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Petrocultures 2018: transitions. university of Glasgow, Glasgow, uk, 29 august – 1 september 
2018.

How is energy – a generated and stored kinetic or electric burst – socially determined? 
Alternatively, how might a transition in the sources and resources we rely on for energy also of 
necessity be a transformation of the social and political landscape? These questions, future-oriented 
and wildly enticing, guided the recent meeting of the Petrocultures Research Cluster in Glasgow. 
Attending Petrocultures 2018: Transitions produced the most acute feelings of FOMO (fear of 
missing out) that I have yet experienced, academically or otherwise. Taking place over three days 
with an evening opening event, the conference welcomed two-hundred-and-twenty people from 
across disciplines and vocations. Laura Watts (University of Edinburgh, UK) gave the inaugural talk, 
“Beside the Ocean of Energy Future Time,” which was followed by a public Town-Hall event “Life 
After Oil: Scotland and Transition” featuring Imre Szeman (University of Waterloo, Canada), Patrick 
Harvie (MSP/Co-convener, Scottish Green Party, UK), Claire Mack (CEO, Scottish Renewables, 
UK), Mary Church (Head of Campaigns, Friends of the Earth Scotland, UK), Gavin MacLeod-Little 
(University of Stirling, UK), and Hannah Imlach (Visual Artist, UK). Watts’s talk took us to the Orkney 
Islands, opening the conference by showing what a wind- and wave-powered future might look 
like. The island generates so much excess energy that residents have nearly entirely switched to 
electric cars – the local ports in town don’t charge anything for an electric charge. The Town-Hall 
conversation offered both grounded and theoretical notes about energy transition in Scotland and 
beyond, admirably setting the stage on which many an engaged conversation would proceed.

Throughout the conference there were five sessions happening at once. The organisers 
Janet Stewart (Durham University, UK), Rhys Williams (Glasgow University, UK), and Graeme 
Macdonald (University of Warwick, UK) produced an elegant solution to the problem of conference 
fatigue: each day featured a plenary talk immediately before lunch. While getting to catch up with 
conference-goers at these talks heightened my sense of missing so many incredible things, it added 
a crucial moment of gathering to the conference. My fears were alleviated as I caught up with others 
about their papers and panels in caffeine-accelerated conversation. These meetings also provided 
a chance to catch up with friends and acquaintances. Petrocultures has become as much a meeting 
that focuses on a particular problematic as it is a meeting of dear friends and colleagues, old and 
new. The conference’s central focus was the challenge of imagining a socially and environmentally 
just energy transition from within a world thoroughly saturated by fossil fuels. In its enigmatic 
character, this problem requires, and thus produces, a close-knit community.
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Jeff Diamanti (University of Amsterdam, Netherlands) gave the Thursday morning keynote 
“The Future of Dependency: Shell’s Foresight and the Petrocultural Penumbra.” It addressed the 
Shell Futures project spearheaded by Pierre Wack in the 1970s. Wack’s approach, which earned him 
multiple honorifics in the oil industry, was to look past the numbers and extrapolate oil futures from 
his sense of major, contemporary political economic forces. Diamanti’s talk untangled a thicket of 
mediations surrounding the emergence of our current oil regime. Diamanti offered a startling truth: 
“We never used as much energy as we have today – a descriptive sentence that for the next fifty 
years is set to remain true each time it is uttered.” Diamanti attended to the unique challenges facing 
a critique of petroculture, as well as its particular capacity to move beyond simple denouncements 
of industry thinking, provocatively arguing that, as we think and enact energy transition, every tool 
for imagining the energy future can be learned from and, ultimately, repurposed.

The keynote lectures at subsequent moments were “‘Oil was the hidden actor’: Gender, 
Sexuality and Resource Imperialism in World Petro-fiction” by Sharae Deckard (University College 
Dublin, Ireland), “Melt/Rise: A Song of Flood and Ice” Dominic Boyer and Cymene Howe (both Rice 
University, USA), and “Cautionary Tales for the Anthropocene” by Renata Tyszczuk (University of 
Sheffield, UK). Deckard drew on two case studies – the Egyptian novelist Nawal el Saadawi’s 1993 
Love in the Kingdom of Oil and the Colombian novelist Laura Restrepo’s 2001 The Dark Bride (“La 
Novia Oscura”) – to argue that although gendered violence is intensified by the fossil regime, it 
ultimately precedes it. Boyer and Howe offered a compelling new global mapping project on melting 
ice and rising oceans that draws heavily on the oceanic sciences and understandings of how water 
moves around the planet. For instance, Reykjavik and Cape Town are hydrologically connected. 
What might such connections mean for the era of global warming? Finally, Tyszczuk offered a 
compellingly useful portmanteau: Anthropocenophobia. The term denotes “[a] fear of or anxiety 
about the Anthropocene – the new epoch of human making; also harboring a fear of the excessive 
deliberations about either human epochal prowess or human frailty” (“Anthropocenophobia,” 
2016). This type of feeling provides impetus for a conference such as Petrocultures where the focus 
is not so much on a thick description of the conjuncture as it is an aspirational struggle with the 
energy/ecology impasse. Along with these plenaries, the conference featured a screening: Miranda 
Pennell’s The Host: Oil, Empire and Family (2015). Pennell’s documentary essay achieves striking 
visual comparisons through smart editing. It shows continuities that would otherwise be obscured 
and uses discontinuities between visually congruent shots to provide commentary on empire, 
comparing, for instance, ancient Greek columns to carbon-belching smokestacks. Cutting from 
one archival document to another, the use of fade transitions set up linear juxtapositions otherwise 
unavailable to the audience.

On the first day of the conference, Caura Wood (York University, Canada) argued that the life 
of an oil well is built on fiction, suggesting that fracking is performative and reliant on “partial truths.” 
Later, Danine Farquharson (Memorial University, Canada), Patricia Barkaskas (Indigenous Community 
Legal Clinic, Canada), and Derek Gladwin (University of British Columbia, Canada) offered a stellar 
panel on “Sites and Subjectivities of Energy Transition.” Barkaskas spoke to the incommensurability 
of Indigenous worldviews with Canadian legal language and processes. Farquharson gave the most 
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succinct schematic description of transition I heard at the conference: a transition’s beginnings are 
discernable, yet its endings are multi-modal and difficult to apprehend. Gladwin argued for the 
urgency of teaching energy literacy alongside digital literacy. Elsewhere Mark Simpson (University 
of Alberta, Canada) and Imre Szeman suggested in their co-presented paper that when we describe 
the ‘stuckness’ of impasse we perpetuate its deadlock. In a nigh-Derridean formulation, they urged 
us to rethink the temporality of transition as unfolding in the now and the next. Bob Johnson 
(National University, USA) and Rhys Williams provided conceptual overviews of literary genre as 
it might relate to energy futures (and presents). Where Johnson offered an enumerated approach 
to the energy unconscious, Williams developed a schematic overview of entwined energy-futures 
genres. I sketched out a rough semiotic square while Williams spoke (see figure 1).

Figure 1: Conference Notes

To reproduce it poorly here:

Williams’ talk inspired my mapping of the way progress and nostalgia are overdetermined by 
the relationship between environmentalism and deterioration. The combinations of these tendencies 
generate four positions which roughly correspond with particular genres: Science Fiction is informed 
by a combination of progress and deterioration, while Fantasy draws on environmentalism and 
nostalgia; the Dying Earth genre mixes deterioration and nostalgic longing, while the preferred mode 
of writing – Solar Punk – combines progress and environmentalism, thus becoming the champion 
of William’s talk. These overdetermined concepts are my own summary of Williams’ positions as I 
see them reflected through the generic categories discussed. These diagrams are as much as about 
getting things wrong, as getting them right: this approach to the generic field can make it easy to 
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produce illustrative examples of texts and their relationships. Jack Vance for instance might offer a 
fruitful site to consider failed transitions, while a bounded Space Opera, such as James S.A. Corey’s 
The Expanse (2011-present), sits uneasily within Williams’ argument for Solar Punk. Neither am I 
certain where I might place something in the vein of N.K. Jemisin’s magisterial Broken Earth Trilogy 
(2015-2017).

The theme of transitions lends itself so wonderfully to futures thinking. If one wanted to 
(and one didn’t have any other obligations), one could have easily attended only presentations 
on speculative writing, the fantastic, and energy futures. I saw papers by Rob Kiely (Independent 
Scholar, UK) on Flann O’Brien’s satirical peat-scooping trains, Reuben Martens (Ghent University, 
Belgium) on Steampunk’s storyworld incongruities, Sara Crosby (Ohio State University, USA) on 
Hollywood’s vexed representations of Cajuns, Andrew Milner (Monash University, Australia) on Kim 
Stanley Robinson’s life’s work, Chris Pak (Swansea University, UK) on oil stories in the SF pulps, Toby 
Neilson (University of Glasgow, UK) on glacial time in Interstellar (2014) and Arrival (2016), Rut Elliot 
Bloomqvist (University of Gothenburg, Sweden) on fictional and non-fictional modes of imagining the 
climate future, Josefin Wangel (Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, Sweden) on the efficacy 
of science fictional extrapolation, Thomas Lubek (University of York, UK) on Octavia Butler’s Kindred 
(1979) as a novel that works through the complexly interwoven energy regimes of slavery and fossil 
fuels, and Fiona Polack (Memorial University of Newfoundland, Canada) on how oil rigs might be 
reconsidered for a post-fossil fuel world. This long list is meant to produce a sense of what it was 
like to be immersed in the conference. Returning to my fear of missing out, I did not see papers by 
Daniel Worden (Rochester Institute of Technology, USA) on the energy unconscious of superheroes, 
by Jennifer Wenzel (Columbia University, USA) on the utopian imaginary of China Miéville’s 2011 
story “Covehithe,” by Jessie Beier, Natalie Loveless, and Sheena Wilson (all University of Alberta, 
Canada and members of the Just Powers research project) on “Art, Ecology, Energy, and Speculative 
Energy Futures,” as well as papers on John Wyndham by Jeremy Strong (University of Manitoba, 
Canada) and David Mitchell by Bradon Smith (University of Bristol, UK). As the conversations about 
transition spilled out into the night, I did get the chance to hear Smith playing fiddle at the Ben 
Nevis pub. Thinking transition is an act of radical imaginative worldbuilding, and the cèilidh tradition 
certainly has a place in it.

I need to mention the posters that helped direct us around campus and advertised the Town-
Hall event, the t-shirts worn by the conference volunteers, our stylised name badges, the conference 
programme, and the digital booklet containing all the abstracts and presenter biographies. Sing Yun 
Lee (artist and designer, UK) produced the design: a colourful transition from the black Petroculture 
logo oil droplet into a chromatic slick of water-based acrylic colour that swirls across the cover of 
the program. Oil has an aesthetic beauty. It also promises so much. The vibrant images of yellow, 
peach, and aquamarine contrast with the black to draw the eye towards some future combination or 
dissolution of their form. These materials drew us together to think just where that future might be. 
The colour palette was also used within the design of the program so that each day was expressed 
with a different colour. It was as if we moved through the slick. In Lee’s own words, “I wanted the 
artwork and the corresponding colour scheme of the design to reflect what I felt was the optimism 

bRENT RyAN bELLAMy



112

Fantastika Journal | Volume 3 | Issue 1 | January 2019

of the existence of the Petrocultures field, in the face of the hard realities and facts we have to 
parse. So, whilst the flow shapes were a nod to oil spills over water, I used colours that (I hope) gave 
a sense of change and motion, rather than a heavy industrial palette and static shapes” (personal 
correspondence). The print materials were produced with recycled paper stock, and the t-shirts were 
sourced from sustainable cotton (Earth Positive).

I can live with a fear of missing out knowing that no one cut precisely the same path 
through the conference or the city, and that by sharing some of my highlights, I might be able to 
direct others towards the people they did not get to meet and the conversations waiting for them 
join. The greatest take away is that a just energy future is one we all deserve. Complex and difficult, 
its realisation is one we must shape together.
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Figure 2: ‘petrocultures’ programme wallet Cover (design & artwork by sing yun lee)
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