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In May 2011, shortly before I left  the United Arab Emirates, I took a long 
cab ride with Marco from Masdar City to Dubai. Marco was an Ecuadorian 
man in his late thirties and had been working with Abu Dhabi’s Masdar 
Carbon as an environmental consultant for about two years, focusing 
on climate change policy. I had been researching Abu Dhabi’s emergent 
renewable energy and clean technology infrastructures, spending my days 
on the same fl oor as Marco for almost a year, but we had never exchanged 
words before taking this ride. My cubicle was a few feet away from his 
offi  ce, which, despite its glass partition wall, aff orded him relative privacy. 
He also specialized in a project that I did not know much about and did not 
collaborate very oft en with my group. But on this aft ernoon, for reasons 
purely coincidental, we were headed to our apartments in Dubai, sharing 
the back seat of a heavily air- conditioned Toyota.

Masdar, where Marco worked and I conducted research, had offi  cially 
been founded in May 2006 as a multifaceted renewable energy and clean 
technology company. Abu Dhabi–owned Mubadala, an investment com-
pany that seeks to facilitate economic diversifi cation in the emirate, pro-
vided funding for the project. The word masdar means “source” in Arabic, 
an origin from which something comes or can be obtained. The company 
was widely known for Masdar City, the “futuristic” eco- city that had been 

Introduction: The Soul of 
Carbon Dioxide



2 INTRODUCTION

master- planned by the London- based architecture fi rm Foster + Partners 
to rely entirely on renewable energy. Prior to being selected as the planners 
for Masdar City, Foster + Partners had designed famous projects such as 
the Gherkin in London and the Reichstag in Berlin, and were also working 
on a building in Abu Dhabi called the Souk, Abu Dhabi Central Market.1 
Their Masdar City master plan would off er living and working space to 
fi ft y thousand residents and forty thousand commuters in a 640- hectare 
area neighboring the Abu Dhabi International Airport, the Yas Marina 
Formula 1 Circuit, and the Al Ghazal Golf Course.2 Strategically located 
to facilitate transportation for the renewable energy and clean technology 
professionals who would live on site, Masdar would be linked to the airport 
by existing roads. A twenty- minute drive from Abu Dhabi proper and 
about an hour’s drive from Dubai, the site was situated to serve as a hub 
for the UAE’s renewable energy and clean technology sector.

While the eco- city and its multiple infrastructure facilities were central 
to Masdar’s development, Masdar had also been investing in renewable 
energy via its other operations—Masdar Power, Masdar Carbon, and 
Masdar Capital—in an attempt to ensure that Abu Dhabi would remain a 
signifi cant player in the energy industry well aft er its oil reserves run dry 
or become less valuable. Masdar Institute, the energy- focused research 
center that was set up and supervised by the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology’s Technology and Development Program, operated on a grow-
ing campus amid the fl edgling eco- city.

During 2010 and 2011, the period of focus for my research into renew-
able energy and clean technology infrastructures in Abu Dhabi, the Foster- 
designed Masdar Institute campus was the only operational structure at the 
Masdar City site (though other buildings such as the Siemens headquarters 
were under construction). The campus had offi  cially been inaugurated 
in November 2010 (see chapter 1). It provided classrooms, laboratories, 
offi  ce space, and dormitories for Masdar Institute students and faculty, 
and housed a cafeteria, a sushi restaurant, a coff ee shop, a small gym, a 
library, and an organic grocery store. Yet most of the professionals work-
ing with Masdar, such as Marco, spent their days in a simple makeshift  
compound next to the Masdar City parking lot that was intended to be 
dismantled upon the construction of the Masdar headquarters building. 
The compound had a separate cafeteria, but occasionally Masdar employ-
ees walked, took a shuttle bus, or rode the personal rapid transit pods 
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to the Masdar Institute campus to have lunch at the sushi restaurant or 
take a coff ee break at the Caribou Café branch. Some Masdar employees 
also frequented the Institute building to collaborate on research projects 
or supervise the construction process. Depending on my daily research 
schedule, I divided my time between the Masdar Institute campus and the 
compound and took rides back to Dubai in the evenings.

For about a thirty- mile stretch, the eighty- mile road from Abu Dhabi 
to Dubai was ornamented with date palms, green grass, and at times 
wildfl owers. While there were no clear estimates of how much water was 
required for these landscaping practices, it was widely believed that the 
Abu Dhabi government expended an extraordinary amount of resources 
to keep these roads verdant, nearly as much as the military budget for the 
emirate. They used desalinated water to take care of the imported plants. 
When these plants died, they quickly replaced them with new ones, within 
a matter of hours. The vegetation was even more manicured around the 
Masdar City site due to the construction of a vip airport for members of 
Abu Dhabi’s ruling family.

 Looking out the window, Marco began drawing on his knowledge of 
ethnobotany to suggest that the plants were actively rejecting their new 
location. They did not want to be here. He recounted to me that at the age 

Figure i.1 · Masdar City



Figure i.2 · Imported fl owers on the road from Masdar City to Dubai, as seen 
from inside a car, 2014. Photo by the author.

Figure i.3 · Date palms on the road from Masdar City to Dubai, as seen from 
inside a car, 2014. Photo by the author.
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of ten, in the jungle together with his parents, he had tried yage, a halluci-
nogenic drug obtained from an Amazonian vine known as ayahuasca and 
used in ceremonies among the indigenous peoples of the Amazon basin. 
This experience had served as the beginning of his cosmological educa-
tion. The jungle had become alive, demonstrating its interiority in a way 
that had astonished Marco. In further developing his ontological theories, 
Marco had been infl uenced by Carlos Castañeda, Richard Evan Schultes, 
Fritjof Capra, Albert Hoff man, and Ken Wilber—writers interested in hal-
lucinogenic experiences and in seeking to combine spirituality with scien-
tifi c fi ndings. And now he was reading Return of the Children of the Light: 
Incan and Mayan Prophecies for a New World (2001), by Judith Bluestone 
Polich, which proposed that all matter was made of light: “The new world-
view will make it evident that the world we live in is part of a larger whole. 
We will be able to perceive that all matter is energy, that we are wave- like, 
that we are in constant communication with the whole. Through this shift  
in consciousness, we will begin to function as multi- dimensional beings, 
and we will realize we have potentials beyond anything yet dreamed of, 
adding our heightened light vibration to the Earth’s own.”3

I had read Carlos Castañeda’s The Teachings of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way 
of Knowledge (1968) some years before moving to the UAE, and knew a 
little about the other authors Marco mentioned.4 In The Teachings of Don 
Juan, Castañeda experiments with peyote, jimson weed, and magic mush-
rooms on the path to becoming “a man of knowledge” (under the strict 
guidance of his mentor Don Juan). It was surprising to hear this writer’s 
name in association with the plants on Abu Dhabi’s medians. I analyzed 
my experiences there diff erently. Before I had arrived in Abu Dhabi in the 
summer of 2010, when I was still preparing for my time there, Jack, an 
American faculty member at Masdar Institute who held a PhD in engi-
neering science, had asked me over the phone if my research would result 
in a book like Bruno Latour’s Aramis, or the Love of Technology (1993). In 
that book, Latour embarks on a sociological investigation of the failure of 
Aramis, a high- tech automated personal rapid transit (prt) system that 
was developed in France during the 1980s; he seeks to convince his read-
ers “that the machines by which they are surrounded are cultural objects 
worthy of their attention and respect.”5 Given the presence of a similar prt 
system in Masdar City, the association was perhaps understandable. Glad 
to share a common vocabulary, I conveyed to Jack that the reference to 
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Aramis accurately refl ected some of the goals of my research. But Marco’s 
allusions to writers like Castañeda were a bit diffi  cult to fathom in this 
context of high- tech renewable energy projects.

Marco was quick to explain that his ontological theories fi t the market- 
based technological projects of Masdar. He imagined humans would 
soon awaken to a new understanding of how animals and plants, but 
most importantly carbon dioxide, have souls. Over the past few years, 
Marco had been developing some practical tools to acknowledge the soul 
of carbon dioxide. He believed that a market- based system would be an 
eff ective mechanism for suspending the diff erences among humans, ani-
mals, plants, and carbon dioxide: all beings would be redeemable in cash, 
made equivalent under a common denominator. Before he was recruited 
by Masdar Carbon, Marco had worked with a number of climate change 
consultancies around the world. He explained that he had started out at 
a critical moment, just as the global governance of climate change was 
becoming more urgent. Unlike many of the consultants he worked with, 
he had faith that global governance could sort out the climate change prob-
lem, and he reminded me that we were still at the very beginning of the 
Kyoto Protocol—that the treaty had been adopted in 1997 but entered into 
force only in 2005. The Kyoto Protocol was an international agreement that 
bound its signatories to certain carbon dioxide emission reduction goals. 
It acknowledged that developed countries were responsible for the high 
levels of greenhouse gas emissions due to more than 150 years of industrial 
activity, and it placed a heavier burden on these nations in mitigating cli-
mate change. Marco perceived the Kyoto Protocol as a signifi cant fi rst step 
toward a global emission reduction regime that would eventually allow 
humans to control emission levels, providing the groundwork for future 
international collaboration on climate change. The climate change regime 
would improve, but it would take time. Carbon markets, created as part 
of the Kyoto Protocol, were small (roughly the size of the fl at- screen tv 
market), but they helped everyone understand that the air was not free. 
Through carbon markets, we could recognize carbon dioxide as a spiritual 
being.

As we approached Dubai, the plants disappeared, the quality of the 
asphalt changed, and the road became bumpier. Abu Dhabi could invest in 
iconic projects like Masdar City, but Dubai had been shaken signifi cantly 
by the economic crisis of late 2008, an event that made the diff erences 
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between the emirates more evident. Once a small fi shing and pearling 
community, Dubai grew as a trading center in the early twentieth cen-
tury. The oil revenues of the 1960s facilitated a frenzy of consumerism 
and helped accelerate the early development of the city in the 1970s and 
1980s. The city invested in aviation, fi nancial services, tourism, and real 
estate, managing to diversify away from fossil fuels and attract foreign 
white- collar and blue- collar labor. As of the mid- 1990s, non- oil revenues 
constituted about 90 percent of Dubai’s economy. Because Dubai was more 
susceptible to the booms and busts of the global fi nancial markets than 
its oil- rich neighbor Abu Dhabi, it had felt the impact of the 2008 crisis 
more forcefully. Many argued that the real estate bubble that had propelled 
Dubai’s expansion—enabling some of the city’s more fantastical projects, 
such as the construction of an archipelago of small, artifi cial islands in the 
shape of the world map, situated 2.5 miles off  Dubai’s coast—had fi nally 
burst. In late 2008 and early 2009, the international media reported on 
white- collar workers abandoning their cars with the keys in the ignition 
at the airport parking lot, leaving the city for good.6 Blue- collar workers 
were losing their jobs in the construction sector and looking for ways to 
return to their home countries. More than two years aft er the crash, the 
impact of the fi nancial crisis still remained visible. We drove past bill-
boards advertising recently shelved real estate development projects. One 
billboard promised that Dubai’s coastline could be doubled, while others 
promoted theme parks. There had also been plans to import a blue whale, 
which would live inside an aquarium in the largest shopping mall in the 
world, but no one really talked about this prospect any more. Dubai had 
planned to re- create nature for itself through bold gestures; aft er the crisis, 
the city was transformed, marred by abandoned construction sites.

When I stepped out of the taxi outside my apartment building in Dubai, 
Marco pleaded, “Please don’t think I’ve gone crazy.”

Technical Adjustments

This book has three aims. First, it seeks to understand how cosmopolitan, 
innovative actors in Abu Dhabi, such as Marco or Jack, set about the task 
of building a renewable energy and clean technology sector. Second, it 
attempts to show that these actors shared the common yet heterogeneous 
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goal of constructing what I call “technical adjustments” as central compo-
nents of the renewable energy and clean technology industry, aspiring to 
mitigate climate change and future energy scarcity through new business 
models, technological innovations, and design solutions. I see Marco’s 
proposal of acknowledging the soul of carbon dioxide through carbon 
markets as one such technical adjustment. Third, it documents and ana-
lyzes the discursive and technical means by which these actors deferred the 
question of success or failure in refl ecting on their work, thereby generat-
ing the material and conceptual indeterminacy described in the following 
chapters.

Articles on Masdar had been appearing in the international press since 
the offi  cial launch of the project in 2006. “Abu Dhabi, the capital of the 
United Arab Emirates, the fourth largest opec oil producer with about 
10 percent of the known reserves, is seeking to become a center for the 
development and implementation of clean- energy technology,” a New York 
Times article announced in 2007.7 Masdar City, the proposed “zero- carbon” 
district, would cost $22 billion and eventually accommodate 1,500 busi-
nesses. The proposed automated personal rapid transport (prt) network 
would allow the city to completely prohibit car entry. The eff ort to start 
a graduate research institution focused on renewable energy at the center 
of the city by bringing in mit was also publicized by Masdar’s marketing 
department, with the promise that it would transform Abu Dhabi in the 
same way that mit had transformed the Boston area into a start- up haven 
(chapter 2). Together with other satellite campuses, including New York 
University in Abu Dhabi (nyu- ad) and the Sorbonne, Masdar Institute 
would play a signifi cant role in instituting a knowledge- based economy 
in Abu Dhabi.

Some commentators appreciated the fact that an oil- rich emirate was 
investing in renewable energy resources and acknowledging that the 
energy portfolio of the future would not consist of fossil fuels only. Oth-
ers mocked the Masdar City project for being located in a country where 
the carbon footprint per capita was the highest in the world. Many drew 
attention to the fact that the Abu Dhabi government was starting a massive 
renewable energy and clean technology project that would be funded by oil 
revenues. To these commentators, the project seemed rather paradoxical.

In response, the project’s proponents argued that the oil- based infra-
structure could be gutted because Masdar could provide a whole new 
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circulatory system for Abu Dhabi. In a 2013 documentary on the project, 
Sultan Al Jaber, then ceo of Masdar, extended his earlier arguments on the 
main goals of their initiative: “Masdar is a strategic, holistic, comprehen-
sive approach to renewable energy, to seriously and in a meaningful way 
contribute to the advancement of clean technologies. We believe this is a 
logical step for a major oil- producing nation to venture into. Who knows 
energy better than us? We are trying to create the home for renewable 
energy, which is Masdar City. . . . There has never been a single attempt 
by anybody in the whole world as aggressive and as ambitious as Masdar 
City.”8

This book is about the ways in which Abu Dhabi might prepare for a 
post- oil future. In exploring this imagined transition, it investigates the 
construction of a renewable energy and clean technology sector and pays 
specifi c attention to the Masdar project as it unfolded in the years 2010 and 
2011. The book draws on ethnographic research at mit in Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts (between January 2010 and May 2010), in Abu Dhabi (between 
September 2010 and June 2011), and at the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (unfccc) offi  ce in Bonn (in March and 
April 2012). Aft er completing this fi eldwork, I continued to follow the 
project’s developments, met my interlocutors in various places around the 
world, attended conferences on energy and climate change where I had 
the opportunity to sharpen some of my questions, and took short trips 
back to the UAE. Yet given the high turnover of foreign workers in the 
region, many of the people whose perspectives I discuss here no longer 
work with Masdar; they have mostly left  Abu Dhabi. In this book, I do 
not claim to provide a comprehensive overview of the project’s present 
condition. Instead, this book describes and analyzes how cosmopolitan 
actors shaped the fi eld of renewable energy and clean technology in Abu 
Dhabi in the years 2010 and 2011. This period is particularly important as it 
saw the opening of the eco- friendly Masdar Institute campus in November 
2010, enabling Masdar Institute students, the fi rst residents of Masdar City, 
to start living in student residences on campus. This period also set the 
stage for the cancellation of the Foster- designed Masdar City master plan 
and its associated transportation infrastructure in late 2010. Masdar City 
eventually transformed from what its developers had called “a zero- carbon 
eco- city” to what later marketing campaigns labeled “a city of possibilities,” 
in other words, a special economic zone for renewable energy and clean 
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technology companies. This book studies the occasions when Masdar’s 
renewable energy and clean technology projects failed, succeeded, or were 
reformulated in response to everyday hindrances.9

By providing an in- depth analysis of developments in Abu Dhabi’s Mas-
dar in 2010 and 2011, the book demonstrates that the Masdar project was 
capacious and heterogeneous enough to involve actors with various con-
tradictory agendas. Thus, Masdar was not one thing but rather an amal-
gam of widely varying ambitions and demands for the future; the believers, 
the utopians, the cynics who contributed to this project all acted upon this 
future in unique ways. Interrogating how imaginaries of renewable energy 
and clean technology are articulated and experienced both at a personal 
level and at the level of project management, this book provides gateways 
to understanding the emergence of novel infrastructures of knowledge, 
technology, and governance in Abu Dhabi.

Yet, however varied the visions of the actors who built Masdar, there 
are certain fundamental inclinations and preferences that they held in 
common and reproduced. In order to explain how innovative actors 
shape energy and climate futures in Abu Dhabi, and to foreground these 
shared qualities, I have found it useful to focus on a central idea that I label 
“technical adjustments.” Abu Dhabi’s renewable energy and clean tech-
nology projects, such as Masdar City, have aimed to generate technical 
adjustments as a means for vaulting ahead to a future where humans will 
continue to enjoy technological complexity without interrogating existing 
social, political, and economic relations. In eff ect, I understand technical 
adjustments as imaginative and wide- ranging responses to global climate 
change and energy scarcity, which open up certain interventions (such 
as extending technological complexity) while foreclosing others (such as 
asking larger- scale moral, ethical, and political questions regarding how 
to live). Invested in an image of the future drawn from science fi ction, the 
technical adjustments that the producers of Masdar implemented served 
as methods for concentrating on modifi cations that bring forth promissory 
capital, enabling a multiplicity of actions and nonactions to be taken in the 
face of global environmental collapse. While producing innovative (and at 
times fun) artifacts, technical adjustments eventually obfuscate and eff ace 
the simple realization that humans cannot continue to live and consume 
as they do.
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The idea of “technical adjustments” off ers a mode of response for deal-
ing with climate change independent of ethical, moral, and political entail-
ments.10 According to this perspective, climate change is a management 
problem that experts may resolve, rather than an ethical and moral prob-
lem that humans around the world should recognize, discuss, and address 
as political agents. This approach indicates that solutions to climate change 
are not centrally about ethics, morality, or politics. Instead, they involve 
market- oriented technical fi xes—such as green buildings (chapter 1), 
research into renewable energy and clean technology (chapter 2), novel 
ways of imagining exchange (chapter 3), innovative designs for vehicles 
(chapter 4), and new global governance mechanisms (chapter 5)—that 
promote a belief in the possibility of sustaining the status quo and even 
improving life for certain segments of society through technology. Tech-
nical adjustments, which are intended to maintain existing values while 
inventing new technology to address climate change and energy scarcity, 
operate in opposition to environmentalism. The hope is that technical 
adjustments will allow humans to extend their beliefs and perspectives into 
the future without requiring them to ask new moral and ethical questions 
and without developing new virtues.11

To illustrate this approach, let’s turn to Sam, a Lebanese executive in 
his late forties who was critical in starting the Masdar project in 2006. 
Sam had been working in Dubai as a consultant for about a decade when 
he came up with the idea of founding an eco- city. He partnered with two 
other consultants and presented his idea to ruling elites in Qatar, but he 
was not given the green light. Eventually, he contacted the Abu Dhabi 
government, presented the same idea, and found more support from the 
ruling elites there. “Abu Dhabi has always been the most visionary of the 
Gulf states,” he explained to me. “It’s not unusual that they liked the idea 
and pursued it immediately.” Aft er the project took off , Sam was hired as 
an executive, managing Masdar Carbon, the climate change policy wing.

During one of our meetings in his offi  ce in the temporary buildings 
of Masdar Carbon, Sam explained to me that in the long run humanity 
needed something that altered capitalism by reformulating consumerism. 
“There are projections, like, in seventy years a bottle of water will cost 
$500,” Sam said. “We shouldn’t let that happen.” He believed that humans 
needed to stop making insatiable demands on the planet for short- term 
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benefi ts. “But of course, these are only long- term goals,” he continued, 
“and this is not how or why we started Masdar.” Sam knew that Masdar 
did not have the capacity to overcome the workings of capitalism: it could 
only operate in conjunction with the status quo. While he was aware of the 
multiple challenges of the climate change problem, he could not attend to 
them. According to Sam, instead of seeking to challenge capitalism, the 
Masdar project attempted to rechannel consumerism through resource 
management—through the effi  cient and eff ective deployment of the earth’s 
resources, not necessarily to be framed as environmentalism. That’s why, 
Sam said, it was not extraordinary to see hundreds of suvs in the eco- 
city’s parking lots. The technical adjustments endorsed inside Masdar 
City through innovative vehicle designs such as automated pod cars also 
embraced the suv.

In Abu Dhabi, climate change and future energy scarcity emerged as 
business opportunities. When defi ning their understandings of renewable 
energy and clean technology, many of my interlocutors, who came to Abu 
Dhabi from all over the world, explained that they did not advocate closing 
down businesses and stopping production. Just the opposite: they imag-
ined Masdar as a test bed that would create more business potential for 
Abu Dhabi. They did not aspire to surrender or challenge capitalist con-
sumerism, which is oft en seen as the reason for dwindling resources and 
climate vulnerability, but instead attempted to generate a strategic, holistic, 
comprehensive approach to renewable energy. In addition to admitting 
that not many of them would self- identify as “environmentalists,”12 renew-
able energy and clean technology professionals in diff erent sectors found it 
signifi cant to highlight how “the environment was a sexy part of the econ-
omy,” and therefore could be integrated into existing models of social and 
political life seamlessly. Like many businesses around the world, they could 
supply environmentally friendly products that would perhaps supplant the 
demand for nongreen products, such as fossil fuels.

Yet because the drive for technical adjustments was varied at Masdar, 
the professionals there not only advocated market- oriented technological 
solutions for climate change, but also consistently craft ed justifi cations 
for their projects in light of various contradictions that they recognized 
as existing in such a perspective. For instance, Marco suggested that 
market- based solutions would in fact allow humans and nonhumans to 
be redeemable in cash over an egalitarian platform, producing a new world 
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order. Sam used market mechanisms, specifi cally price, as signifi ers for 
future destitution, and expressed his worries about the planet by talking 
about his preoccupation with the cost of water. He knew that humans 
needed to rethink capitalism, but he didn’t know exactly how. In engaging 
with planetary- scale conditions as well as everyday realities, the people at 
Masdar experienced dislocations, about which many of them spoke with 
passion, anxiety, and confusion. In thinking through their challenges, they 
went back and forth between abstract conceptions of the planet and the 
everyday realities of social and professional life, consistently inhabiting 
sets of unanswered (or perhaps unanswerable) questions and confl icts.

The tensions between domains that inevitably gave rise to inconsisten-
cies was evident in the results of a survey conducted by Elif, a Turkish mas-
ter’s student in engineering systems design at Masdar Institute, for a term 
project on transportation and the environment. Almost all of her one hun-
dred respondents (most of them students, postdocs, faculty members, and 
employees of Masdar) self- identifi ed as caring about the environment.13 
However, in answering another critical question on the survey, they had 
expressed that they would “never” use public transportation, regardless of 
their dedication to the environment and their sensitivity toward planetary- 
scale problems. In Elif ’s analysis, while “caring about the environment” 
was embraced as an abstract value that demonstrated thoughtfulness 
regarding planetary- scale problems, the immediate practices associated 
with this sentiment were not socially desirable—in the emirates, public 
transportation was denigrated as a mode of travel for low- wage immigrant 
workers.

Rather than examining or resolving such tensions, the producers of 
Masdar responded by suggesting that their initiative was “not environ-
mentalism,” and that the project did not seek to be located outside the 
present social, political, and economic conditions. Instead, Masdar City 
would build and promote technical adjustments and thereby produce and 
off er a status quo utopia, creating technological innovations with the goal 
of preserving the present during a time of ecological destruction. Simply 
put, the future was a thinly disguised version of the present.

People at Masdar—for example, Elif, Sam, and Marco—interrogated the 
market- based and technologically complex aspirations of the project, and 
oft en called for reformulations based on the problems they perceived on 
site on an everyday basis. Articulating their understandings of the project 
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through the use of metaphor and metonymy, they referred to Masdar as 
“spaceship in the desert” (chapter 1), “a technocratic dictatorship” (chap-
ter 3), or “an expensive toy” (chapter 4). In this way, they managed to keep 
the project not only materially but also conceptually incomplete. By creating 
new language to talk about the project, they demonstrated how—despite 
its willingness to remain within the confi nes of the status quo—Masdar 
was proposing rather strange new material conditions for them.

Oil Futures

This book is the fi rst full- length ethnography of contemporary Abu Dhabi. 
The Arab Gulf has long been marginalized in the social sciences and 
humanities, and it received little attention in older ethnographies. At times, 
the Arab Gulf has been considered culture- less and history- less, a miscon-
ception that has slowly been corrected through important contemporary 
research projects on immigration patterns, legal structures of citizenship, 
transnational connections, and the built environments of the region.14 Yet 
there remain major thematic lacunae in studies of the Gulf. Anthropol-
ogists working in the Middle East more broadly have not taken a deep 
interest in environmental issues, a situation that is now changing through 
emergent research.15 At the same time, while some signifi cant works have 
started looking into the ways in which global technologies transform social 
relations and become vernacularized,16 science and technology studies do 
not inform studies of the region adequately.17 By investigating the ways in 
which the Abu Dhabi government prepares for a future with less oil, this 
book demonstrates the increasing importance of environmental issues and 
technological projects in thinking about this part of the world.

Through projects like Masdar, a marketing department representative 
at the company explained to me, Abu Dhabi managed to preserve the leg-
acy of Sheikh Zayed, the founding father of the United Arab Emirates, 
and to follow his perceived commitment to a green environment. Zayed 
was known for having a special interest in wildlife and hunting, which led 
him to build environmental organizations. For instance, he announced a 
public aff orestation policy in 1969, and founded the emirate’s fi rst “artifi cial 
forest.”18 In the late 1970s, he established the National Avian Research Cen-
ter to protect falcons and houbara bustards. A faculty member at Masdar 
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Institute suggested that the Sheikh Zayed legacy, and any romanticized 
notion of being “at one with nature,” were actually an impediment for the 
adoption of environmentally friendly practices in the UAE. “It’s as if when 
you mention the Sheikh Zayed legacy, you automatically become green, so 
you don’t really have to do anything about it, you don’t have to change your 
behavior,” she underlined. While for the marketing department “the Sheikh 
Zayed legacy” appeared to be an incentive to engage with environmental 
projects, for others at Masdar it was almost a setback, through which Abu 
Dhabi residents legitimized their oft en wasteful preferences. But perhaps 
at the representational scale the argument about Sheikh Zayed’s legacy 
did work, for it framed Abu Dhabi’s investments in initiatives like Masdar 
as having reverence for the founding father of the United Arab Emirates.

 In the early 1960s, while still under British control, Abu Dhabi com-
manded around 10 percent of the world’s proven hydrocarbon deposits. 
However, under the rule of Sheikh Shakhbut, oft en remembered for not 
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fully complying with British interests, Abu Dhabi refused development 
interventions.19 From 1946 to 1966, Zayed, Sheikh Shakhbut’s youngest 
brother, was the governor of Al- Ayn, Abu Dhabi’s second- largest town, 
an oasis where many would spend the summer (before the arrival of air- 
conditioning); Zayed developed his power base there. Christopher David-
son, a political scientist who has written extensively about the UAE, sug-
gests that “Zayed had no fear of the future and the changes it might bring,” 
and explains that he demonstrated his entrepreneurial spirit by transform-
ing Al- Ayn into the region’s economic hub, surpassing the capital city Abu 
Dhabi.20 For example, Zayed built a modern hospital in Al- Ayn six years 
before a hospital was built in Abu Dhabi. Such transformations were wel-
comed by the elites in the region. Sheikh Zayed replaced Sheikh Shakhbut 
in 1966, not only with British backing but also with his family’s recognition 
and support. As promised, he drastically transformed policies during his 
rule, prioritizing oil concessions and contracts until his death in 2004.21

Sheik Zayed was a critical actor in founding, in late 1971, what is now 
known as the United Arab Emirates, bringing together the seven constit-
uent emirates (which had previously been part of a British protectorate 
called the Trucial States): Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ras al- Khaimah, 
Fujairah, Ajman, and Umm al- Qawain. Given its great oil wealth, and 
therefore its capacity to fi nance a federal state, Abu Dhabi was named the 
capital of the newly established union under President Zayed. The emir-
ates transferred key issues, such as control of the military, foreign policy, 
and immigration, to the central federal government, but retained power 
over their natural resources and their economic development strategies. 
Since the founding of the UAE, Abu Dhabi and Dubai have dominated 
the central government, with their rulers taking the positions of president 
and prime minister, and have held veto power over the decisions of the 
Supreme Council, which is the highest authority in the federal state.

Of all the emirates, Dubai has been known globally as the Gulf ’s cosmo-
politan center and business hub. Its large shopping malls, tall towers, and 
luxury hotels are oft en in the news. (So are the failures of these projects.) 
Given its physical proximity to Dubai, Sharjah has also become a recog-
nized node (known for the American University of Sharjah and the Shar-
jah Biennial, an international art exhibit), and comes aft er Dubai in terms 
of wealth. Relatively inconspicuous, Abu Dhabi has, since the founding of 
the UAE, been what Davidson terms a “capstone” emirate: fundamental to 
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the union, critical for Europe’s and Japan’s oil supply, and much wealthier 
than the other six.22

By the 1990s, twenty years aft er the formation of the federation, Abu 
Dhabi accounted for over 90 percent of the UAE’s oil exports, with the 
capacity to pump 2.5 million barrels per day. Sheikh Zayed’s successor, 
Sheikh Khalifa, took charge in 2004, and began to mold a more globally 
competitive image for Abu Dhabi, specifi cally by investing in high- profi le 
development projects in the fi elds of tourism, urban transformation, and 
technology transfer, importing new technology from other countries in an 
attempt to boost the emirate’s economy.23 UAE- based architect and writer 
Yasser Elsheshtawy explains that while Sheikh Zayed had transformed 
Abu Dhabi from “a provincial backwater to a modern city,” he had been 
reluctant to make it readily available for international investments, thereby 
precluding it from becoming a crossroads comparable to Dubai. This was 
expected to change under Sheikh Khalifa, with the construction of globally 
signifi cant cultural projects such as nyu- Abu Dhabi, the Guggenheim Abu 
Dhabi, and the Louvre Abu Dhabi.24

Strikingly, foreign labor has designed, built, and managed these proj-
ects. Of the 9 million people who live and work in the UAE, almost 8 mil-
lion are not Emirati citizens. These immigrants come to the UAE on tem-
porary renewable work contracts sponsored by their employers—a system 
known as kafala. Although the work contracts can be renewed indefi nitely, 
the temporary nature of these contracts makes it diffi  cult for immigrants 
to form communities, or to feel a sense of belonging in the UAE. The con-
tracts ensure that they will remain perpetual outsiders, with no prospect 
of cultural assimilation or naturalization as Emirati citizens; indeed, they 
oft en expect they will be forced to leave.25

In the UAE, some of these immigrants hold white- collar jobs in sec-
tors such as tourism, fi nance, and construction, while many of them are 
low- wage male workers from South and Southeast Asia. For white- collar 
workers, the UAE is an attractive location, especially because of its high 
salaries, low taxes, and convenient and cosmopolitan environment. Con-
ditions are very diff erent for blue- collar workers, who come to the UAE 
mostly from Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Nepal, and the Philippines, and 
receive on average salaries between 500 and 750 dirhams (US$135–$190) 
per month. Many of these workers live in decrepit all- male labor camps far 
away from city centers, such as Dubai’s infamous camp Sonapur, literally 
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meaning “land of gold” in Hindi and Urdu, and oft en travel to their work 
sites on non- air- conditioned Tata buses. The violation of workers’ rights 
by the UAE, especially on construction sites of large projects such as the 
Guggenheim and nyu- Abu Dhabi, has been well documented by interna-
tional institutions as well as the media.26

Meanwhile, in publicizing the aspiration to diversify the economy 
away from oil exports, the Abu Dhabi Economic Council published a key 
document in November 2008 titled “Abu Dhabi Economic Vision 2030.” 
The document, a topic of conversation at Masdar during the time of my 
research, proposed: “Economic growth is currently coupled too closely 
with oil prices and the key to more sustainable development lies in stimu-
lating non- oil sectors, diversifying the range and depth of economic activity 
taking place in the Emirate, and increasing productivity through a focused 
approach on Abu Dhabi’s competitive advantages.”27 Practices of resource 
management were expected to protect Abu Dhabi from fl uctuations in 
oil prices, to ensure consistent levels of welfare in an oil- less future.28 In 
contextualizing these aspirations, Abu Dhabi offi  cials made comparisons 
between the emirate and various oil- rich countries. For instance, Norway 
produced quantities of oil similar to Abu Dhabi, but its energy sector 
accounted for just 24 percent of its gdp, making it far less dominant.

In the literature on oil wealth and networks, it is oft en argued that 
conceptions of endless oil supplies enable progress to be conceived as 
infi nitely expandable, without material constraints. In the mid- twentieth 
century, the cost of energy did not present a limit to economic growth, as 
oil prices continuously declined. Given how simple it was to ship oil across 
the world, this resource could easily be treated as inexhaustible. In his 
book Carbon Democracy (2012), Timothy Mitchell shows how this belief 
in the infi nity of oil also played a key role in producing “the economy” as 
an object that could expand without limit.29 We now know that the age of 
abundant fossil fuel supplies is ending, but we seem unable to abandon the 
ways of living and thinking that fossil fuels made possible. In preparing for 
a future without abundant oil, the Abu Dhabi government has attempted 
new strategies of resource management, hoping to generate a new type of 
infi nity through technical adjustments.

In line with these developments, the UAE government announced a 
renewable energy policy in 2009 that set the goal that renewable energy 
sources would provide at least 7 percent of the emirate’s power generation 
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capacity by 2020.30 Some have estimated that Abu Dhabi could rely on oil 
exports for another 150 years.31 For the 2013 edition of Campbell’s Atlas 
of Oil and Gas Depletion, a guide to the future of fossil fuels, the sea-
soned geologist Colin Campbell argued: “For the moment, the Emirates 
are enjoying the benefi ts of the high price of oil, whose revenues have 
allowed them to develop major industries, a world airline and an impor-
tant regional fi nancial centre. . . . It is thought that they can maintain their 
current level of oil production for another 20 years or so, meaning that 
they will continue to enjoy ever larger revenues, albeit subject to volatility 
in the face of global economic recessions.”32 According to Campbell, the 
oil will be gone by the end of the century.

Yet, as geologists oft en note, the study of oil depletion is an inexact 
science, which allows for variations in imagining and planning the future 
of fossil fuel resources (see chapter 5). This lack of precision is coupled 
with a lack of clarity regarding the value and the future price of oil.33 Pre-
dictions about global peak oil diff er based on methodologies, which are 
in turn based on a number of contentious assumptions regarding coping 
with uncertainties of supply, demand, and technology.34 Whether there 
has been or will be a peak, and if so when, are ongoing matters of debate.

I asked oil executives in Abu Dhabi and at energy and climate change 
meetings around the world how much oil they think is left . They mostly 
responded to me with a question: “How much are you willing to pay?” They 
were referring to recent investments in new techniques for the production 
of petroleum. Due to the possibility of future oil scarcity, oil industries and 
governments internationally have been investing in unconventional oil 
sources, such as shale oil and oil sands, which has sparked environmental 
concerns regarding the impact of these new sources. As with conventional 
oil exploration, the production of unconventional petroleum is a frontier 
that remains obscure, uncertain, and widely debated.

The Abu Dhabi government might fi nd a way out of these ambiguities 
by diversifying its economy and becoming less dependent on oil exports. 
It could build museums, universities, and industrial facilities, generating 
new types of returns. The construction of a renewable energy and clean 
technology industry in the emirate, specifi cally at Masdar City, could be 
perceived as an admission that the oil will one day run out or become less 
valuable—that someday oil would cease to serve as the bedrock of Abu 
Dhabi’s economy.
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As Douglas Rogers, an anthropologist who studies oil in Russia, pro-
poses, “Oil as an item of anthropological knowledge has . . . been closely 
tied to cyclical perceptions of oil’s scarcity (and associated soaring prices) in 
high- consuming metropolitan centers.”35 One example of this type of work 
is Mandana Limbert’s In the Time of Oil (2010), which off ers an analysis of 
the possible depletion of oil in Oman and foregrounds a diff erent, more 
cyclical understanding of the future. Limbert explains how, for some of her 
interlocutors, oil depletion marks a return to the pre- oil past—a time when 
Omanis lived in palm- frond barasti huts rather than air- conditioned villas. 
As she points out, “the now in this logic is the temporary and anomalous 
state of wealth between eras of poverty.” When the oil runs out, “Oman’s 
recent past, its ‘renaissance,’ [will] have indeed been just a dream.”36 This 
sense of a “dream” is useful in understanding other locales that are enliv-
ened by oil wealth, then troubled by its disappearance. For instance, Todd 
Reisz, an architect and writer who specializes in Gulf urbanism, describes 
how “Dubai’s optimism was at its peak in 1968, when oil seemed to be what 
would vouchsafe its permanence.” Toward the end of the 1980s, however, 
“Dubai began to segue from the promise of oil wealth to the alarm of oil’s 
impending depletion. The period in between—a fat time of oil money—
seemed to have ended before it had begun.” Oil depletion forced Dubai to 
diversify its sources of income. Yet, according to Reisz, “Dubai has grown 
rich, but it has never achieved what it wanted from that wealth—a place 
whose existence was unquestionable.”37 Instead, the city is always on the 
verge of disappearance, dismayed by the possibility of becoming irrelevant.

Unlike Oman and Dubai, where progress became tainted by the inev-
itable disappearance of resources, Abu Dhabi has physically and socially 
constructed knowledge of renewable energy and clean technology as an 
alternative resource, a safeguard for the future. The Abu Dhabi govern-
ment has done so to refute and challenge the idea that its energy resources 
are fi nite. In my fi eldwork during 2010 and 2011, I observed that the 
practices adopted in promoting renewable energy and clean technology 
infrastructure—such as setting up a research institute, entering joint 
ventures with environmentally conscious utility companies, and gener-
ally investing in an eco- city—were aimed at transforming Abu Dhabi’s 
“brand image” from oil producer to technology developer, rendering the 
emirate “more elite.” Through projects like Masdar, Abu Dhabi hoped to 
induce a “perception shift ” that would attract foreign investment. “In 2005, 
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Abu Dhabi was perceived to be a high polluter, and was heavily associated 
with hydrocarbon consumption and exports,” a marketing department 
employee told me. But in 2010 and 2011, through Masdar and other ini-
tiatives like the World Future Energy Summit, an annual trade show ded-
icated to renewable energy and clean technologies, Abu Dhabi seemed to 
be at the forefront of the emergent renewable energy and clean technology 
development. Masdar constituted a renewable “source” for the growth of 
a knowledge- based economy (chapter 2), and facilitated the transforma-
tion of oil- based relations into knowledge- based ones. In this framework, 
“resource management” implied another direction toward which Abu 
Dhabi’s economy could be steered by building new sites of production to 
extend economic diversifi cation eff orts.

In Abu Dhabi, an environment affl  icted with climate change and energy 
defi ciency problems, the proposed renewable energy and clean technology 
infrastructures served as spaces of hope.38 Conceptions of the approaching 
end of the world were complemented with imaginaries of a utopian future, 
driven by a coming together of vernacular architecture and experimental 
technology. The on- site Foster + Partners architects I spoke with regularly 
during my research suggested that they borrowed from old Arab cities in 
thinking about Masdar and pointed to Shibam of Yemen as an example 
(chapter 1). Moreover, the city would be “smart”; it would have “a hidden 
brain,” which, in the words of one architecture critic, “knows when you 
enter your building, so that your fl at can be cooled before you arrive, while 
in public places fl at screens broadcast uplift ing news on the environmental 
performance of the complex” (chapter 3).39 Framed as a utopian (or science 
fi ction) project that might be completed, the renewable energy and clean 
technology infrastructure of the UAE needed the backdrop of a world 
being struck by climate change and energy defi ciency. The marketing and 
communications campaigns put together by Masdar aimed at proving that 
the opposite was also true—that the world needed Masdar City.

The Luster of Potential

Laura, an American student in her mid- twenties, had relocated to Abu 
Dhabi from the United States with an ambition to learn about renewable 
energy and clean technology at the new Masdar Institute, having received 
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her bachelor’s degree from a private engineering college in Massachusetts. 
“The fi rst night of living in a Masdar apartment was hilarious. I didn’t 
understand how anything worked: the stove, the lights, the bathroom 
faucet, the cabinets, and I couldn’t fi gure out how to turn off  the ac,” she 
wrote on her blog in September 2010, right aft er moving onto the campus 
of the Masdar Institute. Her studio apartment was situated at the center 
of the Masdar City site, inside a student dormitory. “The Masdar Institute 
is the fi rst part of [Masdar City] to be completed, it includes the library, 
laboratory buildings, and the student residences,” Laura continued. “And 
all these buildings fi t together in a cube. And this cube is located in the 
middle of what is still a giant, fl at, dusty, deserty construction site as prog-
ress on other phases of the city continues. It’s quite a mind fl ip to be in 
such a strangely beautiful environment, then look [sic] a window and see 
fl at dusty landscape stretching out to the horizon.” She titled the blog post 
“I live in a spaceship in the middle of the desert.”40

On her blog, Laura defi ned herself as an “engineer and eco- geek,” and 
added that she “has fanatic obsession with social entrepreneurship as a 
tool for solving poverty.”41 She was planning on moving to Ghana aft er 
graduation to start an organization that would apply renewable energy 
technologies as a humanitarian tool. When she posted the entry “I live in 
a spaceship in the middle of the desert,” she received unexpected attention 
from journalists and researchers around the world. Laura represented the 
hundred or so students who had moved onto the Masdar Institute campus: 
she was trying to make sense of her experience with Abu Dhabi’s emergent 
renewable energy and clean technology infrastructures.

Laura’s writings on her blog indicate that she struggled with the novel 
technical features of the Masdar City project. The stove, the lights, the 
bathroom faucet, the cabinets, and the ac became central to her under-
standing of her new apartment, and they gave her a hard time. These new 
materials, coupled with the unfamiliar dry land surrounding the campus, 
made her feel like she was in an exotic environment. It took Laura some 
time to get used to the occasionally uncontrollable trajectories of the mate-
rials she relied on. She felt like a test subject, and she also had a sense of the 
inherent potential of the half- working materials; the same could be said for 
many of her classmates at the Masdar Institute (chapter 1).

The fundamental diffi  culty of the materials Laura tinkered with wasn’t 
that they were breaking down, but that they were never really coming 
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to life. For instance, while the building management system of Masdar 
Institute attempted to stay outside the conscious awareness of its residents 
through an intelligent air- conditioning system, constant dysfunction pro-
hibited such invisibility (chapter 3). Masdar Institute students like Laura 
could not help but always sense the building management system. They 
did not know whether it would ever function as intended, but they con-
tinuously talked about it and tried to resolve its problems. While emergent 
infrastructure seemed to defi ne the project of building a renewable energy 
and clean technology sector in Abu Dhabi, it remained consistently out of 
reach. As harbingers of future technical adjustments, Abu Dhabi’s renew-
able energy and clean technology infrastructures increasingly became 
laden with lustrous potential.

People like Laura who produced and used this emergent renewable 
energy and clean technology infrastructure came to reject the ideas and 
labels of success and failure, and instead imagined and believed that the 
projects they were part of had potential. Scholars have oft en written about 
success and failure, trying to analyze the lives of technological or devel-
opmental projects. The example Jack used in relating to my research—
Aramis, wherein Bruno Latour shows the multiple steps that led to the 
cancellation of a personal rapid transit project in Paris—is one of these 
studies. Another important work that addresses this quandary is James 
Scott’s Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human 
Condition Have Failed (1998), which demonstrates how high- modernist 
projects that attempted to design society in accord with what are believed 
to be scientifi c laws have resulted in failure.42 In his book Anti- Politics 
Machine: Development, Depoliticization, and Bureaucratic Power in Leso-
tho (1994), James Ferguson underscores how such failure may be produc-
tive, and looks at what he calls its “instrument eff ects.” The subjects of 
Ferguson’s study, development workers seeking to implement projects in 
Lesotho, admit that their projects have failed, or have not worked in the 
ways they had imagined, but Ferguson’s ethnography shows that their proj-
ects had overarching eff ects nonetheless.43 In each of these studies, there 
is an agreement over failure that I did not fi nd at Masdar City, and this led 
me to ask a diff erent set of questions.

How exactly do people feel potential, and feel that they can rely and act 
upon technical adjustments to confront climate change and energy scar-
city? How is potential negotiated, realized, limited, or changed? I propose 
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that potential becomes embedded and condensed around particular half- 
fi nished or half- working networks of things; I highlight the dynamic mate-
riality of such imaginaries. It is not only words or images—in the form of 
unstructured everyday conversations on site, or of polished marketing and 
communications campaigns—that evoke a potential for technical adjust-
ments, but also the inklings of the stove, the lights, the bathroom faucet, 
the cabinets, and the ac. Ingrained in these half- fi nished materials, the 
possibility of a technically adjusted future becomes a way of making the 
projects sensed, not only by the residents of Masdar but also by outsid-
ers. Abu Dhabi’s renewable energy and clean technology infrastructures 
become visible not because they break down, but because of the potential 
that they insistently radiate.44

Given that many of Masdar’s projects, such as the Masdar City master 
plan or the full- scale implementation of automated personal rapid transit 
pods, were left  permanently unfi nished, in this study I consider the exis-
tence of such potential without any relationship to growth, expansion, or 
realization. In other words, by studying the potential in this permanently 
incomplete state, I wish to highlight the presences rather than the absences 
that Abu Dhabi’s half- working projects carry. In turn, I seek to understand 
what this material and conceptual incompleteness generates through Mas-
dar. I suggest that Masdar’s technical adjustments, in their half- fi nished 
material state, were not going to change, as would a seed into a plant. 
On the contrary, they were going to remain permanently indeterminate, 
and therefore permanently incipient, indicating the possibility of technical 
adjustments in an unidentifi ed space and time inside or outside Masdar 
City.

Critical theorist Giorgio Agamben’s essay “On Potentiality” (2000) has 
been inspiring for me in this context, because Agamben argues against 
the idea that potential only exists in an act or through its realization.45 In 
this Aristotelian description of potentiality, the poet keeps her ability to 
write or has the potential to compose poems even if she does not do so. 
Similarly, Italian philosopher Paolo Virno thinks of potential as an infi nite 
incompleteness, and proposes that potential does not expire with the cul-
mination of an act.46 Karen Pinkus’s work identifi es this potentiality as a 
way to distinguish between fuel and energy.47 But as anthropologist Gisa 
Weszkalnys notes, “To approach potentiality empirically and ethnographi-
cally diff ers quite markedly from contemplating it philosophically.”48 In the 
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context of Masdar, my interlocutors saw potential in renewable energy and 
clean technology projects that did not and would not take off . For them, 
Masdar City could off er a new form of eco- friendly urbanism to the world 
even though it would never be built in the way it was planned. My goal is 
to focus on the ways in which my interlocutors summoned this potential, 
engendering particular perspectives toward their work.

It is important to note, however, that half- fi nished infrastructures do 
not always carry or convey the same eff ects. They oriented the producers 
of Masdar toward a future through practices of speculative forecasting, 
and they have given rise to diff erent and at times contradictory versions 
of that future. For some, the future of Masdar is a ruin that operates as an 
amusement park. For others, the future is a special economic zone, perhaps 
devoid of the various half- fi nished technological artifacts, but still invested 
in a business plan around renewable energy and clean technology. In eff ect, 
potential does not necessarily induce a linear temporal movement toward 
the completion of projects in the way that was intended, but rather an 
assemblage of varying, overlapping, and contradictory trajectories.

As such, these trajectories allow people to change scales and mobi-
lize various orders and dimensions in speaking about their actions and 
nonactions. They have warranted the producers of Masdar to think si-
multaneously about, say, carbon markets and the soul of carbon dioxide. 
As half- fi nished infrastructures, Masdar’s technical adjustments have 
the potential to propose incentives toward one trajectory over another, 
enabling planetary- scale transformation. The people I spoke with at Mas-
dar negotiated this potential through varying imaginaries, pushing them 
to their limits.

The infrastructures of technology, knowledge, and governance that 
make up the future renewable energy and clean technology sector in Abu 
Dhabi are still in the making. Bettina, a German environmental consul-
tant who had been working with Masdar since 2007, concentrating most 
specifi cally on the making of carbon capture and storage policy, explained 
to me in December 2012 at the Climate Summit (cop 18) in Doha that 
despite the construction of some new buildings within Masdar City, Abu 
Dhabi authorities were frequently discussing the possibility of abandoning 
the project, because it did not generate satisfying economic returns. “We 
always criticized Masdar for investing so much into marketing and promo-
tions,” she noted, “but in 2012, when the company was almost closing due 
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to a shortage of profi ts, we saw that marketing also works as a promise.” 
Through widely circulating imaginaries of its future presence, Masdar had 
promised its audience that it would deliver, and the Abu Dhabi leadership 
could not break its promise so easily, Bettina clarifi ed. Promissory words 
and images operated together with the physically and conceptually incom-
plete infrastructure in fueling novel imaginaries of the future.

Rather than taking failure versus success as a given, this book explores 
what each comes to mean in the context of various renewable energy and 
clean technology projects. In the following chapters, I try to answer this 
question by studying fi ve diff erent artifacts. The Masdar City project may 
be shelved, it may transform into a regular real estate development project, 
or it may eventually be completed as planned (chapter 1). Keep in mind 
that cities are by defi nition incomplete aggregates, which will never be “fi n-
ished.” In discussing the “completion” of Masdar, I refer to the realization 
of the master plan as originally designed by Foster + Partners. In thinking 
about half- fi nished artifacts, I refer to the completion of the projects in 
the ways they were planned by particular Masdar executives. Attempts 
at producing carbon capture and storage policy may add to Abu Dhabi’s 
international prestige, regardless of the fact that they do not instigate the 
removal of excess carbon dioxide from the atmosphere (chapter 5); the 
personal rapid transit units may be considered to “work” depending on 
whom you ask, or how you conceptualize the project (chapter 4). In exam-
ining the diff erent artifacts, I stay away from classifying the projects as 
successes or failures, and instead focus on their physical and conceptual 
indeterminacy, foregrounding the debates around their implementation.

Research Methods

“Masdar is about a commitment to trial and error,” Anna, a former fac-
ulty member at Masdar Institute who grew up in Bulgaria, lived in the 
United States and the UAE, and fi nally moved to Germany, explained to 
me during a meeting in Bonn. Aft er fi nishing her PhD at an American 
university, Anna had been hired as a full- time faculty member at Masdar 
Institute. She was among the fi rst group of full- time faculty who came to 
Abu Dhabi to, in practical terms, set up the Institute. She had an intimate 
understanding of the project—she professed that during the three years 
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she worked at the Institute she was more involved in its founding than 
in her research into the role of women in science and technology in Abu 
Dhabi. When her contract expired in 2011, she left  the UAE for a position 
at a development agency in Bonn. We had initially met in 2008, during my 
preliminary research on Masdar, saw each other oft en in 2010 and 2011, 
and kept in touch aft er she left . We agreed to catch up in March 2012, when 
I was conducting research at the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change in Bonn.

For Anna, the potential of Masdar lay in its capacities as a test bed, 
where everything was in beta mode. The technical adjustments Masdar 
proposed could malfunction, but this would constitute only a temporary 
problem, and would encourage the next version of these adjustments. The 
everyday disruptions people faced at Masdar, Anna theorized, would help 
build a better smart city in Rio or New York or Shenzhen. Through trial 
and error, developers would prepare a next version, and engineers and 
planners would unearth a code for eco- friendly modes of living, facilitat-
ing the rapid construction of new test beds globally. As historian of sci-
ence Orit Halpern (2015) shows in her work on the construction of South 
Korea’s smart city Songdo, this trial and error would never end, especially 
because every limit would become a new engineering challenge, a new 
frontier to develop toward an ever- extendable horizon.49 This mode of 
thinking allowed Anna and her colleagues to render questions regarding 
success or failure irrelevant.

“And a project that is about trial and error needs documentation. That’s 
the most important way in which we can contribute to discussions on 
sustainability,” Anna emphasized. “We need to know exactly why the con-
cept of sustainability could not be implemented at Masdar in the way it 
was planned, or why it was such a great challenge.” She told me how she 
had been part of an initiative some years before to document the everyday 
workings of Masdar in order to learn more about practices of trial and 
error, specifi cally by collaborating with ethnographers. Anna’s proposed 
project had demanded the close cooperation of anthropologists and sociol-
ogists from universities in the UAE in producing a database regarding 
the seemingly mundane daily dynamics of the initiative. She imagined 
that having such a database at their disposal would elicit and encourage 
self- refl ection, enabling the producers of Masdar to look back and under-
stand what had gone wrong at what stage of the project, possibly to help 
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them correct their mistakes in the future. Since someone who had direct 
stakes in the development of the project could not do this, they needed to 
bring in independent ethnographers. In this way, the project would also 
have global impact, Anna imagined, providing others with a thorough 
knowledge base that would clearly illustrate the potential tribulations of 
implementing such a large and complicated technological project.

But Anna’s plan would be shelved, like so many other plans conceived 
for Masdar. She had been able to recruit two anthropologists interested 
in working at Masdar full- time, but she had not located sources for fund-
ing. She had contacted the company’s sustainability department, explain-
ing her need for funding. But the executives did not fully agree with her 
understanding of such knowledge- making practices. “Unfortunately,” 
she explained, “this [anthropological] type of knowledge was argued to 
be too esoteric for a project like Masdar.” Aft er listening to her concerns 
and claiming to understand her rationale, the sustainability department 
had decided to hire a global management consulting company to conduct 
research within the organization for three months. This research culmi-
nated in a comprehensive report titled “The Masdar Experience,” which 
concentrated on raising questions such as who should be residing at Mas-
dar City upon its completion, rather than interrogating the on- site debates 
and queries in the way Anna had proposed.

Anna’s attempt at bringing anthropological tools into the project had 
somehow been sidelined, demonstrating the tensions between two types 
of knowledge inside the institution. While anthropological knowledge was 
perceived to be marginal and commercially ineff ective, the consultants’ 
knowledge would be readily digestible and transferrable to capital. The 
consulting company promised to deliver a report in just three months, 
while Anna had hoped that the anthropologists would conduct fi eldwork 
in the company for one or two years and be compensated accordingly. 
In the executives’ analysis, the longer ethnographic study was somewhat 
impractical and unnecessary. When the consultants from the multinational 
company did complete their work, however, they had managed to produce 
new imaginaries for Masdar to implement, but had overlooked decision- 
making processes and potential confl icts within the organization while 
neglecting to document in detail the project’s diff erent stages.

While my ethnographic study did not benefi t from the fi nancial or 
organizational means that Anna had planned for, it started out with similar 
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prospects, aspiring to investigate and examine the various trajectories 
of the renewable energy and clean technology projects at Masdar. Aft er 
conversations with administrators at Masdar, I had come to believe that I 
would be able to live on the Masdar Institute campus. Accordingly, during 
the fi rst two weeks of my stay in the UAE, I was hosted at a hotel together 
with the Masdar Institute students, and I expected to move into the dor-
mitories with them. However, at the end of those two weeks, two admin-
istrators pulled me aside and explained that I needed a security clearance 
to be able to reside in the Masdar dorms. They estimated that the security 
clearance would materialize roughly two weeks aft er I submitted an appli-
cation. That evening, I talked to a close college friend who lived in Dubai 
and asked if I could stay with her during those two weeks while I waited 
for the security clearance to be processed. Despite repeated eff orts on my 
part, my application never received a response and I did not move out of 
my friend’s apartment until the end of my fi eldwork.

As a result, I lived in Dubai’s Dubai Marina neighborhood from Sep-
tember 2010 to June 2011, carpooling to the Masdar City site every day 
along with a number of people who worked at Masdar’s various depart-
ments. The trip back and forth was approximately 125 miles and took about 
two hours a day. Given the conversations that the enclosed space of the car 
and the relatively long trip facilitated, the people who gave me rides from 
Dubai to Masdar became my closest friends and research collaborators 
in the UAE. During our car rides, Eda, Michael, Anna, and Alexander, 
among others whose pseudonyms appear in this book, off ered me feed-
back on my interviews, pointed to other potential sources of information, 
and introduced me to fellow employees; overall, these interlocutors had 
a drastic impact on the ways in which my fi eldwork was formulated. It is 
fair to say that much of my ethnographic research on the production of 
renewable energy and clean technology infrastructures took place inside 
suvs, driving on the Dubai–Abu Dhabi highway.

During the workday, which typically lasted from 9 am to 5 pm, I collab-
orated with Masdar Institute faculty on an energy currency experiment; 
I worked with Masdar Carbon, assisting them with a policy proposal on 
carbon capture and storage; and I was asked to help present Masdar Insti-
tute’s master’s programs at Turkish universities in Ankara and Istanbul. 
Even though I had no formal attachment to Masdar, I had two cubicles in 
diff erent parts of the company (one at the Masdar Carbon building and 
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the other within Masdar Institute), which rooted me inside the organi-
zation and allowed for routine conversations and everyday engagements 
with neighboring students, faculty, and professionals. I shared my writing 
with some of my research collaborators at diff erent stages of the project 
and received feedback from them, but I did not offi  cially contribute to 
decision- making protocols on site.

Many of my interlocutors had come to the UAE with the belief that 
they would leave in two or three years. Some of them had contracts with 
limited durations. Others imagined that their work experience at Masdar 
would be benefi cial for them elsewhere, and indeed, they were able to take 
up new positions in multinational corporations, nongovernmental organi-
zations, and academic institutions in other countries. My acquaintances at 
Masdar held citizenship in countries including Algeria, Colombia, Egypt, 
Germany, Greece, Iceland, India, Iran, Lebanon, the Sudan, Romania, the 
United Kingdom, the United States, and Turkey.50 While most of these 
professionals were men, there was also a constituency of Emirati and non- 
Emirati women in the organization, who were well trained and received 
relatively high salaries. They were all fl uent in English, the language of con-
duct at Masdar (and many institutions in the UAE). I kept in touch with 
a number of these engineers, architects, researchers, and students aft er 
they left  the region; through these longer- term relationships, I learned of 
my interlocutors’ refl ections on Masdar beyond their employment there.

At the end of my research, I agreed with Anna that this project required 
an ethnographer to track the multiple trajectories of Masdar’s technical 
adjustments; this book presents the multiple challenges inherent in fi ve 
Masdar projects. By following projects with diff erent goals, I not only ana-
lyze the ways in which business models, economic returns, and techno-
logical complexity were celebrated at Masdar; I also foreground the social 
relations that have produced and sustained Masdar’s aspirations.

Perhaps we can understand the Masdar project as an indicator of a 
general trend in climate change management. This book is grounded in 
the technical adjustments in Abu Dhabi’s Masdar; however, it is easy to 
observe such adjustments in other parts of the world. Electric cars, bio-
degradable plastic bags, and energy- effi  cient light bulbs exemplify con-
temporary methodologies of engaging with energy scarcity and climate 
change, and they provide the piecemeal means through which humans seek 
to extend their lifestyles into the future while tackling climate change. Here 
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“technical adjustment” emerges as an ethnographic category that fi nds var-
ious expressions in diff erent contexts, and that guides living arrangements 
and shapes social possibilities in technocratic, typically anthropocentric, 
ways, along lines drawn by affl  uent nations. To see these innovations as 
mere continuations of an existing apparatus, however, is to underspecify 
the novel infrastructures of technology, knowledge, and governance, which 
elicit new tensions in the contexts in which they manifest themselves.

Our current era is marked by contingencies that force us to question 
dominant modes of thinking about the world, and to seek novel ways of 
attending to climate change and impending energy issues. In this book, 
I show how the production of technical adjustments—only one among 
many ways of responding to global environmental collapse—evoked 
potential in the UAE, where this potential was instrumental for economic 
diversifi cation and generating a new brand image. The clean technology 
infrastructure of Masdar City fueled an aspiration for the manageability of 
ecological problems, where business models were thought to contain and 
resolve climate change and energy scarcity without surrendering hope for 
increasing productivity and technological complexity. But in fact, climate 
change and energy scarcity should propel humans to challenge such ideals 
of technological development and economic growth, to pay attention to 
the alternative futures rendered invisible by the drive for infi nity, and to 
cultivate new modes of inhabiting the planet.

Outline of Chapters

This book tells the story of Masdar, at once a “utopia” sponsored by the 
emirate’s government and a company involving diff erent sorts of actors 
who participated in the project, each with their own agendas and desires. 
In this telling, as people with varying visions act upon the project, it 
emerges as not just one spectacle but many, all serving diff erent ends. For 
those involved, the goal has not necessarily been to produce one total-
izing object, but rather a whole host of things, some of which may be 
mutually incompatible. In refl ecting this diversity of viewpoints, I follow 
a Rashomon- like structure, where each chapter focuses on a diff erent arti-
fact (such as personal rapid transit pods or policy documents) to present 
what Masdar is as well as diff erent imaginings of what it can and should 
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become.51 This multifaceted perspective demonstrates the contradictory 
ways of thinking, knowing, and interpreting Masdar City, and is useful for 
understanding the complexities and the ambiguities of the project. Each 
chapter represents distinct visions of Masdar, foregrounding contested 
interpretations of developments in the company. While the chapters are 
peopled by multiple actors who had diverse responsibilities, each features 
central characters—among them Laura, Fred, Alexander, Elif, Salim, and 
Anand—whose perspectives are essential to the descriptions and analyses 
that follow. This book starts by asking what Masdar means and goes on 
to show that a univocal statement would miss the richness of the project.

I start by focusing on the construction of Masdar City, specifi cally con-
centrating on the imagery that was deployed in speaking about the eco- city 
in the years that followed the project’s launch. One of the central characters 
in this chapter is Laura, the American student at Masdar Institute who 
coined the term spaceship in the desert to describe the project. This chapter 
explores the intellectual origins of Masdar City as an urban- scale test bed 
whose design and construction were widely discussed by its producers as 
well as the international media. Why and how did Masdar become concep-
tualized as a “spaceship,” and what did it mean for the project to be located 
in an “other” time, in addition to being located within a bounded area in 
the desert, oft en conceptualized as an “other” space? What, or perhaps 
when, was the future imagined through Masdar City? While showing how, 
at Masdar City, the present was teeming with activity, I point to the ways in 
which the imagery used in framing Masdar City consistently formulated 
the present as a vacated category and located the city in a perpetual future. 
In addition to thinking through the imaginaries of the city, the chapter 
addresses the material reality of Masdar, and investigates the exclusions it 
enacts in its current state, keeping laborers, such as the “man with a brush,” 
outside its confi nes. In this way, this chapter seeks to generate a sensibility 
of how technical adjustments produce space and time.

The second chapter tells us the story of Masdar from the perspective 
of Fred, an mit faculty member in his early seventies, who was critical 
in building Masdar Institute as a renewable energy and clean technology 
research center. In June 2011, about eighty students from around the 
world completed MSc degrees at Masdar, which were aiming to replicate 
degree programs at mit.52 These fi rst alumni oft en remarked that they 
had been test subjects in the experiment of building an eco- city.53 On the 
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other hand, the UAE government, which off ered full scholarships to all 
enrolled students, expected they would stay in the country, contributing 
to a knowledge- based economy based on clean technology and renew-
able energy. In this chapter, I study Masdar Institute as a node that may 
transform the UAE by producing knowledge on renewable energy and 
clean technology. In doing so, I concentrate on “beautiful buildings” and 
“research contracts” as networking devices through which relationships 
might be established and preserved, facilitating—as technical adjustments 
for an oil- less future—the emergence of an economy of innovation.

Besides helping implement the UAE’s economic vision, Masdar Insti-
tute attempted to engineer an economic vision of its own, specifi cally by 
planning a new energy currency. As a faculty member at Masdar Institute, 
Alexander worked with a research team on the “ergos” project, which 
imagined that future inhabitants of Masdar City could be issued a balance 
of energy credits as a means of defi ning and regulating an allocated energy 
budget. Through individual monitoring and regulation, ergos aimed at 
decreasing the energy consumption of Masdar City’s residents. And yet 
Alexander, like many of his colleagues, occasionally mentioned that the 
ergos project had a “Big Brother side” to it, and that it could lead to a 
“technocratic dictatorship.” In this chapter, I explore the paradoxes that 
emerged during the project and map out the stakes of this currency pro-
posal for the actors involved.

Another artifact that attracted much attention to the construction site 
of Masdar City was the driverless electric personal rapid transit (prt) 
pods, off ering automated transportation for groups of up to six people 
between two points on a network. While the prt was envisioned to con-
nect the entire eco- city, such plans were dropped in late 2010 due to fi nan-
cial challenges. Still, there was one destination that the prt pods stationed 
at Masdar Institute could travel to: the parking lot outside the building. 
The ten pilot prt vehicles completed around 250 trips per day, and their 
futuristic design drew many visitors to the site. The prt was the subject of 
a central debate on the Masdar City site, leading some to designate it a vic-
tory, while others were more skeptical regarding its capacities. Many who 
experienced the prt wondered why one wouldn’t bicycle or simply walk 
the short distance, and some called the experimental transportation device 
“an expensive toy.” Recurrent breakdowns resulted in complaints, facili-
tating discussions on technoscientifi c experimentation. Masdar Institute 
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students Elif (whose survey results I referred to above) and Salim gave me 
guided tours of the pod cars and helped me interrogate what failure or 
success meant for the prt project. This chapter argues that the aff ective 
modalities of infrastructure may at times overcome expectations of func-
tionality, demonstrating how, in the case of Masdar City, the experience 
of “fun” could override the debatable operational capacity of the pod cars.

In the fi ft h chapter, my ethnography descends underground, as I follow 
policy making on carbon capture and storage (ccs), a controversial climate 
change mitigation technology that operates by obtaining carbon dioxide 
from industrial compounds, carrying it to storage sites, and injecting it 
into the ground. By injecting carbon dioxide into fi elds and forcing oil 
out, oil producers could potentially extend the lifespan of the oilfi elds. 
Some policy makers and scientists have argued that ccs could cause the 
leakage of concentrated amounts of carbon dioxide, and that liability 
protocols related to such incidents remain lacking. By drawing on my 
experiences working with environmental consultant Anand and others at 
Masdar Carbon, I study the preparation of a ccs policy proposal for the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (unfccc), 
and I focus primarily on how uncertainty and risk are defi ned by diff erent 
groups of experts in realizing this technical adjustment. Providing insight 
into the backstage discussions of climate change governance, I lay out how 
participants translate across their zones of professional comfort, how busi-
ness plans and government policy work at odds, and how national policies 
are craft ed through negotiations with multinational oil companies.

In an epilogue, I look to the global horizons of Abu Dhabi’s renewable 
energy and clean technology projects, which have moved forward and, 
indeed, have been disseminated globally regardless of their inherent prob-
lems and contradictions. This closing analysis of Masdar’s attempts to pro-
duce an international carbon capture and storage policy, a new currency 
based on energy expenditure, a renewable energy and clean technology 
research institute, and, fi nally, an eco- city, provides an overview of how the 
actors producing Masdar participated in the constitution of constructive 
ambiguities for the contemporary renewable energy and clean technology 
sector.



Introduction: The Soul of Carbon Dioxide

 1 Foster + Partners was founded in 1967 by Norman Foster. Currently they 
operate offi  ces in London, New York, Madrid, Hong Kong, Beijing, Shang-
hai, Abu Dhabi, Buenos Aires, São Paulo, Silicon Valley, Singapore, and 
Dubai.

 2 The Formula 1 tracks had been hosting the Grand Prix since 2009 on Yas 
Island. The Al Ghazal Golf Course is older, serving golfers since 1997. All 
of these zones assisted the drive for economic diversifi cation in Abu Dhabi, 
while at the same time putting the emirate’s name on the map, fostering its 
brand image for diverse target markets. In their segregation from Masdar 
City, these carbon- intensive sites staged diff erent pathways toward which 
Abu Dhabi’s economy could be steered. They demonstrated that Masdar 
City was not necessarily symptomatic of a greening eff ort across the 
emirate—it was only one of the experiments toward the production of a 
future that depended less on oil revenues. They could easily be perceived 
as unrelated spaces with no common social basis, but the Formula 1 track, 
the golf course, and the eco- city all attempted to address the challenge of 
generating non- oil- based revenues for the emirate, which united them 
under the drive for possible future profi t. Despite seemingly contradictory 
agendas (and drastically diff erent relationships to climate change and 
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Chapter 1: Inhabiting the Spaceship
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/ ?vid = 1, accessed December 22, 2011.
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 37 “Masdar City Abandons Transportation System of the Future,” 
http://  singularityhub .com /2011 /03 /01 /masdar -  city -  abandons -  public 
-  transportation -  system -  of -  the -  future /, accessed March 14, 2016.

 38 The quote referred to the science fi ction movie Fift h Element. Please see 
“Why Masdar’s Personal Rapid Transport Would Have Been Great,” https:// 
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www .greenprophet .com /2011 /03 /masdar -  personal -  rapid -  transport /, 
accessed May 22, 2017.

 39 Also see Latour, Aramis, 218.
 40 Also see Paul Rabinow, Designs for an Anthropology of the Contemporary 

(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008), 59.
 41 Latour, Aramis, 122.
 42 “Review: Masdar City Personal Rapid Transit,” http:// everythingexpress 

.word press .com /2011 /12 /29 /review -  masdar -  city -  personal -  rapid -  transit /, 
accessed March 14, 2016.

 43 “Masdar and Heathrow prt Still Not Happening,” http:// prtboondoggle 
.blog spot .com /2010 /12 /masdar -  and -  heathrow -  prt -  still -  not .html, accessed 
February 9, 2012.

 44 See, for instance, Richard Gilbert and Anthony Perl, Transport Revolutions: 
Moving People and Freight without Oil (London: Earthscan, 2008). 

 45 Vukan R. Vuchic, Urban Transit Systems and Technology (New York: John 
Wiley, 2007), 474.

Chapter 5: Subsurface Workings

 1 cdm is a market- based “fl exibility mechanism” that was initiated under the 
Kyoto Protocol with the intention of encouraging industrialized countries 
to invest in greenhouse gas emission reduction programs in developing 
countries, such as hydropower, wind energy, or solar energy projects. In 
this way, industrialized countries could meet their own emission reduc-
tion commitments while fostering sustainable development within host 
countries. Yet cdm projects had to satisfy the so- called additionality 
requirement, meaning the project proponents had to prove that the given 
project would not have been initiated without the additional cdm incentive 
from the unfccc. As such, the fi rst step for starting a cdm application to 
the unfccc consisted of proving that the project would not have happened 
without this additional push. These project proposals would then be 
evaluated by third- party designated operational entities (does) to guarantee 
that the project would instigate valid emission reductions. If the doe gave 
approval to the project, the proposal would be submitted to the cdm Exec-
utive Board within the unfccc, waiting to be registered. “But the registra-
tion of hundreds of Clean Development Mechanism (cdm) projects at the 
United Nations Framework Convention for Climate Change (unfccc) only 
shows how successful the consultants that work within these procedures are, 
rather than proving the success of cdm as a program,” a senior environmen-
tal consultant I worked with told me, thereby questioning the legitimacy of 
their policy infrastructure. Upon registration with the unfccc, the project 
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would start to produce carbon credits for the involved entities, based on the 
supposed emissions reduced by its implementation. In this framework, if 
China, a developing country under the unfccc guidelines, decided to build 
a solar power station with technology or expertise from a German com-
pany, rather than relying on lower- cost energy from coal plants, the reduced 
carbon emissions attributed to this investment could be credited toward 
the German company’s emission reduction commitment, set by the Kyoto 
Protocol. The development of a solar power station would also contribute 
to sustainable development in China, or at least this is what cdm proposed. 
However, if carbon capture and storage were to be included under the 
cdm, China could build a coal- powered plant, provided that it is equipped 
with ccs technology, and still receive carbon credits for it. Accordingly, 
the inclusion of ccs in the cdm would mean that carbon credits would be 
issued for carbon dioxide sequestered through future carbon capture and 
storage projects undertaken in so- called developing countries, providing 
incentives for further investments in this technology. 

 2 A carbon credit is a permit that allows a country or organization to produce 
one ton of carbon emissions. In a cap- and- trade system, if a country’s emis-
sions fall below the permitted volume, that country can sell their remaining 
permits in a carbon market, in the form of carbon credits to others that 
have gone above their limits. The Kyoto Protocol, an international treaty 
signed in 1997 and entering into force in 2005, committed its signatories 
to internationally binding emission reduction targets, and set these carbon 
emission limits. The countries that have signed the protocol have trade 
carbon credits.

 3 For a list of Non- Annex I countries, see http:// unfccc .int /parties _and 
_observers /parties /non _annex _i /items /2833 .php, accessed October 1, 
2011. Please note that the United Arab Emirates is one of many other oil- 
producing countries included within the list. 

 4 These issues had been identifi ed in United Nations Framework for Climate 
Change (unfccc) Decision 2/cmp.5, paragraph 29. Paragraph 29 specifi -
cally stated that the United Nations “Recognizes the importance of carbon 
dioxide capture and storage in geological formations as a possible miti-
gation technology, bearing in mind the concerns related to the following 
outstanding issues, inter alia: (a) Non- permanence, including long- term 
permanence, (b) Measuring, reporting and verifi cation, (c) Environmental 
impacts, (d) Project activity boundaries, (e) International law, (f) Liability, 
(g) The potential for perverse outcomes, (h) Safety, (i) Insurance coverage 
and compensation for damages caused due to seepage or leakage.”

 5 The environmental consultants at Masdar, as well as the other participants 
in the preparation of the modalities and procedures submission, had 
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advanced engineering degrees. They came from various countries around 
the world, and mostly were in the UAE for temporary periods. The individ-
uals who informed this chapter, through meetings, interviews, or informal 
conversations, specifi cally originated from Algeria, Germany, India, Iran, 
Lebanon, the United Arab Emirates, and the United Kingdom. 

 6 For another examination of ccs technologies, please see Gökçe Günel, 
“What Is Carbon Dioxide? When Is Carbon Dioxide?” PoLAR: Political and 
Legal Anthropology Review 39, no. 1 (2016): 33–45. 

 7 In addition to oil producers, technology developers, such as Japan’s Mit-
subishi, promoted the inclusion of ccs- eor as a mitigation strategy. I will 
not engage more with this point here, but would like to suggest that these 
technology developers were perceived to be largely responsible for 
the positions that their governments held in the negotiations with the 
unfccc. 

 8 See Michael M. J. Fischer, Emergent Forms of Life and the Anthropological 
Voice (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003).

 9 Annelise Riles, The Network Inside Out (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2000), 91.

 10 Please see submission document, “Submission of Views from the United 
Arab Emirates on Addressing the Issues referred to in Paragraph 3 of 
fccc/cmp/2010/l.10 in the Modalities and Procedures for the Inclusion 
of Carbon Dioxide Capture and Storage (ccs) in Geological Formations as 
Clean Development Mechanism Project Activities,” 24, https:// unfccc .int 
/fi les /methods /application /pdf /uae _submission _on _ccs _in _cdm _20110221 
.pdf, accessed May 2, 2017.

 11 Later in the negotiations this provision would continue to be controversial, 
as government representatives would be reluctant to take over liability for 
carbon dioxide. 

 12 Here, the chemical behavior and porosity and permeability levels of 
carbonate and sandstone rock formations are argued to be diff erent from 
each other, which may require diff ering levels of risk and uncertainty, 
as well as customized monitoring criteria. For more information on the 
diff erences between two types of reservoirs, please see S. N. Ehrenberg and 
P. H. Nadeau, “Sandstone vs. Carbonate Petroleum Reservoirs: A Global 
Perspective on Porosity- Depth and Porosity- Permeability Relationships,” 
aapg Bulletin 89, no. 4 (2005): 435–45.

 13 Timothy Luke, “On Environmentality: Geo- Power and Eco- Knowledge in 
the Discourses of Contemporary Environmentalism,” Cultural Critique 31 
(1995): 57–81.

 14 See Timothy Choy, Ecologies of Comparison: An Ethnography of Endanger-
ment in Hong Kong (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 84.
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 15 Geoff rey Bowker, Science on the Run: Information Management and 
Industrial Geophysics at Schlumberger, 1920–1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 32–33.

 16 Spelled as Ain Salah in other transliterations, the name of this oasis town 
translates as “good well” or “good spring.” 

 17 Other participants to the project are Lawrence Livermore National Labora-
tory, Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, Institut Française du Pétrole, 
European Commission, U.S. Department of Energy (doe), Carbon Seques-
tration Leadership Forum (cslf), and CO2ReMoVe. For an analysis of the 
project, conducted by Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, please see 
S. J. Friedmann, The Scientifi c Case for Large co2 Storage Projects Worldwide: 
Where They Should Go, What They Should Look Like, and How Much They 
Should Cost (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Energy, 2006).

 18 My interlocutors comfortably used phrases such as “saving the environ-
ment” or being “good for the environment.” Although it is necessary to 
deconstruct what the circulation of these phrases implies for larger issues 
around climate change mitigation, I will not engage with these problems in 
the scope of this chapter. 

 19 According to a Global ccs Institute report, “at the end of 2010, a total 
of 234 active or planned ccs projects [were] identifi ed across a range of 
technologies, project types and sectors,” and indicated that twenty- one new 
ccs projects had been started in the year 2010. In many of these projects, 
major oil companies served as stakeholders. Please see report, “The Global 
Status of ccs 2010, http:// hub .globalccsinstitute .com /sites /default /fi les 
/ publications /12776 /global -  status -  ccs -  2010 .pdf, accessed May 19, 2017.

 20 For more information on the negotiation process at climate summits, please 
see Gökçe Günel, “A Dark Art: Field Notes on Carbon Capture and Storage 
Negotiations at cop 17, Durban,” Ephemera 12, no. 1 (2012): 33–41.

 21 Larry Lohmann, “Climate as Investment,” Development and Change 40 
(2009): 1063–83, 1078–79.

 22 Lohmann, “Climate as Investment,” 1078–79.
 23 Elaine Shanklin writes: “In the night of 21 August 1986 Lake Nyos exploded. 

The ‘good’ lake, as the locals called it, the most beautiful crater lake in 
Cameroon’s North West Province, exploded and sent down to the valley 
beneath a deadly cloud of carbon dioxide that killed most of the living 
things it touched—1746 men, women and children, more than 3,000 cattle, 
plus countless numbers of sheep, goats, birds and insects. Little or no dam-
age was done to plants, crops or inanimate property. Houses, market stalls, 
village ovens and motorcycles stood untouched, while their owners lay dead 
nearby.” Elaine Shanklin, “Beautiful Deadly Lake Nyos: The Explosion and 
Its Aft ermath,” Anthropology Today 4, no. 1 (1988): 12–14.
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 24 International Energy Agency, “Carbon Capture and Storage: Legal and 
Regulatory Review,” 2011, www .iea .org /Papers /2011 /ccs _legal .pdf, accessed 
September 28, 2011.

 25 For a report on German ccs legislations, please see https:// hub .global ccs 
institute .com /publications /dedicated -  ccs -  legislation -  current -  and -  proposed
 /german -  ccs -  legislation, accessed May 5, 2017.

Epilogue: The Potential Futures of Abu Dhabi’s Masdar 

 1 Suzanne Goldenberg, “Masdar’s Zero- Carbon Dream Could Become 
World’s First Green Ghost Town,” The Guardian, February 16, 2016, http:// 
www .theguardian .com /environment /2016 /feb /16 /masdars -  zero -  carbon 
-  dream -  could -  become -  worlds -  fi rst -  green -  ghost -  town, accessed Febru-
ary 19, 2016.

 2 “Eerie Video Shows Masdar City—The Sustainable City of the Future—Has 
No One in It,” http:// www .fastcoexist .com /3035446 /eerie -  video -  shows 
-  masdar -  city -  the -  sustainable -  city -  of -  the -  future -  has -  no -  one -  in -  it, accessed 
January 15, 2016.

 3 This was perceived to be in contrast to the South Korean smart city Songdo, 
which relied on public institutions to ensure its growth. 

 4 See the herm website, http:// theherm .org /, accessed July 15, 2014. Also see 
http:// ourstreamingplanet .com /tag /herm /, accessed July 15, 2014.

 5 The modalities and procedures draft  text that started the discussions in 
Durban is available at http:// unfccc .int /resource /docs /2011 /sbsta /eng /04 
.pdf, accessed December 8, 2011.

 6 See Annelise Riles, The Network Inside Out (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 2000).

 7 Perhaps the best- known instance of “constructive ambiguity” is the un 
Security Council’s Resolution 242 of November 1967. Referring to the 
six- day Arab- Israeli war of June 1967, it required the “[w]ithdrawal of Israeli 
armed forces from territories occupied in the recent confl ict.” It left  unclear 
the question of whether Israel was obliged to engage in a complete or only 
partial withdrawal. 

 8 G. R. Berridge and Lorna Lloyd, The Palgrave Macmillan Dictionary of 
Diplomacy (Houndmills, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 73.

 9 Berridge and Lloyd, The Palgrave Macmillan Dictionary of Diplomacy, 73. 
 10 The London Protocol suggests: “disposal or storage of wastes or other 

matter directly arising from, or related to the exploration, exploitation and 
associated off -shore processing of seabed mineral resources is not covered 
by the provisions of this Protocol,” and thereby does not provide any regula-
tions regarding the transboundary fl ow of carbon dioxide for enhanced oil 
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recovery (eor) purposes. For more information on the London Convention 
and ccs, please see the International Energy Agency (iea) working paper 
entitled “Carbon Capture and Storage and the London Protocol: Options for 
Enabling Transboundary CO2 Transfer,” https:// www .iea .org /publications 
/freepublications /publication /CCS _London _Protocol .pdf, accessed Decem-
ber 6, 2013.

 11 “Majid Al Futtaim Plans to Open Masdar City Mall in 2018,” http:// www 
.thenational .ae /business /retail /majid -  al -  futtaim -  plans -  to -  open -  masdar -  city 
-  mall -  in -  2018, accessed January 25, 2017.

 12 “Eco- Villa Prototype Opens Its Doors at Masdar City,” http:// www .masdar 
.ae /en /media /detail /eco -  villa -  prototype -  opens -  its -  doors -  at -  masdar -  city, 
accessed May 8, 2017.

 13 “If the Foster + Partners–designed fi rst generation of Masdar’s vision was 
the architectural equivalent of a temperamental but fi nely tuned f1 car, with 
the Eco- Villa, Masdar appears to be aiming for the architectural equiva-
lent of the Volkswagen, a national project that can be rolled out quickly, 
economically and en masse.” “Masdar City’s New Eco- Villa: Abu Dhabi’s 
Residential Future?” http:// www .thenational .ae /arts -  life /home -  garden 
/masdar -  citys -  new -  eco -  villa -  abu -  dhabis -  residential -  future #full, accessed 
January 25, 2017.

 14 “Masdar City Free Zone,” http:// www .masdarcityfreezone .com /en /, accessed 
May 14, 2017.
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