The French writer Georges Bernanos once stated that "The most corrupting lies are problems wrongly stated." The word “lies” might be too strong for our purposes here, so substituting “self-deceptions” softens the sentiment while retaining Bernanos’ message – using the wrong word can lead us astray. So what exactly is it that has been so “wrongly stated?” It is the notion that solar, wind, biomass, etc. are “alternative” energy sources. 

While it is true that any given BTU can be generated using various specific sources, each one being by definition an “alternative” to all the others, the word strongly implies a general “either-or” state. So when we use the term “alternative energy,” (meaning anything but fossil fuels, and some people also seem to lump nuclear in with fossil fuels as needing an alternative) it risks being construed as meaning “either we are using objectionable fuels or we are not.” The truth is obviously more nuanced. The fact that the phrase “alternative energy” can lead to a false understanding of our energy situation is an excellent reason to stop using it. As an alternative (pun intended) why not call it “complimentary energy?” 

Right now the industrialized world is going through a transition from being heavily fossil fuel-dependent to deploying ever more non-fossil means. While the logical conclusion of this movement (also driven by the fact that fossil fuels are finite and will be depleted) is that we are heading towards a fossil-free future, that day remains a long way off. During this transition, which will likely last several decades, every BTU will matter and will lighten the burden that other forms of energy will have to provide. For now, oil and coal will continue to do the heavy lifting while solar and other technologies are introduced.
As these new technologies become more widespread, they will benefit from economies of scale, advances in technology, and manufacturing improvements. We can expect a repeat of the experience we had in the space program: up-front investment will result in long-term (and often unforeseen) benefits, improvements, innovations, and economies. As these advances come into being, more and more customers will appear and there should be a “tipping point” after which fossil fuels will naturally go the way of the buggy whip and hand crank. When that day comes, fossil fuels will have transitioned from being complimented by solar, wind etc. to complimenting those technologies as they disappear from the menu. 
If things were such that our economy could only use either fossil or non-fossil fuel, then the term “alternative energy” might make more sense. But that is clearly not the case and never will be. For all foreseeable time the entire gamut of energy sources (and perhaps others not yet in the mix, such as fusion) will be part of our overall arsenal. Even if cars switch en masse to electric or hybrid-electric within the next few years, jet aircraft will likely remain 100% fossil fueled. Many in the northeast will replace #2 heating oil systems with pellet stoves and the like, but oil heat will be around for a long time yet. Examples abound and there is no need to belabor the point – all forms of energy act in concert and will continue to do so, “complimenting” each other even as some technologies wax and others wane. 
Some wag coined the phrase “leave no BTU behind.” It is meant to convey the idea that we can’t afford to turn our backs on any given form of energy as we modernize away from carbon fuels. The term “complimentary energy” reflects that truth in a way that “alternative energy” can not. Let’s not allow our terminology be at odds with a proper understanding of the situation. 
