Energy Democracy: A Syllabus

While energy was originally defined by the Greek philosopher Aristotle as the vitality
necessary for human fulfillment, today it is most often thought of as the power that comes
from burning fossil fuels like oil or gas. It also tends to be seen in commodified terms, as, for
example, a gallon of gas or your monthly electricity bill. This change in the definition of
energy suggests that it has gone from being a common and basically limitless resource -
something we all possess - to a scarce and valuable asset controlled by powerful multinational
corporations and oligarchs. The combustion of fossil fuels has created immense riches for a
few, and has driven the planet to the edge of environmental apocalypse. The science is clear:
we must end the age of fossil fuels. But beyond keeping the oil in the ground and the coal in
the hole, truly sustainable energy production will only be possible if power is taken out of the
hands of gargantuan profit-seeking corporations and their flunkeys in the halls of state.
Power, in both senses of the term, must be controlled by ordinary citizens and communities.
We must collectivize the control of energy and organize a just transition to renewable power
through participatory, democratic control. This is the struggle for Energy Democracy.

Struggles for Energy Democracy have been illuminated by the Energy Humanities, an
interdisciplinary field adjacent to the Environmental Humanities that emphasizes the centrality of
energy forms (e.g., wind, solar, or fossil gas and petroleum) to cultural production. That is, Energy
Humanists seek to understand the ways in which cultural media manufacture, respond to, and
reinforce cultural desires that are directly enabled by contemporary energy regimes. Examples might
include Bruce Springsteen’s anthem “Born to Run,” which is often understood (however wrongly) as
an homage to the “freedom” associated with automobility. In addition to scrutinizing such cultural
works, the Energy Humanities (as a field) is distinguished by a focus not only on the “problem” of
environmental/energy crisis; Energy Humanists also endeavor to imagine solutions, specifically
solutions that don’t reproduce conventional forms of social and political injustice—what members
of the “After Oil School” have characterized as “business as usual” whereby “renewable” energy
markets thrive on the same sorts of gross inequities that have long accompanied fossil fuels.

As energy justice workers and energy humanists, this syllabus was created as a means of
collectivizing the work that we do in our classrooms and inviting the broader community to
participate in the critical work of educating students, consumers and political stakeholders in the
area(s) of energy humanities, energy history, energy politics, and (perhaps especially) the potential for
energy democracy and a just future. Our syllabus is divided into four main areas of discussion. We
begin with definitions of energy as a concept and historical phenomenon in addition to its
mobilization as “power”’; we then work through the various political and cultural ideologies
attendant to extractivism as an ideology and political practice—including discussions of racial
capitalism and settler-colonialism; and we conclude by examining competing notions of energy
transition along with case studies that demonstrate the viability of a just energy transition despite
popular embrace of green capitalism. Each sub-unit also contains a literary text that we use in our
classrooms, thus underlining our belief that questions around energy transition and energy justice are
often questions of ethics and values; such cultural productions demonstrate the critical nature of
humanistic inquiry in these times.


https://www.petrocultures.com/projects/after-oil-3-next/

Part I: Energy, Definitions & Histories
Key words: energy, work, power, fossil fuels, electricity, grid, utility

In this section, we focus on the history of “energy” as not merely a fuel to be mobilized in resource
production, but a cultural concept that emerges (or is popularized) during the nineteenth century.
We likewise consider energy histories that acknowledge the overlapping presence of different energy
regimes at various historic moments, in addition to the histories of energy grid formation and the
production and distribution of electricity—that is, the regulation and deregulation of public and
private “power.”
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Part II: Extractivism
Key words: extractivism, vacial capitalism, fossil capital, settler-colonialism, neocolonialism,
climate change

As energy emerges as a concept that names networks of production and distribution (and not merely
static or inert matter), it is also necessary to trace the ideological and political means through which
the biosphere can be commodified as a store of resources to be mobilized as fuel. Here we trace the
emergence of systems of classification that allowed European colonial powers to turn human beings
and so-called natural resources like coal and petroleum into sources of energy. We then explore the
relationship(s) between extractivism and a) racial capitalism: a form of political economy that
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renders historically enslaved subjects as tradable commodities and ultimately fuel; b) extractivism,
settler-colonialism and neocolonialism, which is to say the relationship between extractivism and the
colonial encounter; and c) extractivism and climate change: here we explore the intersections
between extractive industries, dispossession and global climate change.
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Part III: Energy Transition
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Energy has become quite a buzzword as the planet heats up and the global community
acknowledges the direct relationship between fossil fuels, atmospheric carbon, and cataclysmic shifts
to global climate. The fossil capitalists have joined forces with centrist democrats in building
putatively sustainable infrastructures powered by something called “renewable energy.”
Transnational fuel corporations are quickly changing their names from, e.g., Qatar Petroleum to
Qatar Energy in order to communicate a collective commitment to something called “energy
transition” in the service of climate change mitigation; and “energy transition” is an increasingly
popular theme amongst politicians and consumers alike. What, however, does this term actually
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mean? Is it merely a bait and switch? Mobilizing new forms of extractivist violence toward the end
of powering the hyperconsumption of the rich nations under the banner of “renewability”? Or is it
an actual “transition” away from extractivist violence and toward a just future for all planetary
stakeholders?
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Part IV: Democracy
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Shorn of its political history this much bandied about term demands clear definition: Jacques
Ranciere spoke eloquently of the gulf between the concept of democracy and the material forms that
often (and incorrectly) bear its name. As energy justice workers, we seek to promote an
understanding of democracy as a convivial space in which governance is indeed shared; the
electorate holds viable power; and public utilities are no longer manipulated by private interests. In
this final section, we seek to bring together the many strands of this discussion: racial capitalism and
the struggle for representative democracy; the relationship between energy, democracy, and
economic growth; the potential for something like “degrowth communism”; and the cultivation of
an energy commons for all.
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