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Abstract
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matter requiring urgent, practical actions.
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1. Introduction

Globally, nearly 800 million people lack access to electricity (Timmermans and Birol, 2021) which is the single
most important energy source for households. The lack of access to electricity or increasingly, alternative
renewable energy options, underpins the pervasive energy crisis confronting the world today. The centrality
of energy for human survival cannot be gainsaid; it is required for substantial and daily aspects of human life.
Energy is needed in homes, schools, offices, factories, farms, and hospitals. Energy poverty, irrespective of the
setting it may manifest in, is not only a measurement of unmet essential energy needs, but also of poverty and
inequality of access to resources. Energy impoverishment is a global problem and is pronounced in the global
South (Samarakoon, 2019; Mastrucci et al., 2019). It is one of the indices used for the North-South dichotomy
(Feenstra and Clancy, 2020; Robison et al., 2019; Day et al., 2016).

Africa is worst affected with energy consumption per capita lowest compared to other continents
(Ouedraogo, 2017; Onyeji, 2010). Sub-Saharan Africa is a sub-region with the highest number of energy poor
(Timmermans and Birol, 2021; Gregory and Sovacool, 2019; IEA, 2014). This is a depressing situation
especially as Africa is in dire need of increased energy access to enable its long-term economic growth and
social development. Energy deprivation is not peculiar to Africa alone; other parts of the world also grapple
with this phenomenon. For instance, East and South Asian countries face multidimensional energy crises with
a higher demand for energy than supply (Abbas et al., 2020; Garba et al., 2019). The limited capacity to meet
energy demand coupled with the use of solid and fossil fuels for cooking is an existential problem in South Asia
(Abbas et al., 2020). Contrary to views that energy challenges are experienced only in low-income countries,
high-income countries may also face substantial energy deprivations, especially in urban peripheries (Papada
and Kaliampakos, 2018; Marchand et al., 2019; Middlemiss and Gillard, 2015; Robinson et al., 2018). For
instance, in the United States, there has been a total of 26,048 reported cases of power outage in Pennsylvania,
25,913 in New York, 7,338 in Georgia, 7315 in South Carolina, and 6,991 in New Jersey just between January
and June 2021 (PowerOutage.US, 2021). These outages come with penetrating deprivations for household
energy requirements. So too in Europe, in 2003, one of the biggest blackout incidents ever witnessed there
took place in Italy, leaving over 56 million people without electricity for several days (European Commission,
2018). These outages resulted in deaths, injuries, health deterioration, and economic damage (ELCON, 2004;
CNN, 2003). The consequent distress faced by communities that depend solely on electricity from the national
grid can be enormous with this disruption exacerbated where there is no adequate alternative energy option.

Household energy deprivation remains concerning. Evidence has shown that less than one-third of
countries in the world have achieved full reliance on clean fuels and technologies just for cooking (WHO, 2021).
Hence, the patronage and use of unsafe fuels is now a symmetry that energy-poor households are accustomed
to (Usman et al., 2020; Wen et al. 2020). Because of the functional indispensability of energy, energy-poor
households must find cheap but often unsafe and unhealthy alternatives such as coal and illuminating paraffin
for cooking, warmth, and other domestic energy requirements. This however creates vulnerabilities to health
and wellbeing, especially in urban informal settlements already burdened by their limited access to safe energy,
the use of unsafe energy in already precarious home structures, and constrained access to emergency support
and health care (Kimemia et al.,, 2021). These households, especially those reliant on paraffin or kerosene
combustion, face disproportionate risks to health through exposure to air pollution, poisoning ingestion, and
burn injury (Kimemia et al., 2021). In sub-Saharan Africa, over 1.4 million fuel-related burns were reported in
2017 (James et al., 2020).
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However, modern, safe, and renewable energy alternatives have been developed and are available to
supplement grid-supplied electricity (Nussbaumer et al., 2012; Tang and Liao, 2014; Villalobos-Barria et al,,
2019). The upscaling and adoption of these alternatives in energy-poor societies and households are still at
the lowest ebb and that is where the problem lies. [tis noteworthy that energy matters, like many other societal
issues, are situated within the purview of governmental responsibility and power. Just like many other
institutional phenomena in society, energy issues are contained in the exclusive legislative mandates of many
countries, meaning that responsibilities vis-a-vis policy formulation and implementation about energy
generation, distribution, and consumption are vested in national governments (Yang et al.,, 2019; Oh et al,,
2018; Carter and Jacobs, 2014). Essentially, energy is thus a political issue because it involves authoritative
decision-making. This paper, recognising that politics is at the centre of everything, and all public and even
private domains (Oh et al,, 2018; Carter and Jacobs, 2014), unravels factors that may inform governmental
decisions as to which programme gets attention out of its multiple priorities, while bearing in mind the urgency
of renewable and modern energy adoption.

2. From energy poverty to energy justice

The definition of what constitutes energy poverty is a subject of scholarly contestation as there is no
universally accepted definition (Meyer et al.,, 2018; Okushima, 2016). There is however consensus largely
about its indicators. Four of these indicators have been identified. The first one is a supply-demand measure
that formulates energy poverty from the variance between energy supply and demand. In this sense, energy
poverty results when demand exceeds supply (Chipango, 2021; Abbas et al., 2021; Garba et al., 2019; Wei and
Liao, 2018). The net deficit from this mismatch results in strains in energy distribution, and consequently
energy poverty, in regions where energy supply is dependent on electricity from the national grid. This is a
common challenge in South countries where energy supply is far lower than its demand (Chipango, 2021;
Unaegbu, 2019, Ouedraogo, 2017). The second measure identified is affordability (Che et al., 2021; Brown et
al,, 2020; Lin et al., 2020; Flues and Van Dender, 2017). This measure locates energy poverty in a household’s
inability to pay for the necessary levels of energy use within normal spending patterns (Deller and Price, 2018;
Boomsma et al,, 2017; Flues and Van Dender, 2017). In the same vein, an income approach has been put
forward as a measure of energy poverty (Boardman, 1991). This perspective sees energy poverty as a situation
whereby 10 percent of a household’s net income is unable to offset their energy needs (Sanchez et al., 2020;
Boardman, 1991). This indicator also relates to the correlation between the reduction in disposable income
and increase in energy poverty. Heindl and Schuessler (2015: 125) used general impoverishment as a measure
of energy poverty and argued that “impoverishment requires that it must be possible to push a household into
energy poverty by decreasing its disposable income”. The energy distribution gap has also been identified as
an indicator of energy poverty. Studies have shown that energy deprivations can result from distribution
lapses (Villalobos et al., 2021; Tarekegne, 2020; Njiru and Letema, 2018). It has been reported that some
populations in Kenya have perennial blackouts because it is not economically viable to link them to the national
grid because of their remoteness (Njiru and Letema, 2018).

Energy access makes a difference in matters of life and death. For instance, the death toll from a cold wave
which coincided with power outages in Texas in February 2021 led to hundreds of deaths (Calma, 2021; Griffin,
2021). There have also been instances of surgical procedures being performed with torchlight because of lack
of access to electricity (Oyinlola and Faponle, 2016). In the same vein, there are individuals living in regions
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with extreme climatic conditions who concomitantly lack access to the required levels of energy services
needed for their adaptation. These individuals are susceptible to adverse health conditions (Abbas et al.,, 2021;
Oliveras et al,, 2021). The direct health effects of energy poverty in cold regions, according to Oliveras et al.
(2021), are increased morbidity rates and a higher risk of mortality. Cold temperatures are strongly related to
cardiovascular and respiratory diseases, especially in children (Marmot Review Team, 2011).

The plethora of effects of energy poverty are not fictional; they are lived and widely reported experiences
of people in different parts of the world where energy poverty is pervasive (Gregory et al., 2019; Nalule, 2018).
The need to therefore increase access to clean energy and address inequality and general poverty barriers to
such access cannot be more urgent. This is the crux of energy justice - the reduction of emissions from fossil
fuels and provision of access to clean and affordable energy (McCauley et al., 2019). Lacey-Barnacle (2020)
vividly captures the imperative and scope of energy justice which includes distributional, procedural,
restorative, and recognition justices. Distributional justice, according to Lacey-Barnacle, means creating new
low-carbon or renewable energy infrastructures in deprived communities in a time of austerity. Procedural
justice refers to inclusivity and community participation in local energy transitions. Moreover, restorative
justice denotes the need for the remediation of past claims of injustice, whilst local energy systems that seek
to advance greater ‘active participant’ (skills training and employment) prospects for disadvantaged
communities in which they, or their projects, are embedded, may be underpinned by recognition justice
concerns.

These justices, however, cannot be attained in a vacuum. Fundamentally, this is where government comes
in, because it is the embodiment of collective aspiration (Igbal et al., 2020). Government thus needs to brace
up to the challenge of a safe energy transition (Flatt et al., 2020; Tait et al., 2013; Wolpe and Reddy, 2010). In
fact, the adoption of the United Nations’ 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by heads of states and
governments of member nations rests on this position. States, through their membership in the UN, have
committed to ensuring access to affordable, reliable, and modern energy for all by 2030 (Minh and Son, 2021;
Franco et al., 2020; Santika et al., 2020; Tucho and Kumsa, 2020). A critical element in energy discourse is
politics, hence, the next section focuses on the centrality of politics and authoritative decision-making
structures.

3. X-raying politics, politics of things, and the state

Harold Lasswell defined politics as the determination of who gets what, when, and how (Lasswell, 2018; Dunn,
2018). Easton (1957) defined it as the authoritative allocation of values. What these popular definitions of
politics have in common is political power. Power is a concept around which any definition of politics revolves.
In Lasswell’s acclaimed book, In Politics: Who Gets What, When and How published in 1936, he viewed the
elite as the holders of political power in society, even in contemporary democratic dispensations (Gregerson,
2021). It thus means that to determine who gets what, when, and how, and to allocate values in the society
would require a medium, an authority system that supersedes individuals in the society.

Politics thus connotes the formation of public policies at governmental level. Therefore, whatever has a
bearing on a governmental decision is political. Thus, education, defence, energy, economy, etc. are all linked
to the sphere of politics and governmental superintendence. This shows the pervasiveness of politics in human
lives as there is hardly any aspect of our lives that is detached from politics. It is safe to say that just as the
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world is coming to understand the reality of the Internet of Things (Popkova et al.,, 2019; Li et al., 2018), there
is a need for an increased awareness of the politics of things. As a matter of fact, the Internet itself is underlain
by politics. So too, the government has interest in every sphere of human existence. From the water that we
drink to the food we eat, from town planning to refuse collection, from broadband technology to household
fuels, we are webbed into politics because powerful authorities and interests are deciding courses of action,
enforcing rules, and overseeing issues that impinge on our existence. Politics is a social fact that has evolved
out of macro-level interactions in society, but which has assumed a life of its own and thus controls the
individuals that forged it (Carls, 2021; Durkheim, 1972).

A little historicisation of politics is apt at this point. The Greek philosopher, Aristotle, in his famous work
Politics - which is the pioneering work on the concept - began with the observation that “man [sic] is by nature
a political animal” (Ntete-Nna, 2004). By this, he averred that the essence of social existence is politics and that
any two or more individuals interacting with one another are invariably involved in a political relationship
(Ntete-Nna, 2004). He believed that as people seek to define their position in society, as they attempt to wring
personal security from available resources, and as they try to influence others to accept their points of view,
they find themselves engaging in politics (Ntete-Nna, 2004). In this broad sense, everyone is political. Aristotle
concluded, however, that the only way to maximise individual capabilities and to attain the highest form of
social life was through political interaction with others in an institutionalised setting. This setting is designed
to resolve social conflicts and set collective goals - the state. In essence, all people are political, but some are
more political than others.

Let us properly situate the superintendence of politics over human lives by delving into explaining its
adjuvant constituent - the state — and its emergence and functions. The state is one of the concepts that have
found their way into the regular linguistic and communication mesh. However, in social science scholarship,
the state’s most accepted definition is the one by Max Weber. He defined the state as “a human community
which successfully claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of force within a given territory” (Brett et al.,
2017:6). Theorists such as Aristotle and Thomas Hobbes believed that the state emerged, in the main, to
perform certain functions critical to personal liberty, justice, and common good. The state, according to
Aristotle, is “a body of citizens sufficing for the purposes of life”. That is, the state is involved in the critical
phenomena that affect the lives of the citizenry. He further argued that the state emerged to ensure collective
good, and it is the final stage of natural evolution of human society. The state, in this sense, is analogous of the
sophistication and development that society has been through from the earlier forms of society such as hunter-
gatherer and pastoral societies which lacked a defined political institution. The state is thus conceptualised as
the embodiment of legal, rational authority, and economic power to engender public good. However, the extent
to which the state, as an embodiment of collective aspiration, has fostered public good in countries around the
world remains a controversial subject (Konig and Winkler, 2020; Syahputri et al., 2019; Schachter, 1995). It is
thus analytically useful to discuss the intersection between politics and public demands in light of competing
priorities the state needs to respond to.

4. How does the state prioritise its priorities?

Politics involves the allocation of value among competing ends. Hence, the state is often confronted with a
multiplicity of priorities beckoning to it for intervention. There is enormous demand for social services and
welfare, education, health, employment, food security, portable water, road construction and rehabilitation,

ISDS www.isdsnet.com 647



International Journal of Development and Sustainability Vol 12 No. 12 (2023): 643-657

energy requirements by citizens, and a host of others. This precariousness is often inopportunely variegated
with a paucity of the needed resources to address these competing ends. It is at this point that the state
exercises paramountcy to decide which of the priorities gets resourced or implemented and which is jettisoned
or kept on hold.

The question that then arises is how the state decides which of its infinite priorities is backed and resourced
in the light of its finite resources. To answer this question, two theories provide frameworks for understanding
how the state makes that decision, and they are elite and systems theories. These theories apply to energy
politics because energy policies are made by the powerful people in any country who may decide to prioritise
community energization in energy-deprived communities or not. Two, safe energy is a citizen demand within
a political system, which has to compete with other equally important citizen needs. Vilfredo Pareto and
Gaetano Mosca, the famed elite theorists, believed that the elite - a small minority comprising members of
political and economic networks - holds the most power and claims clear paramountcy in deciding the
direction in which a society must go (Gregerson, 2021). Initially, discourse on the elite was often linked to the
political class in any given society. However, scholars such as Ralph Milliband, Nico Poulantzas and C Wright
Mills argued for the inclusion of the business class because both classes are linked through a panoply of social
connections which makes the economic class very influential in the scheme of things (Ryan, 2020; Mills and
Wolfe, 2000). So, for elite theorists, their argument as to what determines elite prioritising is elite consensus
(Yakovlev et al., 2018; Massie, n.d.). They decide what they think is in the best interests of the people. This is
irrespective of whether there is popular support for any course of action that the state embarks on. That is the
locus of political power - the ability to pursue a course of action or carry out one’s will despite opposition
(Bottomore, 1982). Thus, the elite exercise clear power when it comes to what programme or issue is given
attention. They decide for the rest of society what is best for them. As mentioned earlier, the elite is a social
fact that is an outcome of political relationships at macro-level. It however has become a force stronger than
the constituent elements that created it. At other times, they may prioritise a course of action simply because
it advances their interests or because it will serve as political patronage. A project or demand may be actioned
if the political elite believes that it will enhance their popularity and brighten their chances in the next election,
i.e. to maintain power. At other times, political patronage is prioritised. Thus, programmes and projects
become avenues to reward political support and alliances. All these speak to the prerogative and unilaterality
of elite action, and this is rooted in the behemoth complex that the state is suffused in. It must be noted however
that the elite is not monolithic in itself because of (in-)elite polarity among the ruling elite, and between the
ruling elite and the elite in the opposition waiting for its turn to clinch power. Elite polarisation is a common
feature in most societies today (Green et al., 2020; Robison and Mullinix, 2016). That said, essentially, elite
behaviour is the same regardless of this schism. In fact, there are occasions that intra-elitist conflict has been
suspended, especially to preserve elite rule (Christians, 2021; Collignon, 2021).

Systems theory as a heuristic framework developed from David Easton’s work An Approach to the Analysis
of Political Systems published in 1957 (Easton, 1957). The crux of this theory is input-output analysis which is
applicable to the subject as to how the state decides which priority is prioritised out of the plethora of demands
on it. The theory posits that every political system, through a complex set of certain processes or interactions,
receives inputs from its environment from which specific inputs are then transformed into outputs of
authoritative policies, decisions, and implementation. In essence, some of the inputs will undergo a conversion
process and come out as outputs (Fuchs and Klingemann, 2011; Almond, 2020; Son, 2018; Easton, 2017;
Senjaya, 2017). The political system, as an open system, must have the resilience to respond to its environment,
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facing all obstacles, and adjusting itself to conditions (Pooja, 2021). It is noteworthy that the political system,
in Easton’s discursive framing of input-output analysis, has a gatekeeper mechanism for sifting the demands
coming from the environment. What that implies is that the state receives many inputs which it may not have
the wherewithal to convert into outputs. Hence, because of the insufficiency of resources to cater to all the
demands and other factors mentioned earlier, decisions must be made as to which inputs will be converted
and which will not. At this stage, there is an intersection between environmental demands and the elite’s
prerogatives. Barring any exceptional circumstances, the will of the elite will usually supersede. In the next
section, a suite of actions is proposed to ensure energy justice, especially for marginal communities.

5. Politics of things and energy-impoverishment: The way forward

This paper has roundly articulated the overarching influence of politics in almost every aspect of people’s
existence. In the same vein, it has discussed the indispensability of energy for a dignifying existence, and the
pervasive energy poverty globally. The International Energy Agency (2012, cited in Law, 2014) had reported
that by 2030, if nothing is done to control energy poverty, there will be 4,000 deaths a day from toxic smoke
and indoor fires, more than the premature deaths from malaria, tuberculosis, or HIV/AIDS. Currently, only
very few countries have achieved a safe and sustainable energy supply that is higher than or at par with its
demand. Even in those countries, there are still issues of affordability, income, and distribution constraints
which still leave some citizens in energy poverty. In most countries, energy supply is less than its demand, thus
forcing people to resort to unsafe and unclean energy options which not only portend health and safety risks,
but also ecological devastation (James et al., 2020; Embiale et al., 2019).

The incidents of burns, poisoning, and health deterioration just from the use of paraffin come at great cost
to government and the affected communities and individuals. The care for burn victims is generally very
expensive (WHO, 2016), with e.g. South Africa spending R490 million to care just for those with paraffin burns
(WHO, 2018), much of which would be through the public health system where most burn victims from
impoverished communities would present. Thus, based on the health and economic costs, it is argued to be an
imperative for political leaders to prioritise interventions for energy-poor households and communities. In
South Africa, many of the fires that lead to injury, over 5000 a year, are ignited through poorly constructed
paraffin stoves, usually the only appliances available to many because of the cost. Yet, the government’s
response has been muted, despite the evidence of the impact of energy poverty. One could say this is not an
issue that directly affects the political elite and hence its apparent non-prioritisation. There are several safe,
cost-effective and renewable energy options (with some still in development) that may be subsidised or
incentivised and used to control the phenomenon of energy impoverishment (Croy et al., 2019). For South
Africa, the initial investment of basic home kits for the 600,000 energy impoverished households would result
in a significant return on the hospital costs currently accrued, and likely less than the annual cost just of the
care for the consequent burn injuries. Practically, political leadership can create the enabling environment for
safe communities to ensure access to safe and affordable energy interventions, as envisioned in the country’s
2030 National Development Programme. This could be featured along the current national commitments to a
portfolio of interventions to support poverty alleviation in general, through basic income grants and suitable
housing, among other measures (Van Niekerk et al, 2021). Governments should thus be called on to offer
greater recognition and invest in specific safe and clean energy technologies needed for those who are not able
to join the grid, just as it does in its support of grid-supplied electricity. These technologies may be used to
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bridge the gap that exists between energy supply and demand, especially for those considered energy
impoverished.

However, all this takes us back to the issue of the authoritative allocation of values out of multiple priorities
and the state’s prerogative in determining what is resourced or not. Similarly, another critical issue looped into
these is that the state often lacks the resources required to attend to all the demands placed on it. The question
now is, how can energy-poor communities and households get the state to put safe energy on the front burner
despite the myriads of issues competing for its attention?

Solutions may be located in the theories previously discussed: elite and systems theories. Even though elite
theory emphasises the powerfulness of the minority vested with political and economic power in the society,
this power is not limitless and inherently self-sustaining. Elite theorists believe that the elite is propelled by
the need to self-preserve more than any other consideration. Hence, they would rather yield to pressure from
society than have their position in that society threatened because of unpopularity. So, what this would mean
for an energy migration in a society that has a significant segment of its population dependent on unsafe energy
alternatives is for the state to be compelled to make and implement policies that discourage the use of unsafe
fuels. This may come at great cost to the government because of the taxes it collects from the companies that
produce these fuels. It will also mean that these companies may be out of business in the long run, except if
they refocus their business to adapt to the new reality.

For systems theorists, every political system has a feedback system to determine the pulse from the
environment. Feedback is a dynamic process through which information about the outputs and the
environment is communicated to the system which may result in subsequent change or modification of the
system and its outputs (Pooja, 2021). Demand and (non)support information may come into the system as
inputs in the usual manner. When information relating to converted inputs comes in, then there arises a re-
inputation of inputs already converted into outputs. Consequently, the political system gets an opportunity to
adjustits behaviour and make it amenable to that feedback. This way, feedback engenders efficiency in systems.
Where there is no feedback, the system is likely to operate in an unresponsive manner and lose support and
legitimacy. Feedback is a continuum of obtaining information, reacting, knowing the effects, and improving a
system’s behaviour and responses. It is a complex process of ‘output-information-reinputation-
recommunication-reoutputation’ (Pooja, 2021).

Feedback mechanisms convey effects and consequences of outputs into the system again as inputs which
then make the system more dynamic, purposive, and goal-oriented. The core of feedback mechanism in a given
system is that the environment has unmeasured impacts on the system which when properly deployed, the
system will have no option but to respond if it still wants to maintain support from the environment. So, in
applying this theory to energy migration of energy-poor households, it is therefore critical that the
environment - communities affected, concerned civil society groups, etc. — gives feedback to the political
system so as to influence it to modify its response to the demand for safe energy for energy-deprived
households.

6. Conclusion

The centrality of politics and superintendence of the state over almost every sphere of life is incontestable. It
therefore means that a safe energy transition for energy-impoverished households is significantly linked to
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political considerations. The energy-poor households have an urgency to engage the state and the political
system in a manner that will make community energisation for energy-poor communities and households a
prioritised priority. To do this, a few schemas may be adopted. The first action plan critical to ensuring that the
state makes community energisation a top priority is the amplification of community voice. This can be
achieved through community mobilisation and action. The communities affected by severe energy
deprivations have to articulate a position on energy and engage with the political system in a recurrent manner
till there is a definite response. Achieving this requires community representations (pressure groups) to
government structures and engagement with local and mass media so as to generate enough traction and
propaganda. Public discourse about energy deprivation should be ongoing in the public sphere. Parliamentary
lobbying will also go a long way to amplify community voice on the need for increased access to safe energy
for hitherto energy-poor households and communities. Modern energy technologies such as solar home
systems, biodigesters, and other safe energies and technologies may be deployed in these communities. These
may be achieved through public-private partnership that provides safe alternatives to grid-supplied electricity
at affordable rates. Moreover, there is a need for science-based engagement by civil society organisations
involved in safe energy promotion. Such engagements with the state, however, need to be based on evidence
and scientific knowledge rather than anecdotal accounts.

The certainty is that the state needs to fund energy equity, make it a flagship priority, and be actively
involved in the process of sustainable community energisation. However, the state does not just respond to
every citizen need because of the factors mentioned earlier. It will take sustained efforts of communities, civil
society, mass media, and academia to get the state to see reasons why safe energy transition for energy-poor
communities is a matter requiring urgent, practical actions by the state.
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