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ABSTRACT
In this article, we deal with the evaluation of the losses
suffered by persons living in urban areas as a result of
energy services. In the first part, we analyse how by
adopting different informational foci we obtain contrasting
interpersonal evaluations regarding the same loss. In the
second part, we distinguish between a diachronic and a
hypothetical/moralised threshold for harm in order to assess
whether individuals are benefiting from or being harmed by
a given energy service. Our argument is that the most
accurate evaluation of an individual damage caused by an
energy service can be obtained by using capabilities as
informational focus, instead of realised wellbeing or means
to wellbeing, and by interpreting the loss in relation to a
hypothetical/moralised threshold that corresponds to a list
of central capabilities. In the last part, we address monetary
and non-monetary compensations for a loss that is
evaluated in terms of capabilities. Accordingly, we expound
how compensation policies can either restore the
capabilities lost due to energy services or monetarily
compensate the individual for the fact that a given
capability (or set of capabilities) has been irremediably lost.

KEYWORDS
Adaptive preferences;
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Energy justice has recently emerged as a distinctive branch of multidisciplinary
research, within the more general field of socio-economic justice, and it has
been open to contributions from ethicists, economists, scientists and political
theorists, which are moved by the very empirical consideration that the way
we produce, allocate, use energy and manage waste is yielding negative extern-
alities which should either be corrected or compensated for. It is usually main-
tained that energy justice consists of three pillars: distribution, recognition and
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procedural justice (McCauley 2018, 14–17; Jenkins et al. 2016; Pellegrini-
Masini 2020a).

In this article we shall focus on the role that moral and political philosophers
can play in relation to two specific questions concerning the distributive dimen-
sion of energy justice: 1) what is the object of energy justice, or in other words
what is the ‘thing’ that we should redistribute among the subjects of the scheme
of distribution—e.g., realised wellbeing, resources or capabilities (the currency);
2) what is the baseline that we employ for measuring losses and gains – it can
either be historical or moral (see Pogge 2008, 19–26; Meyer 2003; Boonin 2014,
56–65).1

Our aim in this work is to address these two questions by analysing their
implications for the notion of the individual damage caused by an energy
service (IDES), with a specific focus on the urban landscape. We use the
expression ‘energy service’ in a broad sense, referring not only to the end-
uses of energy, but also to its production, transport and extraction. Accordingly,
we take an IDES to occur whenever a new infrastructure dedicated to the pro-
duction, transmission and consumption of energy has some negative impacts
on a specific individual (or group of individuals) and, at the same time, it
benefits another individual (or group of individuals).2 Normally, it can be
observed that energy infrastructures represent a net cost for those individuals
who live close to them and a net advantage for the community. The idea that
energy infrastructures might cause damage to the population residing in
their proximity is well rooted in literature (J. H. Sorensen, J. Sorensen, and
Carnes 1984; Eyre 1997; Welsch 2016). These costs are considered negative
externalities, which are defined as ‘unpriced, unintended and uncompensated
side effects of one agent’s actions that directly affect the welfare of another
agent’ (Welsch 2016, 60). The need of addressing the problem of compensation
for damages caused by the siting of energy infrastructures is considered a chal-
lenge for the development of future energy systems (Welsch 2016) and it has
been argued that it should be a priority for an agenda of policy research
guided by the principles of energy justice (Pellegrini-Masini 2020b).

These issues are becoming increasingly more important in view of the need
to speed up the energy transition and the decarbonisation of the economic
activities. This huge effort will drive the transformation of the whole energy
system and the modernisation of most energy infrastructures, from the con-
struction of large capacities of renewable power to the development of the elec-
tricity grid. Local communities, affected by the new infrastructures, will carry a
great burden for the success of the energy transition, a clear example being the
impairment of the landscape, in the interest of the general public. This makes
very urgent the question how to compensate the negative effects suffered by citi-
zens as a result of the development of energy infrastructures that are required
for the energy transition.
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Compensation is the last step of a process of containment and minimisation
of the negative impacts expected, through the application of the criteria of pre-
caution, prevention and mitigation (mitigation hierarchy, see e.g., Enetjärn et
al. 2015). Compensation aims to rebalance, with one or more actions, the
residual negative impact due to the project, and its character should be homo-
geneous with that of the damaged compartment. For instance, the compen-
sation of an environmental impact should consist of environmental measures
and not only of economic or social ones, avoiding, as far as possible, monetisa-
tion. This provision is well established and can be traced back, for instance, to
the original document of the Ramsar Convention (UNESCO 1971, art. 4.2),
according to which ‘where a Contracting Party in its urgent national interest,
deletes or restricts the boundaries of a wetland included in the List, it should
as far as possible compensate for any loss of wetland resources, and in particular
it should create additional nature reserves for waterfowl and for the protection,
either in the same area or elsewhere, of an adequate portion of the original
habitat’. In practice, compensation measures are often the result of a private
negotiation between the owner of the energy infrastructure and the municipal-
ity where the infrastructure is to be built (see, e.g., RGI 2018). This practice
gives rise to several problems, from the asymmetry in knowledge and resources
between the parties in the negotiation to the identification of the beneficiaries,
and it makes urgent a reflection on implied justice aspects.

In this paper, we discuss the different, possible approaches to compensation,
in the framework of energy justice, and we start outlining how the capability
approach could be used for deciding on the siting of energy infrastructures.
This is the first step towards the implementation of the approach in the
current practices that could lead to a real improvement of the justice-related
aspects of the energy transition and, considering the opposition that sometimes
is experienced by new energy developments, it could ease the process and even
contribute to make this transition possible.

Furthermore, by discussing the social benefits and costs of energy services in
terms of capabilities, we intend to contribute to a broader definition of the
concept of energy development. As we shall see, we will maintain that marginal
increases in energy development do not result from the mere expansion of
energy services, but from the enlargement of individual capabilities driven by
these services (see also Day, Walker, and Simcock 2016). To this, we also add
the further claim that variations in access to energy services, due to the accel-
eration or slowdown of energy developments, should not be read in a diachro-
nic perspective that spans from the creation to the decommissioning of energy
infrastructures, but rather should be measured against a morally predetermined
baseline, which consists in a set of basic capabilities.

The article is structured as follows. In section I, we discuss the implications
of different currencies of justice for the evaluation of IDES. In section II we
wonder whether in assessing the right compensation for an IDES we should
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take as a benchmark a condition that the subject experienced in her personal
history, or rather a moralised hypothesis that is not historical. Our argument
is that only a subjunctive interpretation of IDES that is based on lost capabilities
can yield a comprehensive account of this peculiar trade-off between costs and
advantages. Accordingly, in section III we analyse different forms of monetary
and non-monetary compensation that can restore the capabilities lost because
of energy services.

1. Energy, Damages and Capabilities

When reasoning about justice it is of paramount importance to start from the
distinction about the three different parameters (currencies) that can be adopted
as measures of wellbeing and, accordingly, as informational bases of justice:
realised achievements, means to achievement and freedoms to achieve (Sen
1992, 31–55; 1999, 54–110; See also Arneson 2000). If we look at realised
achievements for evaluating and comparing different individual positions in
social arrangements, it means that we are interested in how much happiness
and satisfaction people obtain from the resources they have at their disposal,
regardless of how much resources they control. A clear example of this
approach can be found in the utilitarian doctrine. Consider, as an explicative
case, two benefits, A and B, that are different in magnitude (A > B) and that
accrue to two different persons, X and Y, and yield the same marginal utility
on their respective utility functions (muA-X =muB-Y). From the utilitarian
perspective, these two benefits have the same value, both for descriptive and
for normative purposes, notwithstanding that one is bigger than the other
(See also Mulgan 2007, 61–92).

Conversely, if we adopt means to achievement as our informational base, we
ought to maintain that the distribution of benefits A and B has been unequal in
regard to individuals X and Y, because even though muA-X =muB-Y, what
only matters in our evaluation is that A > B. This is the philosophical tendency
that has characterised, from the 1970s, Rawlsian and post-Rawlsian normative
political theory (see Vallentyne and Tungodden 2013). Lastly, if we replace
means to achievements with freedoms to achieve, we should not simply
linger on a quantitative comparison between A and B, rather we should
focus both on the potential of the recipients, X and Y, to convert A and B
into wellbeing and on the ‘capability set of alternatives’ they have in addition
to A and B (Sen 1999, 75). Accordingly, a distribution in which X and Y
exactly control the same set of resources cannot be considered as equal if
these two individuals have the possibility to get two different levels of well-
being from these equal resources (see Sen 1999, 70–72; Robeyns 2017, 21–58).

In Sen’s terminology, we can say that life consists in a variety of functionings,
which are all the ‘various things a person may value doing or being’ (Sen 1999,
75) –e.g., being nourished, receiving education, tasting single malt scotch
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whiskeys, and so on. Whenever an individual realises a valued functioning, she
increases her wellbeing. Then we have capabilities, which are all ‘the alternative
combinations of functionings that are feasible for her to achieve’ (Sen 1999, 75).
Capabilities are the measure of the freedom to achieve wellbeing, which,
according to Sen, is the correct parameter for evaluating the position of any
individual in society – in contrast to realised wellbeing and means to wellbeing
(See also Robeyns 2017, 38–44; Alkire 2008).

How is this discourse on wellbeing assessment relevant to energy justice?
Firstly, it is relevant in so far as by adopting different informational bases for
interpreting the meaning of ‘worse off’ we obtain conflicting results regarding
the existence and the evaluation of damages and losses. Most environmental
economists, for example, use realised wellbeing as their metric. They postulate
that the value of a given environmental asset cannot be defined a priori, but
instead reflects individual preferences which, presumably, maximise the indi-
vidual utility and in doing so are also Pareto-efficient from a collective point
of view (see Bromley and Paavola 2002). Thus, there could be cases in which
the individuals acting within these models end up in the grips of adaptive pre-
ferences, that is to say of the psychological phenomenon by virtue of which low
levels of experienced conditions move down the bar of expectations (Sen 1999,
62–63, 67–70; Nussbaum 2000, 111–166; Elster 1983; Bovens 1992;)—so falling
back on a reductionist interpretation of harm.

If, on the contrary, we recur to a neutral estimate of lost and gained resources
– or means to achievement—we would completely overlook that both social
and individual factors have a heavy influence on the individual conversion-
paths of commodities into wellbeing. This is what happens within those
other models that either aim to identify the value of an environmental or
social asset regardless of prices (i.e., in terms of individual preferences at the
margin) but rather on the basis of what is supposed to be its intrinsic value
(a typical example is a mountain landscape in an area where no one wants to
live or go on vacation, or a suburban urban park that no one is using), or
measure energy poverty in relation to the total amount of energy accessible
to given households, without considering the fact that two different individuals
who have access to the same amount of energy could get from it two different
marginal increases in well-being, due to physical differences (e.g., age, illness,
etc.), atmospheric differences (e.g., living in extremely cold or extremely hot
places) or social differences (e.g., living in social contexts where work relation-
ships or simple hospitality require compliance with a certain internal tempera-
ture threshold) (see also Day, Walker, and Simcock 2016; Wood and Roelich
2019).

Secondly, by shifting the focus from functionings to capabilities, the theory
that we propose here allows to assess the contribution of energy services to
energy developments in a context-sensitive way, i.e., not simply looking at
the absolute value of energy infrastructures, but assessing, instead, the pathways
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through which specific individuals in specific communities convert services
into well-being. And this obviously opens to the conclusion that, for
example, two identical infrastructures can undergo different processes of con-
version into wellbeing, in two different communities (due to either individual
or social heterogeneities), thus giving rise to two different results in terms of
variations in energy developments. Moreover, interpreting energy develop-
ments as enlargement of individual capability-sets means that it does not
matter what things people do or stop doing after the provision of energy ser-
vices, but what things people are free to do and to be, regardless of whether
they decide to actually do or be these things (see also Hillerbrand 2018).

Thirdly, capabilities can help us to define a threshold of damage from energy
infrastructures that is not historical but subjunctive. This allows to shift the
assessment of the energy infrastructures, and its impact on energy develop-
ments, from a diachronic perspective to a broader moral valuation, which
takes into account not only the impact of the infrastructure in terms of vari-
ations in individual capability sets, but also what the infrastructure could
have done to enable the realisation of capabilities that were poorly developed
even before the facility was commissioned.

As a matter of exemplification, consider a case in which we have to choose, as
a local public authority, where to install an energy facility, and we have two
options: either in proximity to a decentred but wealthy residential area,
where the new structure would substantially deprive the inhabitants of the
green spaces they usually hang out at, or rather in a poor suburb, where it
would replace an abandoned social centre that was initially conceived for pro-
moting reading culture. If we look at this issue from the perspective of realised
achievements, we could have reasons enough for concluding that the facility
would have a more negative impact, in terms of marginalities, on the utility
functions of the people living in the wealthy neighbourhood – because we
can imagine that it would deprive them of the green spots where they spend
a significant amount of their leisure time. Whereas, the inhabitants of the
other area would suffer, in comparison, a smaller loss in utility, given that
they were not using the area that the facility might take over.

Nonetheless, it is very likely that by limiting the informational focus to
realised achievements we might fall prey, in cases like this one, to evaluative dis-
tortions due to adaptive preferences. The latter can either be read from the per-
spective of rational choice theory or in purely normative terms (See Barnes
2009). From the first perspective, an adaptive preference accounts to a non-
autonomous change in preferences that is irrational and therefore unusable
for the purpose of measuring individual well-being. Where non-autonomous
means that it does not derive from a conscious process aimed at changing pre-
ferences, and the typical example is that of an individual who is unable to obtain
a certain functioning and therefore convinces herself that this functioning is
irrelevant for her wellbeing (Elster 1983; Bovens 1992; Bruckner 2009). From

202 F. CORVINO ET AL.



the second perspective, an adaptive preference can be interpreted as the renun-
ciation of one or more capabilities in the face of restricted options, which
counts as either unreliable for wellbeing assessment (Sen 1999, 62–63) or as
normatively wrong whenever the capabilities the individual gives up are con-
sidered as objectively constitutive of a life that has value, regardless of the
degree of awareness or unreasonableness of the individual (Nussbaum 2000,
111–166; 2001). Accordingly, a person who adapts to live in a context of
oppression has made a lowering of one’s expectations of wellbeing that it is
wrong to take into consideration, while a person who initially yearns for an
object, and then after discovering that this object costs a lot convinces herself
that this object would not bring a great increase to her well-being, is not necess-
arily making a wrong adjustment, neither from an axiological nor from a nor-
mative point of view.

Let us assume, returning to our case, that people from the suburban area
were not profiting from the opportunity of the cultural centre because they
have never been given the chance of discovering the beauty of literature. Or
in other words, because the activities that were promoted in the centre –e.g.,
reading groups, presentations, and so on—required a previous knowledge
about literature and reading skills that the majority of people in that area do
not have. Under these circumstances, we may be faced with a case of adaptive
preferences in both versions.

On the one hand, the renunciation of the use of the centre would seem not to
be a rational choice, but rather a consequence of the fact that the majority of the
inhabitants of the neighbourhood have not been provided with the educational
assistance and stimuli necessary to cultivate a passion for the humanities. On
the other hand, one could propose a normative argument that it is unfair
that some people are deprived of the capability to enjoy things like theatre
and literature. After all, the capability to enjoy art and humanities is what Nuss-
baum would define as a ‘combined’ capability, in the sense that its fruition
requires ‘suitable external conditions’ (Nussbaum 2000, 84–85) that only
society can provide to the individual – in this case in terms of schooling, edu-
cational opportunities, and so on.

Therefore, from a purely utilitarian perspective, it might be correct to say
that people in the residential area suffer a bigger loss than people in the
suburbs, but this occurs because the latter have got used to living a life
without cultural activities of the kind that were proposed in the social centre.
Yet, the fact that they do not register it as a loss on their utility functions
does not necessarily entail that depriving them of the social centre is more
just than depriving some other people of some other things that have an
impact on their respective utility functions. For in cases like the one we are dis-
cussing, looking only at realised achievements for the purpose of harm evalu-
ation can become a self-absolutory strategy for reinforcing entrenched
inequalities (See also Corvino 2019, 528–536).
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An alternative solution might consist in looking at means to achievements
instead of realised achievements. If we do so, the loss of the social centre and
the loss of the green area could be weighted on objective economic terms, on
the basis of their value as assets, without taking into consideration heterogene-
ities among end-users. The advantage of this second evaluative approach over
the previous one is that it does not penalise people from the suburban area for
not having the capability to profit from the social centre. The disadvantage, on
the other hand, consists in the fact that by taking resources as the sole informa-
tional base for IDES, we give up on any evaluation on the different impact of
this form of harm among members of the social group. Moreover, we might
also incur in situations in which the economic loss does not correspond to a
loss in wellbeing and this is not due to adaptive preferences.

Regarding the first point, we can easily notice that if we focus only on
resources, we should consider as equal the loss that the energy facility would
impose either on a person who has the cultural knowledge that is required
for enjoying the cultural activities of the social centre or on another person
that is completely illiterate. Even though we have reasons to hold that both
persons have suffered a loss – according to the arguments we have discussed
before—it seems unreasonable to hold that they have suffered the same loss.
Regarding the second point, let us imagine an overturning of our example, in
which those that do not use the area that might be taken over by the facility
are the people who live in the residential neighbourhood. And this is not due
to them lacking any combined capability required to enjoy green spots,
rather it occurs because they simply prefer to hang out in the city centre.
The approach based on resources would assign the same value to the harm
that the facility might inflict in the residential area both in the original
example and in the overturned version. This indifference seems unreasonable
from a moral point of view.

Only an evaluation based on lost capabilities would yield a comprehensive
estimate of IDES that is immune from reductionist conclusions due to adaptive
preferences, takes into consideration the use that people make of lost resources
–apart from their economic value—and allows for differentiation due to hetero-
geneities in the individual process of conversion of resources into wellbeing.3

Thus, in our original example, we could make the general claim that with the
installation of the facility, people from the suburb would lose the capability
for participating with others in cultural activities, notwithstanding that this is
a combined capability that requires some social preconditions to be exercised,
because the fact that some people have not yet received the social contribution
for the fruition of a combined capability does pose the problem of providing
this contribution, instead of being a justification for denying the combined
capability tout court. Conversely, people from the wealthy neighbourhood
would lose the capability for hanging out in green spots nearby their houses,
that is mostly an internal rather than a combined capability, because it
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becomes exercisable with the normal development of human functions, as
walking for example – while the capability for playing does also have a com-
bined component.

Therefore, by limiting the analysis to this general claim, we can evaluate
the dimension of IDES in the two scenarios on the basis of two indicators:
the centrality of lost capabilities and the number of people involved.
Obviously, these indicators can provide quite accurate results regarding
where to place a given IDES on an ordinal scale, while it is admittedly
more difficult to assign cardinal values (Comim 2008; Alkire 2005; Alkire
et al. 2015). Going back to our example, if we are only interested in asses-
sing which of the two losses is more serious, hence which one should be
avoided, we can firstly wonder whether the capability for hanging out in
green spots near home is more or less important than the capability for
participating in shared cultural activities. The response to this question is
political. We would say that the second capability is more central than
the first one, but our aim in this part of the paper is descriptive rather
than normative, hence we shall leave the issue open. Obviously, every
decision-maker that would want to adopt the evaluative criterion for
losses that we are proposing here would need to blend it into her more
general ethical and moral beliefs. And she would also have to take into
consideration the second indicator, namely the number of people that are
at risk of losing any of the two different capabilities.

At this point, it might be worth stressing that we are only tackling the issue
how to measure an IDES, independently of any broader theory of socio-econ-
omic justice within which we might want to frame our evaluation of the loss.
Therefore, it might be perfectly coherent to hold that the damage that people
from the suburb would suffer from the energy facility is smaller than the
damage to people from the wealthy area, but that, notwithstanding this fact,
we prefer, for egalitarian convictions, to inflict a bigger damage to the better
off rather than a small damage to the worse off.4

Conversely, if we are interested in a cardinal evaluation of IDES, rather
than in a comparison, because we want to assess which correlative compen-
sation is due, capabilities would surely have problems in providing precise
numbers that correspond to monetary quantities, but they have the great
advantage of being malleable with regards to the possible non-monetary
ways of restoration. In other words, even though it might be difficult to
assess what is the economic value of the capability for participating in
shared cultural activities, it is much easier to come up with solutions for
guaranteeing this capability that are alternative to the abandoned social
centre. In the fourth section, we shall deal with the issue of non-monetary
restoration of capabilities that are lost due to energy services. However,
before getting into it, it is important to respond to the fourth question
about energy justice to which political philosophers should find a plausible
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answer: should we interpret energy harm in a diachronic or in a subjunc-
tive sense? Or maybe in both senses? The following section will be dedi-
cated to this conundrum.

2. Diachronic vs. Subjunctive Interpretation of Damages Caused by
Energy Services

We have argued that, from a person-affecting prospective5, we can maintain
that a given energy service brings harm to a given agent – or group of agents
—when it causes the agent to be worse off in comparison with a baseline that
represents our benchmark for no-harm. In the previous section, we have ana-
lysed all the different senses in which the agent can be considered as worse off
than she would have been at the no-harm baseline. And we have concluded that
we have cogent reasons for adopting capabilities as our evaluative metric. Now
we shall focus, instead, on how we get the no-harm baseline. Does it
correspond to the condition that the agent was enjoying at the precise
moment in which the energy service interfered with her? Or does it refer to a
hypothetical situation that we have abstractly identified as a requirement of
justice? Or both things?

Going straight to the point, consider a continuation of the example that
we have adopted in this paper. The public authority that is in charge of
choosing the place for the energy facility decides to install it in the
suburb, hence depriving the inhabitants of the cultural centre. However,
suppose that after ten years a new group of administrators of the public
authority have to decide whether or not to continue the activities of the
energy facility in the same location. They decide to keep things unaltered,
but at the same time, they entrust two tiny public buildings, from that
same suburb, to a cultural association that is supposed to take over, but
on a much smaller scale, the activities that would have been organised in
the old cultural centre. Is this second administration benefiting or
harming the inhabitants of the suburb? Or in terms of capabilities, is
this second administration promoting or limiting the inhabitants’ capability
for participating in shared cultural activities (from now on let’s call it capa-
bility P)?

From a diachronic perspective, the second administration is benefiting resi-
dents because it is making them better off than they were before of its assign-
ment – or, in a more analytical formulation, better off than they were before the
new administration started interacting with them. Yet, residents still fall short
from collectively exercising capability P, because the resources allocated to the
association only allow for very limited cultural initiatives. However, if we have
reasons to believe that capability P is part of the minimum set of capabilities
that we identify as central for living a life that has value, we should not judge
the consequences of the actions performed by the second administration at
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time t2 in comparison to the situation at time t1, rather we ought to take as our
benchmark a subjunctive condition in which our moral demands about capa-
bility P are met (Pogge 2008, 19–26). In our example, this benchmark can be
indicated by the hypothetical situation in which every inhabitant of the
suburb is provided with the means for having a reasonable chance of develop-
ing the capability for participating in shared cultural activities, regardless of
whether this hypothetical situation has ever existed in history.

It might be objected that there is no reason to appeal to subjunctive and mor-
alised baselines because we can reject the conclusion that a given action brings
about a diachronic benefit by moving back in time the historical baseline. For
example, in our case it can be argued that the second administration is not
harming the local community in relation to the situation that was created by
the first administration but is still causing harm with respect to the situation
we had before the energy infrastructure took over the cultural centre. Unfortu-
nately, this is not always true.

Imagine a modification of our example, in which the cultural centre had
never existed in the area where the energy facility was settled. Within this scen-
ario, there is no historical baseline we can refer to for denying that the second
administration is benefiting the local community. Moreover, even in those cases
in which we can find a historical baseline with regards to which a present
outcome can be considered as worse off, there is no reason to believe that we
should be morally satisfied with that baseline. This occurs in the original
version of our example. If we adopt as a historical baseline the moment
before the first administration decided to dismiss the cultural centre, we
would have a benchmark that would allow us to maintain that the second
administration is keeping on harming the local community instead of benefit-
ing it, but this benchmark would not be satisfactory. For even though at that
time people were closer to collectively exercising capability P, they were still
falling short of a full exercise of that capability, because in addition to the cul-
tural centre they were lacking the social contribution needed to appreciate and
to follow the activities of the centre.

On the other hand, the danger of adopting only subjunctive baselines for
IDES consists in the fact that minor losses inflicted to individuals who start
from high levels of capabilities might not be taken into account. Imagine that
we hold that for capability P to be considered as collectively exercisable by a
local community we need every member of this community to be given access
to a minimum level of education and to spaces where to share cultural activities,
and consider a case in which an energy infrastructure takes over a cinema in a
central neighbourhood that has plenty of other cinemas. Since the loss of only
one among many cinemas would not render anyone unable to meet the
minimum requirements for exercising capability P, we would have to conclude
that from our subjunctive prospective the loss of the cinema does not harm
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anyone in relation to capability P. Whereas, diachronically it might still be poss-
ible to denounce the removal of the cinema as a loss for residents.

Shall it bother us? When talking of harm in general terms, the answer is yes.
That is why we believe that Lukas Meyer (2003, 154–155) is perfectly right when
he argues that both the historical and the subjunctive evaluations of harm are
sufficient but not necessary conditions for ascertaining that an action has been
harmful. Conversely, in the case of IDES, we are not sure that a reductionist
account of harm stemming from the exclusive adoption of subjunctive
thresholds does necessarily pose a problem, rather we believe that under the
majority of circumstances it can be an advantage. For if every variation in
the distribution of energy advantages were to be considered as harm, any ega-
litarian redistribution of costs would bring with itself a never-ending wake of
compensations. On the contrary, from the subjunctive prospective, only the
losses of resources that undermine the exercisability of those capabilities that
we have chosen as central for the community will be weighted in the estimation
of harm and will trigger compensatory duties. How do we decide which capa-
bilities are central and which are not for a given community and whether the
compensation for subjunctive harm based on capability thresholds could be
non-monetary is the topic of the following section.

3. Restoring Lost Capabilities Through Monetary and Non-monetary
Compensation

As we all know, Sen put much emphasis on the importance of capabilities for
evaluating individual positions in society, but he never wanted to explicitly dis-
tinguish among those capabilities that are more central, or more basic, and the
others – although we can attempt some normative inferences from his descrip-
tive insights on the measurement of the quality of life. Whereas Nussbaum
(2007, 76–77) made a famous list of the ten capabilities that she deems as
central for any individual to live ‘a life worthy of human dignity’: 1) life, 2)
bodily health, 3) bodily integrity, 4) senses, imagination, and thought, 5)
emotions, 6) practical reason, 7) affiliation, 8) other species, 9) play, 10)
control over one’s environment. This list is supposed to represent a cosmopo-
litan minimum of social justice or, in other words, a necessary but not sufficient
component of a comprehensive account of distributive justice.

Shall philosophers attempt to do the same within the more specific field of
energy justice? That is to say, shall they propose a universal list of capabilities
that cannot be undermined, in any case, by energy services? Probably there
would not be enough space here to probe such an articulate normative issue.
Moreover, notwithstanding the fact that a list of central capabilities would
not run the risk of stumbling into paternalism, at least as long as capabilities
are described in a general way and functionings are kept out of the normative
discourse (Nussbaum 2007, 78–80), we are also convinced that with regards to
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energy justice it would make more sense to leave to single communities the
onus of deciding which capabilities should be considered as central and
which should not (Sen 2005; Robeyns 2006, 355–356; Biggieri et al. 2007).

Obviously, there are certain capabilities that relate to key functionings, as
having good health, receiving enough nourishment, being protected from
natural disasters, and so on, that we intuitively want to be given unbreakable
priority by every social group. Thus, someone might demand these capabilities
to be part of a universal list with respect to which we should evaluate energy
harm. But on the other hand, the negative rights to life and health are
already part of any credible account of justice, interpreted in a broad sense.
Accordingly, when dealing with the specific issue of which capabilities should
be considered as central in the definition of environmental harm, there is no
alternative but to put in the list all the threats to bodily integrity.

Therefore, the political choice that we were arguing should be left to local
policymakers pertains to the classification of the capabilities that usually
relate to positive justice and that might be curtailed by energy services. The pos-
ition of refraining from ranking or listing capabilities is also embraced by Sen
(2005, 157), who affirms that such position is motivated by the difference of
contexts in which communities live and by the importance of leaving room
for public reasoning on the subject, instead of limiting it. At the same time,
it can be noticed that Sen (1979) himself argued for interpreting needs as
basic capabilities and he affirms that Rawls’s concern with primary goods
could be complemented with a focus on basic capabilities (Sen 1979, 218–
19), thereby implicitly admitting that some preeminent basic capabilities actu-
ally exist. Elaborating further on this idea of Sen (1979) that needs are interpret-
able as basic capabilities, it has been argued (Pellegrini-Masini 2019) that, since
energy justice is rooted in the concept of equality (Pellegrini-Masini 2020a),
energy justice promotes at least equal levels of basic capabilities and the satis-
faction of basic needs. Holding this perspective would result in considering the
protection of basic needs and their related basic capabilities as paramount for
any energy policy and thereby implying the provision of compensation
through restoration or indemnification. While drawing the line between
basic needs and higher needs might be difficult, theories of needs have pre-
sented this distinction (Maslow 1987; Max-Neef 1992), which has also been
confirmed by empirical research testing the hierarchy of needs of Maslow
(Oishi et al. 1999; Sheldon et al. 2001; Taormina and Gao 2013).

Therefore, being basic needs and their corresponding basic capabilities
worthy of protection above all other capabilities, it could be argued that what
Max-Neef (1992, 206) indicates as ‘subsistence’ and ‘protection’, comprising
respectively ‘physical health, mental health, equilibrium, sense of humour,
adaptability’ and ‘care, adaptability, autonomy, equilibrium, solidarity’, and
what Maslow (1987) similarly defines as physiological needs and safety needs,
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could be considered the basic needs corresponding to their related basic capa-
bilities that require priority protection.

The very practical problem we face is what we shall do with activities that
tarnish the human capabilities that have been judged as central in the assess-
ment of IDES. Should they be stopped and the victims compensated? Or can
these activities be continued and the victims compensated? In both cases,
shall the compensation consist of the precise restoration of the resources that
were guaranteeing the central capability that was lost? Is the perpetrator of
energy harm free in deciding how to restore the capability? Can this compen-
sation be monetary? Can it not be so?

First of all, the great advantage of using capabilities for measuring environ-
mental harm is that this approach does not allow for monetary trade-offs across
different spheres of interest – or across different central capabilities.6 In the
sense that monetary compensation can be accepted only in those cases in
which it can help the victim to restore the lost capability in the private
market. But money cannot be accepted in all those other cases in which it is
of no use for the victim for reaching the threshold that refers to the capability
that has been tarnished by the compensator.

Consider again the example of an energy infrastructure that leaves the resi-
dents of an urban area with less green spots than it is allowed by the harm
threshold related to the exercise of the central capability for enjoying nature
in one’s neighbourhood. Monetary compensation cannot be allowed in this
situation, because it would be useless for the restoration of this capability. Con-
versely, monetary compensation can probably be accepted in the case of the loss
of the capability for participating in shared cultural activities, provided that a
private market for these activities exists and that the monetary compensation
is enough for allowing the victims to access this market.

When a IDES would deprive some agents of a central capability that cannot
be restored in a non-monetary way, and a monetary compensation would be
ineffective with regards to the lost capability, the IDES is irreparable and
thus impermissible. This is an important difference between IDES interpreted
in terms of means to achievement and IDES based on capabilities. For if we
only look at the economic value of lost assets, monetary compensation will
always be an open option, at least theoretically, unless we impose the further
clause that some forms of harm are impermissible per se. In the account of
IDES that we are proposing, there are a series of horizontal thresholds that
do not allow for any trade-off. That is, we believe that for some central or
basic capabilities (as those earlier indicated) there cannot be neither monetary
trade-offs, unless they are suitable to restore the lost capability, nor trade-offs
between capabilities (see also Axelsen and Nielsen 2015).

The capability approach that we are proposing in this paper, contrasts instead
with mainstream energy policies underpinned by neoliberalist thinking, which
compresses the role of citizens to that of consumers with seemingly mostly
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economic rights (Willow 2016; Lennon et al. 2020). In current times, compen-
sation for energy infrastructure siting is seldom discussed and developers are
reluctant to talk about it (Cass, Walker, and Devine-Wright 2010), although
this has been researched, in terms of economic compensation, with regards to
wind farms (P. A. Groothuis, J. D. Groothuis, and Whitehead 2008). In particu-
lar, the wind farms example is illuminating about how the energy industry has
tried to avoid compensation discourses and to limit any measure in favour to
local communities to community benefits, being these financial or ‘in kind’ (Pel-
legrini-Masini 2020). Most often wind energy community benefits, in all their
forms, are not negotiated with the community but follow industry customary
practices (e.g., in the UK) or country laws (e.g., in Spain and Germany). This
might strengthen the position of socially deprived communities, which might
have less ability of negotiating, but it might also prevent those communities,
which might be capable of advancing their arguments, from asking for the pro-
tection or restoration of their threatened capabilities.

4. Conclusions

In this article, we faced two of the four questions that political and moral the-
orists should respond to when dealing with the distributive component of the
notion of energy justice. First, we argued that only by adopting capabilities as
the currency of justice we can obtain a comprehensive assessment of IDES,
which is immune to adaptive preferences and gives due weight to those individ-
ual and social heterogeneities that may cause two different agents to suffer two
different losses of wellbeing due to an energy service that deprives them of the
same set of resources. Second, we argued that marginal increases and losses of
capabilities caused by energy services should not be calculated in relation to a
diachronic benchmark, rather to a hypothetical and moralised threshold (or
series of horizontal thresholds) that correspond to something similar (if not
equivalent) to the account of Nussbaum’s list of ten central capabilities and
which relates to well established theories of needs.

In the last section of the article, we addressed the issue of compensation of an
agent who has been deprived of a central capability by an energy service. We
maintained that when the central capability cannot be restored in a non-mon-
etary way and monetary compensation is ineffective, the performance of the
energy service is impermissible. Accordingly, from a normative point of
view, either the policymaker relocates the infrastructure(s) that supplies the
energy service to a place where nobody would suffer non-compensable losses
of central capabilities or she renounces the supply of this service. A moral
conflict can arise only on condition that the energy infrastructure cannot be
relocated to a place where central capabilities are not jeopardised and the
decision to renounce the supply of the energy service may have as a conse-
quence the loss of some other central capabilities by the prospective recipients
of the energy service. Given the very restrictive scope of a list of basic or central
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capabilities that can be drawn, we assume that the trade-off between central
capabilities can be caused by energy services only on rare and extreme
occasions. In these situations, the choice should be democratic and it forms
part of the political responsibility of policy-makers.

In the end, by combining the informational focus of capabilities (currency)
with a hypothetical and moralised interpretation of marginalities, we come
up with an evaluative account of IDES that is based on two parameters: the cen-
trality of the individual capabilities involved and the number of people affected.
These parameters should be read in a lexicographic order, in the sense that safe-
guarding central capabilities should take precedence over any aggregative cal-
culus. Meaning that a large group of people losing non-central capabilities
should never outweigh even only one person losing a central capability. Aggre-
gative reasoning is allowed only in those cases in which two different individ-
uals (or group of individuals) are at risk of losing central capabilities.7

In developing this theoretical standpoint on compensation for IDES based
on the capabilities approach, we have proposed an innovative approach to com-
pensation policies that we wish might be discussed in policymaking.

The vision proposed does not counter traditional principles adopted to
address the problem of compensation for threatened community environ-
ments: the ‘property rule’ and the ‘liability rule’ (Cowell, Bristow, and
Munday 2011). The first rule presupposes a negotiation with the community
which must consent ex-ante an intervention on the environment that a com-
munity owns; while the second gives prominence to the rights of a third
party to make an intervention in a certain environment, but it grants the com-
munity to have a compensation ex-post. Most likely the adoption of a compen-
sation framework based on the capability approach could be used within the
‘liability rule’, but it could also be embedded in the planning process itself, in
order to pre-asses the costs that the community might suffer from a proposed
energy infrastructure in terms of loss of capabilities.

The capability approach to compensation is also flexible to a good extent
because, as earlier argued, and as contended by Sen (1979, 2005), there might
be a core of fundamental capabilities, but other capabilities are context-depen-
dent and are shaped by local cultures. Therefore it is possible to integrate a
capability approach to compensation in cultural and political contexts as
diverse as those that worldwide host energy infrastructures, whose acceptability
is often challenged on local cultural terms (see i.e., Zárate-Toledo, Patiño, and
Fraga 2019; Velasco-Herrejon and Bauwens 2020).

Notes

1. The other two issues about which philosophers could contribute to the ongoing
debate, and which we do not address in this article, concern the scope and the
pattern of energy distributive justice.
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2. We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for helping us to clarify this point.
3. See also the definition of energy poverty in terms of capabilities given by Day, Walker,

and Simcock (2016, 260).
4. For a detailed analysis of the relation between egalitarianism and capabilities (see Sen

1992).
5. For an overview of non-comparative accounts of harm (see Boonin 2014, 71–102).
6. At least in the original formulation given by Nussbaum.
7. In these situations, it might be also possible to integrate the aggregative reasoning

with further vertical distinctions between central capabilities, or, in other words,
with considerations regarding which central capabilities are ‘more central’ than
other central capabilities.
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