which affect a diversity of communities who
each have their own value-sets and concerns.

7. Conclusions

To summarise, through comparing and contrasting both the triumvirate and principled approach
to energy justice, we revealed a number of theoretical and methodological limitations. We argued that
the adoption of a broad pluralistic use of moral theory would enable the utilisation and comparison of
moral concepts, which, in turn, can facilitate and support the goals and methodological underpinnings
of both approaches. We illustrated the outputs of using a range of moral theories to articulate and
conceptualise the impacts of energy dilemmas. Additionally, we outlined the importance of bearing
in mind the substantially different normative framings moral theories provide. We suggest that this
method will help energy scholars to identify which approaches are best able to capture the complex
and intersecting injustices energy systems pose.
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