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Energy and work are intertwined, both in the scientific definition of energy (the ability to do
work), and in the political manifestation of human-fuel practices. The energy-work
connection continues to haunt attempts to divest from fossil fuels. In this talk, I will trace
the historical emergence of the relationship between energy and work, focusing upon how
work came to be understood and valued as a site of energy transformation. With the
‘discovery’ of energy in the nineteenth century, energy physics fed a geo-theology of work
that advanced British industrial imperialism. This energy-work ethos informed the
emergent fossil fuel culture, wherein technical categories of work and waste intersected
with racialized, and gendered, judgments of productivity and sloth. Thinking about energy
historically suggests that shifting our fuel cultures will require a corresponding shift in
(post)-industrial cultures of work.
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