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not well understood or routinely used in energy analy-
ses by government or industry, despite the insights it 
can provide. Because of the enormous investment in 
resources and energy that any alternative energy path-
way will require, it is important that we look beyond 
simple financial payback, particularly in a future of ris-
ing energy prices, declining fossil-fuel resources, and 
increasing danger of climate catastrophe.

How Will Society Evolve  
in a Post-Carbon World?
Alternative energy forms are crucial for a global tran-
sition away from fossil fuels, despite the myriad chal-
lenges of their development, scaling, and integration. 
In face of the peaking of global oil production—to be 
followed by peaks in natural gas and coal extraction—
and of the need to reverse trajectory in carbon emis-
sions, alternative energy sources will need to form the 
backbone of a future energy system. 

That system, however, will not be a facsimile of the sys-
tem we have today based on continuous uninterrupted 
supply growing to meet whatever demand is placed on 
it. As we move away from the energy bounty provided 
by fossil fuels, we will become increasingly reliant on 
tapping the current f low of energy from the sun (wind, 
solar) and on new energy manufacturing processes that 
will require ever larger consumption of resources (biofu-
els, other manufactured liquids, batteries). What kind 
of society we can build on this foundation is unclear, 
but it will most likely require us to pay more attention 
to controls on energy demand to accommodate the 
limitations of our future energy supply. Moreover, the 
modern focus on centralized production and distribu-
tion may be hard to maintain, since local conditions 
will become increasingly important in determining the 
feasibility of alternative energy production.
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