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Energy transition is an increasingly contested and problematized concept in the energy humanities. 
This essay suggests how attending to energy transition’s affective angles can offer new insight into 
the concept’s critical utility as well as its limits. It suggests two particular attentions that emerge from 
the special issue: the labor of energy transition and the co-existence of multiple transitions alongside 
each other. While maintaining a critical approach to the concept of transition, the essay, and larger 
issue which it frames, nonetheless maintain that transition is a marker of urgency and a denotes a 
demand for interdisciplinary collaboration.
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Transition. This ubiquitous, if increasingly problematized, concept in energy studies 
serves as both the object of longstanding historical inquiry and as the political horizon 
for the field’s critical endeavors.1 But in the transitions of the past and those yet to 
come, scholars have much work left to do to fully understand the social, experiential, 
and systemic changes involved. The answers to why and how energy systems change 
are neither unitary nor simple. Perhaps one of the greatest challenges comes from 
trying to explain the relationship between changes and continuities in energy systems 
that occur on large spatial, temporal, and infrastructural scales and the changes and 
continuities in everyday energetic life that effect such large-scale transformations. 
The essays in this special issue offer a series of inquiries into that relationship and 
our cultural understandings of it. Together, they contend that this challenge demands 
attention to the affective dimensions of energy transitions in addition to and alongside 
their social, political, cultural, environmental, and material aspects. 

Our attention to affect emerges from different disciplinary traditions—history, 
literature, film studies, anthropology, communication studies—each of which 
have their own distinct engagement with the concept. However, as Michael Ziser, 
Natasha Zaretsky, and Julie Sze point out, the field of “energy studies is coalescing 
around the recognition that the energetic basis of the modern world is in a crisis that 
requires a response from across many categories of knowledge.”2 Affects, constituted 
by our experience of encounters, relations, and, crucially, transformations offer an 
indispensable analytic for understanding experiential worlds in flux, including energetic 
lives in transition.3 Melissa Gregg and Gregory Seigworth explain in the introduction 
to their Affect Theory Reader how affect can propel, suspend, and even overwhelm 
us: “Affect is persistent proof of a body’s never less than ongoing immersion in and 
among the world’s obstinacies and rhythms, its refusals as much as its invitations.”4 
The experience of energy transition is indeed one of those invitations, obstinacies, 
and refusals. The affects that accompany such transitions thus invite analysis, to 
understand the conditions under which transitions occur, the structures of feeling that 
impede, facilitate, and direct them, and the flavor of everyday experience for those of 
us who live in the midst of change.

To the extent that affective relationality names the way we attach ourselves to the 
material world, including the materiality of energy and its infrastructure, we cannot 
genuinely talk about our energetic lives without referring to their affective contents. 
And  to the extent that energy practices and systems, both in their continuities and 
changes, remain fundamentally embedded in our everyday lived experience of the 
world, we cannot genuinely talk about affects without a critical consideration of our 
lived experiences of energy. Energy forms are at the very core of the historical and 
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contemporary social, political, and cultural structures. Scholars in the interdisciplinary 
energy humanities can therefore productively ally with affect theory in terms of 
studying energy and affect as mutually constitutive forces shaping and structuring our 
lives. 

Our attention to affectivity of energy transitions offers a way to further disaggregate 
the dominant throughlines via which affect has appeared in energy studies. These 
attentions have been powerfully shaped by the shadow of oil addiction that drove early 
modes of inquiry. These important studies, like those from the Petrocultures Working 
Group, offered an invaluable way to probe the disconnect between petroleum’s 
promise of the “good life” (reliant on white, colonial, masculine, heteronormative 
energy infrastructures and practices) and the reality of “self-devouring growth.” In 
analyzing oil addiction, these accounts made visible an energy unconscious underlying 
infrastructures and development blocks. This critical insight unsettled the idea of 
the infrastructural or developmental “lock-in”—the idea that once the railways 
and pipelines were built, it was hard to imagine energy beyond the specific modes of 
movement and power they made possible. These accounts further illustrate us how the 
cognitive dissonance living in a world of often-unspoken fossil-fuel addiction fueled 
forms of melancholy and anxiety historically specific to the Anthropocene.5 But the 
essays in this issue also demonstrate that the same energies which have provoked the 
kinds of affective attachment Lauren Berlant called “cruel optimism” can also become 
sources of disruption and transformation, sometimes in unexpected or unforeseeable 
ways.6 In particular, these essays evoke Kai Bosworth’s recent attention to the power 
of affect to bridge historical forms of alienation with future-oriented questions of 
“political-affective organization.”7 

Following Sara Ahmed, we might say the affectivity of energy transition “is full of 
angles.”8 Recognition of that fact has driven much of the scholarship on climate justice 
and just transition, a pattern of listening to injustice as a mode of instruction, and of 
trying to prevent future harms from following the pathways forged by colonialism and 
capitalism.9 In this issue, we have tried to think within and around the angles, directing 
our attention to labors, embracing transition in its multiplicities, and attempting to 
speak simultaneously within, across, and beyond disciplines.

To that end, our work on this issue has unfolded collaboratively since the spring of 
2021. It is worth taking a moment to trace the work of this project, for it illuminates 
how we have arrived at the questions driving this issue. What appears as a series of 
single-authored essays equally reflects the individual research agendas of each 
scholar, as well as a sustained discussion, generative reading and re-reading, a working 
through of slippery conceptual bridges that hold different fields and sites and modes 
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of inquiry together. In the spring of 2020, the Energy Humanities Research Initiative 
at Georgetown University in Qatar’s Center for International and Regional Studies 
launched a series of discussions to consider what we called “everyday energy.” 

Everyday energy was just that: the encounters, labors, sensations, and affects 
that constituted our quotidian interactions with energy systems. In this cluster of 
discussions, like much work on energy, questions of attachment loomed large.10 A 
second group of discussions in the fall of 2020, organized around energy aesthetics, 
only intensified this concern with attachments: Cajetan Iheka drew our attention to the 
lingering “after” of oil, Carren Irr conjured the uncanny repetitiveness of the plastics 
era, and Anne Pasek, the obstacles to decarbonized imaginaries.11 What accounted for 
this temporal muddiness? A reality which could be read as cultural expression of a 
scientific reality—that we will be living the rest of our lives in an atmosphere where 
past, present, and future intertwine in carbon molecules—also conjured Lauren 
Berlant’s notion of “cruel optimism” in the affective ties between ordinary people and 
the energy systems that threatened our collective future. 

In early 2022, we launched a multistage writing process with the group of authors 
featured here. We consciously situated the group’s expertise across history, literature, 
anthropology, and media studies—as well as across a range of places and times and 
forms. The goal was to create real sustained dialogue, and ultimately to move beyond 
it: to shape each other’s work rather than simply speaking to each other. The marks 
of this process are throughout these essays and include the impact of the labors and 
contributions of those whose do not carry formal authorship. And so, I would like to 
thank them here: Zahra Babar, Misba Bhatti, Suzi Mirgani, Liz Wanucha, and Maram 
Al-Qershi. Many thanks also are due to the scholars and practitioners who participated 
in the earlier discussion clusters: Sara B. Pritchard, Jennifer Wenzel, Carren Irr, Cajetan 
Iheka, Diana Montaño, Elizabeth Barrios, Anto Mohsin, Victor Ehikhamenor, Santiago 
Acosta, Stacey Balkan, and Swaralipi Nandi. 

Transition’s Labors. Energy scholars have an increasingly developed critique of work, 
but energy transitions also recognize the possibility of—to borrow from Les Leopold—
hating work and loving labor, or, of holding our criticisms of the work regime alongside 
an appreciation of the power of workers, through daily labors and political imaginations 
forged in relation to the energy system and more-than-human environment around 
them, to shape the world.12 The essays in this issue share a distinctive attention to 
the way affects emerge and in some cases are actively cultivated through labor, be it 
physical, emotional, or intellectual, waged or unwaged. Different modes of laboring 
present ideal sites for examining energy affects, first because work is a form of 
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knowledge-making, of learning who we are, of making and being remade by the world 
(and energy system) around us.13 The affects of work are relational and embodied, 
existing within and between, on the one hand, laws, economic forms, political power, 
and social scripts, and, on the other, expectations, aspirations, and modes of being that 
cannot yet be spoken, but exist within the activity itself. In the process we create new 
worlds, filled with possibilities both hopeful and harrowing, and potentially banal.14 

The energy worker, as a category, is one ripe for critical attention, as the resonances 
between Ewan Gibbs’s and Vicky Googasian’s essays make clear. Engaging deeply with 
workers’ subjectivity to understand an energy transition already underway offers new 
modes of thinking about the relationship between forms of change and continuity. Gibbs 
shows how attentiveness to workers’ memories and experiences of energy transition 
push past the boundary of “cruel optimism,” and instead directs our attention to “an 
energy worker structure of feeling.”15 With this new framework, we can better see 
how workers transitioning from one energy workplace to another make sense and 
attachments of the changes in their working lives. Googasian introduces the idea of the 
energy worker as a kind of “infrastructural character,” which allows us to read energy 
transition across scales in the space opera genre. In the process, she shows us how this 
genre, often construed as replicating fantasies of energetic abundance, in fact suggests 
alternative affective relationships that emphasize disability and dependence lurking 
beneath the space opera’s cornucopian appearance.16 A recent essay by Imre Szeman 
and Darin Barney examining the possible transition to solar-powered future argues 
that “a real transition…will reconstitute the subject of modernity in a fundamental 
way.”17 But the essays in this issue also ask us to attend to the way modernity’s laboring 
subjects offer distinctive and crucial ways of conceiving of transition, the way that work 
retains the power to remake as well as to retrench, and the way that practices of work 
form an affective bridge between our past and future. 

Perhaps one of the most striking forms of this remaking emerges in Anne Pasek’s 
essay on carbon removal work. For whom is carbon a tangible thing, and under what 
circumstances? Since the nineteenth century, mass experiences of tangible carbon 
were rooted in combustion: black smudges of coal dust, kerosene’s acrid smell, the 
cultural experience of the gas station.18 But Pasek identifies a new group of workers 
forming new tangible relationships with carbon through sequestration: regenerative 
agriculture and biochar. These workers, she shows, demonstrate the power of affective 
relationships to carbon to produce new forms of meaning.19 

At the same time Pasek and Animesh Chatterjee both challenge us to attend to 
the definition of work and to deepen our critiques of the utility of labor as a modern 
social relation.20 Chatterjee highlights, for example, how paying attention to theatrical 
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performance can illuminate a broader affective tie between electricity and an unsettled 
idea of modernity. Anne Pasek focuses our attention to emergent labors. Her essay in 
this issue shows how the work of carbon capture raises confounding questions for the 
politics of work: can the affective attachments cultivated by artisanal practitioners be 
scaled up? Is the world which “industrial” carbon capture would create a real alternative 
to industrial carbon combustion when viewed from perspectives besides atmospheric 
parts per million? Are there alternatives to capture carbon that elude work itself, 
allowing us to value other modes of relation instead? If upending modern subjectivity 
lies at the core of the possibility for an energy transition of the scale required, Pasek’s 
essay suggests the labor-value relationship is a good place to start.21

Transition(s). Energy transition lingers in humanistic inquiry as process and event and 
destination, but as it exists in these essays, the idea of transition here appears with 
a necessary multiplicity, as objects, subjects, and pathways of transition shift from 
one perspective to the next. Energy transitions have already happened, and thus have 
many different pasts. As a result, energy transition as destination, which necessarily 
constitutes our present in a relationship between past and future, loads differently 
in every navigational system. Affect can help us hold on to that multiplicity while 
retaining the political urgency necessary to live and work in a moment of climate 
emergency. Thinking with affect extends the debate over whether to describe energy 
system change as fundamentally transitory (one energy regime cedes to the next) or 
additive (emphasizing continuity, energy forms are added to existing systems, often 
altering the application of different energy forms) to instead consider that thinking of 
transition as only about the sources of energy tells an incomplete story about how and 
why energy systems change.22 

In particular, as Animesh Chatterjee’s essay on the everyday experience of 
electrification in colonial Calcutta suggests, plying the relationship between change 
and continuity can be instructive, a way of tracing hierarchies through contested and 
changing spaces. As Bengali nationalists adopted and adapted electric power under 
colonial rule, they refashioned (and reinforced) the boundaries of the home and defined 
new kinds of class identities. But in tracing the persistence of older forms of domestic 
energy use, Chatterjee identifies how electrification was not simply technological 
diffusion, but rather an affective and performative practice.23 His essay also invites 
us to new forms of reading our way into that affective world against the silences of 
traditional archives, reading household ephemera against official archives, textual 
sources for the sensory experience of performance. 
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This attention to multiplicity emerges throughout the essays. The relationship 
between continuity and change, rather than forming a dichotomy, instead appears as 
a multi-layered world, with transformation and retrenchment and stasis unfolding in 
proximity and relation. In a manner reminiscent of recent scholarship re-theorizing 
temporalities of change, in the instabilities and slippages, new possibilities open, but 
seemingly defy notions of singular or linear progression.24 The “transition” to our 
post-carbon future is indeed “full of angles.” 

Transition: That word marks an urgent space for interdisciplinary collaboration 
that is the remit of the environmental humanities, a bridge across which both energy 
and affect traverse. Energy scholarship increasingly acknowledges that to both live 
in the world fossil fuels have created and to create a world beyond them requires new 
modes of thinking, living, reading, even playing.25 The essays in this issue refract 
both affect and transition through new lenses. They ask us to attend to a multiplicity 
of affects, energies, and transitions. They ask us to think about the way labor tethers 
embodied acts to larger energy systems, and systems of valuation with a contested (and 
contestable) set of affects. 
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