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“Kezia, be a stubborn optimistic” – Renat Heuberger 

Not many books dare to turn carbon credits into a story 

about people. Most climate literature today still sits in 

policy reports, IPCC charts, or investment decks, not in the 

hands of everyday readers. The Carbon Paradox changes 

that. Written by Renat Heuberger, Steve Zwick, and Marco 

Hirsbrunner, this 2025 novel transforms the invisible world 

of climate finance into a living, breathing narrative. It is a 

rare example of climate fiction rooted in real policy 

experience, and even rarer still, it was partly conceived 

while Heuberger was living in Indonesia, a country that 

stands at the frontline of both deforestation and 

decarbonization. Across the book’s pages, subtle nods to 

Indonesian places and cultures such as Sorong, a remote 

port city in West Papua where rainforest meets the sea, and 

tempeh, the nation’s beloved fermented soy staple, remind 

readers that the frontiers of climate change are not 

theoretical. They are tangible, human, and alive. 

What follows is a journey in complexity through fictional characters and understanding climate 

politics through human drama. A viral flood video from the fictional country of Demba, where a 

seven-year-old girl is swept away by rising waters unfolds this book. Three students on the other 

side of the world, Robin, Ella, and Andy, watch it in silence before deciding to act. They create a 

carbon credit startup to help communities like Demba’s protect forests and prevent future 

disasters. It sounds noble, even visionary. Yet as their project expands, the students find that 

climate action, like the carbon cycle itself, has no clean edges. Builds on premises that every 

solution breeds a new contradiction and every offset hides a cost, The Carbon Paradox unfolds 

more than fiction; it becomes an education in how ideals conflict with systems, and how the 

infrastructure of climate finance often turns moral clarity into compromise. Robin, Andy, and 

Ella travels from Canland, standing for the Global North of a developed country, to Demba, a 

forest-rich nation symbolizing the Global South. They are partnering with Wanga Namira, a lead 

of a local NGO Matipa, they negotiate with the Walmera Group, a palm-oil conglomerate willing 

to surrender its logging concessions in exchange for carbon credit payments. Complications are 

that protecting forests threatens livelihoods, aid loops back to donors, and good intentions 

entangles with corruption allegations.  

The brilliance of The Carbon Paradox lies in how its geography becomes its moral compass. The 

authors, veterans of climate politics, impact investors, and sustainability policy, resists easy 

narratives. Three of them show that real climate works evolve in negotiations, not manifestos, 

that progress is build on determination, compromise, commitment, and confusion. By moving 



between Demba’s forested villages and the sleek fictional university town of Niburg in Canland, 

the novel exposes how distance shapes inequality: who counts carbon, who trades it, and who 

bears its costs. One world fight for survival while the other debates investment returns. Through 

this contrast, the authors capture the heart of global climate politics, that the loudest decisions are 

often made far from the quietest consequences. Governments are represented in the book to 

embody this tension, their discussion over carbon credit governance under the Article 6 of the 

Paris Agreement. Cultural and heritage act as bridges of both worlds, readers see policy made 

human, showing what climate finance looks like when it finally reaches the ground. Furthermore, 

the carbon finance is not only about emissions; it is about trust, measurement, and the limits of 

good intentions. 

At the heart of the book are the paradoxes themselves, twenty-five of them, each drawn from the 

real contradictions of the carbon economy. The Additionality Paradox, for instance, questions 

whether projects should only receive credits for preventing damage, not for preserving what 

already exists. One paradox warns that saving one forest can lead destruction to another, the 

Leakage Paradox. Good motives do not guarantee good outcomes, and this explained through the 

Intentions Paradox while the Ethic Paradox poses a tricky question: can polluters buy redemption 

through offsets? These paradoxes are unraveled through series of questions, discussions, failures, 

humors, turning technical language into emotional insight. The authors do not necessarily resolve 

the paradoxes; they teach readers to live along with them. And that, perhaps, is the truest 

reflection of climate action reality: progress is not about perfection, but about determination 

despite of chaos, choices, and imperfections.  

The authors have created something that development reports and academic papers rarely 

achieve, a deep sense of empathy for the systems. This is what makes The Carbon Paradox 

interesting: again, it translates the technical language of policy into vocabulary of storytelling. 

Readers come to grasp why carbon certification matters, why “leakage” and “additionality” 

concepts are more than government buzzwords, and why even well-intentioned investors 

struggle to move beyond the politics of climate agenda. The book succeeds not by simplifying 

the carbon market and climate agenda but by humanizing it. For years, the discourses about 

climate change, of course, have been dominated by science and policy. That is precisely why 

novel like The Carbon Paradox matters. Crisis may be quantified through reports and data, but 

they rarely capture its human aspects. Heuberger and his co-authors succeed in filling this 

challenge: is not that people do not understand climate change; it is that they cannot feel it. 

Hope and harm are lies behind every ton of carbon, and it is a reminder that decision moves in 

between negotiations and in a livelihood which can alter the balance of it. In doing through a 

fiction, it becomes a vessel for understanding the moral economy of climate action. It folds a 

conversation among everyday people that spreadsheets and policy memos cannot.  

These paradoxes, and probability of its future expansion, reveal how the path to decarbonization 

is uneven and unclear, filled with partial victories, pitfalls, and trade-offs. By naming all of these, 

the authors urging readers from academia to policymakers, to embrace complexity rather than 

retreat from it. Their accomplishment lies in turning these pressures and tensions into something 

that everyone can have access to, a story that teaches that climate actions are an unfinished 

conversation. Climate finance, carbon markets, assessment models, and justice are all parts of it. 

The book’s strongest suit is in its ability to make the reader think about real-world situations and 



implications. It is successful to explain how carbon credits are priced, who gets paid, and why 

transparency matters more than ever.  

The Carbon Paradox’s presence this year, as carbon markets continue to lead the climate action 

conversation, feels uncannily timely. Doubts over the greenwashing, transparency, corruptions 

continue to test public trust and opinion and on the other hand, billions of dollars chase 

measurable carbon savings. This book moves through that noise; it shows that the future of 

climate finance depends on finding a perfect model over and over again without losing faith. It 

asks a provoking question: can money save the planet without first changing how we value it? 

The story offers readers in the Global South a recognition while offers a perspective for readers 

in the North. Again, The Carbon Paradox provokes us, a reason to keep believing that stories can 

teach us about the complexity to achieve a better planet to lives on. The Carbon Paradox, part 

novel and part policy handbook, does not preach. Just like the real infrastructure of climate 

economy, its characters stumble and adapt. The book is not flawless, but it opens the gates of a 

conversation that usually reserved for economists and politicians, and it welcomes everyday 

people inside.  

A must-read for anyone who wants to understand the world of carbon credits, not as a 

spreadsheet, but as a story. If you have ever tried to explain why the world is not on track for 

net-zero, The Carbon Paradox gives you the language and the empathy to start. 
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