A Political Scientist’s Take on Carleton’s Energy Future
From my perspective, this is a policy question.  Political scientists approach policy as the product of political processes: institutionalized procedures for deciding who gets what, where, when and how.  We aim for two things in policy: efficiency and justice.  But justice can interfere with efficiency, which is one reason political scientists and economists might look at this question differently.  Also, justice and efficiency may be hard to institutionalize, which is one reason political scientists and political philosophers might look at this question differently.
A just policy has to distribute costs and benefits of the policy itself fairly, and it has to be the outcome of a just process.  How the decisions are made is as important as which decisions are made.  Specifically, who gets to participate in making decisions about Carleton’s energy future?  This is a different question than who is legally authorized to make the decision.  The law matters, of course; the trustees may hold the final authority, and they are probably limited by local, state and federal law as well.  We need to investigate that institutional context.  But they also have discretion to decide who to involve in the decision making, and we want to think about how to exercise that discretion to maximize fairness and efficiency. 

Democratic theory suggests that members of the political community should be involved in policy making.  But who are members of the community?  This is a notoriously difficult problem in political theory.  The students and employees, perhaps—but how about their families?  Future generations of students and employees?  Their pets and the wild animals who live here?  For that matter, where is “here”?  What are the physical limits of the place?  And what about other residents of Northfield, who are so deeply affected by what we do here?  These questions take us beyond political science; membership is deeply cultural, social and psychological.  But they are still political questions: membership in a community is a good, and justice and efficiency are relevant to deciding how to distribute it.  
Maybe everyone who’s affected by the policy should have a say?  That seems fair, but it could be an unmanageably large group.  Perhaps for efficiency’s sake we could limit involvement, but we still might ask them to act as representatives—that is, to consider the interests of people and even nonhumans as they make decisions, and to make a just decision.  But what would be a fair policy?  One approach is to invoke John Rawls’ veil of ignorance: what policy would you vote for if you knew you were a member of Carleton but didn’t know which member?  Alternatively, we could take Aristotle’s concept of justice, which requires that we first decide what the purpose of the community is.  Then we distribute benefits to people who help to realize that purpose.  Either approach would require us to discuss our collective values—which is another place were political science meets up with sociology, anthropology, religious studies, and psychology. 

