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ABSTRACT

The idea of “energy transition” relies on a particular reading of the past. Its power lies in its
ambiguity—situated between history and foresight. Just as humanity once transitioned from wood
to coal, then from coal to oil, we are now, in the face of climate change, urged to accomplish a
third transition—toward renewables or nuclear. Responding to the climate crisis would thus mean
continuing the history of science, innovation, and capitalism—guiding and accelerating it to bring
about a decarbonized economy.

This comforting vision, however, rests on a false material history. Energy sources have historically
accumulated more than they have substituted one another, forming symbiotic relationships as
much as rivalries. There is no reason for historians to adopt “transition” as the dominant narrative.
Why, then, has the concept prevailed? This paper explores how, since the 1970s, the idea of
energy transition became the preferred future of policymakers, consultants, and international
organizations—a future without a past, yet embraced by the so-called reasonable.
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