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Abstract

This article proposes the idea of the trickster figure as a way to account for the shifting material, and cultural
properties of carbon in the cultural politics of climate change. Combining scientific understandings of
allotropy in chemistry — describing the property of certain elements to manifest in various highly diverse
forms — and the insights of Caribbean trickster stories, trickster carbon enables novel understandings of the
multiple workings and effects of carbon as a material and cultural element. Rather than granting ‘carbon' a
singular seemingly-scientific meaning or reducing carbon to a singular problem that master human agents can
ever definitively trap or sequester, this notion allows us to view carbon's unique ability to shape-shift in a
variety of contexts and for myriad agendas. Understanding carbon in this way provides more than simply a
theoretical or imaginative ‘romp’; rather, this lens enables both a critique of the ways in which carbon is
mobilized in practice as a profit-generating tool of colonial capture and also a generative opening for
understanding carbon's potential as a connector to more transformative associations and postcolonial politics.
As an ambivalent and paradoxical figure, trickster carbon offers a powerful method of cultural way-finding
through the urgent concern of climate change.

Key words: Trickster; postcolonial; decolonial; STS; stories; cultural politics of climate change; carbon

Résumé

Cet article propose I'idée du personnage du trickster comme un moyen de rendre compte du changement
matériel et de propriétés culturelles du carbone, dans la politique culturelle du changement climatique.
Combinant la compréhension scientifique de l'allotropie dans la chimie - décrivant la propriété de certains
éléments de se manifester sous diverses formes - et la contribution des histoires de trickster caribéennes, le
«carbone trickster» permet de nouvelles compréhensions des multiples travaux et effets du carbone en tant
qu'élément matériel et culturel. Plutdt que d'accorder au «carbone» un sens singulier semblable a la science ou
de réduire le carbone a un probléme singulier que les humains peuvent définitivement piéger ou séquestrer,
cette notion nous permet de voir la capacité unique du carbone a changer de forme dans divers contextes et
pour une myriade d'agendas. Appréhender le carbone de cette maniére fournit plus qu'une simple «farce»
théorique ou imaginative. Au contraire, cet angle d'approche permet de critiquer la facon dont le carbone est
mobilisé en pratique en tant qu'outil générateur de la capture coloniale, et de s'ouvrir & la compréhension de
son potentiel en tant que connecteur aux associations transformatrices et a la politique postcoloniale. En tant
que figure ambivalente et paradoxale, le «carbone trickster» offre une méthode solide pour lutter contre le
changement climatique.

Mots clés: Trickster; post-colonial; décolonial; Etudes Scientifiques et Techniques; histoires; politique
culturelle du changement climatique; carbone

Resumen

Este articulo propone la idea de la figura del trickster como una forma de representacion de las cambiantes
propiedades materiales y culturales del carbén en las politicas culturales del cambio climatico. Combinando
visiones cientificas de alotropia en quimica - describiendo las propiedad de ciertos elementos para
manifestarse en diversas formas - y las nociones de historias caribefias de tricksters, el carbon trickster
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permite una novedosa manera de entender los multiples mecanismos y efectos del carbén como material y
como elemento cultural. Mas que conceder al "carbén™ un significado singular aparentemente cientifico, o
reducirlo a un problema Unico que puede ser atrapado o dominado por los agentes humanos con autoridad,
esta nocion nos permite ver la habilidad Unica del carb6n para cambiar de forma en una variedad de contextos
para innumerables agendas. Entender el carbén de esta manera provee mas que una “"comedia"” imaginativa y
tedrica; mas alla, con este lente se permiten ambos, una critica a las formas en que el carbdn es movilizado en
la préactica como una herramienta generadora de utilidades de una captura colonial, pero también un prolifico
principio para entender el potencial del carb6n como un enlace para asociaciones mas transformativas y
politicas poscoloniales. Como una figura ambivalente y paraddjica, el carbon trickster ofrece un poderoso
método de busqueda cultural a través de la urgente preocupacion del cambio climatico.

Palabras clave: Trickster, postcolonial, decolonial, STS, historias, politicas culturales del cambio climatico,
carbon

1. Engaging the paradoxes of carbon
Carbon represents the best and worst of life. (Miodownik 2006: 6)

How can the paradoxes of carbon - as both foundational-to-life and disruptive-to-life — be held together
in a way that allows for transformational possibility, at a time when such transformations are urgently
needed? How can solutions/responses to climate change avoid the Promethean plunders and colonial
inequities that are foundational to the problem of climate change itself? Building on insights from Caribbean
trickster narratives and scientific narratives of carbon, | offer the creative mash-up of "Trickster Carbon™ as a
means of accounting for, and moving through the paradoxes of carbon at the turn of the millennia. In blending
these two seemingly different ways of knowing about the world, | aim not for a tidy reconciliation between
science as fact and stories as values, but for a way of recovering a certain generative indeterminacy in each
account, where fact and values intermingle. There is no way to rid science of its cultural bearings, nor is there
a way of decoupling stories from the material worlds they create. Further, as both a biophysical and a cultural
phenomenon, climate change demands engagements that acknowledge this entanglement and that work with
cultural and physical elements, rather than seeking to hold these apart. This is necessarily messy work that
transgresses structured knowledge, defers expertise, and promises no easy solutions to climate change and
other pressing ecological issues. The wager is, however, that such transgressive work is necessary in a world
that is attempting to manage a transgressive carbon that will no longer do (never did) ‘our'? bidding, despite
attempts to tame it in our service and lock it away when it is unruly.

As cultural stories that feature paradoxical protagonists — like Anansi the Spider and Brer Rabbit - who
shift in form and habit over iterative accounts, trickster stories hold particular promise as intermediaries
between that which is thought to be tangible, structured and certain and that which is revealed to be
intangible, shifting and uncertain. At a time of profound shifts and potentially abrupt political and ecological
change, trickster figures offer crucial understandings of such dynamism at work. With their reach into the past
of cultural history, trickster stories themselves are not new, especially for certain communities and cultures
that have sought to understand the world as a place of dynamic forces and energies that include larger-than-
human and spiritual connections. They often feature anthropomorphized creatures that take various forms -
animal, human, fool, god/creator. Further, for cultures that have undergone the violent upheavals of
colonialism or slavery, these tales have also been prescient as a means of way-finding through shifting and
difficult power struggles and the legacies that ensue. In these cases, trickster figures often appear in stories to
have been duped into a submissive or subservient role, only to reappear as the narrative unfolds as a force to

2| use 'our' and ‘we' provisionally in the article to refer to a global collective (internally differentiated) that is affecting and
affected by climate change, even as | unpack the hidden asymmetries buried within this term in the latter half of the
article. As Cary Wolfe enigmatically suggests with regard to climate change "there is no 'we', yet there is nothing but ‘we™
(Wolfe 2011, personal communication). Such a statement reveals a certain need to keep the universal/global and the
particular/local in play, as mutually-troubling categories.
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be reckoned with (though ambiguously so). Constantly with us through human histories, even as they shift in
form and meaning, tricksters offer continuity with certain prescient stories of the larger-than human condition.

Although "Trickster Carbon™ picks up on important elements of Anansi and Brer Rabbit trickster
stories from my Jamaican family history (described further in the latter half of the article), the novelty of this
story at a time of climate change is the addition of a seemingly scientific word — carbon — into a cultural
matrix. Like diverse trickster stories, carbon has been with us throughout human history, shifting in form and
meaning in ambiguous ways. As Timothy Mitchell reminds, there is no way of telling the story of human
history, geo-politics and the creation of modern institutions like democracy, without recognizing the
fundamental and ambivalent role of carbon (2011). This mash-up of Trickster Carbon offers a particularly
timely narrative where modern enlightenment stories of human mastery appear particularly susceptible to
their shifting cultural and material bearings at the turn of the millennia. Like others of its kind, this trickster
story offers no definitive heroic escape of human master agents from their Earthly tethering; rather, the
narrative features a complex struggle within and amongst larger-than-human carbon relations where the story
is still unfolding in ways that remain unpredictable. To find bearings in such a terrain means shifting from
dominant delusions of mastery, to perceiving through humility. It is in this shift from control and domination
to contingency and shared vulnerability that we may find our most hopeful footing on shifting ground.

2. Promises and risks of modern science

| begin below with insights from modern scientific understandings of carbon as an element. To be
clear, | am not a physical scientist, but one who engages with science as one way of knowing in the always-
political realm of climate change. My scholarly learning has come largely from the social sciences and the
humanities, with an emphasis on the creative world-making power of words and tropes in questions of
political ecology. Nonetheless, | have always had an appreciation for what | think is the best attribute of the
sciences: the quest for partial understandings amid an infinite field of uncertainty and unknowability
(Haraway 1988). When | evoke scientific narratives, therefore, 1 do so from the perspective of one who is
interested in what the language and epistemologies of science offer in terms of expressions of shifting,
contingent power-laden knowledge in a changing larger-than-human world.

As a scholar of cultural politics of climate change, however, | am also critical of the ways in which
climate science can be dominantly mobilized to the exclusion of other ways of knowing, with damaging
political and ecological effects.®> Under the banner of the 'urgency' of climate change, it is possible to use
scientific knowledge to impose a range of (neo)colonial mitigation strategies, such as the Reducing Emissions
from Deforestation in Developing Countries (REDD), which perpetuate inequities (Batnagar and Goldtooth
2015; Chomba et al. 2016). McGinty and Bang identify the problem whereby the very Euro-Western nation-
states who have created the largest impacts upon climates also are the singular generators of the scientific
knowledge deemed "necessary" for understanding climate change problems and solutions (2016). Further,
only too often, this lens perpetuates colonial asymmetries where local Indigenous societies are the first to be
harmed by shifting climates (Kunuk and Mauro 2010), and they and their lands are also subject to increased
control under the managerial logics of carbon sequestration (as I discuss further below).

To begin here with science then, is not to reify a certain scientific understanding of carbon as an
element to be managed, but rather to expose the cultural and shifting meanings of carbon even within modern
scientific accounts, which are built upon the turning of carbon as an allotrope.

Allotropic carbon

A cursory glimpse at carbon's etymological and elemental-chemical origins reveals an entanglement of
"nature" and "culture" at its roots. While what is now called carbon has always been a foundational element of
planetary life, it was not scientifically identified as such until the late 18" Century when chemists began to
isolate the various 'elements' of which matter is made. The word, carbon, derives from the Latin for charcoal

3 It also bears mentioning that climate and ecological science itself can be subjugated to other political interests, as the US
is experiencing with the gutting of environmental protection under the Trump administration.
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or "burning coal" (carbo), but different words were used to describe other elemental forms of carbon like
graphite and diamonds, that were not associated with the fuels that people used in antiquity. Carbon is
therefore 'modern' as a scientific-discursive element, although ancient in its various manifestations in human
history, and prehistoric in its material conditioning of planetary life. Because of these varying manifestations,
scientific understandings of carbon are still evolving, even as carbon itself is always on the move and shifting
with the rhythms of planetary life.

As a chemical element, carbon exhibits the property of allotropy: "the existence of a chemical element
in two or more forms, which may differ in the arrangement of atoms in crystalline solids or in the occurrence
of molecules that contain different numbers of atoms" (Encyclopedia Britannica).* Allotrope combines the
Greek origins of allo meaning "other" and trope meaning "turning toward", or "affinity to." Thus, the
epistemological contributions of chemistry foreground the tendency of elemental carbon to turn toward other
or multiple forms, even in its elemental manifestations as: diamond, graphite and more recently, fullerenes
and fullerene-related nanotubes (Hirsch 2010). In other words, the embodied forms of carbon as an element
are highly diverse because of the relational encounters and processes in which it is involved.

What is remarkable is that carbon as an element can take on such widely divergent structural forms
depending on the arrangement of atoms; each of these forms not only looks different to the naked human eye,
but generates different socio-ecological and political relations and effects. The politics and affects associated
with diamonds as symbols of wealth, devotion and fraught geo-political relations, are markedly different from
those generated by the allotrope of graphite, as an early material used by humans to record information.
Arguably much of the 'success' of the human species has been achieved through using the elemental form of
carbon, anthracite (coal) which was burned by early humans, used by Romans and more notably (and
ambivalently) fueled the Industrial Revolution. Even as humanity is currently recognizing this human history
with coal and carbon-based fossil fuels as a highly fraught one, we are turning to still other forms of elemental
carbon to help power human societies. Recently, the carbon allotrope of graphite has been gathering value as
a key component in a growing market for fuel cells and nuclear reactors (Lifton 2012). Meanwhile, the newest
discovery of carbon nanotubes apparently holds the promise of “solving humanity's most pressing problems",
including ecological issues related to climate change, according to the Smalley Institute Grand Challenges
research group at Rice University.®> Of particular note is the proposed promise of carbon nanotubes in the
increasingly necessary technologies of water desalination (Das et al. 2014). Paradoxically, then, a certain
elemental carbon (though strictly in its compounded bonding through combustion with oxygen as CO,) takes
on the burden of being the material index of the problem of climate change, even as certain other carbon
allotropes, such as carbon nanotubes, promise to fix problems associated with food, water and other
environmental issues that are brought about or exacerbated through climate change.

Discursive carbon

Notably, carbon as a discursive or cultural element displays a similar polyvalence, taking on different
forms and arrangements according to myriad relations and processes. In other words, carbon as a trope — a
turn of phrase or figure of speech — is similarly susceptible to allotropic attachments that manifest in different
cultural and material forms (eg. carbon as commodity, carbon as index of greenhouse gases, carbon as life).
There is a certain dissonance that is posed by carbon as a stand-in for the evils of climate change; the actual
concern indexed by this trope features a set of carbon compounds — not carbon in general (or in isolation) — as
well as other greenhouse gases. The term carbon dioxide equivalents — CO,, — has become the scientifically-
informed policy-oriented term that is most commonly used to calculate a conglomerate of greenhouse gases in
key reports such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Assessment Reports. In many

* Encyclopadia Britannica Online, s. v. "allotropy", accessed May 09, 2017.
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/16560/allotropy.

"Smalley Institute grand challenges: nanoscale science and technology” (2008) Rice University
http://cnst.rice.edu/content.aspx?id=246
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public accounts, however, the term is usually reduced to simply ‘carbon.'® Greenhouse gases are notoriously
invisible and complex in their atmospheric interactions, suggesting that one function of carbon in such public
discourses is to reduce the complexity and make visible and tangible something that cannot be seen. Carbon
as a lay-scientific term, therefore, has entered public discourse recently as a kind of vague signifier that
connects to coal and other fossil fuels that are burned and produce unpleasant, even harmful effects; thus, it
may be that carbon easily stands in as a measure of negative atmospheric effects. But carbon is also
implicated in all kinds of other cycles (materially and metaphorically) that come to influence its role in
everyday life as well as in historical patterns. Understanding this allotropic property of carbon as a chemical
and discursive element suggests that relations, processes and bonding capacities matter profoundly in its
manifestations, its movements, its promises and risks. This is not to say these discursive forms are "natural”
or elemental; rather they are political, contested, and consequential. My purpose for explicitly considering
carbon's discursive allotropic character is twofold. First, understanding carbon's non-essentialist allotropic
qualities functions to unsettle the ways in which carbon as a trope is used to grant authority to questionable
practices by virtue of its assumed empirical-quantitative status (my forthcoming book on carbon footprint
metaphors details the ways in which this metaphor can, at times legitimize a profit-oriented carbon offset
economy, Girvan 2017). Second, explicitly recognizing the semiotic and material turning of this element
situates carbon foundationally as a kind of trickster figure - both material and metaphorical itself - whose
shiftiness is all-too-well becoming clear at a time of changing climates.

Carbon has been an indispensably constant figure (even in its shiftiness) that has shaped planetary life
and enabled human progress, though unevenly so. Carbon has enabled fire technologies, internal combustion
engines and even aeronautical engineering technologies that paradoxically promise to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions from air travel through reductions of airframe weight brought about through the use of lightweight
carbon fibre (Edwards 2008). However, carbon is also now turning on humans — or perhaps more accurately,
dominant human societies are overturning (hydro)carbons — such that carbon seems at times, a duplicitous
associate. 'Our' fraught history with this element suggests that, from an anthropocentric perspective, “carbon
represents the best and worst of life" (Miodownik 2006: 6). Of course, paradoxically, the contested metaphor,
Anthropocene, also gestures at ‘humanity' as a duplicitous associate — both in terms of certain dominant
societies of humans and their disproportionate impact on other humans, and in terms of the human species'
generalized effects on our fellow species. But rather than reading carbon (or ourselves) as duplicitous, the
more pressing task is to trace the ambivalent possibilities of certain associations and processes in which
societies and carbon are entangled. To nuance Mark Miodownik's statement above: carbon's allotropic
associations and processes present both promises and risks. Carbon is enigmatically present in cultural-
material entanglements as both an enabler and an impediment, both a problem and a solution.

Carbon compounds

Upon the allotropic formation of carbon as an element, another layer of shiftiness occurs in its
compounded forms. Carbon as material actor has a unique ability to "bind to itself and to nearly all elements
in almost limitless variety" (Hirsch 2010: 868). Even as humanity seems to be attempting in earnest to phase
out the extraction and combustion of elemental coal/anthracite’, other compounded forms of carbons are
being pitched as "bridge" fuels in a transition from conventional fossil fuel to renewables. For instance,
carbon compounded with hydrogen as CH, methane, is the main component of natural gas that is found
underground and under the sea. The controversial hydraulic fracturing or "fracking" method of extracting this

® For example, the city of Victoria in Canada launched a new “cut the carbon" campaign with the roll-out of new trash
bins. Inscribed upon these bins was the motto "cut the carbon" accompanied by the image of some bubble-like circles
(presumably a representation of carbon?) In the documents linked below the bubbles are filled in with images representing
buildings, transportation, etc, but the original bins allocated to each home simply contained the bubble circles.
http://www.victoria.ca/assets/Departments/Sustainability/Documents/Cut%20the%20Carbon%20Gallery%20Display%20
Boards.pdf.

" The years 2015-2016 marked a crucial period for legislating the phase-out of coal in the US with the Clean Power Plan
(2015); China made a similar commitment in 2015, as did certain provinces in Canada (Ontario) and the US (Oregon). In
2016, Vietnam's Prime Minister also announced the phasing out of coal.
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bridge fuel is attributed gains in energy self-sufficiency and economic growth in the US and elsewhere, where
conventional oil reserves are either waning or becoming more difficult to access. Liquefied Natural Gas
(LNG) has also been represented as a "bridge" fuel between conventional oil and renewable energy in its
potential capacity to lower greenhouse emissions. However, many are currently questioning the calculus of
net decreases in greenhouse gas emissions through this bridge fuel, as recent leaks of methane — a greenhouse
gas with a warming effect 25 or more times greater than carbon dioxide — have produced disastrous warming
effects (not to mention the issue of air and water contamination and health impacts for publics on the
frontlines of these operations).®

As this massive experiment in up-ending carbon continues, other forms of compounded carbon are
emerging as destructive for much of planetary life as it is presently configured. While atmospheric impacts of
hydrocarbon extraction and combustion receive the most attention under the banner of climate change, marine
impacts attest to how carbon dioxide absorbed by the oceans is rapidly changing the ocean's chemistry. CO,
combined with water (H,0) and carbonate ion (CO5?) produces H,COs, carbonic acid.® According to the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), this chemical reaction has increased the acidity
of the ocean by thirty percent since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. While calcium in its
partnership with carbonate has enabled the foundational building blocks for shells in sea life and all other life
that follows, the rapid up-take of anthropogenic CO, by the oceans has severely and negatively affected this
relationship. Once thought of as a promising 'solution’ to excessive atmospheric CO,, the ocean's absorption
of carbon dioxide and the resulting acidification is now understood as profoundly problematic for marine
ecosystems that affect all manner of Earthly life. Seemingly, just as we® think we have a handle on carbon's
movements and how we might manage them, carbon relations shift, revealing another attachment or process
that hasn't yet been recognized.

Discursive carbon compounds

As Nelya Koteyko's investigations of lexical "carbon compounds™ reveal, linguistic or discursive
carbon is equally promiscuous in its compounding attachments. Koteyko and Brigitte Nerlich use the tools of
"corpora linguistics" or "corpus linguistics" — a computer-assisted method of collecting and tracking instances
of words in texts to derive abstract rules by which language functions — to track carbon compounds,
conceived linguistically rather than chemically (Koteyko 2010; 2012; Nerlich 2012). Their studies offer an
explicit engagement with the public spaces in which these novel carbon compounds occur as profoundly
important political sites:

Carbon compounds in this lexical sense, seem to have overtaken ‘eco-compounds' in
popularity, that is words which use eco- as a prefix to signal various environmental concerns
and issues. A whole new language is evolving using carbon as a hub, which needs to be
monitored and investigated in order to discover how climate change and climate change
mitigation are framed... (Nerlich 2012: 32)

The forceful emergence of proliferating carbon compounds constitutes a whole new language (and
consciousness), but as these scholars point out, these terms have been adopted without extended critical
reflection on how political representations are "achieved with the help of which lexical means" (Koteyko
2012: 25). Although Nerlich's suggestion above of 'monitoring' lexical carbon compounds offers a potentially

8 Conley et al. (2016) suggests that the Aliso Canyon, California methane leak in 2015-2016 has contributed enormous
radiative forcing effects equivalent to the annual effects of half a million passenger cars. This leak has produced the
largest climate impacts of all such leaks in US history, and will put California far behind its emissions targets for this year.
The 97,100 metric tons of methane leaked from this one single source is equivalent to the annual emissions produced from
the CHy, sector in a medium-sized European country.

® http://www.pmel.noaa.gov/co2/story/What+is+Ocean+Acidification%3F

10 Again, the ‘we' here is a troubled we, not a universal one since not all humans share this Enlightenment myth of
managing carbon for once and for all.
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important scientific-managerial approach for critically accounting for these compounds, | offer trickster
stories as a supplement to suggest that we can never completely master the monitoring of carbon compounds,
nor can we lock them in as simply static framing devices. Nonetheless, this work on lexical carbon has traced
important patterns and connections that are shaping dominant approaches to climate change, and therefore
reveal some of the shifting shapes that trickster carbon can inhabit.

The political risks attaching to carbon compounds' tropological movements feature carbon as an object
to be managed and mastered by intentional human agents in human-centric systems, dominated by the Global
North. Crucially, many of the carbon compounds that have most productively taken hold as part of climate
change solutions are those that bolster what Steven Bernstein calls "the compromise of liberal
environmentalism"” which promotes "liberalization in trade and finance as consistent with (even necessary for)
global environmental protection” (2000: 474). Carbon compounds become entangled with this cultural
history. As Koteyko suggests:

[t]he first carbon compounds to emerge in the English speaking news, such as carbon trading
and carbon credits were part of this shift to market-led climate change mitigation. Corporate
support for climate measures became evident in the wave of activities and initiatives to manage
emissions through product and process improvements, and the exploration of new market
opportunities offered by carbon trading as well as by voluntary offsetting schemes. (Koteyko
2012: 26)

Gavin Bridge argues that carbon storage and trading logic promotes the "enclosures and
transformations necessary to produce sequestration landscapes as objects of speculation and instruments of
profit" (2011: 824). While it is important to recognize the importance of trees and soil and their relations with
carbon in efforts to avoid deforestation, the (partial) recovery of forests as 'carbon sinks' may initiate new
forms of colonial dispossession. Building on David Harvey's critique of capital "accumulation by
dispossession”, Bumpus and Liverman call this process "accumulation by decarbonisation” (2008: 142). This
process involves the creation of:

...rights to emit carbon (pollution permits) ... that become commodified and privatized, traded
with transaction fees, and allocated and regulated by international and state institutions under
conditions of unequal exchange between developed and developing countries, northern
companies and southern communities. (Bumpus and Liverman 2008: 142)

The Indigenous Environmental Network (IEN) is shedding new light on the ways in which the United
Nations Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD) program for climate change
mitigation is dispossessing peoples of their traditional land. By asserting control over trees, which under the
lens of "ecosystem services" provide carbon sequestration, the UN is initiating what the IEN calls "a carbon
market mechanism, land-grabbing false solution to climate change that could potentially cause genocide."
(Bhatnagar and Goldtooth 2015). The IEN calls these "false solutions” because instead of insisting on binding
emissions targets in developed countries, REDD proposes "the Global South as sponges for industrialized
countries' pollution” (ibid). In so doing, groups like the Sengwer People in the Embobut Forest of Kenya are
being violently evicted and facing extinction (World Rainforest Movement 2014). Understanding the
ambivalence of allotropic carbon in these stories reveals the duplicitous ways in which carbon can be evoked.

Given that carbon in its material or cultural forms does not bond "naturall