
Epilogue

Scenes from the Seabed: The Future of Dissent

For God’s sake, be economical with your lamps and candles! Not a 
gallon you burn, but at least one drop of man’s blood was spilled for it.

—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick

The island of Atlantis, according to Plato, vanished into the 
ocean “in a single day and night of misfortune.” 1 The engulfment threaten-
ing the Maldive Islands is nothing as unambiguously instantaneous as that. 
The Maldives face an incremental threat from rising, warming oceans, a 
threat diffi cult to dramatize and even harder to arrest—a form of slow vio-
lence that is rapid in geological terms but (unlike a tsunami) not fast enough 
to constitute breaking news. In an effort to infuse dramatic urgency into 
this incremental crisis, the president of the Maldives, Mohamed Nasheed, 
held an extraordinary underwater cabinet meeting in diving gear on Octo-
ber 17, 2009, shortly before the Copenhagen Climate Summit. President 
Nasheed and his wetsuit-clad ministers convened behind a conference table 
anchored to the seabed, a Maldive fl ag planted behind them. Oxygen mask 
in place, the president signed into law a national commitment to becoming 
carbon neutral within ten years.
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President Nasheed’s underwater convocation speaks directly to this 
book’s concern with the environmentalism of the poor and the represen-
tational challenges posed by slow violence. The Maldive meeting was an 
explicit bid to turn the slow-motion urgency of a nation’s fate into a news-
worthy event and, beyond that, into a symbolic prompt to goad world lead-
ers in Copenhagen to act against climate change. The subaqueous cabinet 
meeting put an apocalyptic spin on the global dithering of business as usual: 
this was drowning in paperwork with a vengeance. We can read the scene 
as an attempt to surmount two vexing dilemmas. First, how does a nation 
under climatic threat compensate for the drama defi cit of climate change? 
Second, how does a minnow nation like the Maldives—which has contrib-
uted almost zero to global warming and has zero clout on the world stage—
conjure enough agency to render visible the slow violence that poses an 
existential threat to it through inundation, through a terminal sea change?

This ghostly sea-bottom scene makes a statement—at once micronational 
and planetary—about environmental time. What we enter through photo-
graphs and video is a premonitory landscape prefi guring the consequences, 

Figure 5 Maldives underwater cabinet meeting to highlight the threat of global 
warming, October 17, 2009. Reproduced by permission of the Maldives govern-
ment media agency.
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on a global scale, of wasted foreknowledge. The scene serves as a preview 
of the aftermath.

The Maldives are not wealthy: the nation, assembled from twenty-six 
coral atolls, had a per capita GDP in 2008 of $4,967. In terms of population 
and land mass, the archipelago constitutes Asia’s most diminutive nation, a 
place of precarious postcolonial possibility doubly compromised by small-
ness and by its status as the planet’s lowest-lying nation-state. The Maldives 
boast a land mass of only 115 square miles (about 1.7 times the size of Wash-
ington, DC) but possess a disproportionately long coastline that stretches 
for 400 miles. The capital, Male, also happens to be one of the planet’s most 
densely populated cities. This confl uence of factors—low altitude; high 
population density; a long, threatened coastline made more vulnerable by 
a dying protective barrier of coral reefs; and ironically, a tourist trade as a 
paradise untouched by time—have combined to turn the Maldives into the 
canary in the mine shaft of the climate crisis.

Through the compensatory realm of symbolic activism, President 
Nasheed sought to distill a narrative of planetary urgency from a crisis so 
attritional and so seemingly far-off that it might appear a causeless threat 
to an already invisible nation of no apparent consequence. But for Nasheed, 
like Saro-Wiwa before him, human rights are indissociable from environ-
mental justice for a marginalized community that doubles as the bellwether 
of a broader crisis in transnational responsibility.

The Maldives is on the brink of becoming the fi rst nation where the entire 
population would be climate refugees; even with a mere 400,000 citizens, 
the prospect of a climate-driven exodus on that scale constitutes a logistical 
nightmare and foreshadows an age of insurgent climate refugees on a far 
more threatening, chaotic scale.2 Indeed, a 2003 Pentagon report warned of 
the security threat posed by millions of climate refugees, predicting that rich 
nations like the United States would have to respond by “building defensive 
fortresses around their countries.”3 This conventional neoliberal response—
wall off the wealthy, raise the walls of denial—is classic short-termism, a 
security strategy built on the illusory, foundational assumption that address-
ing the causes of slow violence can be infi nitely deferred.

The Maldives may be at the forefront of the crisis, but it is not alone: at 
the 2010 Cancun climate talks 43 island nations announced that they face 
“the end of history” if the rich countries fail to act decisively and in concert 
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against climate change.4 Those 43 comprise the Alliance of Small Nation 
Island States—AOSIS, which sounds like a jumbled oasis, paradise thrown 
askew. The fate of the AOSIS nations foreshadows the looming, long-term 
threat to wealthier seaside cities everywhere, from Manhattan to China’s 
coastal plains, from Venice and Rotterdam to New Orleans, and to the cit-
ies that hug Australia’s shores—where 85 percent of the national population 
clings to the oceanic perimeter.

President Nasheed’s underwater cabinet meeting offers an image of 
reverse inundation that speaks directly to the environmentalism of the 
poor. Here it’s not brown immigrants threatening to “swamp” the neolib-
eral fortresses of the still predominantly white rich, but rather poor brown 
people confronting the threat of having their national territory swamped as 
a result of a 200-year experiment in hydrocarbon-fueled capitalism whose 
historic benefi ciaries have been disproportionately rich and white. This 
image strikes at the heart of the debate over climate justice, at the inequi-
ties between those who have grown rich off hydrocarbon culture and the 
predominantly poor people—from the Maldives to Niger—who are low-
level hydrocarbon consumers but at greatest initial risk from the climate 
crisis. Yet over time, that risk will be passed on, as today’s imperiled island-
ers turn into climate refugees whose desperation will exacerbate the crisis 
in the richer, high-consumption nations whose profl igacy triggered it in 
the fi rst place.

Before the climate crisis, fl ag planting was associated more with moun-
tain peaks than with ocean fl oors. (Flag planting, one suspects, was not a 
historically prominent activity in the Maldives, which boast a highest peak 
of seven feet and seven inches—one inch taller than Yao Ming). The Maldiv-
ian fl ag planted at the underwater cabinet meeting is a fl ag of involuntary 
conquest, a territorial marker not of national ascent but of national decline, 
as a nation-state subsides toward obliteration.

Without the compensatory agency that media images of the meeting 
bestowed on it, the Maldivian fl ag would have been left to fl ap invisibly 
underwater in the Indian Ocean currents. Yet I cannot observe this sub-
merged fl ag of inverted conquest without thinking of a second submerged 
fl ag that might seem unrelated, yet speaks to the planetary feedback loop 
between the slow violence of the climate crisis and our transnational fail-
ure to begin to innovate and conserve our way beyond unsustainable 
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levels of hydrocarbon dependency. In 2007, two years before the Maldivian 
cabinet assembled underwater, a Russian submarine descended to the sea-
bed beneath the North Pole and planted a Russian fl ag. This fl ag planting 
marked a very different, less ironic oceanic land grab. Russian expedition 
leader Artur Chilingarov declared: “[T]he Arctic is Russian.”5 Denmark 
immediately disputed the Kremlin’s claim to the Arctic continental shelf, 
as did Canada. Russia dispatched troop reinforcements to its Arctic edge, 
while Canada declared it would follow suit and was strengthening its claim 
by building a new Arctic port city. The United States, Norway, and the Euro-
pean Union (whose member states Sweden, Denmark, and Finland abut the 
Arctic) climbed into the controversy with claims of their own.6

Global warming was the trigger for this militant rhetoric and these 
troop movements. Melting circumpolar pack ice had opened the prospect 
of new sea-lanes and was exposing hitherto inaccessible mineral and energy 
deposits, especially gas and oil, the so-called Arctic hydrocarbon bonanza. 
On May 29, 2009, Science magazine made publicly accessible for the fi rst 
time a comprehensive map of the projected circumpolar energy reserves, 
indicating that the region’s oceans might harbor 30 percent of the world’s 
unexploited gas deposits and 13 percent of its unexploited oil.7 The oil majors 
and their political cheerleaders hailed the melting of the fragile circumpolar 
pack ice in a frontier idiom, capitalizing on the back-to-the-future mythic 
appeal of the Northwestern Passage.

And so we face the prospect of expanded suboceanic carbon reserves 
being extracted and burned courtesy of global warming, accelerating the 
very processes of slow violence that will drown the Maldives fi rst but which, 
unchecked, will ultimately breach the walls that concretize our planetary 
delusion that we can segregate secure communities from insecure ones long 
term, and separate out orderly societies from those abandoned to destitution 
and climate chaos. From the perspective of climatic slow violence, the Arc-
tic oil rush gives a whole new meaning to the race to the bottom.

The two fl ags in these far-fl ung underwater scenes may be geographi-
cally remote from each other yet serve, as it were, as carbon copies of a 
common crisis. Together they remind us that the climate crisis is both indi-
visible and unevenly felt, experienced—especially by some of the planet’s 
most vulnerable peoples—as climate injustice. One seabed scene, beneath a 
disappearing ice pack, serves as a starting gun for the twenty-fi rst-century 
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scramble by global behemoths to grab even more of the earth’s resources 
in another giant colonial carve-up. The other underwater scene, beneath a 
vanishing island nation, gives an oceanic environmental twist to the antico-
lonial phrase “the development of underdevelopment.”

Greenwashing and Big Oil Transcendentalism

We can read these two seabed scenes—the Arctic fl ag annexing new hydro-
carbon claims, the tropical fl ag protesting a short-sighted hydrocarbon 
addiction—alongside a third, connected scene: the submerged slow violence 
triggered by the mile-deep blowout beneath the Deepwater Horizon rig. 
The idiom of new frontiers has long been integral to BP’s public relations 
spin: in the corporation’s insistence, for instance, that it is at the cutting edge 
of “the energy frontier,” exhibit A “the deepest well ever drilled by the oil 
and gas industry.” This exuberant frontier idiom is of a piece with BP’s Big 
Oil transcendentalism, evident in the greenwashing slogan “Beyond Petro-
leum” and in the clashing perceptual fi elds of Deepwater Horizon (down 
below stretches up ahead). Despite the airy transcendentalism of BP’s slo-
gan, according to the Atlas Economic Research Foundation BP spent less 
investing in solar, hydrogen, and wind energy over a six-year period than it 
did on a two-year advertising campaign to rebrand itself as “Beyond Petro-
leum.” 8 And so the post-carbon, transcendental vision thing is largely reduc-
ible to a self-referential marketing metanarrative. BP did, however, fi nd 
plenty of funds to help bankroll the Global Climate Coalition, a consortium 
of mainly Big Oil and Big Auto corporations that opposed U.S. ratifi cation of 
the Kyoto Protocol to lower greenhouse emissions.9

BP has long sought to exploit the romance of the technological sub-
lime—imagining the unimaginable, venturing into the unknown, confi -
dent that some engineering breakthrough will save the day. The frisson 
of the technological frontier wins hands down against more prosaic, 
unnewsworthy stories of steady regulatory oversight. President Obama 
himself notoriously bought into this technological progress narrative 
when, three weeks before Deepwater Horizon went down in fl ames, he 
vindicated exposing formerly protected coastal areas to offshore drilling 
with the assurance that “oil rigs today generally don’t cause spills. They 
are technologically very advanced.”10 In these terms, the bold advances 
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are material but the unwise risks immaterial. Washington commenta-
tor Llewellyn King took the language of the technological sublime to its 
hubristic extreme when, in the explosion’s aftermath, he could still express 
“wonder that we can build machines so remarkable that they can lift the 
lid off the underworld.”11

That infernal, unlidded underworld let loose what the Keats epigraph 
to Silent Spring foreshadowed: “The sedge is wither’d from the lake, / And 
no birds sing.” To read those words is to picture the Louisiana wetlands: 
the withered marsh grass and the oil-silenced pelicans, robbed of voice and 
fl ight, their slimed wings giving them the appearance of evolution sent into 
reverse, as if these were the very fi rst birds struggling to extract themselves 
from the primordial ooze. And thus the pelicans, like the Exxon Valdez sea 
otters, became traumatic, charismatic stand-ins for a microbial and cellular 
catastrophe whose temporal and physical dimensions we are ill equipped to 
imagine and the science of which we do not adequately understand.

In the twenty-fi rst century, we have crossed over into what Michael 
Klare calls the Age of Tough Oil.12 As easily accessible reserves are exhausted, 
new fi nds entail heightened extractive costs and heightened environmental 
risks; ocean wells become ever deeper, and we become more dependent 
on horrendously polluting tar sand petroleum and fracking. Together, the 
costs exacted by Tough Oil and the Deepwater crisis ought to be incentives 
enough to encourage investment in cleaner alternatives to the hydrocarbon 
status quo, yet only a few farsighted nations—like Germany, Portugal, and 
Denmark—are making this switch on the necessary scale. Instead, within 
weeks of the Macondo wellhead being sealed, Greenland launched the next 
phase of the Arctic frontier oil rush by issuing new drilling licenses in far 
deeper, far colder waters than the Gulf, conditions under which oil would 
be even more resistant to dispersal.

In the Age of Tough Oil, the regulatory climate in the United States has 
grown more lax so that, as in the Gulf, we were left to watch 1970s shallow 
water cleanup technology being applied to a twenty-fi rst-century deepwa-
ter catastrophe. We cannot reduce the conjoined crisis of environmental 
imagination and policy overhaul to something as simple as Republicans 
versus Democrats. The Obama administration is recapitulating the regula-
tory laxity that marked its Republican predecessors: critically, it was in 2009 
that Obama’s Interior Ministry granted BP a categorical exemption from a 
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comprehensive environmental impact statement for Deepwater Horizon’s 
Macondo wellhead.13 And it was President Bill Clinton who, to appease the 
oil majors, rushed through the Deepwater Royalty Reduction Act of 1996, 
which accelerated deepwater drilling in the Gulf of Mexico by reducing fees 
on oil and gas production. A year later, the Clinton administration, “at the 
request of the industry,” halved the frequency with which blowout preven-
ters needed to be tested.14 Clinton’s rationale for such deregulation? Reduc-
ing dependence on foreign oil.

Thus we continue, decade after decade, to seesaw between two nar-
rowly defi ned defi nitions of risk: the risk of relying on foreign oil and the 
risk of domestic drilling. What remains interminably deferred is the third 
option: increasing neither domestic nor foreign risk but investing, on a 
transformative scale, in post-hydrocarbon possibilities (what Beyond Petro-
leum gestures toward only in name). This should be the long-term focus of 
our risk management, an alternative option that holds out job-generating 
possibilities to boot.

Deepwater and the Lost Horizons of Slow Violence

Ours is an age of shape-shifting transnational corporations; of heightened 
corporate mobility; of megamergers; of disappearing problematic brand 
names like Union Carbide and Monsanto; and of acrostic subcontracting 
that can make it hard to nail down a corporate identity, let alone nail down 
blame. Against this bewildering backdrop, how does one ring-fence damage 
and culpability? President Obama initially tried to put the genie of neolib-
eral globalization back in the bottle of corporate nationalism through the 
populist ploy of calling BP, anachronistically, British Petroleum: the UK as 
historic oppressor turned rogue nation. Tony Hayward’s British-accented, 
hyperdefensive, litigation-minded, tone-deaf performance created a ready 
way of focalizing the enemy—his ruddy face becoming a stand in for “for-
eign” business practices endangering American shores. Faced with the chal-
lenges of demarcating blame, the Republicans found themselves impaled on 
a symptomatic dilemma: was the enemy Big Government or Great Britain? 
Some in the Tea Party wing—like Rep. Joe Barton (R-Texas), who apolo-
gized to Tony Hayward for the $20 billion “shakedown”—accused the fed-
eral government of meddling in places government didn’t belong; others 

Brought to you by | Emory University
Authenticated | 170.140.26.180

Download Date | 1/24/14 1:08 PM

mckennasrose
Highlight
Potential solutions require future oriented thinking. 

mckennasrose
Highlight
How can law indict and prosecute guilty parties? In the press. 

mckennasrose
Highlight
Theatrical/rhetorical 

mckennasrose
Highlight



epilogue

[271]

relished the chance to fl ex their xenophobic instincts, revamping the iconog-
raphy of tea-dumping anti-imperialism a la 1773.15

In the twenty-fi rst century, drawing a line between domestic and for-
eign corporations is assuming an increasingly arcane complexity. BP is a 
London-based fi rm, but one that the Pentagon depends on for 37 percent of 
its oil. Americans hold 40 percent of BP shares. The feedback loop between 
government and the oil majors is intense: Gale Norton, for example, George 
W. Bush’s Secretary for the Interior and point person for a massive wave of 
oil industry deregulation, is now a paid advisor to that most un-American 
sounding of the oil majors, Royal Dutch Shell.

How foreign is the foreign? This question bears directly on the way 
complex corporate complicities are outsourced and consumer complicities 
disowned. The question also impacts the way ostensibly foreign disasters 
get excised from a nationalized memory, the lessons they have to offer dis-
sipated because they don’t appear to jeopardize “our” environment or “our” 
national security. Disasters bracketed as foreign can be dismissed as irrel-
evant to policy overhaul or industry oversight.

The 1979 Ixtoc oil explosion off the Gulf of Mexico’s coast is a classic 
instance of the problematically nationalized boundaries of disaster memory. 
Ixtoc remains the most pertinent precursor to Deepwater Horizon, far more 
so than any oil disaster within U.S. borders: Ixtoc occurred in the Gulf of 
Mexico, the same body of water as Deepwater Horizon; it was an uncapped 
spill that kept gushing for months; it occurred under warm water condi-
tions; and unlike most oil disasters, it involved a deepwater well rather than 
emanating from a ruptured tanker or a land spill.16 Yet if the 1969 Santa Bar-
bara and 1989 Exxon Valdez spills are hazy enough in American memory, 
the Ixtoc blowout simply doesn’t register.

The most striking parallel between Ixtoc and Deepwater is this: it took 
Pemex, the oil company responsible, 297 days of futile experimentation 
and clueless passivity before the Ixtoc spill ran its course, by which stage 
the company had managed to drill two relief wells. During those months 
of serial incompetence, 140 million gallons of crude spewed into the Gulf, 
destroying (among other things) a venerable fi shing culture which, along 
with keystone species of marine life, has never fully recovered. Deepwa-
ter drilling today is much deeper than it was in the 1970s. But the crucial 
unlearned lesson remains: in pushing back the technological frontiers of oil 
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extraction, the industry thirty years ago had, and still has, little motivation 
for making comparable advances in blowout prevention and cleanup tech-
nology. The standard operating procedure remains: it’s cheaper for us to 
improvise when stuff happens—wetlands, deltas, marine life, tourist, and 
fi shing industries be damned.

The unlearned lessons from Ixtoc call into question the line hewed by 
disaster optimists—engineers like Henry Petroski, David W. Fowler, and 
James R. Chiles—whose ideas have gained renewed prominence in Deep-
water’s aftermath. For Fowler, who teaches forensic engineering at the Uni-
versity of Texas, Austin, “the [oil] industry knows it can’t have that happen 
again. It’s going to make sure history doesn’t repeat itself.”17 To the contrary, 
as Ixtoc suggests, one tenacious industry strategy is to wait (it doesn’t take 
too long) for history, especially ostensibly foreign history, to go away.

Part of the problem is that disaster optimists are typically engineers who 
take a narrowly technological perspective, observing only how disaster can 
drive design. But unless the political climate under which innovative design 
operates is subject to an environmental justice overhaul, such innovations 
will have limited effect or indeed never be implemented. Without political 
pressure or quick profi tability, what is there to motivate corporate will? And 
whenever (as with Deepwater Horizon) a corporation like Halliburton is 
involved, can what Naomi Klein has trenchantly called “disaster capitalism” 
be far behind?18

If the temporal horizons of the disaster zone are, on a number of fronts, 
diffi cult to keep in view, that diffi culty was exacerbated in the Gulf of 
Mexico by BP’s strategy of dousing the spill with the oil dispersant Corexit. 
Corexit sounds like a fi rst cousin of Tippex, one brush stroke away from a 
simple whiteout, a fresh chance to rewrite past mistakes. But with a run-
away gusher there is no simple corrective stroke and no exit. Corexit is so far 
from a problem solver that it is banned in the UK; the evidence suggests the 
product will operate less as a dispersant than (in Rachel Carson’s term) a bio-
cide. So in addressing the slow violence in the Gulf of Mexico we return to 
the vanishing acts performed by a name: Agent Orange as “herbicide” that 
continues to poison down the generations; “cluster bombs” that disperse 
their staggered casualties across the years; “Corexit” that through tide and 
wave action, ocean currents, and chemical diffusion, compounds a calamity 
it purports to redress.
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In her investigative reporting on the Gulf oil catastrophe, Anne 
McClintock learned that BP and the Coast Guard were secretly deploying 
large numbers of military planes to carpet bomb the spill with Corexit by 
night.19 The oil would disperse and sink, only later to reaccumulate. So the 
appearance and disappearance took on a certain rhythm: the mass spraying 
of Corexit occurred mostly under cover of night, effectively disappearing 
much of the surface oil, which did not vanish but merely dispersed and sank 
beneath the water to the sea bed or accumulated in underwater plumes. 
Thus the oil dispersant operated as an image dispersant: as McClintock 
observes, it was a way of “disappearing the story.”20 By dissipating the slicks 
without actually removing the oil from the ecosystems, BP was able to 
soften the imagery of disaster—as it had sought to do by Photoshopping oil 
slick images on its Web site and, as McClintock documents, by barring (with 
the Coast Guard’s complicity) the media from accessing the worst-hit areas. 
With slow violence in general, I have suggested, the temporal projections of 
disaster are routinely foreshortened; in the Gulf of Mexico that foreshorten-
ing was given a head start by the application of an image emollient

Hydrocarbon’s Black Atlantic

The slow violence that underlies Deepwater Horizon long predates the 
out-of-control gusher. The temporal dimensions of the disaster zone must 
include a long history of successive administrations lavishing on Big Oil 
exemptions from regulation. The unseen violence of unregulated drill-
ing has become institutionalized through a culture of encouraging the oil 
majors to oversee themselves, creating a direct connection between failed 
government oversight, corporate short-sightedness, and unseen violence-in-
the-making. In tracking the temporal deep horizons of this scene we should 
include the attritional, exponential carbon-culture violence perpetrated by 
the oil majors in impoverished communities of the global South, a violence 
that, located offshore among the foreign poor, doesn’t garner the media 
attention granted the Gulf of Mexico.

In questioning the environmental parameters of the “foreign,” it is help-
ful to consider, in transatlantic conjunction, two of Earth’s greatest, most 
vulnerable delta wetlands—the Mississippi and the Niger. In Nigeria’s south-
eastern delta states –which satisfy 11 percent of American oil needs—546 
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million gallons of oil have spilled to date.21 But those spills have occurred 
during fi ve decades of drilling: Niger Delta communities have suffered the 
equivalent of an Exxon-Valdez sized spill annually for a half century.

This enduring, incremental disaster, however, has lacked a focal, fi ery, 
news-grabbing explosion—and a spillcam. Superimposed on these repre-
sentational disadvantages is the impediment of a racialized foreignness: the 
Nigerian spills, from an American or European perspective, are offshore-
offshore—doubly removed from national consciousness. To grasp this dis-
crepancy we need to recognize the racialized dimensions both to Ulrich 
Beck’s observation that “pollution follows the poor” and to Fernando Coro-
nil’s account of “the international division of nature.”22

On this score, we should widen our purview beyond Big Oil to include 
the comparative fi eld of North-South disaster liability. To Bhopal, for exam-
ple, where, as in the Gulf of Mexico, disaster resulted from regulatory laxity, 
a laissez-faire culture of corporate self-policing, corner cutting on equip-
ment maintenance and elementary safety procedures and a corporate man-
agement that ignored or stonewalled warnings from employees and intrepid 
journalists that a catastrophe was in the making.23

Deep Horizon killed eleven people instantly, whereas Bhopal killed 
3,500 instantly and thousands more in the months thereafter. According to 
Indian government records, the Union Carbide disaster adversely affected 
the health of 578,000 people. The U.S. Congress swiftly exacted from BP a 
pledge to ring-fence an initial $20 billion, with a projected compensation of 
$34 billion. Compensation could be claimed for, among other things, death, 
personal injury, environmental cleanup, public health concerns, property 
damage, lost jobs, and lost income. By contrast, in Bhopal the kind of dam-
age subject to compensation was severely circumscribed: only death or per-
sonal injury counted. Moreover, after compensation the factory disaster site 
continues to infl ict casualties: Dow (which bought out Union Carbide) still 
has not cleaned up 450 tons of hazardous waste that continues to leach into 
the city’s aquifers and soil.

However inadequate the billions of compensation directed at the Gulf of 
Mexico, the U.S. administration could leverage its power against BP, whereas 
the Indian government found itself in a weak bargaining position in relation 
to a U.S.-based corporation. The Reagan administration—and subsequent 
administrations—made clear that future U.S. investment in India would be 
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jeopardized if Union Carbide were penalized in the ways that the Bhopal 
Survivors’ Movement and myriad Indians demanded. Successively cowed 
(and corrupt) Indian governments scaled back their demands, allowing the 
courts to go through the motions, decade after decade, without exacting 
material compensation. Union Carbide eventually paid out a trifl ing $470 
million to the victims, who received an average $550 lifetime compensa-
tion—and then only after seventeen years of haggling.24 Poor brown lives in 
the global South can be capped at a low dollar amount.

In June 2010, with the Macondo well still gushing, the Obama admin-
istration was in negotiations to provide nuclear technology for power 
stations in India. A new civil nuclear technology agreement between the 
United States and India would depend, they insisted, on capping damage 
liability. The United States, with one eye on the Bhopal disaster, demanded 
that the Indians agree in advance to a maximum $100 million liability in 
the event of a nuclear industrial accident.25 So at the very moment that the 
Obama administration was retrospectively overriding the damage limits to 
which BP was contractually accountable, it was strong-arming the Indians 
into capping damage limits at 0.5 per cent of the initial amount ring-fenced 
for BP compensation. Thus does the precautionary principle operate on the 
unequal playing fi eld of neoliberal liability between the global North and 
global South.

From Deepwater to The Shallows: 
The Future of Dissent

When a quarter century ago Edward Said urged intellectuals to master 
both long forms of writing and shorter, prompt interventions, he could not 
have anticipated either the hegemonic brevity or incessant promptness that 
would come to dominate contemporary communications. (Welcome to the 
world, the text, and the critic in 140 characters or less.) Nor could Rachel 
Carson, with her innovative metaphoric fondness for a planetary “web of 
life,” have anticipated how future environmentalists would have at their 
fi ngertips a Worldwide Web seething with virtual ecologies of connection 
and distraction.

In an age that increasingly genufl ects to the digital divinity of speed, 
how will environmental activists negotiate the representational challenges 
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of slow violence—a violence that is by defi nition image weak and demanding 
on attention spans? How will writers, photographers, video artists, podcast-
ers, and bloggers navigate the possibilities—and possible perils—opened up 
by a new media culture characterized both by extensive, instant connectiv-
ity and by impatient, distractive staccato rhythms? How will we distribute 
and maintain our attention over the longue duree as we seek to extend and 
sustain the pathways to environmental justice on a transnational scale?

Seven weeks after the Macondo wellhead blew, I found myself think-
ing about such matters in a state of symptomatic, oscillating simultaneity, 
my gaze fl ickering between the Deep Horizon spillcam and The Shallows, 
Nick Carr’s thoughtful, fi ercely debated analysis of neuroplasticity, depth of 
concentration, and community under the pressures of the digital age. Carr, 
marshaling an array of scientifi c evidence, expresses concern over the way 
the new media are altering our neural pathways, impeding our capacity for 
undivided attention and, while expanding access to data, simultaneously 
shrinking our power to consolidate memories. These neural changes have 
immense repercussions, he suggests, for selfhood and social amnesia.

I had just fi nished The Shallows when BP sealed the wellhead and there 
was supposedly nothing left to watch: the most visible phase of the disaster 
was over. At that point, the mainstream media scaled back decisively their 
reporting on the spill. I felt profoundly troubled by the image management 
involved. Yes, the spillcam had allowed us collectively to witness the irrup-
tive trauma and mobilize around what we could see. But with the wellhead 
sealed I knew that attention spans—unanchored by visible evidence of catas-
trophe—would drift elsewhere. Meanwhile the incalculable, incremental 
damage spread through biomagnifi cation of the toxins was only beginning. 
BP had not just capped the wellhead but, with the spillcam’s assistance, had 
capped the disaster’s perceived time frame as well. Powerful forces—includ-
ing the Obama administration and the New York Times, which wanted to put 
the disaster behind them ahead of the midterms—were highly motivated to 
declare that the worst was over and move on.

It was in the context of Deep Horizon, then, that I found myself giv-
ing my reading of Nick Carr’s The Shallows an environmental slant. Envi-
ronmentalism is extraneous to Carr’s concern with the changes to neural 
pathways, memory patterns, and identity induced by the digital age. Yet his 
approach is deeply and directly pertinent to the issues that have animated 
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this book: how we perceive and inhabit environmental time; how we render 
visible, and act against, attritional slow violence that jeopardizes sustainable 
security, locally, nationally, and on a planetary scale. If, in the judgment 
of psychologist Christopher Chabris, the Web intensifi es our tendency to 
“vastly overvalue what happens to us right now” how do we balance that 
restless drive for immediate novelty with activism that needs to remain 
focused on the long term?26 How in an age characterized by chronic digi-
tal drift do we stay attentive to toxic drift that unfolds across a radically 
different time span? Crucially, what is the relationship between mobilizing 
dissent against the hydrocarbon status quo and the changing technological 
climate in which such activism must operate, a climate that is dramatically 
overturning how time is lived and perceived?

The challenges of sustaining urgency in a digital age are particularly 
acute in relation to climate change, given the temporal and geographical 
dimensions of the problem. Earth scientists may be alarmed by what they 
call the Great Acceleration—the speeded up, anthropogenically driven 
changes to Earth’s biophysical systems since World War II—but most 
people, especially in our Age of Distraction, don’t understand rapidity the 
way earth scientists do. The new media have expanded public access to 
climate change science; however, it remains uncertain what kind of impact 
the agile restlessness of the new media (and the brains they are reshaping) 
will have on an issue of this scale. Digitally coordinated civil disobedience 
certainly has a role to play in pressuring governments to enter into indis-
pensable transnational accords: without such large-scale agreements, the 
damage infl icted by climate breakdown, from the Maldives to the Arctic, 
will be compounded.

The critical question remains the question of strategy—how, in our 
transnational quest for stronger alliances, to combine activist staying 
power with new media agility. No technological revolution has an innate 
politics: witness how WikiLeaks catalyzed Climategate on the one hand—
by leaking University of East Anglia emails on climate change that were 
gleefully seized on by right-wing denialists—and, on the other, leaked the 
cables that enabled Ivory Coast environmental justice activists and their 
allies to achieve a settlement for damages from the British commodities 
giant, Trafi gura, which for years had denied responsibility for dumping 
highly toxic oil slurry in landfi lls around Abidjan. The slurry killed fi fteen 
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people in the short term and sickened 108,000.27 The activists’ successful 
settlement in the Trafi gura case was a digital-era warning shot against 
those who assume that the environmentally-affl icted poor are terminally 
invisible, disposable people.28

In volume and velocity, the new media have made available testimony 
on a previously unimaginable scale, testimony that can fortify the envi-
ronmentalism of the poor and push back against the perpetrators of slow 
violence. When, for instance, the New York Times, along with American net-
work and cable TV had largely baled on covering the Gulf oil disaster with 
any sustained, critical investigative edge, myriad new media sites kept skep-
tics and activists apprised. So, too, the underwater cabinet meeting staged in 
the Maldives was more than an isolated act of desperation by an imperiled 
micro-nation: the meeting achieved its global visibility not just randomly 
through YouTube but through the coordinated efforts of 350.com, a vast, 
creative transnational coalition to reduce carbon emissions, a coalition that 
links activists—in the ether and on the ground—across scores of countries.

Initiatives like 350.com are helping narrow the gap between new media 
landscapes and landscapes of slow violence, the former disproportionately 
available to the affl uent, the latter disproportionately inhabited by the poor. 
Despite the digital divide, the exponential spread of cell phones has helped 
generate an activist connectivity even in regions without access to electric-
ity. What we do not know—and warrants researching—is whether digital 
drift is more prevalent among the well-off than among the poor, whose 
online time is limited by cost and, moreover, whose communications may 
become more focally sustained when motivated by issues of ongoing, life-
threatening urgency. If, for example, the answer to the Twitter slogan 
“What’s happening right now?” is “Government goons have arrived and are 
beating up villagers and starting to cut down our forest,” that “now” may 
remain front and center for some time. This is exactly what happened when 
in 2008 Peruvian indigenistas defeated a move by President Alan Garcia to 
pass legislation enabling corporations to undertake mining, oil, and tim-
ber extraction, without indigenous permission, in a 36,000 square mile tract 
of the Amazon. The scale of the protests, which brought together activists 
from 65 tribes as well as urban supporters, prompted the Peruvian congress 
to repeal the law, which had been slated as part of a neoliberal “free trade” 
deal with the United States. The indigenistas creatively mixed labor-intensive 
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and digital dissidence, blocking roads with logs, occupying oil and electric-
ity plants, and creating mobile protest units whose actions were coordinated 
via cell phone .29

As protests from Myanmar to Iran have evidenced, digital networks 
are a force, but a force that cannot guarantee an outcome.30 They can be 
excellent for quickly disseminating damning or exhilarating evidence, but 
in the absence of political leadership and complementary, hierarchical forms 
of political organization, their socially transformative potential may run 
aground.31 That said, if we are unlikely in any straightforward manner to 
tweet our way toward environmental justice, our age of Flickring connec-
tivity has irreversibly changed the way future writer-activists will bear wit-
ness and agitate for change.

Addressing the vexed subject of literary commitment, Jean-Paul Sartre 
portrayed the writer as someone “who has chosen a certain method of sec-
ondary action which we may call action by disclosure.”32 The revolution in 
the technologies of disclosure—from WikiLeaks to my neighbor’s blog—
have altered the meaning of such secondary action unrecognizably. So, too, 
“writer” has become a more demotic designation: less grand, less glamor-
ous, less distinctively vocational, and more likely to involve mongrel blends 
of word, image, and video. Écriture engagée will never again be a specialist 
calling à la Sartre—or even à la Ken Saro-Wiwa—now that we have entered 
what one might call the age of the writer-hacktivist.

Some writer-activists are fl y-by-night operators, others are in for the 
long haul, as they strive to bring an attention-grabbing urgency to issues 
that might otherwise be marginalized by technological, neurobiological, 
and political forces of inattention. Whether our era of heightened connectiv-
ity and intensifi ed distraction compounds or alleviates destructive environ-
mental short-term thinking will be shaped, in large measure, by the politics 
of the commons. Will the vast, insurgent digital energies directed at defend-
ing the information commons help mount an equally spirited defense of the 
commons in its oceanic, atmospheric, and terrestrial forms?33

The new media offer no panacea, but deployed with inventive vigi-
lance, they constitute a potential resource of hope within a broad coalition 
to advance environmental justice. Such a coalition must necessarily draw 
on the strategic energies—and, in turn, empower—more traditional activist 
constituencies: labor, native, and student groups, progressive scientists, and 
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campaigners for human rights, women’s rights, and civil liberties, as well 
as organized opponents of unchecked globalization. Within this coalition, 
that protean fi gure, the writer-activist, will continue to play a critical role 
by drawing to the surface—and infusing with emotional force—submerged 
stories of injustice and resource rebellions. For although the technologi-
cal landscape may be changing at an exponential rate, some things remain 
more durable. Among them, the conviction, in Nadine Gordimer’s words 
from a quarter century ago, that writers who believe in “the transforma-
tion of society are always seeking ways of doing so that their societies could 
never imagine, let alone demand.”34

Brought to you by | Emory University
Authenticated | 170.140.26.180

Download Date | 1/24/14 1:08 PM

mckennasrose
Highlight



Notes

Acknowledgments

Index

Brought to you by | Emory University
Authenticated | 170.140.26.180

Download Date | 1/24/14 1:08 PM



Brought to you by | Emory University
Authenticated | 170.140.26.180

Download Date | 1/24/14 1:08 PM


