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POLITICAL ECOLOGY OF ENERGY TRANSITIONS  
IN THE GLOBAL NORTH AND SOUTH

Ho to transition toards more sustainale and ust energ sstems has ecome a  if not the  maor 
theme and uestion in social science energ research (Blondeel et al., ). Political ecolog and critical 
geograph have contriuted much to such research, oth empiricall and conceptuall (Bridge, 8; Bridge 
and Gailing, ; Valulchu et al., ). is research into energ transitions, hile diverse, shares some 
common characteristics and premises. In general terms, it sees to eplain the reproduction and change of 
energ sstems. In so doing, it considers the interpla eteen their social (political, cultural) and natural 
(environmental, material) properties as ell as the specic congurations of actors, discourses and forces that 
enale and frustrate transitions (Szao, ). It shos that transitions do not occur naturall. Some actors 
drive hile others resist transitions, ased on visions of hat is (un)desirale aout (current) energ sstems. 
Political ecologists pa particular attention to capitalist development traectories, oth maor and minor, and 
plaing out at dierent scales (Roins, ; Neell, ). e investigate the volumes and tpes of 
energ these consume and reuire, the poer relations and etractivist logics that sustain them and/or ho 
gains and ho loses in such traectories.

Research does not so much assess the promises and pitfalls of dierent tpes of reneale energies or novel 
technologies in and of themselves, nor ho these could e used in such traectories. Rather, such traectories 
are themselves suect to critical enuir, ecause of their reliance on perpetual accumulation and an ever 
epanding energ ase to the enet of a minorit (Dunlap and Laratte, ). Political ecological research 
is thus critical in acnoledging that some energ sources and sstems are more sustainale and ust than 
others, and emancipative in that research should help ring aout sstems that open up rather than narro 
don pathas for human and nonhuman ourishing (Saer, ). is reuires reection on our nor
mative departure points (Castree, , pp. 84), on the a e produce noledge and from hich/
hose lens e theorize such transitions (Tornel, ; Meme, ). is is all the more important if e 
factor in the spatial variegation and dierentiation in energ sstems and transitions across the gloal North 
and South (Bridge, 8). While energ sstems are often connected in time and space, their sociomaterial 
maeup in specic spatial congurations matter deepl for ho actuall eisting transitions unfold.

e three contriutions each engage one or more dimensions of this political ecolog approach to energ 
transitions. First, de Vincenzo (4) tacles among the most pressing themes hen it comes to transition
ing to alternative energ sstems, namel the strategies, conduct and poer pla of gloal oil companies. He 
spells out the gap eteen hat oil companies promise to do hen it comes to investments in reneale or 
“green” energ and hat the actuall do. De Vincenzo maes clear that this gap still looms large. Oil com
panies are pushed  societal and regulator forces  and feel the cannot neglect calls  to ramp up green 
investments. While the have committed to and realized some such green investments, their actual focus is 
still ver much on oil eploration and production. e thus remain deepl edded to the actuall eisting 
energ sstem ased on fossil fuels and go a long a to defend its sustenance. e implicit message is that 
the energ transition is not so much aout adopting reneales as it is aout unsettling and disassemling 
this incument sstem (Bridge, 8).

From a gloal vie on the discursive and actual practices of replacing oil, Lipari (4) taes us to a 
specic reneale in a particular region of Europe: iogas in East German. His contriution ass ho 
iogas production here has taen such a ight in recent decades. He shos this to e the outcome of an 
accumulation strateg driven  a coalition of forces (including dierent class factions and actors) and sup
ported and sustained  various mechanisms. One such mechanism are susid schemes. Another, more 
fundamental, mechanism is land onership. A concentrated, large land propert regime survived the DDR’s 
incorporation into West German’s (and the gloal) capitalist economic sstem. Big tracts of land ere sold 
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cheapl, alloing capital to increasingl etract surplusvalue from largescale agriculture comined ith io
gas production susidized under a reneale energ scheme. As such, Lipari’s paper outlines ho the energ 
transition cannot e understood ithout considering transitions in the regional and gloal political econom.

A similar message underlines the nal contriution  Büscher et al. (4). e tacle another rene
ale energ source, in the Gloal South this time, namel geothermal in East Africa. Whereas East African 
governments env to use geothermal for largescale electricit production that feeds the national grid, the 
suggest geothermal can also and especiall e used for development for and  communities. is can thus 
e regarded a tpe of “communit energ”, a topic that has gained much scholarl attention in the past de
cade. According to Büscher et al. (ibidem), this literature is characterized  a depoliticized vie on the role 
of communities in forging (local/regional) energ transitions. In contrast, the emphasize the importance of 
taing poer and politics more seriousl in investigating communit energ initiatives. Based on a geother
mal communit energ proect in East Africa (and thus taing a Gloal South perspective to an otherise 
Gloal Northdominated literature), the sho ho poer and politics are inherent to the categories often 
moilized in this literature, including scale, communit, development and the ver notion of energ itself. 
Aove all, the urge to delocalize communit energ and to situate it in roader political economic structures 
in hich it is invarial nested.

In all, the three contriutions underline the importance of taing a political ecolog perspective, maing 
clear that energ transitions  including the attempted manipulation of the energ form  should e studied 
and analzed in relation to dominant and poerful political economic structures, imaginaries, forces and 
agents of our time. At hatever scale the unfold.
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