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Perspective 

Revisiting recognition in energy justice 
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Delft University of Technology (TU Delft), Jaffalaan 5, 2600 GA Delft, Netherlands   
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A B S T R A C T   

Energy justice often distinguishes between different tenets, such as distributive, procedural and recognition 
justice. Recognition justice has a distinct status compared to the other two as its meaning seems the least tangible 
to grasp. In this article, a systematic literature study was conducted to the definitions and interpretations of 
recognition justice, showing that the concept currently refers to a large variety of phenomena. This diversity 
obscures what “recognition justice” actually measures. This paper aims to revisit the concept of recognition 
justice in energy justice by asking the following question: what does the tenet of recognition justice refer to, 
taking into account the philosophical roots of the concept? To do so, key texts from Axel Honneth and Nancy 
Fraser were studied in-depth, resulting in four main insights: (1) there are two approaches to recognition justice; 
(2) actors can be (mis)recognised in multiple ways; (3) two different yet complementary methods for identifying 
instances of misrecognition can be distinguished; and (4) recognition justice cannot be reduced to other tenets of 
justice. These findings cumulate in a revisited definition of recognition justice as concerned with the adequate 
recognition of all actors through love, law, and status order. This definition structures the large variety of un-
derstandings in the scholarship, and it has the potential to provide a more fine-grained explanation of energy 
controversies, which advances the ultimate aim of making energy systems and policies more just.   

1. Introduction 

Concerns for the ethical aspects of energy systems originated in the 
environmental justice and climate justice literature, however the first 
articulation of energy justice in the academic literature dates from 2013 
[1]. The energy justice scholarship, which has grown rapidly in the last 
decade, strives towards understanding what is (un)just in energy sys-
tems, driven by a commitment to making energy systems more just [2]. 
To do so, the most frequently used energy justice framework is the tenet- 
based one that includes distributive, procedural, and recognition justice 
[1]. Distinguishing different tenets of justice has descriptive and 
normative goals. On the one hand, the framework functions as a toolkit 
to analyse case studies in terms of justice; on the other hand, it structures 
the evaluation of certain policies and decisions, and aids the process of 
making policy recommendations. 

Recognition justice has a distinct status compared to the other two 
tenets since its meaning seems the least tangible to grasp. As a result, 
recognition justice has been operationalised and measured in various 
ways. However, this diversity leaves a normative and an explanatory 
potential untapped. A better understanding of what it entails to be (mis) 
recognised can provide a more fine-grained explanation of energy con-
troversies. Also, better understanding what (mis)recognition signifies 

can aid the process of making energy systems and policies more just. 
The notion of justice as recognition has a much broader history than 

currently seems to be taken into consideration in the energy justice 
literature. Elaborate reflections on the concept can be traced back to 
critical theory, in the works of philosophers such as Nancy Fraser and 
Axel Honneth. Drawing from Fraser's and Honneth's theories of justice, 
this paper aims to revisit the concept of recognition justice in energy 
justice by asking the following question: what does the tenet of recog-
nition justice refer to, taking into account the philosophical literature on 
the concept? 

To do so, a systematic study of the definitions and use of “recognition 
justice” circulating in energy justice literature was conducted (Section 
two). To solve the ensuing issues, the theories of Nancy Fraser and Axel 
Honneth have been studied in-depth, including their roots in German 
idealism. From this, four key findings from this history of thought are 
presented (Section three). These learnings result in a revisited concep-
tion of recognition justice in energy justice (Section four). 

2. The use of recognition justice in energy justice 

This section aims to understand how recognition justice is currently 
defined and interpreted in the energy justice literature. To do this, a 
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systematic literature study was conducted. In the databases Science 
Direct, Web of Science, and Scopus, all articles and reviews that mention 
“energy justice” in the title, abstract or key words and that also contain 
the word “recognition” in the article were selected. Further criteria were 
the English language; publication dates after 2012; and only full-length 
peer-reviewed articles and reviews were included. The resulting 285 
articles were subsequently filtered; articles that only mention “recog-
nition” in the bibliography or in a footnote and papers that do not define 
nor engage with the concept as a tenet were excluded. The final 196 
papers (Fig. 1) were analysed in atlas.ti by searching for “recogn”, since 
this includes all relevant verbs and nouns such as “recognition”, “rec-
ognised”, and “recognitional”. The results were labelled according to 
two categories, namely (1) definitions and (2) the interpretations, un-
derstandings, or operationalisations of the concept when applied to the 
specific data or case study. In the remainder of this section, the defini-
tions and interpretations of the concept that were found are explained 
and critically assessed. 

As Fig. 1 shows, the amount of articles that engage with the concept 
of recognition in energy justice has increased during the last decade. In 
the data, ten different definitions of recognition justice were detected (e. 
g. Table 1). These definitions are subsequently clustered by their 
respective starting points, namely (1) actors1; (2) laws and regulations; 
(3) decision-making procedures, and (4) culture. From the 196 articles, 
27 (13,8 %) did not define recognition justice. A total of 40 articles 
(20,4 %) defined the concept without further engagement in the article. 
This could perhaps be explained by the conceptual differences and un-
clarities present in the scholarship due to the large variety in definitions. 
Articles that define recognition justice mention on average two different 
definitions. 

The first cluster of definitions starts from identifying certain social 
groups. While a first definition argues that recognition justice pertains to 
“who” is recognised, affected, impacted, or responsible, a second pre-
scribes attention directly towards (impacts on) vulnerable groups. 
However, both definitions do not signify what it actually means to 
recognise a certain group; defining recognition justice as recognising 
certain groups is rather circular. Also, the who-question is equally rele-
vant for distributive and procedural justice tenets; “who is impacted or 
affected” can signify distributive or procedural injustices too. For 
example, from the 39 articles that adopt the vulnerability-definition, 14 
actually interpret the data in terms of distributive justice (35,9 %), and 
13 articles interpret recognition as inclusion (33,3 %). Lastly, an 
emphasis on the most vulnerable overlaps with fundamental intuitions 
of justice in general [3].2 These actor-definitions do not clearly distin-
guish recognition justice from other tenets, obscuring its value in the 
energy justice framework. This is especially problematic given that 78 
papers (39.8 %) define recognition justice in these terms. 

The second cluster describes recognition justice in terms of recog-
nising the rights and equality of actors through assigning legal rights in 
laws and regulations. In most cases, this is applied to humans; however, 
in some cases the concept is also applied to rights of non-human actors 
such as animals or (specific parts of) the environment. It seems valid that 
the equality, dignity, and intrinsic value of actors can be (mis)recognised 
through laws and regulations. However, there might be other ways in 
which actors can be (mis)recognised, such as in the cultural sphere. 
Therefore, it can be considered as a part of a definition; as the only 
definition, it is too narrow. 

The third cluster takes decision-making procedures as its starting 

point. The cluster combines definitions of recognition justice as con-
cerned with fair representation, freedom from physical threats, and 
complete and equal political rights; including or representing all rele-
vant voices in decision-making; recognising people's needs, differences 
and interests (in policy-making); recognising experiences or perspec-
tives (in policy-making); or recognising bodies of knowledge (in policy- 
making). These definitions all seem to take a procedural-institutional 
approach. As a result, there is a substantial overlap with procedural 
justice, which represents a concern for fair decision-making procedures, 
which automatically includes representation and inclusion of all rele-
vant voices, equal political rights and the like. This observation is rele-
vant, since a vast majority of authors define recognition justice in terms 
of procedural justice (N = 120; 61.2 %). Moreover, a total of 75 articles 
(38,3 %) interpret recognition justice as inclusion and representation in 
decision-making procedures, making it the most-used interpretation of 
recognition justice in the scholarship. It is intuitive that actors can be 
misrecognised in formal procedures, but reducing recognition to inclu-
sion or representation narrows the definition of recognition justice to 
procedural justice completely, making it redundant as a separate tenet 
within the energy justice framework. 

Lastly, many articles cite Nancy Fraser's conception of recognition 
justice [4–6]. According to these authors, recognition justice refers to 
the cultural status order of society. Misrecognition occurs when such 
patterns are institutionalised in a way that prohibits the participatory 
parity of certain groups. However, only 25 of the 64 papers that mention 
this definition actually interpret or apply the concept in these terms; a 
majority takes decision-making procedures as a starting point (N = 37). 
A possible cause is confusion around the notion of “participatory parity”, 
a concept which is explained more in-depth in Section three, which 
seems to be interpreted often in terms of participation in decision- 
making procedures. 

Besides the ten different definitions of recognition justice, thirteen 
different interpretations of recognition justice were coded. This indicates 
how the concept of recognition justice was interpreted in relation to the 
empirical data in the articles. Four interpretations were coded that were 
not explicitly present in any of the given definitions, namely (a) agency, 
indicating that recognition justice ought to recognise the agency of ac-
tors, including respect for their autonomy, sovereignty and self- 
determination (N = 11); (b) love, stating that recognition justice is 
about care, concern, and emotive connections with other human beings 
(N = 2); (c) distributive justice, interpreting that recognition justice is 
about fair distributions of burdens and benefits, which reduces recog-
nition justice to the distributive justice tenet (N = 42); and (d) recog-
nition justice is about recognising a certain issue, topic, or problem, by 
either indicating that it exists and/or that it should gain more attention - 
which mirrors a more colloquial use of “recognition”, dissociated from 
justice (N = 25). The full list of interpretations and their descriptions and 
frequencies are described in Table 2. On average, scholars adopt five 
different interpretations of the concept. 

From this literature study it can be concluded that there is a great 
diversity in definitions and understandings of recognition justice. The 
concept currently refers to a large variety of phenomena in the schol-
arship. And although concepts such as rights, identity, values, experi-
ences, needs and differences seem somehow related, a systematic 
understanding of the nature of these relations is lacking. The diversity in 
definitions and understandings obscures what “recognition justice” 
actually measures, leading to incoherencies and confusion in the 
scholarship. To better understand what the tenet refers to, the key texts 
that represent the roots of the concept were studied in-depth. 

3. From critical theory to energy justice: four take-away points 

The concept of justice as recognition has a rich history that far pre-
cedes the energy justice scholarship, starting with Fichte's explorations 
in the 18th century until more contemporary efforts in critical theory by 
Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth [7]. Without pretending to do full 

1 I use “actors” instead of “people” throughout the whole article to open up 
the theoretical possibility of recognising non-humans such as animals or natural 
systems.  

2 John Rawls indicated that utilitarianism, sacrificing a minority for the 
majority, conflicts with our basic intuitions of what justice is. In this sense, 
justice always holds a special concern for minorities, which can be interpreted 
as a concern for the most vulnerable. 
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justice to the work of the philosophers in this study, I will present four 
key take-away points from an in-depth literature study on Honneth's and 
Fraser's theories of recognition, as their perspectives currently represent 
the two main approaches to the concept [8]. These insights result in a 
proposal for a revisited conception of recognition justice as a tenet in the 
energy justice framework. 

3.1. Two approaches to recognition justice 

A first observation that was drawn from the literature study is that 
there are two different approaches to recognition justice. Each approach 
has its own definition, normative ground, and method of investigation. 
A schematic overview of the two approaches can be found in Table 3. 
The first approach (chronologically), Honneth's recognition as self- 
realisation, will be described in Section 3.2. The second approach, 
which defines recognition justice in terms of the cultural status order, is 
described in the remainder of this section. 

Nancy Fraser places recognition justice in the cultural realm. She 
calls her stance the “status model of recognition”: she understands 
recognition as concerned with the cultural status order, or patterns of 
cultural value. Cultural values are always hierarchical: something is al-
ways more valuable than another thing. For example, executives are 
often valued more than homeless people [9]. 

Such value systems are institutionalised or deeply embedded in in-
stitutions.3 Institutions ought to be interpreted in the broadest sense here; 
Fraser mentions marketised and non-marketised institutions such as “legal, 
political, cultural, educational, associational, religious, familial, aesthetic, 
administrative, professional, intellectual” institutions [5, p. 58]. Conversely, 
value patterns can be embedded in both formal and informal institutions, the 
latter being “associational patterns, long-standing customs or sedimented 
social practices of civil society” [4, p. 114]. 

Recognition injustices therefore “targets injustices it understands as 
cultural, which it presumes to be rooted in social patterns of represen-
tation, interpretation, and communication. Examples include cultural 

Fig. 1. The final number of contributions, categorised per year.  

Table 1 
The definitions of recognition justice in the energy justice scholarship and their 
descriptions, including the number of articles that mention this definition, 
clustered by their starting points.  

Starting point  Definitions Recognition justice is 
concerned with… 

Actors (N = 78)  1 Who (N = 54) “Who” is recognised, 
affected, or impacted  

2 Vulnerable groups (N =
39) 

(The impact on) vulnerable 
groups 

Laws and 
regulations 
(N = 39)  

3 Legal rights, dignity, 
equality, and laws (N =
39) 

Recognising the rights, 
intrinsic dignity, and equality 
of actors (humans and/or 
non-humans) through laws 
and regulations 

Decision- 
making 
procedures 
(N = 120)  

4 Representation, freedom 
from threats, and 
political rights (N = 12) 

Fair representation, freedom 
from physical threats, and 
complete and equal political 
rights  

5 Inclusion in procedures 
and processes (N = 72) 
of: 

Including or representing all 
relevant voices in decision- 
making  

6 ● Needs/differences/ 
interests (N = 46) 

Recognising people's needs, 
differences, and interests  

7 ● Experiences/ 
perspectives (N = 21) 

Recognising people's 
experiences, and 
perspectives, perceptions, 
viewpoints, world-views, 
paradigms, visions, 
conceptions, understandings, 
and feelings  

8 ● Knowledge (N = 21) Recognising (and adequately 
valuing) different bodies of 
knowledge and 
understandings 

Culture (N =
71)  

9 Status order, including 
epistemic dimensions (N 
= 64) 

How the status order, e.g. 
patterns of cultural value, is 
institutionalised, giving rise 
to processes of 
marginalisation, ignoring, 
disrespect, degradation, 
devaluation, … of groups of 
people  

10 Cultural identity (N =
12) 

Recognising cultural and 
collective identities  

3 Institutions ought to be interpreted in the broadest sense here; Fraser 
mentions marketised and non-marketised institutions such as “legal, political, 
cultural, educational, associational, religious, familial, aesthetic, administra-
tive, professional, intellectual” institutions [5, p. 58]. In other words, value 
patterns can be embedded in both formal and informal institutions; informally, 
Fraser talks about “associational patterns, long-standing customs or sedimented 
social practices of civil society” [4]. 
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domination (being subjected to patterns of interpretation and commu-
nication that are associated with another culture and are alien and/or 
hostile to one's own); nonrecognition (being rendered invisible via the 
authoritative representational, communicative, and interpretative 
practices of one's own culture); and disrespect (being routinely maligned 
or disparaged in stereotypic public cultural representations and/or in 
everyday life interactions)” [21, p. 13]. In other words, according to 
Fraser, institutionalised cultural value systems can cause instances of 
misrecognition. 

When it comes to her normative stance, Fraser claims that mis-
recognition is wrong because it prevents people from participating 
equally “as peers in social life” [4]. This is what she calls “participatory 
parity” [21, p. 36]. If an institutionalised status order prevents people 
from participating as a peer or “full partner in social life”, then that 
status order is unjust and ought to be de-institutionalised [21, p. 30]. 
Note that it is not only about participation in decision-making on a 
political level, but about participation in all forms of social life, 
including raising your hand in class and sitting in a bus. The notion of 
participatory parity should therefore not be confused with procedural 
justice: it is much broader. Fraser's notion of participatory parity 
certainly includes political participation, but it goes way beyond that: it 
penetrates all interactions in social life. 

3.2. (Mis)recognition in different ways 

Fraser's definition is often adopted in the energy justice scholarship 
(N = 64), although only 25 of these articles actually interpret or apply 
the concept in these terms. Honneth's self-realisation approach to 
recognition justice, on the other hand, is not yet considered in energy 
justice: only one contribution that cites Honneth's conception of recog-
nition justice was found through the literature study [10]. This implies 

that Honneth's theory of recognition, including the early thoughts about 
recognition in philosophy, has been forgotten in the energy justice 
scholarship. This is unfortunate, since Honneth's categorisation has the 
potential to structure the diversity in definitions that has appeared in the 
energy justice scholarship over the years. 

The second key learning stems from Fichte's, Hegel's, and Honneth's 
writings: actors can be (mis)recognised in different ways. Before 
explaining this, it is important to note the distinction between elemen-
tary recognition and recognition in a certain respect [7]. Elementary 
recognition indicates the mutual recognition of persons that simulta-
neously constructs a person's identity. This is the type of recognition that 
the philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762–1814) envisioned. Fichte 
stipulated that humans are fundamentally socially constituted. The “I” 
must recognise the other as a free individual and the other must do the 
same [11]. This mutual recognition is necessary for the existence of 
human I-hood, freedom, and self-consciousness. 

In the energy context, it does not seem very useful to speak of this 
elementary recognition. Recognition in a certain respect comes closer to 
the colloquial use of the term [7]. Normally, somebody is recognised as 
something and with regard to a certain feature. To give an example: it 
has little meaning to say that a certain group is not recognised in a 
participatory context; rather, it is more useful to state that some people 
are misrecognised as epistemic agents that contribute valuable knowl-
edge in the debate, to give an example.4 

Table 2 
The interpretations of recognition justice in the energy justice scholarship and their descriptions, including the number of articles that adopt the interpretations, 
clustered by their starting points.  

Starting point  Interpretations Recognition justice is concerned with… 

Actors (N = 40)  1 Who (N = 18) “Who” is recognised, affected, or impacted  
2 Vulnerable groups (N = 30) (the impact on) vulnerable groups 

Laws and regulations (N 
= 51)  

3 Legal rights, dignity, equality, and laws 
(N = 51) 

Recognising the rights, intrinsic dignity, and equality of actors (humans and/or non-humans) 
through laws and regulations 

Decision-making 
procedures (N = 116)  

Representation, freedom from threats, 
and political rights (N = 0) 

Fair representation, freedom from physical threats, and complete and equal political rights  

4 Inclusion in procedures and processes (N 
= 75) of: 

Including or representing all relevant voices in decision-making  

5 ● Needs/differences/interests (N = 53) Recognising people's needs, differences, and interests  
6 ● Experiences/perspectives (N = 27) Recognising people's experiences, and perspectives, perceptions, viewpoints, world-views, 

paradigms, visions, conceptions, understandings, and feelings  
7 ● Knowledge (N = 43) Recognising (and adequately valuing) different bodies of knowledge and understandings 

Culture (N = 53)  8 Status order, including epistemic 
dimensions (N = 49) 

How the status order, e.g. patterns of cultural value, is institutionalised, giving rise to processes of 
marginalisation, ignoring, disrespect, degradation, devaluation, … of groups of people  

9 Cultural identity (N = 14) Recognising cultural and collective identities 
New categories (N = 71)  10 Agency (N = 11); Recognising the agency of actors, including respect for their autonomy, sovereignty and self- 

determination  
11 Love (N = 2) Care, concern, and emotive connections with other human beings  
12 Distributive justice (N = 42) Fair distributions of burdens and benefits  
13 Issue (N = 25) Recognising a certain issue, topic, or problem, by either indicating that it exists and/or that it should 

gain more attention  

Table 3 
An overview of the main differences between the two main approaches to recognition justice.   

Why misrecognition 
is unjust 

Recognition justice = Object of investigation Method of investigation 

Self-realisation 
model 

Harms practical 
relation-to-self 

Undistorted relation-to-self Harm to relation-to-self Identify subjective experiences of 
misrecognition 

Status order model Interferes with parity 
of participation in 
social life 

The cultural status order allows all 
to interact as full peers in social life 

The effect of institutionalised patterns of 
cultural value on the social status of actors 

Deliberate whether the institutionalised 
patterns of cultural value prevent participatory 
parity  

4 Note that “recognition” is not the same as “identification”: while identifi-
cation is value neutral (“I identify you as a black person”), recognition always 
implies to a certain extent a positive evaluation of the feature one is recognised 
as. In that sense, ‘acknowledgement’ comes closer, but it still seems “less 
ambitious” than “recognition” [7]. Recognising someone as something implies 
both an acknowledgement and a positive attitude towards it. 
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Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831) developed this train of 
thought further. Hegel distinguished three spheres in society, namely 
the family, the state, and civil society. Within each sphere, there exists 
another relation of recognition, namely love, law, and community of 
value respectively. Inspired by Fichte, Hegel stated that all three 
recognition-relations are needed for an individual to prosper. Wrong 
relations of recognition, such as slavery, are harmful to our identity: 
relations of mutual recognition in all three spheres in society are 
necessary for the self-consciousness and autonomy of individuals. 

These three spheres of recognition have been further conceptualised 
and linked to justice by the contemporary philosopher Axel Honneth. 
Honneth describes in detail the three ways in which people want, need, 
and expect to be recognised, namely through love, law, and cultural 
appreciation [12]. He connects these societal relations to specific prac-
tical relations-to-self.5 In recognition through love, we learn self- 
confidence; through laws, we find self-respect; through cultural appre-
ciation, we find self-esteem. A healthy identity is established through 
good relations of recognition. And if we are not recognised properly in 
one way or another, we develop different psychological injuries or dis-
torted relations-to-self. Thus, Honneth's normative stance is as follows: 
misrecognition is wrong, not necessarily because it interferes with 
participatory parity, but because a distorted relation-to-self is wrong; 
and each human is worthy of having an unharmed self-identity. 

First, there is recognition through love. Love refers to relationships 
“constituted by strong emotional attachments among a small number of 
people” [20, p. 95]. It involves emotional ties, affection, and care. When 
you are recognised through love, you acquire the capacity to be alone 
and independent, precisely because you can rely on others. In other 
words, in recognition through love we acquire self-confidence or self- 
trust. But if we are misrecognised through love, we lack self-confidence. 
Honneth regards love as the most fundamental form of recognition: it is 
the prerequisite for all other kinds. It is hardly possible to develop self- 
respect or self-esteem in case of a truly distorted relation-to-self caused 
by a lack of love. This makes the normative imperative that accompanies 
recognition through love extremely strong. And since relations of love 
are highly dependent on societal structures and institutions, energy 
policies or systems that prevent people from developing loving re-
lationships can be considered unjust [13, p. 37]. Think for example of 
high energy prices that prevent households from creating a comfortable 
and stress-free home. 

The second form is recognition through law. The law is based on the 
equality principle: it is general and impersonal and it describes the 
duties and obligations that we all have towards one another [2, p. 143]. 
Therefore, through legal relations we are recognised according to our 
general features, namely as humans. Through the law, actors can 
recognise each other's dignity, freedom, equality, autonomy and so on, 
for example through assigning legal rights and duties. If such laws are in 
place, we learn to see ourselves as autonomous, free, moral agents. This 
way, we gain self-respect [14]. Being misrecognised through laws leads 
to a diminished self-respect; people experience that their autonomy or 
moral agency is not being taken seriously. They might feel that they are 
“less human” than others, or less deserving of certain rights. An example 
is a law that does not protect lithium miners from unsafe working cir-
cumstances [15]. This law can make people feel unworthy of protection, 
or undeserving of the same amount of respect than the company owner 
would receive. Another example is a decision-making process that does 
not involve citizens [16]. People might feel that their capacity for 
autonomous moral decision-making is being disregarded. Paternalistic 

policy-making processes of this kind can stir feelings of powerlessness in 
people and consequently also frustrate policy-makers. 

The third is recognition through cultural appreciation [5].6 We want 
to be recognised for our specific contributions to society, our accom-
plishments, our achievements – that which distinguishes us from others 
[12]. We are always part of an intersubjectively constituted value 
community that assigns a hierarchy of social worth to forms of life. This 
translates for example in the higher valuation of certain jobs or ac-
complishments, in terms of wages or honour. When you are recognised 
through cultural appreciation, you acquire self-esteem: you experience 
that your achievements or abilities are recognised as valuable by other 
members of society [12]. Misrecognition through cultural appreciation 
leads to low self-esteem. People might feel that their contributions to 
society are worth less, that their knowledge or opinions are less valu-
able, or that they themselves are no asset to society. Think for example 
about the potential impact of coal mining phase-out on the self-esteem of 
workers [17]. 

The fact that actors can be (mis)recognised in different ways shapes 
the second valuable take-away point from critical theory to energy 
justice. If actors can be recognised in different ways, then recognition 
injustices can also happen on multiple accounts. To give an example: to 
say that “X is misrecognised in the policy process” can mean many 
things. It can mean that X is not recognised through the law as a 
stakeholder worth participating; this would indicate a harm in self- 
respect. However, it can also mean that X's input was not sufficiently 
taken into account. In this case, X's contribution to the epistemic com-
munity is not valued as much as X feels it should have, which is mis-
recognition through cultural appreciation. Applying these nuances in 
energy justice might prove useful in explaining in what way people feel 
misrecognised exactly. According to Honneth, different types of mis-
recognition pertain to different aspects of one's identity, and this could 
be relevant in the diagnosing phase of injustices. Once it is clear which 
recognition injustice occurs, a more precise problem analysis can be 
made. 

Honneth's categorisation of recognition through law, cultural 
appreciation, and love, can structure the diversity found in the defini-
tions and understandings of recognition justice from the literature study. 
When taking into account Fraser's notion of status order, one change 
could be made to this categorisation: people can be (mis)recognised 
through law, love, and status order. Here, “cultural appreciation” is 
redefined in Fraser's terms as “status order”. The reason for this choice is 
that Fraser's notion of “cultural status order” is much more encom-
passing than how Honneth describes “cultural appreciation”. Honneth 
focuses on the valuation of people's contributions to society, and his 
examples mostly focus on labour. Fraser's examples also include, for 
example, the Black Lives Matter movement. 

Adopting this tripartite categorisation of love, law, and status order, 
unifies and structures the different meaningful dimensions of the 
concept that are now scattered throughout the energy justice scholar-
ship in one single conception of recognition justice. 

3.3. Two methods to detect misrecognition 

Third, both the self-realisation model and the status order model 
propose different methods for detecting instances of misrecognition. 
This section provides a brief discussion of both methods and their (dis) 
advantages, which adds methodological rigour to detecting mis-
recognition in the energy justice scholarship. 

First, Honneth claims that recognition injustices can be detected 
through the (large-scale) articulations of experiences of injustice. 

5 Fraser does not want to phrase recognition in psychological terms: she does 
not agree with Honneth here. 

6 In The Struggle for Recognition, Honneth calls this “recognition through 
solidarity”; on the recognition-page in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy it 
is described as “recognition through esteem”. However, I judge recognition 
through cultural appreciation the most clear and unambiguous. 
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Honneth claims that misrecognition is immediately felt by subjects as a 
psychological injury, harm, or injustice. In his later writings, Honneth 
mentions a “moral sensorium”; people have some kind of internal 
automatic registration system of injustices [20, p. 153]. Misrecognition 
leads to psychological injury, and this harm is immediately experienced 
by our normative sensorium. Honneth observes for example that resis-
tance and protest are not motivated by abstract ideals of justice, but by 
the experience of violence to “intuitively presupposed conceptions of 
justice” [22, p. xiv]. It is people's experiences of injustice that spark 
societal struggle. Studying these experiences lead to discovering recog-
nition injustices. 

However, people's experiences of misrecognition are neither suffi-
cient nor necessary as a method to detect instances of misrecognition. 
For one thing, experiences of injustice are not sufficient for identifying 
misrecognition. If we base the legitimation of claims of injustice solely 
on experiences of misrecognition, even the neo-Nazi's might have a 
ground to stand on. And that goes against our intuitions of what justice 
essentially entails.7 For another, experiences of injustice are also not 
necessary for legitimate claims of injustice since one can realise that an 
injustice is happening without experiencing harm to one's own identity. 
Think for example of high-income households standing up for the in-
terests of the energy poor. Moreover, injustices can occur without an 
emotional response by the victim. This is because our moral sensorium is 
not always reliable, a fact that Honneth acknowledges as well. An 
example is a household in energy poverty. The members of this house-
hold may have become socially isolated hardly have visitors or visit 
others themselves, which might lead to the lack of realisation that their 
house is heated way below average [19–21]. The family members may 
have become used to the inconvenience and do not realise their situation 
is actually unjust. Socialisation and internalisation have shaped their 
expectations so that they do not experience an injustice.8 In other words, 
there can be injustice without experience of injustice. The human moral 
sensorium can be crucially flawed through socialisation in an unjust 
system and is therefore not to be blindly trusted. 

As experiences of injustice are neither sufficient nor necessary for 
detecting misrecognition, Fraser proposes an alternative method to 
detect recognition injustices. Different people interpret the effects of 
institutionalised values on participatory parity in different ways. No 
single authority, such as a philosopher, should decide whether mis-
recognition occurs - and the misrecognised subjects themselves alone are 
no sufficient standard either, given the arguments above. Therefore, she 
argues, “the norm of participatory parity must be applied dialogically 
and discursively, through democratic processes of public debates” [21, 
p. 43]. To detect recognition injustices, Fraser proposes the method of 
organising a (public) deliberation on whether institutionalised patterns 
of cultural value interfere with a group's participatory parity. 

However, there is a problem with this procedural method to detect 
misrecognition as well. Fraser formulates this herself: “There is an un-
avoidable circularity in this account: claims for recognition can only be 
justified under conditions of participatory parity, which conditions 
include reciprocal recognition.” [2, p. 44] In other words, the partici-
patory setting might be prone to certain value systems that hinder 
participatory parity in the dialogue itself. Fraser justifies her approach 

by pointing out that deliberation is by nature reflexive: there must be 
room to critically reflect on the cultural assumptions of all participants. 

To sum up, Honneth suggests that misrecognition can be detected by 
investigating (collective) experiences of misrecognition, in cooperation 
with academics studying the formation of groups in protests, resistance, 
and controversies. In contrast, Fraser argues for a democratic delibera-
tion about whether an institutionalised value system constitutes im-
pedes with participatory parity in social life. 

As a last remark, Honneth's and Fraser's methods of detecting mis-
recognition are not incompatible. Instead, they can be seen as comple-
mentary. To give an example: to detect whether misrecognition occurs, 
people's experiences of injustice could be investigated, followed by a 
reflection on the experienced injustices with the relevant stakeholders. 
Combining both methods shapes a stronger methodological framework 
to detect instances of misrecognition. 

3.4. Recognition justice in relation to other tenets of justice 

The fourth key learning pertains to the relation between the different 
tenets: recognition justice cannot be reduced to another tenet of justice. 
The literature study shows that the most frequent definition of recog-
nition justice pertains to fair decision-making procedures, focusing 
mainly on inclusion and fair representation, and 75 articles understand 
and interpret the concept in terms of procedural justice. Moreover, 42 
articles describe their recognition-related findings in the language of 
distributive justice. However, for both Honneth and Fraser, recognition 
entails more than fair procedures or a fair distribution of benefits and 
burdens. Both authors convey that (mis)recognition can occur in more 
situations than in decision-making processes or in the distribution of 
benefits and burdens. 

However, Honneth and Fraser do disagree about the relations be-
tween the tenets of justice. Honneth claims that all injustices – including 
procedural and distributive ones – can be traced back to misrecognition 
(the so-called “normative monism” stance) [5]. Fraser on the other hand 
denies that distributive injustices are a mere derivative of recognition 
injustices. She proposes a “two-dimensional” or a “perspectival dualist” 
conception of justice [21, p. 3]. She argues that recognition justice and 
distributive justice are two separate dimensions, analytical perspectives 
or tenets of justice, if you will. 

The multiple tenet tradition within energy justice leans towards 
Fraser's standpoint. Therefore, her arguments for distinguishing 
different tenets of justice are worthy of discussing briefly. The main 
argument for her perspective dualism is that recognition injustices and 
distributive injustices have different causes. On the one hand, recogni-
tion injustices have roots in the cultural status order; the source is cul-
tural and fixing it requires “cultural or symbolic change” [21, p. 13]. 
Distributive injustices on the other hand are “rooted in the economic 
structure of society. Examples include exploitation (having the fruits of 
one's labor appropriated for the benefit of others); economic marginal-
ization (being confined to undesirable or poorly-paid work or being 
denied access to income-generating labor altogether), and deprivation 
(being denied an adequate material standard of living)” [21, p. 13]. 
Fixing distributive injustices requires “economic restructuring of some 
sort”, or redistribution [21, p. 13]. Since recognition and distributive 
injustices have different roots, they are to be considered as inciting 
different families of claims of injustice. According to Fraser, in reality 
most injustices are caused by a mix of both in a certain proportion that 
“must be determined empirically in every case” [21, p. 14]. So, every 
instance of injustice can be scrutinized in terms of recognition too, since 
misrecognition always plays a more or less significant role. 

Interestingly, Fraser speculates that “the political”, which she defines 
as concerned with “decision-making procedures”, might be a third 
dimension of justice [21, p. 68]. According to Fraser, a key issue of the 
political is “problem of the frame”: who should participate in decision- 
making, who are the relevant social actors? (This is, ironically, exactly 
how recognition justice in energy justice is often understood, as 

7 Honneth recognises this issue; in the seventh chapter of The Struggle for 
Recognition he claims that mass action is a better indication of injustice, since it 
would indicate that many people experience misrecognition. However, this 
does not fully solve the problem at hand.  

8 Hegel gives the example of an 18th century lord who regularly beats his 
maid [7]. According to the norms of that time, the lord was considered – also by 
the maid – to be decent and masculine. The maid's self-understanding is so 
distorted that she deems herself to be unworthy of more respect. Examples like 
this in the energy context are still scarce. Honneth's concept of “hidden mo-
rality” might be a valuable concept for investigating injustices that remain 
hidden [22]. 
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represented by the actors-cluster of definitions.) 
To sum up, both Fraser and Honneth convey the message that 

recognition justice is not just a derivative of another tenet of justice, 
such as procedural or distributive justice. As a result, a more clear 
definition of recognition justice, making crisp its uniqueness in relation 
to the other tenets, would be a merit to the energy justice scholarship. 

4. Conclusion: revisiting recognition justice 

In this paper, I have argued that the current understanding of 
recognition justice in energy justice is not satisfactory. A total of ten 
different definitions and thirteen understandings circulate, obscuring 
what the concept aims to measure. To understand what the tenet of 
recognition justice refers to, the roots of the concept have been studied 
in-depth through the works of Axel Honneth and Nancy Fraser. From 
this, four main insights were retrieved that enrich the understanding of 
recognition justice in energy justice:  

1. There are two approaches to recognition justice, namely the self- 
realisation model and the status order model;  

2. Actors can be (mis)recognised in multiple ways, namely through 
laws, the cultural status order, and through love;  

3. Two different yet complementary methods to identifying instances of 
misrecognition can be distinguished, namely investigating experi-
ences of injustice articulated through protests and resistance, and 
deliberating the effect of the status order on participatory parity;  

4. Recognition justice cannot be reduced to other tenets of justice, such 
as procedural or distributive justice. 

These insights result in a proposal for a revisited understanding of 
recognition justice in energy justice: I propose that recognition justice is 
concerned with the adequate recognition of all actors through love, law, 
and status order. Recognition through love depends to a large extent on 
social arrangements, such as energy infrastructure and affordable prices. 
Through laws, actors can recognise each other's dignity, intrinsic value, 
and equal moral standing, for example through assigning rights and 
duties to communities, animals, or nature. And lastly, through the status 
order actors can recognise the value of certain cultural identities and 
their (epistemic) contributions to society, for example by taking seri-
ously rather than dismissing the needs, perspectives, concerns and 
knowledge of indigenous communities, or by supporting workers who 
are victims of regional coal phase-outs. The advantage of distinguishing 
between different spheres of recognition is that it has more descriptive 
and explanatory potential when applying the concept to empirical data. 
The proposed definition takes into account that (mis)recognition can 
occur in different ways, which can bring much needed nuance in energy 
justice analyses. 

Integrating Fraser's and Honneth's perspectives as such is rather 
unorthodox, as Fraser's and Honneth's theoretical-normative positions 
are very opposed to each other. Honneth defines adequate recognition as 
an undistorted relation-to-self, while Fraser defines it in terms of 
participatory parity. However, the proposed definition still leaves room 
for the different normative starting points. Researchers can evaluate 
relations of recognition through love, law, and status order as just or 
unjust with either principle as yardstick. 

The proposed definition of recognition justice as a concern for the 
adequate recognition of all actors through love, law, and status order 
structures the large variety of definitions and interpretations of the 
concept that currently circulate in the energy justice scholarship. Future 
research may be needed to apply these concepts more in-depth to energy 
contexts; to further explore the possibilities of recognising non-human 
actors; and to experiment with and test the validity of the different 
methods for detecting misrecognition. Yet, the proposed categorisation 
can provide a more fine-grained explanation of energy controversies, 
and such analyses can subsequently aid the process of making normative 
evaluations to make energy systems and policies more just. 
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