BIG IDEAS:

Smashing Boxes

We break the world down into categories of thought — boxes of

a sort—to make it more comprehensible. Yet too much of this
specialization obscures the simple and lovely story of how science
understands the world to work. Today, many of these categories,
whether in our newspapers, congressional committees, or high
school classes, are decades or centuries old, and no longer capture
the acceleration of knowledge. We are continually inundated with
stovepipe stories — Energy! Health! Climate! Warl, their unifying
tale left to decay in the background. Why not build an epic, singular
narrative, starting from a universal common denominator and
entwining science into our history, and history into current events?
In presenting “Smashing Boxes,"” Eric points out something easy
to forget, given the daily parade of headlines: Far from being the
“enemy” changing the climate, or the “hero” making airplanes,
tennis rackets, and bullet-resistant vests stronger and lighter,
“carbon” is the core structural element of all life and civilization. It
might be the most important word that many people understand
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the least. If we “follow the carbon” through the history of Earth and
civilization, if we watch what it does, how it does it, and where it goes,
carbon can unify what we think of as far-flung parts of our experience,
and clarify modern humans' emergence from life and the Earth
system. “Smashing boxes” is a way to step back, take a deep breath,
and rethink the way we think about opportunities and challenges in
this young century.
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