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WHY IS A HISTORIAN
STUDYING ENERGY?









Energy Eras
Fuels Technologies Era (approximate)

Organic Energy Regime

Muscle (human and 
animal)

Harness, plow, ax, atlatl, 
etc.

Modern homo sapiens to 
~2500 BCE

Wind, Water Sailing ship, water wheel ~2500 BCE-~1700 CE

Mineral/Fossil Fuel Energy Regime

Coal, Wood, Biomass Steam engine 1700s-1900

Oil Internal Combustion
Engine

1880s-present

Oil, Gas, Coal, Hydro, 
Nuclear, Wind, Etc.

Electricity 1890s-present



Energy Transitions
(Standard Oil Refinery, Wood River, 1907)



Parking Lot at Standard Oil’s
Wood River Refinery, 1914





Energy Systems are Cultural and
Social Choices

Rush hour in Copenhagen 
(above) and St. Louis (right)



Historians Engaging
Today’s Political Debates



WHERE DO BIOFUELS FIT IN?















Two Key Questions

1. Why did alcohol fuel fail to live up to its promise 
as a true alternative to oil and gas in the modern 
United States?

1. Conversely, why did alcohol fuel remain so 
attractive to many Americans, despite so many 
failed promises, throughout the twentieth 
century?



Six Eras of Alcohol Fuels
in United States

1. Camphene Era (1830s-1860s)
2. Era of Early Autos (1880s-1910)
3. Era of Farm Relief (1920s-1930s)
4. “Hamburger Helper for the Gasoline 

Supply” (1970s)
5. Era of Environmentalism (mid-1980s-2001)
6. Era of Energy Security (2001-present)



CURRENT RESEARCH
(AKA, JEFF TAKES A TRIP TO
“THE IOWA OF BRAZIL”)



• What can we learn about a potential renewable 
energy future from the past century of industrial 
biofuels in the western hemisphere?

• How do national cultures, economies, and policies 
shape energy systems?

• Should renewable energy be promoted within the 
fossil fuel sector, or by outside firms?

• What are the likely benefits and costs of the 
emerging renewable energy system?



The Perennial Alternative: A Century of Biofuels in 
Brazil and the United States and Its Lessons for the 

Future

• Ethanol has a long history. It was a bridge 
into the oil era and may be a bridge out of it.

• Ethanol’s history is global. US debates are 
important, but not the whole story.



Some Tentative Lessons

• There are winners and losers in every energy 
system. The coming renewable energy system 
will be no different.

• Old questions about limits and tradeoffs in an 
organic energy regime might return in the future.

• In a diversified, post-fossil fuel energy system, 
national and regional resource endowments are 
likely to matter more.


