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WHAT IS ENERGY 
HUMANITIES? 



¡  Energy systems are complex and dynamic. They are material 
and physical systems but also social and cultural systems 

¡  Some aspects of energy systems can be understood through 
scientific, technological and engineering frameworks. Other 
aspects can be understood through market and policy 
analyses 

¡  But energy choices and uses are also powerfully influenced by 
ethics, behavior, institutions, history, beliefs, and values 

¡  These are all core areas of research of the humanities and 
social sciences 

¡  Understanding present energy systems and planning for the 
future requires the expertise of the humanities and social 
sciences 

WHY THE HUMANITIES MATTER 



¡  “Everything in the universe can 
be described in terms of 
energy” 

¡  Cultural development depends 
on energy per capita per year 
put to work 

¡  Humanity seeks constantly to 
harness new sources of 
energy. First,  domestication of 
animals, then agriculture, then 
fuels and engines. Each new 
source of energy revolutionizes 
and defines human civil ization 

¡  We are a consumer society 
because we became a fuel 
society 

¡  What comes next? Harnessing 
sub-atomic energy or the 
power of the sun? 

EARLY ENERGY HUMANITIES: 
 LESLIE WHITE’S “ENERGY AND THE 

EVOLUTION OF CULTURE” (1943) 



ENERGY HUMANITIES TODAY 



ENERGY HUMANITIES TODAY 



Case #1:  
T imothy 
Mitchel l ’s  
Carbon 
Democracy  
Pro ject  
 
B ig  idea:   
Foss i l  fue ls  
helped create  
both the 
poss ib i l i ty  of  
twent ieth -
centur y  
democracy  and 
i ts  l imits  

ENERGY 
HUMANITIES 
IN DEPTH 



“Fossil fuel allowed the 
reorganization of energy 
systems that made possible, 
in conjunction with other 
changes, the novel forms of 
collective life out of which 
late-nineteenth-century mass 
politics developed.” 



“Large stores of high-quality coal were 
discovered and developed in relatively 
few sites: … However, coal was so 
concentrated in carbon content that it 
became cost-effective to transport 
energy overland or on waterways … The 
development of steam transport, whose 
original function was to serve coal-
mining and which in turn was fuelled by 
coal, facilitated this movement. Large 
urban and industrial populations could 
now accumulate at sites that were no 
longer adjacent to sources of energy.”  



“Great quantities of energy now 
flowed along very narrow channels. 
Large numbers of workers had to be 
concentrated at the main junctions 
of these channels. Their position and 
concentration gave them, at certain 
moments, a new kind of political 
power. The power derived not just 
from the organizations they formed, 
the ideas they began to share or the 
political alliances they built, but from 
the extraordinary concentrations of 
carbon energy whose flow they could 
now slow, disrupt or cut off.” 

1902 Coal Strike 

1920-21 Matewan & 
Blair Mountain 

“Between 1881 and 1905, coal-
miners in the United States went 
on strike at a rate about three 
times the average for workers in 
all major industries” 



FROM COAL TO OIL 

¡  “The strikes were not always successful, 
but the new vulnerability experienced by 
the owners of mines, railways and docks, 
together with the steel mills and other 
large manufacturing enterprises dependent 
on coal, had its effects.” 

¡  “After the Second World War, the coal-
miners of Europe again appeared as the 
core of a militant threat… As US planners 
worked to engineer the post-war political 
order in Europe, they came up with a new 
mechanism to defeat the coal-miners: to 
convert Europe’s energy system from one 
based on coal to one based predominantly 
on oil.” 



THE MATERIAL CHARACTER OF OIL 
AFFECTED ITS POLITICS 

¡  “the material qualities and physical locations of oil 
made things different from with coal. Since it comes to 
the surface driven by underground pressure, either from 
the water trapped beneath it or the gas above it, oil 
required a smaller workforce than coal in relation to the 
quantity of energy produced. Workers remained above 
ground, under the continuous supervision of managers. 
Since the carbon occurs in liquid form, pumping 
stations and pipelines could replace railways as a 
means of transporting energy from the site of 
production to the places where it was used or shipped 
abroad. Pipelines were vulnerable, as we will see, but 
not as easy to incapacitate through strike actions as 
were the railways that carried coal.” 



TRANSOCEANIC SHIPPING HAD FEW 
CHOKEPOINTS AND LITTLE OVERSIGHT 

¡  “Compared to carrying coal by rail,  moving oil by sea eliminated 
the labour of coal-heavers and stokers, and thus the power of 
organized workers to withdraw their labour from a critical point 
in the energy system. Transoceanic shipping operated beyond 
the territorial spaces governed by the labour regulations and 
democratic rights won in the era of widespread coal and railway 
strikes. In fact, shipping companies could escape the regulation 
of labour laws all together (as well as the payment of taxes) by 
resorting to international registry, or so-called ‘flags of 
convenience’, removing whatever limited powers of labour 
organizing might have been left.”  



“WHEN THE GLOBAL FINANCIAL ORDER WAS RECONSTRUCTED 
AFTER THE SECOND WORLD WAR, IT  WAS BASED NOT ON 

RESERVES OF GOLD, BUT ON FLOWS OF OIL.”  

¡  “The Bretton Woods Agreements of 1944 fixed the value of the 
US dollar on the basis of this gold, at $35 an ounce. Every 
other country pegged the value of its currency to the dollar 
and thus indirectly to the American gold monopoly. In practice, 
however, what sustained the value of the dollar was its 
convertibility not to gold but to oil. In both value and volume, 
oil was the largest commodity in world trade. In 1945 the 
United States produced two-thirds of the world’s oil. As 
production in the Middle East was developed, and the routes of 
pipelines plotted, most of this overseas oil was also under the 
control of American companies. Under the peculiar 
arrangements that governed the international oil trade, the 
commodity was purchased in the currency neither of the 
country where it was produced nor of the place where it was 
consumed, but largely in US dollars. The rest of the world had 
to buy it using dollars.” 

 



Case #2:  
Cymene Howe & 
Dominic  Boyer,  
The Pol i t ics  of  
Wind Power  
Development  in  
Southern 
Mexico (NSF 
#1127246)  
 
B ig  idea:   
Lack of  
at tent ion to  
local  cu l ture  
and pol i t ics  can 
undermine 
energy  
development  
pro jects ,  both 
foss i l  and 
renewable  

ENERGY 
HUMANITIES 
IN DEPTH 



ANOTHER FISH OR LAGOON?? 

The Isthmus of Tehuantepec 





A BRIEF HISTORY OF  
MEXICAN WIND POWER DEVELOPMENT 

¡  Funded by Mexico’s 1970s oil boom, first study of 
Isthmian wind potential in 1980 determines average 
annual wind speed of 9.3 m/s, peaking around 30 m/s 
in winter. 

¡  Presidents Salinas and Zedillo pass legislation to open 
the electrical sector to foreign investment. 

¡  First pilot wind park at La Venta on grid in 1994 with 
extraordinary plant capacity of over 50% (US average in 
2014 was 34%). 

¡  Mexican wind energy lobbying agency AMDEE founded 
2004; Oaxacan government makes a major development 
push 2004-2010. 

¡  2009-2012: 13 wind parks come on grid, most privately 
financed industrial self-supply projects, 1 .2 GW of 
installed capacity. 



MEXICO HAS BECOME A FRAGILE 
“CARBON DEMOCRACY” 



2012: PRESIDENT CALDERÓN SIGNS 
GENERAL LAW ON CLIMATE THAT:  

•  Formalized previous targets in GHG reduction: 35% of Mexico’s energy is 
now legally mandated to come from clean sources by 2024 with 50% of 
that to come from wind power alone  

•  Created national climate change commission 
•  Instituted national emissions registry 
•  Created a National Institute of Ecology and Climate Change 
•  Increased renewable energy incentives 
•  Established voluntary carbon market 
•  Initiated phase-out of fossil fuel subsidies 
•  Mandated that largest carbon polluting sectors must report emissions 



2017: THE ISTHMUS OF TEHUANTEPEC NOW HOSTS THE 
DENSEST CONCENTRATION OF ONSHORE WIND PARKS 

ANYWHERE IN THE WORLD WITH 2.3 GW OF INSTALLED 
CAPACIT Y AND PLANS TO EXTEND THAT TO 5 GW OR 

BEYOND IN THE NEXT FIVE YEARS. 



Wind power 
development in 
the Isthmus saw 
resistance as early 
as 2006 
particularly among 
indigenous binnizá 
(Zapotec) activists. 

The arguments of the resistance ranged from lack of local consultation 
to the rejection of “megaproyecto” scale development to concerns 
about environmental impact, food insecurity and social inequality. The 
core problem was however a history of political marginalization and 
negligent governance from Mexico City and Oaxaca City that 
undermined trust in both government officials and international 
developers. 



  

EL OBJETIVO 
The most ambitious wind park project in the 
Isthmus has been an Australian-led consortium, 
Mareña Renovables, which planned the largest 
single phase wind park in Latin America (396 
MW) across the Barra Santa Teresa on 
communal land owned by the ikojts (Huave) 
community of San Dionisio del Mar. 
 
The project had strong support from federal, 
state and local officials and was fully permitted. 
But in 2012-2013 a resistance campaign 
emerged of a scale the Isthmus had not seen in 
decades, bringing together for the first time ikojts 
and binnizá communities in what they described 
as a common project of self-defense against 
external influence and exploitation.  



Mareña set a match to a store of long-held local grievances. New indigenous assemblies 
multiplied across the region in response to Mareña, eventually demanding political 
autonomy from Mexico and Oaxaca as well as an end to political parties and elections. New 
community police organizations and indigenous-language radio stations were established. 
Voting booths were prohibited in some communities as part of a push to reestablish 
communal political institutions and land ownership. 



Access roads to the construction site were blockaded by activists 
eventually forcing Mareña to cancel its project in May 2013. Although the 
Oaxacan government has tried desperately to relocate the project 
elsewhere in the Isthmus, thus far they have failed to do so. 



There are multiple explanations for Mareña’s failure, but it is widely 
agreed that it was a major setback for wind development in the whole 
region. Our interpretation is that Mareña shows how a deep 
understanding of the political history and cultural dynamics of a 
development site is ignored at a developer’s peril. 



Local culture matters. 
As does community 
engagement and 
understanding local 
perceptions of a just 
distribution of risks 
and rewards. 
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