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The focus on energy, and the aJached corporate and governmental agendas, has exerted a large influence upon 
the social sciences. Although poliNcal ecology maintains a stance of hosNlity towards the claims of sustainable 
development, 1 it has acquiesced to the proposiNon of an energy transi8on and the concepts associated with it: 
‘green’, ‘clean’, and ‘renewable’ energy. 2 This narraNve of transiNon combines the profit-driven aspiraNons of 
green capitalism with a pacificaNon of exisNng climate anxieNes. It is for this reason that reading Jean-BapNste 
Fressoz’s new book More and More and More. An All-Consuming History of Energy, is a ‘must’. 
 
Fressoz, a historian at the French NaNonal Centre for ScienNfic Research (CNRS) and Professor at the École des 
Ponts ParisTech, examines the historical dynamics between humanity and its environment. His work challenges 
convenNonal narraNves of industrial progress and ecological awareness. In his monograph, Happy Apocalypse. A 
History of Technological Risk (2024), Fressoz puts forward the provocaNve idea that environmental and industrial 
regulaNons, introduced from the early nineteenth century onwards, were rarely designed to reduce environmen-
tal degradaNon or protect workers. Instead, he argues that their main purpose was to legalize these dangers, 
thereby creaNng a legal framework that allowed industrialists to pursue profit. Fressoz suggests that this process 
of legal normalizaNon systemaNcally externalized the costs of industrializaNon onto society and the natural world. 
 
In The Shock of the Anthropocene. The Earth, History and Us (2017), co-authored with Christophe Bonneuil, he 
challenged the noNon that the ecological consequences of industrial acNvity were discovered only recently. 
Fressoz demonstrates that industrializing socieNes possessed a long-standing and sophisNcated understanding of 
their own destrucNve potenNal. Through his books and his monthly column in Le Monde, Fressoz reveals that our 
ecological situaNon is not the result of sudden failure or lack of knowledge, but rather the logical outcome of po-
liNcal and economic choices that have prioriNzed expansion and accumulaNon over sustainability and precauNon. 
 
More and More and More has sparked significant debate within the field of poliNcal ecology by presenNng a rig-
orously documented challenge to the convenNonal narraNve of energy history. Fressoz systemaNcally decon-
structs the prevailing thesis of energy subs8tu8on — the smooth, linear narraNve of a natural progression from 
wood to coal to oil and, eventually, to renewables. He argues that this view is illusory and instead presents a 
compelling argument for a historical logic of accumula8on. Rather than replacing older sources of energy, each 
new form, from coal onwards, has been added to the exisNng mix. This has created a symbiosis of energy sources 
and led to insaNable energy demand. He demonstrates “why all primary energies have grown together and why 
they have accumulated without replacing each other” (p. 2).  
 
According to Fressoz, this historical reality underpins his second, more polemical thesis: a devastaNng criNque of 
the concept of energy transiNon. Fressoz reveals this narraNve to be an ideological construct originally promoted 
by nuclear energy companies, not as a plan for change, but as a strategy to delay meaningful acNon. By present-
ing the shi^ from fossil fuels as an unavoidable consequence of technological progress, the transiNon narraNve 
encourages a dangerous wait-and-see approach. This, in turn, creates a poliNcal inerNa that maintains the domi-
nance of the fossil-fuel status quo. He argues compellingly on this point: “Transi8on is the ideology of capital in 
the twenty-first century. It turns evil into cure, pollu8ng industries into the green industries of the future, and in-
nova8on into our lifeline. Transi8on puts capital on the right side of the climate baIle. Thanks to transi8on, we 
are talking about trajectories to 2100, electric cars and hydrogen-powered aircraN rather than material consump-
8on levels and distribu8on. Very complex solu8ons in the future make it impossible to do simple things now” (p. 
220).  
 
This criNque returns us to a central argument of Fressoz’s earlier work, Happy Apocalypse: that socieNes have 
been locked into pathways of escalaNng consumpNon by deliberate poliNcal and economic choices, not merely by 
technological necessity. From this analysis follows his radical conclusion, introduced early in the volume, which 
advocates for energy amputaNon: “The climate impera8ve does not call for a new energy transi8on, but it does 
require us to voluntarily carry out an enormous energy amputa8on: to get rid, in four decades, of the propor8on 
of the world’s energy – more than three-quarters – derived from fossil fuels” (p. 13). 
 
In the first part of his work (Chapters 1–8), Fressoz dismantles convenNonal energy history to advance what he 
terms a “new apprehension of the dynamics of energy and materials.” (p. 14) His central thesis is that our mod-
ern world was built not through a series of clean breaks, but through a process of relentless accumulaNon, where 
new energy sources layer upon and depend on the old. 
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He begins with a surprising but revealing case study: the candle. In Chapter 1, he traces its evoluNon not as a 
story of obsolescence, but of synergy. The technologies of the industrial age led to the producNon of stearin and 
paraffin wax as by-products, which fuelled a massive expansion of candle manufacturing. This demonstrates 
Fressoz’s core principle: innovaNon rarely replaces; it more o^en creates new demand, leading to an overall in-
crease in consumpNon and producNon. From this case study, Fressoz moves to a macro-level criNque in Chapter 
2, systemaNcally debunking the popular concept of successive ‘ages’ (the Age of Steam, the Age of Oil, the Solar 
Age.) He dismisses these as unsubstanNated markeNng phrases that obscure a messy reality. He argues that this 
staged-history framework has long served as an alibi, a comforNng narraNve that allows socieNes to ignore incon-
venient data poinNng to the persistent and growing use of ‘outdated’ resources.  
 
Chapters 3 through 5 illustrate his alternaNve model: a history of straNficaNon and symbiosis. Here, Fressoz 
demonstrates that the rise of coal was not a transiNon away from wood but was enNrely dependent on it. He pre-
sents expansive data showing that Europe’s coal mines were built with vast quanNNes of wooden pit props, and 
that the steam engines, steel, and railways of the industrial revoluNon were fundamentally underwriJen by Nm-
ber. He extends this logic to oil, arguing that its extracNon was made possible only by immense inputs of coal, 
wood, and human labour, creaNng a symbioNc chain of energy dependence. This commitment to a more accu-
rate material history leads him, in Chapter 6, to a strong criNque of Timothy Mitchell’s influenNal Carbon Democ-
racy. 3 Fressoz idenNfies several criNcal flaws: Mitchell compares the poliNcal structures of the oil industry at its 
maturity to those of the coal industry in its earlier, more volaNle phase, creaNng a distorted picture. He also, ac-
cording to Fressoz, overlooks the fact that the internaNonal coal trade was sNll larger than oil in the 1950s, and 
mistakenly relies on an energy transiNon thesis that the data itself contradicts. 
 
The argument reaches its culminaNon in Chapters 7 and 8, which details the astonishing, ongoing omnipresence 
of wood within our modern fossil-fuelled civilizaNon. Fressoz shows that wood was not merely a relic but a criN-
cal component in the producNon of steel and oil, and especially in the global logisNcal infrastructure that enables 
modern trade. He goes further, revealing how the hybridizaNon of wood with petrochemicals created new mate-
rials like plywood and pallets, which in turn revoluNonized shipping and urban planning. This symbiosis has be-
come so profound that the roles have reversed: modern forestry now runs on oil. As Fressoz concludes, with 
“two to three litres of diesel consumed per cubic metre of wood extracted, wood has become a fossil fuel in part” 
(p. 119.) His ulNmate conclusion from this enNre secNon is that contrary to the dominant narraNve, “there has 
never been an energy transi8on out of wood” (p. 125.)  
 
Chapters 9 through 12 form the intellectual core of Fressoz’s criNcal history, tracing in detail how the concept of 
an energy transiNon was not a natural discovery but a constructed narraNve. He argues that its origins lie not in 
ecological concern, but in a modern, technocraNc ideal of societal control. Chapter 9 locates this genesis in early 
20th-century movements, like the Technocracy movement in the United States. These groups, obsessed with effi-
ciency and central planning, were the first to conceptualize energy change as a managed, sequenNal procession 
through disNnct technological ‘ages’ all directed by a class of expert engineers. This abstract idea of orderly pro-
gression was then granted scienNfic authority through the adopNon of the logisNc curve, or S-curve. This mathe-
maNcal model proved seducNve; it visualized the adopNon of a new energy source as an inevitable, self-con-
tained process: a period of rapid growth, a smooth inflecNon point, and a final plateau at market saturaNon. This 
model provided a decepNve but powerful blueprint, suggesNng that energy systems transiNon through a natural, 
predictable lifecycle where the new seamlessly displaces the old. 
 
According to Fressoz, this clean, abstract model was then strategically weaponized. In Chapters 10-12, he details 
how the transiNon narraNve was championed by advocates of atomic energy in the post-war era. ConfronNng 
rising fears of resource collapse, these proponents offered a soluNon: the problem was not overconsumpNon, but 
merely the type of fuel. Using the S-curve as their guide, they argued for a technological swap (oil for atoms) po-
siNoning nuclear power as the next inevitable step on the pre-ordained path. This was a transiNon conceived with 
a specific, conservaNve goal: to preserve and extend the life of high-energy industrial civilizaNon, not to quesNon 
or transform its foundaNonal logic. Crucially, Fressoz reveals that the S-curve model was not just simplisNc but 
fundamentally decepNve. Its fatal flaw was its one-sided focus on the diffusion of new technologies while system-
aNcally ignoring the poliNcal economy of phase-out. It portrayed the decline of fossil fuels as a passive, automaNc 
byproduct of progress, rather than an acNve and contested process that must be forced through regulaNon and 
policy. 



 

 4 

Fressoz’s conclusion is that the narraNve’s success lies precisely in this flaw. By promising a painless, technological 
pathway, the energy transiNon became a powerful ideological tool. It comfortably aligned the interests of govern-
ments, fossil fuel companies, and a public unwilling to sacrifice, offering a vision of salvaNon that required no sys-
temic change, no reducNon in consumpNon, and no challenge to the growth paradigm. It created a poliNcs of 
procrasNnaNon, allowing for the conNnued accumulaNon and use of all energy sources while deferring genuine 
decarbonizaNon to an ever-receding, mythical technological future. 
 
Fressoz offers a powerful rebuJal to mainstream climate soluNons. He argues that the promise of a seamless en-
ergy transiNon, powered by solar panels, wind turbines, and smart grids, is a dangerous fantasy that enables de-
lay. By examining the relentless growth in plasNcs, cement, and mining, he demonstrates that green technology 
alone cannot solve a crisis driven by overconsumpNon. His conclusion is unequivocal: averNng disaster requires a 
fundamental shi^ away from growth itself, demanding a deliberate degrowth of our economies. 
 
The importance of More and More and More lies in its radical reinterpretaNon of the historical lens through 
which we view the climate crisis. Fressoz provides a well-researched criNque that challenges the complacent idea 
that an energy transiNon will naturally solve the problem, thereby dismantling a core assumpNon of modern en-
vironmental and economic policy. By replacing the concept of transiNon with those of accumulaNon and symbio-
sis, Fressoz highlights a difficult truth: new technologies have historically enabled greater energy and material 
consumpNon, not less. This perspecNve portrays true decarbonizaNon as an unprecedented historical endeavour 
that ulNmately necessitates an ‘amputaNon’ of the material world. 
 
Fressoz’s work is a masterclass in historical methodology, meNculously deconstrucNng the self-serving myth of 
the energy transiNon. Through a detailed genealogy of the concept, he reveals that this narraNve is not a histori-
cal fact, but rather an ideological tool designed by the nuclear industry to foster complacency through a ‘wait-
and-see’ approach. His unflinching material realism confronts society with an uncomfortable truth: our modern 
world is characterized not by subsNtuNon, but by accumulaNon, with more energy being consumed than ever 
before. In doing so, Fressoz makes it clear that genuine decarbonizaNon is not a smooth, linear process, but ra-
ther an enormous challenge that requires us to change our enNre way of thinking. His book is an essenNal inter-
venNon, using the sharp tools of history to deliver a profound and necessary blow to contemporary climate inac-
Non. 
 
Engaging with More and More and More reveals that its most persistent criNque — the absence of a prescripNve 
roadmap — is not an oversight, but rather the cornerstone of its intellectual aim. His meNculous deconstrucNon 
of the energy transiNon myth, a criNque that resonates parNcularly strongly in debates about France’s energy pol-
icy, has led some to label his work as ‘defeaNst.’ 4 However, this interpretaNon misunderstands the book’s ambi-
Non. Its construcNve aim is to dismantle the dominant poliNcal and economic narraNve that has legiNmized dec-
ades of incrementalism and fossil fuel expansion, performing an act of intellectual clearance in the process. This 
demoliNon is not an end in itself, but rather the necessary precondiNon for any future acNon that is both genuine 
and effecNve. 
 
Fressoz’s target is not renewable technology itself, but rather the seducNve and illusory noNon of a seamless 
transiNon, which promises an effortless switch in energy sources. Instead, he proposes a more radical and argua-
bly more honest concept: the idea of an amputaNon — a deliberate reducNon in our energy and material con-
sumpNon. Although he strategically refrains from planning the specifics of this societal shi^, his thesis makes a 
compelling case: any vision of a green utopia will remain a dangerous fantasy unless we first accept this sobering 
truth.  
 
This powerful argument, however, is at Nmes delivered in a manner that could have benefited from more rigor-
ous ediNng. The narraNve is occasionally overwhelmed by its own wealth of data, where a deluge of fascinaNng 
quanNtaNve facts and era-hopping anecdotes can obscure the central thread, causing the reader to lose sight of 
the forest for the catalogued trees. 
 
In summary, despite its dense texture, this book is paradigm-shi^ing. It inoculates us against climate compla-
cency by using the powerful tool of history to challenge the stories we tell ourselves about progress, demanding 
that we confront the true scale of the challenge ahead. 
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