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 Introduction: A Call to Arms

The world is in the midst of an ever-deepening crisis of climate change. Even if current political problems draw our focus away, the environmental crisis associated with rising global temperatures has erratic effects—from drought and heat waves, to the drying up of reservoirs, rivers, and waterways, to the unprecedented scale of flooding across regions as far flung as the United States and Pakistan. Yet, even as it is reported that we have exceeded the previous red line of 1.5°C (which is indeed a terrifying thought), we see an expansion of the use of fossil fuels as inflation overrides environmental concerns. More pressing issues, be they war on civil liberties or literal war here in Europe, make us neglect, or postpone, dealing with the slow-moving threat of environmental catastrophe. Politicians remain unlikely to hold the line, faced with a public that has an increasingly short attention span and many challenges to face.

There is little debate left on whether the climate is changing, though some still argue the cause. This is not just a question for science. What we need is an interpretation and communication of the urgency of the problem which produces meaningful and effective change. Climate change fiction has been seen as a potential answer to this call. For many years, the question was whether such fiction could engage with the problem, due to the complex nature of climate change, which happens on a scale, and over a spatial, temporal, and cultural divide that is unprecedented historically. Anglophone Literature and the Fight Against Climate Change asks not if we can articulate climate change but rather how can fiction impact the contemporary imagination sufficiently to enact meaningful change? In addressing this question, it considers climate change fiction and provides a methodology for considering its effectiveness in promoting real-world change.

The latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) summary report notes that “policies and laws addressing mitigation have consistently expanded since AR5 [Fifth Assessment Report]. Global GHG [Greenhouse Gas] emissions in 2030 implied by nationally determined contributions (NDCs) announced by October 2021 make it likely that warming will exceed 1.5°C during the 21st century and make it harder to limit warming below 2°C” (IPCC 2023, 10). It is notable that this is a prediction made on the announced policies of nations around the world, and that other reporting suggests that nations consistently fail to reach the goals (Buchholz 2024). In other ways, the IPCC report is clear that there are notable effects of anthropogenic climate change, for both the environment and the humans that inhabit it. The report states that “widespread and rapid changes in the atmosphere, ocean, cryosphere and biosphere have occurred. Human-caused climate change is already affecting many weather and climate extremes in every region across the globe,” which includes water scarcity (for “roughly half of the world’s population”) and “widespread adverse impacts” with “losses and damages that are unequally distributed” (IPCC 2023, 5–6). The summary report is based on information collected from before 2020, and work on the next IPCC report is only just now underway. We won’t have more answers from that body until after 2030, and yet the crisis continues to evolve and worsen.

In an article published in February 2025, James Hansen et al. argue that there are a number of factors (aerosol forcing, ice melt) that the scientific community has not fully taken into consideration and consequently “IPCC (and thus most of the scientific community) has underestimated climate sensitivity” (Hansen et al. 2025, 22), which adds to the climate threat. Their predictions on the slowing rate of the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC) and similar cycles in the Southern Ocean are equally dire, producing sea level rise in meters by mid-century (Hansen et al. 2025, 27). These predictions are paired with further evidence of warming, as we have exceeded the 1.5°C mark already, and the suggested slowing due to global weather phenomena seems not to hold. “The year 2024 was the warmest on record globally, with an average global temperature of 1.6°C above the pre-industrial average. It was the first calendar year with a global average temperature exceeding 1.5°C above pre-industrial level” (Copernicus Climate Change Service 2024). This can be paired with the largest ever recorded rise in the CO2 levels in the atmosphere, with readings taken at Mauna Loa indicating emissions at 426 ppm, which represents a 50 percent increase from preindustrial levels, which were stable at 280 ppm for nearly six thousand years prior (Milman 2024).

The IPCC was created in 1988, produced its first report in 1990, and the 2021 report was the sixth such report. James Hansen, already a leading climate scientist, famously testified to the US Congress in the same year as the IPCC’s founding, with three main points: The earth is warmer than it has ever been, global warming (now climate change) is man-made, and that the greenhouse effect makes weather events (storms, heat waves, droughts) worse. He was correct then and likely remains correct now. This information is known, and it is not new that warnings have been made. What seems not to be understood is how to motivate the public to act on this information, to be motivated to combat global climate change.

One of the great challenges is the scale of the problem, a discussion that has long been part of the ecocritical debate. Scalar effects, as noted by Rob Nixon, Timothy Clark, and others, are a challenge because the narrative focus of an aesthetic artifact—be that a film like The Day After Tomorrow, a TV series like Snowpiercer, or even novels like The High House, texts discussed in this book—needs necessarily to operate on a human scale, the focus on the individual which importantly ties us affectively to the story and its characters. However, the scope of the crises presented is beyond our comprehension—what Tim Morton calls hyperobjects (2013)—which suggests that we can only understand these phenomena, to the extent that we can, metaphorically. As Mehnert notes, “climate change is the epitome of a deterritorialized environmental crisis. With its diffuse relation between cause and effect, its latency and long timescale, as well as its global dimension, climate change eludes our perception even while it is omnipresent in media accounts and scientific reports” (Mehnert 2016, 53).

One of the issues is that our imagination of nature, especially in the Anglophone world, is tied directly to local experiences. Ecocriticism itself springs from a history of nature writing and deep affective connections to particular stretches of land—forests, coastlines, mountains, even ponds such as Walden. That focus, which is very useful in combating encroachments into nature through pollution and habitat devastation on a local scale, is not well-suited to discuss the larger entangled phenomena associated with anthropogenic climate change. Ursula K. Heise highlights this in her seminal work Sense of Place and Sense of Planet in which she problematizes the “ethics of proximity” in challenging the scale of environmental critiques (Heise 2008, 28). What we need is to rethink, and rearticulate, how we conceive of our relationship to the climate, or as Mertens and Craps phrase the problem: “To understand climate change one needs to go beyond normal human experience” (Mertens and Craps 2018, 136).

Yet, the problem is not reducible to a shift in focus from the local to the global—we cannot do without a focus on the local, I argue, because the human scale is important for both understanding and creating connection to the problem. At the same time, considering the problem through the lens of “normal human experience” also means that we look for solutions in the same ways in which we are used to. As Clark notes, “the relative absence in ecocriticism of its most serious issue seems more to do with the novelty and scope of the problem than with personal failing, a measure of how starkly climate change eludes inherited ways of thinking” (2015, 11). Anthropogenic climate change poses a number of problems that make it novel and has impacts on scales that exceed the social and political planning infrastructure we have operated on for millennia. It is both what is described as a wicked problem, which Morton defines as “a problem that one can understand perfectly, but for which there is no rational solution” and a super-wicked problem, which he argues is “a wicked problem for which time is running out, for which there is no central authority, where those seeking the solution to it are also creating it, and where policies discount the future irrationally” (Morton 2013, 135). In order to face such an entangled and fraught phenomenon, one has to change mindset, refocus, and reenvision not only our relationship to the land and the environment but also to each other.

Margaret Atwood, a writer of climate change fiction herself, argues that we need a response that goes beyond, claiming that anthropogenic climate change requires a complete overhaul of our social and economic structures—what she calls “Everything Change.” “We are all joined together globally in ways we have never been joined before, so if we fail, we all fail together” (Atwood 2017). The global climate crisis has wide-reaching effects, and though its effects disproportionately impact along lines of class, nationality, income, and education, the intersection of gender, age, across generations, and even across species is not immune. As Ursula K. Heise explains, “climate change threatens all modes of humans’ inhabitation of the planet … and thereby highlights boundary conditions of humans’ collective existence that are unrelated” (2016, 221). We need to act now, in myriad ways, and do so in ways which protect both lives and livelihoods of all of us. The climate crisis is incredibly complex—with erratic effects and interrelated causes and challenges. Hulme notes that “solutions to wicked problems are difficult to recognize because of complex interdependencies in the system affected; a solution to one aspect of a wicked problem often reveals or creates other, even more complex, problems demanding further solutions” (2009, 334), which is further complicated by how we represent the problem in reporting, framing, and in our public discourse. The more we frame climate change under a single label, he argues, the larger the issue that we have to tackle becomes, creating a “meta-narrative of climate change” encompassing “unsustainable energy, endemic poverty, climatic hazards, food security, structural adjustment, hyper-consumption, tropical deforestation,biodiversity loss” (Hulme 2009, 333), with the sheer scale of these problems leading to fatigue and resistance to action.

We tend to operate best on shorter-term scales. It takes extraordinary effort and long-term thinking to produce the grand achievements that we are intrigued by, that fascinate us, that we tell stories about. The creation of the pyramids in Egypt or the building of the Great Wall took years, generations, of sustained effort with a central vision. In the modern day, we need stories that wrap around a central narrative—even to produce scientific achievement. The call to send a man to the Moon in the 1960s produced a sustained scientific effort, but it also had a defined goal, limited timeframe, and importantly an underlying dramatic narrative. A notable problem is that it is hard to create such a narrative of climate change. Clark draws our attention to “the tragedy that climate change is not ‘interesting’ ” (2015, 175). Trexler, in his detailed 2016 study of the landscape of climate change fiction, notes that “clear villains and a direct cause and effect are standard ingredients for a satisfying narrative, but this is exactly what is missing when one deals with climate change” (Trexler 2015, 205). Climate change doesn’t have a villain, there is no individual to blame. Even if we can identify climate change as caused by man—and the anthropogenic qualities of climate change are not in doubt—it isn’t caused by one particular bad actor (or even a series of them) on whose feet we can rest blame. As Marco Caracciolo notes, it is difficult to assign intentionality to the crisis. He argues, “environmental catastrophe is the unintended consequence of short-term thinking and the mindless exploitation of the planet’s resources: it is a dramatic byproduct of capitalist greed rather than its goal” (Caracciolo 2022, 543). What we need is to rethink how we tell the story of climate change, both to understand its scale and also how to provide the motivation to act to combat its effects. It is in this, I argue, that literature has a role to play.

“Let us make no mistake: the climate crisis is also a crisis of culture, and thus of the imagination” (Ghosh 2016, 9). This statement from Amitav Ghosh, in his 2016 polemical book The Great Derangement, frames one of the central problems of climate change—it is not just an environmental problem. Similarly, Hulme, writing in 2009, argues that “climate change has more potency now as a mobilising idea than it does as a physical phenomenon. Ideas can be used, but they can’t be solved. Climate change can no longer be approached as an environmental problem demanding technical solutions” (Hulme 2009, 328). Rather, it needs a different kind of mobilizing effort—a skill set that isn’t traditionally part of the scientific discourse but rather that of the humanities. Rob Nixon finds the slow nature of the violence associated with climate change (among other hyperobjects, to borrow Morton’s terminology) as a specific challenge. “A major challenge is representational: how to devise arresting stories, images, and symbols adequate to the pervasive but elusive violence of delayed effects” (Nixon 2011, 3). This is a challenge both for our understanding and for our motivation. It is not a storm we can avoid, nor one we can weather with enough preparation. It is a challenge to our way of life. It is a challenge that calls for action, an all-hands-on-deck moment.

Anglophone Literature and the Fight Against Climate Change presents my response to that call. As a literary scholar with a deep interest in the world around me, I am drawn to stories and narratives that engage with the world—society, the environment, and their entangled realities. Antoinette Fage-Butler draws our attention to the inclusion of “stories and narratives” in the problem-solving approach of the most recent IPCC report, which she argues validates a “focus on discourses” (Fage-Butler 2023). I concur as I argue here that there is an important place for narratives, not least literary narratives, in shaping our culture and society. This is increasingly necessary in the face of the slow violence of climate change. In the following I, as do many scholars in this space, use stories and narratives almost interchangeably—even if one can theorize the concepts differently. This is done not only in literary studies but also in Fage-Butler’s work on risk communication (2023) and Emma Bloomfield’s recent work in science communication. Bloomfield, for example, in Science vs Story: Narrative Strategies for Science Communicators maps competing stories onto narrative webs in differentiating more productive stories and the tools they use to produce them (Bloomfield 2024). Her strategy focuses on manufactured stories—designed specifically to communicate scientific information—whereas this book focuses on the use of literary stories—the climate change novels—which are produced for a different audience and purpose. Other scholars consider the use of either “storytelling” or fictionality within larger narratives, thus making a distinction between story and narrative—especially for the use of specific aspects of a story structure to produce certain effects in a nonfictional or other communication. While that is important work for narratologists, including the work of the Instrumental Narratives collective in Finland and the Center for Fictionality Studies here at Aarhus University, it doesn’t fall into the purview of my argument here.

Writing in Anthropocene, Bostic and Howey argue for the need to “engage the liberal arts” in addressing our current era. They assert that “art, performance and literature can connect people at an emotional, personal level to the urgency of the situation we face in the Anthropocene and spur action in ways facts and figures alone may not” (Bostic and Howey 2017, 107). As they note, the humanities have a distinct role in providing for the imagination and understanding of the scale, scope, and impact of the challenges of the Anthropocene, and are thus a necessary component to our collective response. Laura Wright concurs, claiming that “engagement with the empathetic imagination can be a more effective intellectual and emotional driver than many of the scientific narratives that exist about climate change” (Wright 2020, 102). Other scholars also agree. Gabrys and Yusoff suggest that “aesthetic practices … can become a way to materialize and articulate what would otherwise be unsayable and un-thinkable” (Gabrys and Yusoff 2012, 17). Narratives, and literary narratives in particular, are able to give voice to the unsayable and provide space for the imagination of the otherwise unthinkable. As Johns-Putra notes (after a long list of novels that engage with climate change), “the apparent unrepresentability of climate change has not hindered efforts to represent it” (Johns-Putra 2017, 10). They are able to do this through literary techniques honed over the ages in engaging with social problems, challenging norms, and broadening horizons, as well as entertaining. Stenmark argues that “dealing with wicked problems, and mobilizing a response to them, requires stories and storytelling,” and goes on to note that “only stories are complex enough to describe the myriad elements—persons, actor, motivations, outcomes—that encompass action, and only stories can address the multiple dimensions— cultural, spiritual, personal, religious, economic, and otherwise—that actual problem solving entails” (Stenmark 2015, 931). We need stories to understand our world and increasingly need stories that speak to the challenges of climate change to make sense of the erratic nature of our situation.

Climate change fiction is one such answer, and since Heise noted the paucity of fiction that dealt with climate change in 2008, and increasingly since the coinage of the term cli-fi by Dan Bloom in 2011, there has been a steady increase in the amount of literary narratives in which climate change was featured. There are now hundreds of stories that could be classified in that category, depending on how one delimits the genre. With that in mind, this study looks at not only whether climate change is represented in literature, but also how it can be represented in ways that inspire action. Otto claims that “the very focus of ecocritical literary study is extratextual” (Otto 2020, 123–4), and it is outside of the text itself that we hope to have an impact. Writers of climate change fiction, from early examples such as George Turner to current writers such as Paolo Bacigalupi, have noted in interviews that they directly consider the impact of their writing on the current situation. In considering this, Caracciolo argues that we need a “plurality of stories” (2022, 543) if we are to face the climate crisis,as the problem is complex and, as I discuss in Chapter 4, traditional literary narratives are not sufficient to meet the moment.

The question then is which kinds of literary narratives can be identified that might make a difference. Early examples of the engagement of nature, as seen in the work of Lawrence Buell, consider nature writing, land ethic, and deep engagement with representing authentic nature. However, Greg Garrard has “sought to intervene on earlier preferences for detailed, realist representations of nature, arguing different literary forms were needed to articulate climate change” (Trexler 2015, 18). Climate change is particular in that it challenges approaches to land and environment, requiring not only strategies that are, or have been, effective in motivating protection of local environments, augmenting engagement with “authentic nature” spaces, but also reconsidering the rhetoric associated with our attachments and entanglements. I take up the realist novel in Chapter 4, in challenging expectations or literary imaginations of a “realist representation of nature.” In an interview with Gerry Canavan, acclaimed science fiction writer Kim Stanley Robinson, who has engaged directly with climate change in numerous novels including the famous Science in the Capital series and The Ministry of the Future, discussed common tropes in climate change fiction. He suggested that “excessively pessimistic stories can make readers feel powerless, while excessive optimism implies no need to act” (Prettyman 2022, 208). 1 These stories trade on the rhetoric of fear or the grand narrative of techno-optimism, both common reactions to climate change, and neither, I will also argue, are effective strategies moving forward. Yet, we also know that some narratives can have an impact. In recent research by Colby College, they note that “Hollywood movie and TV studios can keep climate change and clean energy solutions top of mind for audiences—and thus motivate people to take action—while also telling entertaining stories” (Roth 2024, 2), and other research suggests that literary narratives can also have such an impact. It is not a question of whether literary narratives can produce an effect, but which types of narratives are likely to do so. This is a central question of this book.

In Anglophone Literature and the Fight Against Climate Change I present my proposals for effective narratives, which will provide motivation to act against climate change. In so doing, I present a comparative narrative methodology and propose certain narratives—the local affective, the nostalgic, and the climate trauma narrative—as exemplars. I base this on effective past narratives and make parallels between their literary strategies and those found in contemporary examples of literature. I do not, however, provide a means of testing these strategies empirically—which I find is an important, and subsequent, step in this research. There is important work in empirical ecocriticism that has made some progress in that direction, and my aim in this volume is to propose narratives for future testing, as well as open space for consideration of the efficacy of literary narratives to have a direct impact on the global climate crisis.

A congruent question is the form of the literary narrative. While all literature can produce an impact on the reader, I argue, I want to suggest that the novel—a version of long-form prose narrative—provides the best opportunity to produce long-term meaningful impact on reader’s engagement with the climate crisis. Dominic Head, in engaging with the potential of ecocriticism, argues that “it will need to find a way of appropriating novelistic form” (1998, 65). The novel is an incredibly flexible form, allowing for scales of time and distance that are more challenging in other media, and its prose makes it more accessible to the modern reader in a directly applicable way. Trexler argues that the “imaginative capacities of the novel have made it a vital site for the articulation of the Anthropocene” (Trexler 2015, 23) and in a conversation between Canavan and Robinson, they discuss its “flexibility and capaciousness to depict any human situation,” which they find is the reason the novel was created, and argue that such a “capacity never leaves it” (Canavan and Robinson 2014, 245). Laura Wright further argues that novels themselves have a capacity to speak to the truth of the matter, despite their fictional quality. “Though works of fiction, novels tell a different kind of truth; in the case of novels that engage with climate change, that truth is about the possible outcomes of our inaction with regard to climate change as well as about imagining possible strategies to move us forward” (Wright 2020, 102). Most of the texts I consider in this book are consequently novels, and the other forms I consider (film, short story, graphic novel) are presented as specific examples of a literary narrative and less in consideration of their form in particular.

One might suggest that the dominant impactful structure of the narrative has shifted from the novel (or long-form prose narrative) to not only other written forms but other media altogether. Such shifts have happened historically, with the shift in technology from the oral tradition to the written text, and with the advent of cheaper forms of printed texts. The twentieth century already demonstrated a substantial shift, with the advent of first film and then television and now the myriad of short video content available on social media. In fact, there is a “storytelling” boom on social media, especially one which focuses on stories of personal change (Mäkelä and Meretoja 2022). Certainly, the advancements of technology allow for video formats no longer on the silver screen but in a pocket or on a wrist. However, I argue that the long-form prose narrative—especially in the expanded understanding of the novel that I advocate (which I consider in Chapter 4)—continues to be the format best suited for the development of new complex narratives, which are then adapted into other media. While film, television, and social media offer affordances in the distribution and dissemination of such stories, the sheer volume of content that is adapted from prose—mainly the novel—is substantial. Furthermore, for the representation of the climate crisis—with its scalar effects and global scope—the novel remains both more flexible and more capacious than other forms, as Canavan, Trexler, and Wright argue.

Anglophone Literature and the Fight Against Climate Change provides a critical look at climate change fiction with an aim to identify the types of narratives most likely to motivate readers to act against the climate crisis. As noted, there are many novels that deal with climate change, either in the foreground or the background, yet they do not equally inspire the reader to act as a result. This goes beyond Gregers Andersen’s important definition for narratives that directly engage with the climate crisis, to consider the modes in which that engagement happens (Andersen 2016). Through this study, I present narratives that I hope will allow for not only awareness of the challenges of the Anthropocene but also those able to activate the emotional response, allow for understanding of the scale of the problem, and help us prepare for the inevitable changes to our imagined futures necessary to deal with the realities we face.

After this introduction, this book starts with an initial section that considers past successful narratives. This is designed to demonstrate that not only can literary narratives have an impact on the reader, but that historically literary narratives have had social impacts on large structural issues—systemic racism, environmental destruction, and nuclear holocaust. In considering the impact of Harper Lee, Rachel Carson, and Nevil Shute, I look at the narrative strategies those authors employed, and which of those strategies and literary devices compelled the reader to act. This then forms the basis by which to assess the effectiveness of strategies in the other two sections of this book.

This initial section, Part I, is then followed by two paired sections which form the comparative narrative methodology that this book proposes. Part II looks at canonical literary narratives—those narratives that are often found in stories that deal with climate change—and assesses how those literary strategies are presented. In three equally weighted chapters, this section considers the apocalyptic narrative (Chapter 2), the posthuman narrative (Chapter 3), and the literary realist narrative (Chapter 4). The effectiveness of these strategies is measured based on the techniques and narrative strategies of the effective historical models, and in them we consider in particular the use of fear and hope; critical dystopia, the postapocalyptic, and challenges of scale; and questions of realism and representation. This is then followed by Part III in which I propose narrative strategies that I suggest have the potential to impact the reader and agitate for change. Thus, in Chapter 5 we take up the local affective narrative, which I argue connects the reader not only to the story but to the climate crisis in a grounded local story with global impacts. In Chapter 6, we turn to the nostalgic narrative, which through operating on a medium scale effectively reduces the scale of the story to one which is tangible and effectual on the reader. Finally, in Chapter 7 we consider the climate trauma narrative, a series of novels that present a loss—a particular trauma which has an impact on the reader—which can then be mourned and consequently accepted, allowing for the building of the critical hope necessary to motivate action against climate change. This comparative narrative methodology, I argue, allows for a more solid approach to assessing the effectiveness of literary narratives on global issues, which is then open for empirical evaluation, an issue I address again in the conclusion.

This book considers a vast array of authors. These include canonical texts and authors writing about climate change, including Margaret Atwood, Paolo Bacigalupi, Ian McEwan, Louise Erdrich, Octavia E. Butler, Sarah Hall, and iconic films like The Day After Tomorrow and Snowpiercer (as well as its graphic novel and televisual versions), as well as new cli-fi by Jessie Greengrass, Sequoia Nagamatsu, Alexandra Kleeman, and Edan Lepucki. This book does not directly theorize the line between genre fiction and mainstream fiction (though some attention is given in Chapter 4), although the selection of texts indicates that I think all forms of literature are implicated in the global climate crisis. This volume is, I argue, a call to arms, and my foray into finding the weapons necessary to wage this battle. So, I take up my pen. En garde!


1For similar statements by Robinson in interviews, see also Canavan (2012, 155) and Rohn (2007).



 Part IHistorical Narratives





 1Show and/or Tell? The Impact of Literary Narratives


Literary narratives have an impact on our lives, and we continue to apply the lessons learned and feelings associated with literary narratives. This is true whether we read books directly and refer to them in our conversations and as examples for behavior, whether we encounter literary narratives through adaptations in film, television, or on social media, or whether they become part of our lexicon. Literary quotations, for example, seep into our language, with numerous quotations from Shakespeare or Nobel laureates often being invoked as allusion, but with an implication that those references speak to the lasting legacy of the ideas of the underlying texts. We also refer to the themes, characters, and challenges developed in literary texts in understanding our own moral, ethical, or even personal choices—from the suicide pacts deemed the “Werther effect” invoking Goethe’s novella to works asking “what would Jane do” following the works of Jane Austen marketed not only to Janeites but popularized in texts like Bridget Jones’s Diary and numerous other Austen spin-offs. While there is plenty of anecdotal evidence of this on a local scale, there are also narratives that have produced effects on a grander—national or international—scale.

The idea that literary narratives were meant to have a didactic function was common in the Renaissance, with treatises on poetry like that of Sir Philip Sidney from 1580–1 reiterating the Horatian platitude so prevalent in the era and defining the role of poetry thus: “Poesy, therefore, is an art of imitation, for so Aristotle terms it in his word mimēsis, that is to say, a representing, counterfeiting, or figuring forth; to speak metaphorically, a speaking picture, with this end,—to teach and delight” (Sidney 1580–1 [2010], 258). While literary studies, considering literature as a high cultural exemplar, largely move away from considering the literary didactic after the advent of New Criticism, there are still many examples of fictional prose narratives having an important impact on the cultural imagination.

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin had a great effect on the cause of abolition. Not only did it cause much discussion after its publication in 1852—increasing publicity for the abolition movement—the author also gained notoriety, which led to her having direct contact with decision-makers and policymakers, not least President Abraham Lincoln. While the story that he said “So you’re the little woman who wrote the book that made this great war!” is likely just a Stowe family story (Stowe 1911, 202–3), it has been repeated often and has become part of the American imagination. However, it is true that Stowe did meet with Lincoln and he asked her about her views on abolition in 1862, a meeting brought forth through her continued advocacy on the position (Stowe 1911, 305). It is further true that Stowe’s text has had a long afterlife, not only in common parlance like the term “Uncle Tom,” its continued publication history, and the number of books sold, but it remains a forceful reminder of the past with its narrative, if not “literary” form, having endured longer than nonfictional texts of the time.

Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle had a similarly large impact on the cultural imagination. His 1905 novel had the intention of exposing the problems with worker’s rights, in the muckraker fashion of the era. However, it would come to have a larger impact on food safety issues. As Graf notes, “The U.S. public found it scandalous—not as much for the living and working conditions that Sinclair described as for what he said in passing about the practices of meat production” (2020, 902), and this is due to the fact, as Borkfelt eloquently describes, “Sinclair could hardly help but point to animal suffering as both real and connected to the human suffering in the modern mass slaughter facilities of Chicago” (2022, 129). That the fictional novel was often credited as nonfictional, understood as representing the all too real suffering of nonhuman animals despite it being a “literary exposé” (Borkfelt 2022, 129), is testament to the power of imagination, and I will argue its greater importance lies in presenting and framing such vital didactic messages. Such literature also has tangible effects in terms of policy, with the Social Security Administration giving credit to Sinclair’s novel in “obtaining passage of the Pure Food and Drug Act,” which laid the foundation for the Food and Drug Administration which regulates food safety in the United States (Social Security Administration).

The impact of literary narratives is varied, from the personal, to the social, to the political. This chapter provides a discussion on how that impact was achieved, uncovering the conditions which led to the success of these narrative interventions. To focus this discussion, I take up three important examples of impactful narratives from the twentieth century: Harper Lee’s civil rights novel To Kill a  Mockingbird (1960) and its predecessor Go Set a  Watchman (2015), Nevil Shute’s nuclear fiction On the  Beach (1957), and Rachel Carson’s literary preface to Silent Spring ([1962] 2000). I present them as examples of not only that literary narratives can be effective in motivating social and cultural change, but in providing insight into specific narrative strategies to evoke that reaction. This reading of historically successful narratives, and these three chosen examples in particular, is the first part of the comparative narrative methodology that this book constructs.

Each of the three chosen cases uses the three techniques I highlight in this book—affective connection, use of nostalgia, and a sense of loss. Each of the texts motivates those aspects towards different ends, but the narrative means in each work compels the reader. The affective narrative connects the reader to the concrete situation, making the sense of injustice palpable and visceral. The use of nostalgia—interrogating the distance between the actions in the story and its audience—collapses the magnitude of scale associated with the particular issues at stake (here systemic racism, environmental destruction, and nuclear holocaust, and more broadly climate change). Finally, each narrative presents a loss—a particular trauma impactful on the reader—that needs to be grieved and accepted so that change can be forthcoming. Additionally, I argue that each of these example cases provides that impact not through direct explanation but rather uses distinct literary elements to underscore for the reader the consequences. These are stories which are not “told” but rather “show” the reader the elements—inducing the reader to act as a consequence.


To Kill a Mockingbird

In 1960, Nelle Harper Lee published what would become an American classic, To Kill a Mockingbird. The novel recounts the story of Atticus Finch, and has as its climax Finch’s defense of Tom Robinson, a Black man who has been wrongly accused of the rape of a white woman. It carries a clear moral message—the evidence of Robinson’s innocence put forth in the trial is irrefutable, but the outcome remains a guilty verdict and Robinson is eventually shot to death escaping his unjust imprisonment. Set in the fictional Alabama town of Maycomb in the 1930s, the novel becomes a focal point in the ongoing civil rights debate—and it was an immediate popular and critical success.

As Charles Shields writes,


Within a few weeks after the publication party in New York in July, To Kill a Mockingbird hit both the New York Times and the Chicago Tribune lists of top ten bestsellers. Reviewers for major publications—who would generally cast a skeptical eye on tales about virtue standing up to evil and peppered with homespun verities about life—found themselves enchanted by To Kill a Mockingbird. (Shields 2006, 182)


Not only did it achieve immediate bestseller status, the novel also won the 1961 Pulitzer Prize and has had a long afterlife in the American and global imagination. In a 1991 survey sponsored by the Book of the Month Club and the Library of Congress, To Kill a Mockingbird finished fourth in a survey of books “that had made a difference in their lives” (“Book Notes” 2006, C26). Its legacy continues in the twenty-first century with Lee being awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2007, presented to those “who have made especially meritorious contributions to the security or national interests of the United States, to world peace, or to cultural or other significant public or private endeavors” (Exec Order 9586) and a 2016 LIFE magazine retrospective suggesting that “Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird has earned, without hyperbole, that rare honored status: widely beloved” (LIFE 2016, 4).

The book was quickly adapted to a highly successful film released in 1962, starring Gregory Peck in the role of Atticus lending both his talent and star power to the role (Mulligan 1962). It has also become a staple of assigned reading in high schools throughout the United States and has been translated into more than forty languages—taking this story of northern Alabama global. In 2010, fifty years after its publication, Mary McDonagh Murphy highlights the novel’s longevity—demonstrating its impact. “After half a century, To Kill a Mockingbird’s staying power is remarkable: still a best seller, always at the top of lists of readers’ favorites, far and away the most widely read book in high school” (Murphy 2010, 3), and in her many interviews with authors and fans of the novel, she cites Oprah Winfrey in claiming “I think it is our national novel” (Murphy 2010, 3). Murphy also notes that one cannot put down Lee’s legacy to its simple assignment in secondary schools, as her debut novel “sells nearly a million copies every year—hundreds of thousands more than The Catcher in the Rye, The Great Gatsby, or Of Mice and Men, American classics that also are staples of high school classrooms” (Murphy 2010, 7).

There are a number of factors, I contend, that lead to the impact of Lee’s novel—affective connection, nostalgia, and a sense of loss. Additionally, as noted,Lee uses distinct literary elements, specifically focalization, fictionalization, temporal shift, and the presentation of things in relief (showing rather than telling). It is these narrative techniques that lead to Glendy Culligan’s 1961 review in the Washington Post, in which she praises the novel’s power to carry a moral theme: “A hundred pounds of sermons on tolerance, or an equal measure of invective deploring the lack of it, will weigh far less in the scale of enlightenment than a mere 18 ounces of new fiction bearing the title To Kill a Mockingbird” (Culligan as cited in Shields 2006, 182). That review highlights the greater impact that fictional representations can have—more so than journalistic debate, moral sermons, or (in other contexts) scientific discourse.

To Kill a Mockingbird as published in 1960 is the result of a long editorial process. Lee initially submitted a manuscript for “Atticus” to Lippincott in 1957, and worked with renowned editor Tay Hohoff in developing it into the successful novel that we see today (Murphy 2010, 26). An earlier version of the novel was eventually, late in Lee’s life, published under the title Go Set a Watchman, which allows for readers and scholars to see the evolution of Lee’s thinking. One of the major differences in the two novels is the narrative voice—the iconic role of Scout Finch. In Go Set a Watchman, the story is set in a contemporary Maycomb, in the late 1950s, with Scout as an adult returning from New York City to visit her childhood home—and encountering a Southern town (her father included) reacting to the changes in society accompanying the civil rights movements. It contains scenes that flash back to the 1930s and Scout’s childhood, providing insight into the developments of the characters which would mimic Lee’s own personal trajectory—growing up in Alabama and having moved to New York where she developed her writing career.

In contrast, To Kill a Mockingbird cuts away this second timeline and focalizes the events of the novel primarily through nine-year-old Scout. That change alone redefines the presentation of the moral dilemma of the novel—one which presents a moral binary at odds with the lived reality of 1930s Maycomb. In addition, it simplifies the character of Atticus Finch, seen not through an adult Scout capable of questioning and seeing Atticus through a critical lens, but rather presenting Atticus as an endeared father figure who stood bravely in the face of injustice, despite social pressures, to fight for what was right.

In addition to this focalization, Lee also emphasizes the fictional nature of the presentation. Despite the very real racial and class dynamics of the US South, To Kill a Mockingbird is set in a fictional town rather than Lee’s actual hometown of Monroeville. Additionally, both the figure of Atticus and the trial itself are fictional in nature. Much scholarship has gone into establishing connections both to Lee’s life—Atticus is clearly based on but not identical to the life of Lee’s attorney father—and to existing trials in the South that resemble those in the novel, not least the high-profile trial of the Scottsboro boys in 1931. As she notes in an interview (which became rare later in her life) with LIFE magazine in 1961, “The trial was a composite of all the trials in the world—some in the South” (Murphy 2010, 19), even while going on to identify the real nature of the courthouse she had in mind, the very one her father practiced law in. This provides a distance for the novel from real events. Readers can then use that distance to identify with Scout and Atticus and condemn the actions of the jury and town in the novel, without needing to consider any “true” facts of the crimes and without any possibility of new developments changing moral judgments. The truth of the events of the novel stay within its pages—even as the consequences for the readers’ response—both logical and affective—can take place and have an impact outside the bounds of the narrative itself.

That distance is also partly created temporally. To Kill a Mockingbird, in contrast to Go Set a Watchman, is entirely set in the 1930s, thus thirty years before the time of its contemporary readers. In addition, the tone of the novel has always had a nostalgic component. The narrative voice of Scout Finch is often of the nine-year-old girl so beloved by generations, but some of the novel has a voice which remains a legacy of the earlier versions—something Lee never did fully resolve. The nostalgic effect of that shift in tone helps us to collapse the distance between the events of the story and the timeline we are living in—increasing the impact the historic narrative has on the reader. These events are both in the past and in the immediate present—the consequences are both for Tom Robinson and the residents of Maycomb and for contemporary and current readers in dealing with the real legacy of systemic racism. It brings the clear injustice of the trial into conversation with those situations around us—creating an impact even today.

Finally, the novel also importantly shows us the consequences, rather than tells us. In the important trial scene, we are made to see the impact of the injustice—Tom Robinson’s missing arm making the evidence of his innocence apparent—and we are shown the impact of the trial on the reactions and faces of other characters. Jem’s absolute belief in the power of the courts as “great levelers” (Lee 1960, 226) is shattered at the trial, and Atticus has no explanation, leaving us with only “They’ve done it before and they did it tonight and they’ll do it again and when they do it—seems that only children weep” (Lee 1960, 235), placing the burden of addressing this inequity outside of the story—to us the audience. The side plots of Dolphus Raymond, Calpurnia, and importantly Boo Radley all show, rather than tell, the stories of inequality that prevail in this fictional Alabama, and in a far more effective manner than treatises on institutional and structural racism (as important as they are). This is shown, also in relief, through the legacy of the novel in legal classrooms. As Ann Engar writes in 2010, To Kill a Mockingbird “has deeply influenced the legal profession in the past fifty years,” pointing not only to its “impact on the legal profession” but also its presentation of Atticus Finch’s role in “bestow[ing] respect and honor upon the legal profession” (Engar 2010, 66). She interviews numerous law school professors on their experiences about the novel’s wide use as a didactic tool—training generations of lawyers. Lee’s fictional account of injustice continues to have real-life impact on our society—demonstrating the power of literary narratives in promoting change.


On the Beach

In 1957, on the other side of the globe, Nevil Shute pens his most acclaimed novel On the Beach, a piece of nuclear fiction set in the very near future (1963) in the after effects of the third world war and the widespread use of cobalt-enhanced nuclear devices across the northern hemisphere. Shute, who is living in Australia at this point in his long, successful career, situates the novel in Melbourne, on the edge of the world. Australia is a country Roslyn Weaver argues has a national imaginary, as presented in “Australian fictions,” of “optimism and belief in a Utopian space, an island of security away from danger.” She emphasizes “the idea that Australia is protected by its isolation from the rest of the world, its shield of distance” (Weaver 2009, 71–2), reinforcing that the country down under perceives itself as not subject to the dangers and consequences of situations in other parts of the world. Shute’s novel, however, brings the global home to Australia. The novel focuses on the naval fleet in Melbourne and connected families, and the consequences of the nuclear fallout—their imminent and inevitable deaths—are never really contested. Instead, the novel is infused with a tone of loss, trauma, and grief. The novel presents the end—for humanity and history—which is presented from the very beginning of the novel in its description of “the war of which no history had been written or ever would be now” (Shute 1957, 3).

As Helen Grace highlights, “On the Beach became an international bestseller and the most successful of Shute’s novels” (Grace 2001, 294). It has a long legacy as nuclear fiction, not only in the original novel but also in its afterlives in film and television. As Weaver notes, “Nevil Shute’s On the Beach remains one of the most famous examples of nuclear fiction worldwide. The novel has been given cinematic treatment more than once, the most successful being Stanley Kramer’s 1959 film starring Gregory Peck and Ava Gardner, while a telemovie appeared in 2000, both filmed primarily in Australia” (Weaver 2009, 69). Yet, it isn’t notable only because of its longevity, but for its larger impact, much as Lee’s novel did in terms of civil rights in the United States. Anne Hudson Jones, for example, points to its impact in avoiding the very circumstances the novel describes: “Perhaps the international attention paid at the end of 1959 to Kramer’s stark film may be one of the reasons Earth has not yet been totally destroyed by nuclear warfare” (Jones 2022, 129), and indeed what Andrew Milner dubs the “Shute effect” is often cited by scholars (Milner 2013, 50). It also, as did Lee, had political implications. David Seed, in his study of nuclear fiction, notes that


Shute’s novel and Stanley Kramer’s film adaptation caused such concern to the U.S. government because of its negative presentation of nuclear war that in December 1959 Eisenhower’s cabinet met to discuss the work. The U.S. Information Agency and the State Department drew up a joint memorandum for U.S. officials working abroad of “Possible Questions and Suggested Answers on the Film ‘On the Beach,’ ” (Seed 2013, 43)


which once again demonstrates the direct impact that a fictional narrative (and its afterlives) can have on policy outside of the confines of its pages.

This effect can be explained, at least in part, by the same literary narratives: affective connection, nostalgia, and a sense of loss. The story is focalized through a small group of characters: Lieutenant Peter Holmes, liaison officer to the US Naval Fleet (the small remaining contingent located in Melbourne), Commander Dwight Towers, captain of the US submarine USS Scorpion, and John Osborne, a professor and scientist, along with Holmes’s wife Mary and Moira Davidson, a distant relation of Osborne and eventual romantic (though not sexual) companion of Towers. The novel plays out in the remaining days as the radiation fallout slowly spreads across the southern hemisphere, moving ever southward as Melbourne gradually loses contact with other continents (South America), the Northern Territories, and it eventually reaches them. The bond they share and the aspects of the story which the novel focuses on build our affective attachment to the characters—we are shown, more than told, the anxieties they feel. This is shown perhaps most poignantly in several anecdotes—as Shute has Moira reflect upon them all “going a bit mad” including “Peter and Mary Holmes with their garden, her father with his farm programme, John Osborne with his racing motor car, Sir Douglas Froude with the club port, and now Dwight Towers with his Pogo stick. Herself also, possibly, with Dwight Towers” (Shute 1957, 176). Those small, personal stories focus on connecting the reader with the nature of each character, bringing the impact of the consequences of nuclear fallout from a grand hyperobject (using Morton’s terminology) to a palatable, relatable level.

Each of those stories is also nostalgic in nature; they are looking back to a happier, more normal time. It not only presents a time before their current trauma but also looks back to simpler notions. Moira and her father’s story harken back to simpler ways of farming, before the use of some of the technology which is no longer viable without the oil shipments from points north. Sir Douglas’s obsession with consuming the club’s vintage port looks back to the time of Empire—already felt in the legacy of the postwar Commonwealth, maintaining a fading class status no longer present. And even the Holmes’s garden project harkens back to a simpler type of living. Nostalgic narratives, like On the Beach, are double edged, making us long for the past but also desire it in the present—either in the romantic form of our imagination or in a restored form that maps onto our own contemporary cultural imagination. Shute’s novel, with its very near future scenario, positions the 1950s of its writing as already tinged with a sense of past, and a sense of loss—which allows the reader to connect their very present to a time to long for nostalgically, to view as something we have lost—if we continue to operate as we are.

That sense of loss also demonstrates the trauma that is presented with in the novel, the loss of much of society as well as an anticipation of the eventual loss they will face in their own community. The trauma is again shown more than it is told, with the grief highlighted in the story of Dwight Towers and his entanglement with Moira Davidson. Towers is an American sailor, whose home port is located in Connecticut and his family is in Mystic. Despite the certainty that they have not survived, Towers is planning to spend time with his children, including bringing them gifts, for his eventual return home. This focus shows, rather than just tells, how Towers is affected by his loss. This is paralleled by Davidson, who changes her lifestyle from Bohemian or even libertine to an attempt to develop a serious relationship with Towers, in the face of the end. The end of the novel is itself a demonstration, where she maintains Towers’s illusion as he sails off with his submarine crew towards America—knowing full well they will never resurface—while she waves goodbye from the last point on the coast she could see the ship, a final act of acceptance, grief, and loss, for Towers and all of humanity.

Beck argues that “On the Beach identifies in the coping mechanisms of the doomed Melburnians the passive acceptance of nuclear threat that, unless challenged, is likely to allow a devastating war to occur. The message from the future is that survival requires an end to thinking that issues like nuclear weapons are too big and only of concern to others” (Beck 2021, 138). This message led to the impact on nuclear proliferation that the novel had, not least from these three narrative strategies and the literary techniques Shute applied in developing them. Smith further argues that novels like Shute’s, especially given its bleak tone, help to develop the space necessary to appreciate the scale of challenges like nuclear proliferation or indeed global climate change. In considering On the Beach and The Road, Smith argues “they invert the spatial enlargement produced by globalisation, depicting societies ruined by a global network they cannot ‘cognitively map.’ Offering bleak warnings to their reader, they emphasise our collective need to cognitively pair real and imagined spaces to redress the dangers posed by human activity in a global world” (Smith 2018, 94).

That imagination, the ability to understand the scope of the problem, is something that Peter Christoff, the then vice president of the Australian Conservation Foundation, argues in his 2008 piece in the Australian newspaper The Age. He noted the importance of On the Beach in its role to help “catalyze the 1960s anti-nuclear movement” (Christoff 2008) and makes a call to connect that novel with the contemporary fight against climate change. He makes it clear that we need to, in Milner’s words, “imagine the unimaginable” (Milner 2013, 76) and calls for a literary equivalent to Shute’s efforts, one that provides the “distressing, some will argue apocalyptic, imaginings,” without which “we cannot undertake the very substantial efforts required to minimise the chances of their being realized” (Christoff 2008). Andrew Milner also points to “one of the members of the 2014 ‘Climate Change Narratives’ panel, Euan G. Nisbet, Professor of Earth Sciences at Royal Holloway, University of London [who] volunteered the opinion that what climate science now most needs from SF is a contemporary equivalent to Nevil Shute’s nuclear doomsday novel On the Beach” (Milner 2013, 50). He further notes that while “we cannot predict the nature of the novel, film or other artwork likely to have what we might call a ‘Shute effect’ on climate politics, … we can use On the Beach as a template by which to assess likely candidates” (Milner 2013, 50), which is what I am suggesting here. On the Beach in its formulation uses the literary narratives that I suggest, in the latter chapters of this book, as likely effective narratives in combating climate change. These narratives—affective connection, nostalgia, and a sense of loss—are also seen in the final example in this chapter, Rachel Carson’s preface to Silent Spring.


“A Fable for Tomorrow”

Silent Spring is undoubtedly Rachel Carson’s most lasting legacy. As William Cronon notes, “Silent Spring was universally regarded as one of the founding texts of environmentalism as we know it in the first decade of the twenty first century” (Cronon 2008, ix), and while there has been some recent pushback on the grandeur of such statements, her 1962 book on the impact of pesticides in the United States continues to be read, circulated, debated, and beloved. So, while, as Cronon states, “it may be an oversimplification to say that the modern environmental movement began with Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, but it is hard to overstate that book’s impact” (Cronon 2008, ix).

This was not her first publication, nor her first to receive critical acclaim. She was already a well-known science communicator for her sea trilogy, which had an impact in marine conservation and is founded on her experience as an aquatic biologist working for the US Department of Fisheries. It was the second volume of the trilogy which “in 1951, The Sea Around Us elevated Carson to fame and cemented her credentials as a successful interpreter of science for the public. The book was a bestseller at the outset, selling 250,000 copies in its first year of publication, and the following year, Carson was awarded the National Book Award for nonfiction for the work” (“ Legacy” 2012), as noted by the American Chemical Society. Carson’s work was known for both its scientific accuracy and erudition and its literary qualities, translating the scientific discourse into accessible formats. This dual interest, which serves her so well, is also seen in her educational background and professional qualifications. With a lifetime interest in nature, she began her collegiate career as an English major in Pennsylvania, but eventually switched her major to biology, going on to earn a MA in zoology from Johns Hopkins University in Maryland in 1932. While her doctoral aspirations were cut short by personal tragedies, it also meant a shift from a research focus to one of communication, where, as Thomas Dunlap notes, she “worked for the Fish and Wildlife Service from 1936 to 1951 as researcher and editor, eventually becoming the agency’s main scientific editor and writer of many of its popular publications” (Dunlap 2008, 91). For this she drew on not only her scientific expertise but also her skill with the English language, both in communication and literary modes.

What is unique about Silent Spring is how broad its impact has been. One might put this down to the salience of the topic and the thoroughness of the research. By all accounts, Carson pursued the case of synthetic pesticides for many years, and specifically the case of DDT for half a decade. As a National Book Award winner, one would also expect the technical writing to be accessible to a lay audience, and that to be one of the key criteria for its widespread appeal. However, Conor Mark Jameson, author of Silent Spring Revisited, a reexamination of Carson’s legacy, states, “It is dense and technical and not a book for the beach” [which] “by current standards of science writing, … is awkward stuff” (Jameson quoted in McKie 2012), or as Robin McKie eloquently put it, in his 2012 article for The Guardian, “her most famous work, Silent Spring, is surprisingly difficult to get through” (McKie 2012). If that is the case, what is the explanation for its widespread interest?

I argue that it is the opening chapter of Silent Spring that presents the contrast and helps to provide the impact. Carson opens Silent Spring with a two-page fictional “fable,” thus evoking literary narratives rather than the “difficult” technical writing that forms the bulk of the book. The “Fable for Tomorrow” provides the affective connection, nostalgic reflection, and sense of trauma that I argue are the effective narrative strategies that can produce a legacy of change. By using these techniques in the opening of the book, she sets the tone for the remaining chapters to reinforce the affective connection that the “Fable” has already made.

Interestingly, in describing the importance and legacy of Silent Spring, many people—scholars, politicians, thinkers—also align this nonfictional book of science communication with past effective literary narratives. Ralph H. Lutts discusses its legacy by pointing to comments by important figures such as economist John Kenneth Galbraith who suggested Silent Spring and Carson in a 1979 New York Times Book Review piece asking for “Immortal Nominations” (Lutts 1985, 211) and Robert B. Downs, who includes Silent Spring among his “Books that Changed the World” in his 2004 book (Downs 2004). Michael B. Smith makes a comparison with Charles Darwin in discussing Carson’s impact (Smith 2001, 733), and the National Resources Defense Council makes a comparison to famed American pamphleteer Thomas Paine (“ The Story” 2015). All make a comparative case for Carson’s impact on the cultural imagination. They all also make a literary comparison—each one of them alongside the comparisons mentioned evoke Harriet Beecher Stowe and her legacy fighting for abolition.

That is also the comparison evoked by Senator Gruening when Rachel Carson was invited to testify in front of the US Senate Subcommittee on Reorganization and International Organizations of the Committee on Government Operations—the Ribicoff hearings—in 1963. In Senator Gruening’s words:


Miss Carson, every once in a while in the history of mankind a book has appeared which has substantially altered the course of history. I think that sometimes those books are in fiction form and sometimes not. … One can think of many examples, such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin, for instance. Your book is of that important character, and I feel you have rendered a tremendous service. (US Senate 1964)


Senator Ribicoff also alluded to that comparison when he opened the hearings, giving Carson credit for drawing attention to pesticides and for the government’s actions, when he says “ ‘You are the lady who started all this,’ …. ‘Will you please proceed?’ ” reflecting the words that Lincoln was meant to have said to Stowe (Montrie 2018, 1–2).

There is also evidence of Rachel Carson’s book influencing US policy through the executive branch as well. As Frank Graham notes, at a press conference in August of 1962, President Kennedy refers to Carson when asked questions about pesticide policy:


“Mr. President,” he asked, “there appears to be growing concern among scientists as to the possibility of dangerous long-range side effects from the widespread use of DDT and other pesticides.” “Have you considered asking the Department of Agriculture or the Public Health Service to take a closer look at this?” “Yes,” Kennedy answered, “and I know that they already are. I think particularly, of course, since Miss Carson’s book, but they are examining the matter.” (Graham 1970, 51) 1


As mentioned above, I argue that it is not only the scientific discourse, as well-researched and persuasive as that is, but the literary elements of the opening “Fable” that provide the affective attachment. This is echoed in an unbroadcast interview with Ralph Nader, which Linda Lear, Carson’s biographer, refers to. “Ralph Nader attributes Carson’s power to her ability to describe ‘as perhaps nobody has since, the aesthetic dimensions of the scientific crisis’ ” (Lear 1993, 30). 2 Those aesthetic elements, I suggest, align with the literary techniques that Carson uses in the opening chapter, aligned with those we discussed above—focalization, fictionalization, temporal shift, and showing rather than telling.

The timing of the story is framed as ambiguous—the title suggests a future audience in its “for tomorrow,” which also implies that this is a story reflecting the contemporary 1962 of its publication. Yet, the opening lines, “there was once a town” evokes the fabulist, fairy-tale opening familiar to children and adults alike, and positions the events in the past. We are thus nostalgic for the opening prosperity, the “fields of grain,” the barking foxes, the pools of trout, and not least the “abundance and variety of its bird life” (Carson 1962, 21). This places us, the audience, as the future of this scenario, and yet that future turns quickly dystopian. We see the “browned and withered vegetation,” the “mysterious maladies,” and the famous silencing of the birds—the “strange stillness” the reinforces the ubiquitous “shadow of death” (Carson 1962, 22). That some of this language evokes other literary works—the Bible, America the Beautiful—connects the sentiments, a sense of anxiety and loss and a sense of nostalgia and wonder, to the fable.

The fable is focalized on a single town, allowing consideration of a smaller scale. This produces the type of local affect which we will return to in Chapter 5. It evokes the cultural imaginary of rural America and, even for those who do not have personal experience, makes palpable the sense of nostalgia and loss the second half of the fable reflects. Notably, the fable is also fictional. As the final paragraph—which functions as a type of epilogue to the fable—states, “this town does not actually exist” (Carson 1962, 22). This, as mentioned in the analysis of Lee, means that the consequences of the environmental destruction are eternal within the pages of the story—not subject to falsification. The use of fiction means that we can assess the consequences as reflective of “truth” because it connects us emotionally to the event. The veracity of the claims is supported by the mountain of evidence that Carson then produces in the subsequent chapters of Silent Spring. Finally, Carson shows through the described effects the destruction, putting into relief through the comparisons between the opening paragraphs and the turn with the appearance of the “strange blight”—DDT and pesticides are never explicitly mentioned, nor are the reasons for the devastation. Yet, we are shown the consequences and that produces an effective stimulus for action.

This result is so impactful that the response to Carson’s book was both swift and vehement. Interestingly, much of the response does not focus on the scientific aspects but rather on more affective concerns—attacks on the rhetoric, on Carson herself, and on the message. Smith details the types of critiques marshaled against Carson, from popular magazines like Time, to scientific journals and public personal attacks on her credentials and the types of people they imagined aligned with her. One near immediate reaction was a parody entitled “The Desolate Year”—a type of literary response—from the in-house magazine of American agrochemical and biotechnology giant Monsanto, manufacturer of DDT (among many other products). Their story opens with “Imagine, then, that by some incomprehensible turn of circumstances, the United States were to go through a single year completely without pesticides. It is under that license that we take a hard look at that desolate year, examining in some detail its devastations” (“ The Desolate Year” 1962, 4). The devastations evoked by Monsanto are those caused by elements of nature—insects and weather—rather than the loss of elements of nature which pervades Carson’s “Fable.” The two tales are distinctive in that they belie their affiliation with two sides of a long-standing environmental theoretical debate—is man distinct from nature, as its steward and controller, or is man intricately and inextricably entangled with nature? Unlike Carson’s trope of environmental devastation, the Monsanto piece focuses on infiltration, reminiscent of the Red Scare—playing on fears of invasion. “The most numerous and ferocious of all mankind’s visible natural enemies lurked quietly that day, waiting. They weren’t to be counted in the thousands, or millions, or billions. Nothing short of trillions, at least, could begin to account for their numbers” (“ The Desolate Year” 1962, 5). The scale is notable here. “The Desolate Year” lists instances at the end of the tale when potential atrocities happened in more local and temporally distinct areas, and yet by consolidating them and putting them all in one “desolate year” it creates the effect of mass destruction, even if presenting many generations of insects and cycles of crops into that same time span—making the collapse of agriculture immediate and inevitable. This presents an apocalyptic scale, which we will return to in Chapter 2, which produces fear rather than trauma, which I argue produces a stagnating rather than affective and effective response.

While Monsanto tries to mimic the literary form that Carson uses, even with different theoretical frameworks and motivations, other critics chose to use emotional-laden language to persuade rather than logically debate Carson—even as they accuse her of leading with emotion. As Smith notes, William Darby began his 1962 review in Chemical and Engineering News by “lumping Carson with groups he considered to be antimodern ‘freaks.’ Silent Spring would appeal to readers such as ‘the organic gardeners, the anti-fluoride leaguers, the worshippers of “natural foods,” and those who cling to the philosophy of a vital principle, and pseudo-scientists and faddists,’ wrote Darby” (Smith 2001, 738), under the title “Silence, Miss Carson!” (a title not his own). One can note that he cannot refrain from using personal attacks, rather than reviewing Carson’s work of nonfiction—from a writer who won a National Book award in that category—solely on its scientific merits. It also, interestingly, attacks through association—using comparisons aligned with political interests he assumes the audience of his review would disagree with, and with other people aligned with his particular view of techno-optimism.

Similarly, an anonymous article in Time magazine from 1962 also makes ad hoc arguments hoping to have Carson’s work dismissed. Maril Hazlett takes the analysis further, noting the gendered nature of the attacks mustered against Carson. She notes the “review in Time accused Carson of using ‘emotion-fanning words,’ making a case that was ‘unfair, one-sided, and hysterically overemphatic,’ an ‘emotional and inaccurate outburst,’ based on her ‘mystical attachment to the balance of nature.’ Pro-pesticide forces portrayed Carson supporters through negative gender stereotypes as well, such as shrill, irrational housewives” (Hazlett 2004, 706). One should note not only the gendered nature of the dismissal, and the attack of Carson’s connection to a “balance of nature,” but also the idea that she writes in a literary way. In her critique of pesticides, she is accused of having “taken up her pen in alarm and anger, and putting literary skill second to the task of frightening and arousing her readers” (“ Biology” 1962, 1). This frames her work normally as literary, rather than scientific, as reflected in the opening praise of her work even though both The Sea Around Us and Silent Spring are (mostly) popular science, not literary in nature. Furthermore, the notion that the goal is to “frighten and arouse” evokes emotional language—and distances the work from its genre’s more specific purpose to educate and inform. So, while the anonymous review praises her skills as a “competent marine biologist” and “graceful writer” the attack proceeds to focus as much on her activism and lack of literary focus as it does on her supposed weakness as a scientist—attacks predicated on disagreements with approaches rather than any critique in the reporting or findings Carson presents. Interestingly, the gendered attacks on Carson also had a theoretical impact on the ecocritical debate, with Smith arguing that “through her use of metaphors about a balance of nature—precisely the language that so incensed many of her critics—Carson crafted a vision of nature that would resonate well with the philosophy of ecofeminism that began to develop a decade after Silent Spring was published” (Smith 2001, 734).

The timing of the book is also an important factor in its response—the postwar period led to an economic boom, and the efforts also led to a technology boom, one which was trying to find nonmilitary applications. This was the case of pesticides, and the pushback against the advent of that technology was both seen as a counter to science itself as well as an anti-patriotic curtailing of America’s rise as a global superpower. Just as Nevil Shute’s novel has nuclear fallout as a backdrop, so does Rachel Carson’s—with Lutts arguing that the fear of DDT as presented in Silent Spring has a tie to the fear of radioactive fallout—they are both undetectable killers, and nuclear war was an immediate concern during the height of the Cold War. He goes on to compare Carson (and the “Fable” in particular) specifically to Shute, when he writes, “not only does this chapter present a frightening description of potential pesticide hazards, it evokes the image of a town dying from nuclear fallout. On an even more subtle level it recalls the images of lifeless American cities shown so graphically less than three years before in On the Beach” (Lutts 1985, 222). Both literary texts have produced a legacy precisely by making readers feel the consequences of our actions—both those we have committed to and those we are contemplating.

Each of the epigraphs to Silent Spring also speak to the tone of her argument. The quote from E. B. White is most illustrative of the overall ecocritical argument—that we need to engage with the planet rather than take the stance, as many of her critics do, that nature is best “beat … into submission” as he eloquently states. The dedication to Albert Schweitzer sets a pessimistic tone, making a fateful prediction of our future: “He will end by destroying the earth,” which reflects the somber and serious notes that Carson evokes in the eerie silence of her fable. The Keats reference is perhaps the most haunting, echoing Carson’s silent marsh and lifeless streams. “Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird!” he claims in the Ode, but in Carson’s Silent Spring those songs are no more. Keats is famous for his late-night conversation with the Nightingale, in which his pain and melancholy are solaced by the song of the bird—and yet in his native land the population is dwindling, down 90 percent in the past fifty years due in part to climate change and its role in limiting the range of the songbird. 3 These notes align with Carson’s own stance on the relationship between man and nature. In a CBS documentary recorded shortly before her death from breast cancer in 1964, she remarked,


Man’s attitude toward nature is today critically important simply because we have now acquired a fateful power to alter and destroy nature. But man is a part of nature, and his war against nature is inevitably a war against himself? [We are] challenged as mankind has never been challenged before to prove our maturity and our mastery, not of nature, but of ourselves. (“ The Story” 2015, 4)


Not all scholars want to give Carson alone credit for the environmental movement, and there is some pushback to the focus on great individuals in such histories. As Parks notes, work by Gunter and Harris in 1998 demonstrates the large numbers of voices which called for more attention to the state of the environment. Carson is but one among many, and she is here invoked as an example of how literary narratives can make a difference. Parks argues that such critics “suggest the book ‘may represent more of an acceleration point than a turning point’ … ‘for a public that had been prepared for such a tome’ ” (Parks 2017, 1217–18), but such a catalyst is always needed. Stowe, Sinclair, Lee, and Shute all equally are contributing to movements far beyond them, and the impact of their literary narratives does not mean they alone are responsible for the reactions. Montrie, for example, importantly points to the erasure of voices from the history of such movements—but even in doing so he acknowledges the legacy and potency of Carson’s work and how much a book (like Stowe’s to which he makes a comparison) can contribute, narrativizing and providing a central figure to catalyze a movement (even an existing one, like abolition or environmentalism). The hope would be to find a similar catalyst for the climate change movement, one that has many proponents and a lot of science behind it, and yet still needs to convince the “hearts and minds” of so many. One can only hope a literary work, like “A Fable for Tomorrow,” can make as much of a difference as Carson’s has.

In the subsequent chapters, I will follow a comparative methodological approach. In laying out here, in brief, historical examples of effective literary narratives and identifying both literary techniques and narratological aspects, I suggest that parallel strategies used in contemporary literary texts can have a more effective response—moving beyond awareness of the climate crisis to actual engagement and action. In the next three chapters, I will look at popular narratives that respond to climate change—the apocalyptic, the posthuman, and the canonical literary response. In each chapter, I will consider two main examples in the category, selected to consider varied responses. I will consider their applicability along the lines I have detailed here as effective in the examples (Lee, Shute, Carson). The second half of the book will be dedicated to examples of texts which focus on the three main suggestions of narratives that can lead to more impact and effective motivation for change—local affective narratives, nostalgic narratives, and narratives of climate trauma. Each of these chapters will draw on three examples, again selected for the variety of approaches, and again will be compared to the strategies outlined in this chapter.




1Quote from “The President’s News Conference of August 29th, 1962” PPP 1963. See also F. Graham (1970, 51). Graham, Frank. 1970. Since Silent Spring. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
2Unbroadcast interview with Ralph Nader. Recorded for WGBH Television, “Race to Save the Planet.” Chedd-Angier Production, Co.
3According to the British Trust for Ornithology, whose estimate to this effect and the research of Dr. Hewson et al. has led to the Nightingale being placed on the Trust’s Birds of Conservation Concern Red List.



 Part IIThe Canonical Narratives


The following section—comprising Chapters 2,3, and 4—treats narrative strategies that are common in climate change fiction. In the landscape of climate change fiction, there are many strands to choose from. As Adeline Johns-Putra does in her updated 2016 review of climate change fiction (Johns-Putra 2016), I will narrow the numbers of strategies that are employed by the ever-growing number of writers of climate change fiction (a number that has expanded seemingly exponentially, far exceeding the 150 estimated by Trexler his pioneering study (Trexler 2015)) to those that have been most prevalent. Johns-Putra focuses on “mainstream” literature in her narrowing down of the focus of her study, and this section will similarly use, as its case studies, books that have been widely read and studied in order to lay out the strategies they have employed.

In equally weighted chapters, the study explores the narrative strategies, generic considerations, and impact of three types of stories: the apocalyptic, the posthuman, and the literary narrative. These represent three of the most prominent strategies used in the canon. In Chapter 2, I will consider the apocalyptic narrative, looking at the iconic film The Day After Tomorrow along with the metatext that Snowpiercer has become. The main focus of this chapter will be on scale, event, and the use of fear as a motivating factor.Chapter 3 will consider the posthuman narrative, focusing on the award-winning and highly acclaimed novels The Windup Girl and Oryx and Crake. These will consider not only the dynamic of the postapocalyptic and its temporal component but also importantly consider how posthuman narratives (in both the post- and transhuman iterations) motivate readers in dealing with climate change. Finally,Chapter 4 will consider the literary narrative, looking at arguments for the effectiveness of realist and literary narratives—in contrast to genre or speculative fiction—and how two of the most acclaimed novels by mainstream writers of climate fiction have dealt with those particular challenges. These will be considered by looking at their narrative strategies, and paralleling those to the effective literary strategies discussed in Chapter 1, namely affective connection, nostalgia, and sense of loss. Using the proposed comparative methodology, those canonical cli-fi narratives are evaluated in line with their expected impact on not only environmental awareness but meaningful action to combat climate change.

I have chosen to focus on works by Paolo Bacigalupi, Margaret Atwood, Barbara Kingsolver, and Ian McEwan, as well as Roland Emmerich’s film The Day After Tomorrow and the graphic novel (and its afterlives) Snowpiercer. In selecting the case studies, I have chosen works in which anthropogenic climate change is present, and in which consideration of how significantly we engage with its effects can be considered a fundamental aspect of their story. The stated goal of this volume is to provide effective strategies for motivating action against climate change. Consequently, one of the key criteria is to focus on considerations of anthropogenic climate change. While some scholars (e.g., Milner and Burgmann 2021), in their consideration of climate fiction, include discussions of geogenic, xenogenic, and other forms of large-scale changes to our environment, these can be arguably dismissed as either “natural” or “supernatural”—both of which I argue diminish the capacity for motivation, which I further discuss in Chapter 2. Rather, I will take, for the most part (there are important exceptions in Chapter 5), Gregers Andersen’s line in considering “fictions that specifically employ the scientific paradigm of anthropogenic global warming” (Andersen 2016, 856). We now turn to our consideration of the apocalyptic narrative.



 2The Apocalyptic Narrative


In Clode and Stasiak’s (2014) article, they echo the common claim that


the greatest challenge facing climate change science today is not understanding the causes and consequences of climate change, nor even knowing how to moderate those causes and mitigate the consequences. The greatest challenge is one of communication … convincing the general public, and their political representatives, of the urgency of action and the need to change our behaviour now in order to mitigate the enormous risks facing us in the future. (Clode and Stasiak 2014, 19)


The question this book poses is which strategies are effective in motivating action to mitigate the effects of our changing climate and its erratic ecology.

Perhaps the most notable strategy is the use of apocalyptic rhetoric. Both Johns-Putra’s (2016) updated review of climate change fiction, as well as Svoboda’s parallel (2016) review of climate change cinema found this rhetorical strategy to be the most prevalent (Johns-Putra 2016a). In the latter, Svoboda found that the linked genres of the apocalyptic and disaster films form the majority of engagements with climate change, which he separates based on the scale of change required after the events in the narrative (Svoboda 2016).

The apocalyptic, with its relation to the end of the world, has long been used in environmental discourse. Stephen Joyce argues that “the apocalyptic cast of environmental discourse has been recognised for decades” (Joyce 2018, 42). He furthermore specifically ties this type of discourse to climate change, stating that “warnings of impending disaster may motivate people to change their behaviour and the issue of climate change is often framed in an apocalyptic manner” (Joyce 2018, 42). This isn’t necessarily surprising, as a rhetoric of fear is common in culture, forming the background behind the concepts of fables and fairy tales intended to provide valuable lessons in avoiding danger—be that physical or moral. I argue that the concept of the apocalypse is an event which is often followed by a description of a dystopian future, which is to serve as a warning and consequence for those deviating from the prescribed moral path.

O’Leary, in his study of the apocalypse, traces the history of stories of good vs evil that culminate in an ultimate battle, a tradition found in many cultures. Western civilization largely adopts a version derived from the book of Revelation. As he notes: “Apocalypse, a Greek word meaning revelation or unveiling, is thus that discourse that reveals or makes manifest a vision of ultimate destiny, rendering immediate to human audiences the ultimate End of the cosmos in the Last Judgment” (O’Leary 1998, 5–6). This presents history, and our relationship to both nature and each other, on a teleological trajectory—the sense that all of our actions are leading to a specific end which is either steeped in destiny (and thus out of our hands) or, more popularly, connected to the idea of culpability as we have the power to shape our destiny either through proper adherence to religious or moral codes or through our ability to act in the most meaningful way for the sake of our imagined future. Frank Kermode, in his study of the end of things, concludes that “apocalyptic thought belongs to rectilinear rather than cyclical views of the world” (Kermode 2000, 5), a mode that reinforces this trajectory. This is in contrast to other modes of thinking from philosophers like Giambattista Vico to religious cultures like Buddhism (as found in Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl) which champion the cyclical view. That tension is present in much ecocritical discourse as society is increasingly organized along lines of growth which require expansion and progress, arguably unsustainably.

The depiction of the apocalypse is a signal of the end—of a culture, a people, or a species. In the Christian context, this is paired with a revelation, pairing the destiny with a sense of enlightenment. As Joyce argues: “It is this revelation, the aleitheia, which provides part of the consolation of the apocalypse. The world may have ended, but at least we now understand it” (Joyce 2018, 48). This is also, perhaps, the motivation for its use in environmental discourse—allowing for awareness to grow in the face of fictional descriptions of the end of the world. This is true if we view the apocalypse in its religious iterations, or in a more secular form—framing any large-scale disaster with the same rhetoric as the end of the world. Bibb and Simon-Lopez take this further, suggesting that the term, in its move into a cultural movement, can even be used for personal disasters (Bibb and Simon-Lopez 2015, ix). In this mode, the function of the apocalyptic rhetoric changes, from the revelation of an ultimate destiny to a warning to the audience that one could avoid these dire consequences with a change of ways. This is especially true if the promise of a Kingdom Come (at least for the worthy) associated with the Last Judgment is more tenuous—based less on moral value than circumstance or privilege. De Cristofaro recognizes this as a “shift in the apocalyptic imagination from apocalypse as utopian revelation to apocalypse as dystopian catastrophe” (De Cristofaro 2020, 9). Thus, the argument for the use of apocalyptic rhetoric is that we are more inclined to act to avoid the scenario than embrace its consequence in the hope of a clean slate in its wake. The postapocalyptic, the situation as developed in the wake of apocalypse, will be discussed in the consideration of Snowpiercer, but also in Chapter 3.

Jonathan Moo argues that the use of apocalyptic rhetoric is a common trope. “Politicians, climate activists, and sometimes scientists regularly resort to the language of impending catastrophe to motivate action and build support for policies intended to mitigate climate change” (Moo 2015, 939–40). He points to its long use in the environmental movement, including in McKibben’s 1989 “End of Nature,” Elizabeth Kolbert’s 2000 Field Notes from a Catastrophe and Oreskes and Conways’s 2014 The Collapse of Western Civilization, each of which plays into (and perpetuates) this rhetoric. In fact, for a long time it was argued that this was the only way to motivate people who were otherwise either too unaware or too apathetic to do anything in the wake of what scientists and environmental activists were presenting as an increasingly dire situation. Gerry Canavan explains, “apocalypse is the only thing in our time that seems to have the capacity to shake the foundations of the system and ‘jumpstart’ a history that now seems completely moribund—the only power left that could still create a renewed, free space in which another kind of life might be possible” (Canavan 2012, 139).

Canavan makes this argument in 2012, and the sentiment is echoed by Moo in 2015, where it is suggested that “when properly qualified, stories of potential catastrophe may sometimes be necessary to wake us out of our slumber, to prompt us to consider just what it is that we value about life and our world, and what it is that we don’t want to lose” (Moo 2015, 946). The key to this is the “proper” qualification, and in the contemporary media landscape, awareness isn’t enough to provide motivation. Even if we are “awake” to the dangers, or “woke” to the consequences, that doesn’t seem to move the needle and ends up becoming another form of slacktivism—everyone agrees that there is a problem, and thus it becomes the top of no one’s political agenda as there is nothing short term to gain from it (politically). So, while Canavan’s (2012) argument suggests this is “the only thing,” many scholars no longer believe this and furthermore many, like I here, argue that it is not an effective strategy to motivate change. We have lost such hope. We need hope to provide motivation as fear and threats ring hollow on the scale of climate change—the prophecy keeps getting put off and thus we have no motivation to act now.

Moo further points to the tradition of Frederick Buell, who “traced the history of such rhetoric, demonstrating the ways in which it has been appropriated by those on both the left and right and how it has been reconfigured over time to fit changing realities” (Moo 2015, 939). Perhaps another shift in the rhetorical use is in order, with the changing circumstances. If apocalypse has been developed to combat evil (following O’Leary), what then happens when this rhetoric is invoked for something like climate change? One might suggest that one reason so much energy goes into a focus on blame (as a means to “solve” the crisis) is due to this rhetorical position, rather than treating it as an entangled, wicked, or super-wicked problem which needs to be addressed if we do not (collectively) want to suffer the consequences. As pointed out by Joyce (2018, 42–3), Pascal Bruckner argues in the Chronicle of Higher Education that, “The ecology of disaster is primarily a disaster for ecology; it employs such outrageous rhetoric that it discourages the best of wills” (Bruckner 2013, 184). Moo echoes these concerns, acknowledging that “Apocalypse can easily become merely another form of entertainment” (Moo 2015, 940). Everyone enjoys entertainment, but the moment calls for all hands on deck, and if the stated ambitions of authors (like Bacigalupi and Atwood) or filmmakers alike are true, more than entertainment needs to be the goal. New times need new strategies; awareness is there but motivation is lacking.

In this chapter, I focus on three aspects in which the apocalyptic scenario can be seen to work against the idea of motivating viewers towards meaningful action against climate change: scale, event, and the use of fear. In the following, I will discuss each of these aspects theoretically and then follow that discussion with two case studies, the iconic and oft-studied 2004 film The Day After Tomorrow, and the graphic novel series (including its afterlives in both film and televisual formats) Snowpiercer. These two texts do not share a medium but both rely on the concept of an apocalyptic event framing their stories—and they are chosen because the narrative strategies they employ vary, while their use of the apocalyptic rhetoric produces the same challenges.


Scale

Perhaps the biggest challenge in discussing climate change is the sheer scale of the problem. Climate change is operating at a scale beyond our direct understanding, and thus requires us to extrapolate, map, and model the effects—temporally and spatially. As Mertens and Craps encapsulate Morton’s argument in Hyperobjects: “The scales are so gigantic that even the digital devices we use to measure them have trouble modelling them in a realistic way” (Mertens and Craps 2018, 136). And yet, this is one of the most pressing problems that the world is facing—causing erratic effects across the globe and challenging scientists, policymakers, as well as the general public to find ways to react.

As a theoretical aid, Morton coins the term “hyperobjects” to represent objects, concepts, and ideas which are too vast for human comprehension, a term that certainly includes the effects of anthropogenic climate change. Naomi Klein calls the scale of the effects of climate change “everything change,” a term that Margaret Atwood also picks up. Bellamy argues that “Morton emphasizes the incomprehensible interconnectedness of objects, while Klein engages with people and movements” (Bellamy 2022, 213), both attempting to grapple with the scale, even if their focus is on different aspects—with Morton focusing on the incomprehensibility, and Klein, like Haraway, seeing connections and aspects of things in all instances, reminiscent of the rhizomatic thinking of Deleuze.

Not only is this a problem of understanding, but it is certainly a problem for representation. As Timothy Clark notes: “A constitutive, unavoidable element of any representation, evaluation or literary reading is to presuppose or project a certain scale in space and time for its issues. A certain scale must make up the fundamental structure of any imaginable experience, or of any model of the world” (Clark 2015, 73). He goes on to argue that even scales on which science operates are likely too limited to properly understand climate change, as all such scales are necessarily based on the level of human understanding. We understand the concept of global warming (or cooling) based on a measure of heat on a planetary scale. We understand other large-scale natural disasters on other specific scales—such as the Saffir-Simpson scale for the categories of hurricanes and typhoons or the Richter scale for earthquakes, each of which provides us a means to quantify the scale of nature. Yet, the world is extremely complex, and our understanding, as we are more and more attuned to, is limited in its scope. This is one of the great lessons that we need to learn from the Anthropocene, that our actions have extreme consequences that we (collectively) either were unaware of or unconcerned by—and climate change has demonstrated the scale of these concerns has far outstripped our immediate means of addressing its destruction. In 1962, Rachel Carson was able to advocate for a specific remedy in combating DDT—but one of the challenges we now face is knowing how to act, knowing what specific actions will be beneficial, and then (re)presenting that to both the policymakers and the public alike. The effects, again on a long and unthinkable scale, are too great to ignore.

Rob Nixon refers to these effects as a type of violence. “Violence is customarily conceived as an event or action that is ‘immediate in time, explosive and spectacular in space’ ” (Nixon 2011, 2), yet he contemplates what he calls “slow violence” over long scales, the destabilization of colonialism, the inequalities associated with capitalism, and the environmental challenges in dealing with climate change. This violence is not equally distributed, falling disproportionately on those already short of resources—the poor, the underprivileged, and those living in geographical situations in which they are more susceptible to the erratic effects. Atwood echoes the language of “everything change” and many scholars suggest that any response to climate change must necessarily address widespread global inequity along a number of factors—international, intercultural, and in dealing with issues of gender, race, and class. As Kathryn Yusoff notes,


The Anthropocene might seem to offer a dystopic future that laments the end of the world, but imperialism and ongoing (settler) colonialisms have been ending worlds for as long as they have been in existence. The Anthropocene as a politically infused geology and scientific/popular discourse is just now noticing the extinction it has chosen to continually overlook in the making of its modernity and freedom. (2018, 11–12)


The notion of using apocalyptic rhetoric belies this cultural understanding, and risks diminishing our responses to the crisis and underestimating the scope of its effects.

The scales of this slow violence, both spatial and temporal, exceed our local and even human scale—those affected cannot easily grasp the forces that work against them. Due to what Mehnert calls the “deterritorialized” (Mehnert 2016, 53) nature of environmental crisis, this violence becomes “anonymous” (Nixon 2011, 2). This is also a problem for our ability to grasp, in particular, the nature of the apocalyptic, as we want to have clear villains in order to “properly” categorize what we are facing. For Trexler, this is fundamental for an effective narrative, and in terms of apocalyptic thinking, and following O’Leary, we need to be able to position both the source of violence and ourselves in terms of good and evil. Climate change problematizes all of these “normal” frames and thus provides a challenge to representation—especially given the suppositions of the apocalyptic: the narratives of the end-times. Trexler in his pioneering study of Anthropocene fictions investigates how to best represent this epoch (Trexler 2015). One technique often used, aligning with the apocalyptic frame, is to narrativize climate change through an event.


Event

By invoking the apocalyptic frame, we necessarily position climate change as an event—a singular situation which represents an end, and thus is finite and complete in nature. Frank Kermode likens this scale to the literary, noting that “No novel can avoid being in some sense what Aristotle calls ‘a completed action’ ” (Kermode 2000, 138). This again represents a challenge to the representation of the scale of climate change, but also to its effects on its audience. This has long been a challenge in environmental writing—how to represent the scales of geology, the complexity of nonhuman animals, and the entanglements of nature writ large. As Derek Woods suggests,


A large proportion of discourse on scale in ecological science writing grapples with [a]‌ precise problem. It tries to represent something too large and distributed to be observed directly: the order that seems to persist at scales larger than those of individual organisms … Given this tension between visible and invisible objects of study, ecological science writing often relies on figurative language to represent the ecosystem as a whole. (Woods 2019, 121)


The key question is what kind of figurative language would be useful in understanding climate change.

Part of the situation becomes one of genre, the literary and filmic conventions that constrain any representation. In order to connect with the audience, they need to have stories told in recognizable formats. Those formats have norms and strategies designed to maximize the impact of the story, connect with the emotional needs of the audience, and drive home the message—all while both entertaining and thrilling the audience enough to keep their attention, especially difficult in the current age of reduced attention spans and a near ubiquitous set of options for our media consumption. Often, films use specific techniques—confining the story spatially and temporally, limiting the number of characters the narrative focalizes on, and, for many disaster and apocalyptic films, the use of science fiction (or at least speculative fiction) conventions of presenting a novum while retaining an element of realism beyond that alteration.

The novum, following the line taken by Darko Suvin, posits the technological or specific change to reality that distances the narrative from the natural world—the inclusion of a volcano in Los Angeles, as in Dante’s Peak or Volcano; the overwhelming flooding on a global scale, as in Turner’s The Sea and Summer or the postapocalyptic film Waterworld; the water scarcity of Bacigalupi’s The Water Knife or the Mad Max franchise; or the unexplained toxic changes to the environment found in McCarthy’s The Road or as a background in Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. Each of these, after these changes are presented, functions along verisimilar lines presenting a world which we otherwise understand and can identify with. It is when the novels or films deviate significantly from this form of speculative realism that the audience can no longer identify with the scope of the story and it moves to being purely entertainment, no longer retaining its ability to provide a meaningful critique of the social or environmental dimensions of the story.

These narrative conventions, however, also make it challenging to map onto the scale of anthropogenic climate change. As Milner argues, “Short-form fiction tends to occlude long-term processes of climate change, focussing rather on what Robinson, in discussion with Gerry Canavan, calls ‘moments of dramatic breakdown’ precisely because these ‘are narratizable’ ” (Canavan and Robinson 2014, 243; Milner 2009a, 175). This is due, I argue, to the need to constrain instances of climate change to a specific event to make the situation more narratizable. This is perhaps particularly the case with the standard film format, which does not allow for the scope to explore the multifaceted nature of climate change in a meaningful way.

By focusing on a singular event, we as audience are able to process the situation with the standard beginning, middle, and end, and thus compartmentalize climate change into specific instantiations. Those events, presented in the dramatic form often evoked with the apocalyptic scale, also tend to operate on a compressed temporal scale—fitting for the narrative conventions, but making the story unrealistic. This leads to the consideration of the film’s entertainment value alone, rather than reaching the level of pathos necessary to motivate the audience to act in response to the event and its shown consequences. This will be discussed further through the case studies and also in the postapocalyptic nature of the aftermath of the event in Chapter 3.


Fear/Hope

Perhaps the clearest rationale for the use of apocalyptic rhetoric is the notion that if we are presented with the possibility of the end, we will be scared into avoiding it. As Hulme suggests, “the purpose of environmental crisis rhetoric has always been to change the future rather than to predict it” (Hulme 2009, 347). This hinges on the notion of awareness being a sufficient factor to inspire action—if the true nature of the expected apocalyptic event is known,then we (collectively) will act to counter it. The question becomes one of communication to provide such awareness and understanding which form of communication would best deliver the information. This could be direct scientific communication or risk communication, speeches by authorities (in health, national security, or environmental ministries, for example), and the production of intergovernmental reports like those issued by the IPCC. It could also come in a more narrative form, be these nonfictional, trade books like those penned by Rachel Carson, or film documentaries like the one produced by Nobel Laureate Al Gore in An Inconvenient Truth (often studied alongside or in contrast to The Day After Tomorrow). Or they could be presented in fictional form, like those of either film or literature. As suggested in Chapter 1, this final literary form has been credited, in part, for moving the bar on a number of large-scale societal challenges—from civil rights, to nuclear proliferation, to environmental destruction.

Yet, in each of these situations there was a lot of information already present. In terms of the climate crisis, we have long been aware of the situation. One perhaps needs to question whether the rationale of fear has produced the motivation that it seems it would provide—and perhaps whether it ever has had that form of results. Awareness is useful to mitigate a lack of information, to allow scientists to address the problem, or to disseminate solutions when they are available. However, as Suzanne Moser concludes, “numerous studies show that … fear may change attitudes … but not necessarily increase active engagement or behaviour change” (Moser 2007, 70). This is true, as Hulme further suggests (2009, 348), not only in the face of climate change but also in many fields. This poses serious issues for Canavan’s (2012) argument presented above, or as Geal puts it, “for the rationalistic assumption that providing information about the disaster will lead to action to counter the disaster” (Geal 2021, 9). He also points to the stark terms of Richard Kerridge, who concludes that “awareness is not producing change” (2014, 363). If the rationale of the apocalyptic is to put us face-to-face with the consequences of our actions (as opposed to face-to-face with our destiny from the earlier iterations of the apocalypse), with the hopes that we will change our ways either in the present or in the post-apocalyptic future, then this is undermined by the studies of our own behavior. We, it seems, do not operate in rational ways in the face of crisis. The scientific studies that presuppose rational actors responding based on new, peer-reviewed, and properly vetted information do not seem to align with the studies of human behavior (more often the purview of disciplines in the social sciences and the humanities), which would perhaps better acknowledge the complexity of our responses. In the face of this in terms of environmental destruction, such as that found during our ongoing global climate crisis, Nicole Seymour describes this as a “deeply weird current moment—in which reports of immanent collapse inspire not robust environmentalist action but doomsday fatigue” (2012, 57). We are, perhaps, a less rational species than one might suppose.

One rationale for the use of the apocalyptic rhetoric is when it is combined with the description of the postapocalyptic future that falls in its wake. As Payne argues,


The world-building of postapocalyptic fiction is geared toward the production of narratives in which its protagonists can leave the polis behind and contrast the freedoms and capabilities they discover outside it with those they knew before. Its classic structure is a before-and-after story in which the characters, and vicariously the reader, experience the worlds of before and after in such a way that they can choose between them. (Payne 2020, 25–6)


In this way, one could suggest that the framing of fear leads the diegetic characters to act accordingly and thus model potential societal changes that would help us mitigate such disaster in future. We could then also extrapolate from these disastrous futures to change things in anticipation, essentially having the work function as a form of imagined future. This is most effectively done in what Baccolini and Moylan call the “critical dystopia” in which there remains a small utopian aspect in a group of survivors (often with an improved, or at least changed, outlook) who are able to continue on. They argue that “new critical dystopias allow both readers and protagonists to hope by resisting closure: the ambiguous, open endings of these novels maintain the utopian impulse within the work” (Baccolini and Moylan 2003, 7). This is present in much postapocalyptic fiction, including those often paralleled with climate change fiction such as J. G. Ballard’s The Drowned World, George Turner’s The Sea and Summer, and even Cormac McCarthy’s The Road. Each of these holds out hope for some of the population to continue after the destruction of much of the world’s population. As MacFarland, in her study of ecocollapse fiction, argues, “most fiction that situates itself in a climate-changed future also leans on the promise of species survival and social rebirth, typically signified by pregnancy or children” (MacFarland 2021, 12), with pregnancy and children representing the future hope for humanity, which we will discuss in Chapter 6. Without some sort of such scenario, the novel (film, story) otherwise lacks hope for human audiences, which presents a challenge in terms of motivation against the described catastrophic events. The focus would then be on fear as motivating factor, leading to avoidance of the end scenario, which only works if one deals with the associated trauma, as will be addressed in Chapter 7. MacFarland also addresses the opposite, the “very few examples of realistic ecocollapse fiction [which] demonstrate the opposite: the specter of climate change and the concomitant ecological collapse profoundly threaten the sovereignty of the human subject, so the post-apocalyptic scenario is one of human extinction not a rebirth of society” (MacFarland 2021, 13–14), a scenario which will be addressed in the cases in Chapter 3 in the discussion of the posthuman.

Andrew Milner argues that “SF, whether eutopian or dystopian, whether in print, film or television, is as good a place as any for thought experiments about the social effects of climate change” (Milner 2009b, 834). Though arguments are often presented as to the genre boundaries of science fiction, speculative fiction, utopias, and dystopias, it is sufficient to suggest that the thought experiments of this mode are the key factor to their usefulness. In order to be motivated to act to change our future, we have to be able to imagine its very existence—we have to be able to posit the future in order to see ourselves in an alternative. This point is also emphasized by Hulme, as he states, “I suggest we change our position and examine climate change as an idea of the imagination rather than as a problem to be solved” (Hulme 2009, 340).

I argue that fear is not a sufficient motivation, but that hope is also required. In order to find hope in the face of situations often described as apocalyptic, there are elements of trauma that must be processed in order to allow for the ability to change and the opening up to imagining a future—which I further discuss in Chapter 7.

We now turn to the two cases for this chapter, starting with Roland Emmerich’s (2004) film The Day After Tomorrow. We will discuss the film in terms of its apocalyptic framing, as well as its presentation in terms of scope, the use of an event, and the rhetoric of fear. This will be followed by a discussion of the Snowpiercer franchise along the same lines.


The Day After Tomorrow

The first case study the chapter focuses on is the climate change film The Day After Tomorrow, which was a commercial success and despite mixed critical reception remains in the cultural imaginary. There are a number of factors that a climate change film would need in order to demonstrate the climate crisis: filmmakers would need to account for the global nature of the changes, the accuracy of the effects, and the impact on the population. It also has to create a sympathy with specific characters so we are connected to the film. This produces a tension, which is hard to replicate. The chapter analyzes the narrative elements of the film, its use of scalar effects, consideration of its genre, and its use of specific narrative techniques including focalization and a focus on closure. We will consider its public and critical reception, focusing on how that affects its cultural and practical impact.

The Day After Tomorrow opened on Memorial Day weekend in 2004, achieving box office success earning 155 million dollars worldwide on opening weekend (second to Shrek 2), which was the biggest non-sequel opening weekend at the time (Gray 2004). According to Box Office Mojo, “director Roland Emmerich’s eco-epic took in an estimated $70 million at 3,425 theaters for its three-day Memorial frame, delivering the biggest opening ever for a disaster picture—eclipsing Emmerich’s own Independence Day’s $50.2 million” (Gray 2004). At the same time, the article gives its critical success a C+, which reflects the critical reception of the film still now after twenty years. Emmerich’s “eco-epic” was the first major Hollywood film to directly address global climate change, did so to great fanfare, and remains the most well-known and discussed film on this topic. It features prominently in Svoboda’s (2016) review of climate change cinema, and is listed in a recent article on empirical ecocritical studies into the effects of climate change cinema as its “first case study” into the matter (Shankman 2024, 4). Alexa Weik von Mossner also points to the contemporary, 2004, series of studies from which she concludes: “As a popular cli-fi film, The Day After Tomorrow seems to have been moderately successful, at least in the short run, in raising awareness for climate change risks among its audiences (across cultures), and it also seems to have encouraged some viewers to engage in personal, political and social action” (Weik von Mossner 2018, 135), and she points out the film’s legacy in teaching and its continued legacy for discussions of the climate crisis.

There is a lot of positive to say about the film—and it remains the film with the most name recognition in the genre, allowing it to continue to be a talking point to aid awareness on the topic (Weik von Mossner 2017, 160). The visuals are, in typical Emmerich fashion, stunning, and the effects of images like the cracks on the Larsen B Ice Shelf, the superstorms hovering over North America (viewed from the Space Station), and the iced-over Statue of Liberty cannot be underestimated. Geal states that “The Day After Tomorrow, in which a devastating ice age is caused by runaway climate change, is often used as the apogee of how big budget Hollywood films can address ecological issues” (Geal 2021, 6). This is in great part because it is a forerunner in the genre, remaining one of the few films that tackle climate change directly. Geal also concludes that “The Day After Tomorrow is atypical of all the other films … because it depicts natural disasters explicitly associated with global warming, rather than associated with climate change in a sublimated manner” (Geal 2021, 155). We are more likely to be aware of the vastness and scope of climate change if it is presented directly, than if it is a subtext to other factors and dramas (a point to which I will return in later chapters).

Yet, not everyone finds that the film has remained a success, on the criteria of moving the needle on climate change action—with critics on different sides of the question all finding points of contention. In a recent article in the LA Times discussing the representation of climate change in film, Sammy Roth noted that “Many people find doomsday stories such as ‘The Day After Tomorrow’ … depressing. And other potential viewers consider those types of productions political propaganda and want nothing to do with them” (Roth 2024, 4), which either way doesn’t suggest someone with a newfound will to act on environmental concerns. How does one account for this change? How does one reconcile this concern with Rob Nixon and Timothy Clark’s concerns about the representation of climate change? While I contend that The Day After Tomorrow does reasonably well in raising awareness of the issue (which recent studies support (Shankman 2024)), I suggest that some of the aspects of the film are counteractive to this message. These include the scalar effects in the film, the generic techniques the film plays into, and the narrative techniques of focalization and the use of closure. These play into the key factors of the apocalyptic narrative of scope, event, and the use of fear as a motivating factor presented above.

The film opens on the Larsen B Ice Shelf where paleoclimatologist Jack Hall (Dennis Quaid) and his team are taking core samples. In the few minutes they are on the ice, while the camera has a zoomed-in focus on the drill operator, a series of cracks open up. These cracks expand, rapidly, engulfing the drill and, if not for quick action by Hall, would have led to the immediate death of one of their party. This is followed by the heroic (or perhaps foolhardy) efforts of Hall to retrieve the core samples before the rift widened. The camera then pulls back, revealing the larger scale of the crack across the shelf itself, separating Larsen B from the main ice shelf and calving an iceberg described, later in the film, as the size of Rhode Island. This maps onto the collapse of this ice shelf in 2002, adding elements of verisimilitude to the film.

Geal notes that, in addition to the diegetic accounts of the characters, the film provides a different perspective:


The Day After Tomorrow also shows the spectator impending dangers that are unseen by any characters. The opening scene has a team of paleoclimatologists gathering data in Antarctica. A crack in the ice shelf threatens to pull them to oblivion, and this is first shown to the spectator, with a cut to an objective shot showing the ground with a crack beginning to emerge. (Geal 2021, 159)


This is important, as the framing of the story produces an effect of dramatic irony, in which the audience is given more information than the characters. With this opening, Emmerich both incorporates some verisimilar elements and includes exaggerated dramatic moments intended to engage the audience. The tension of the film is balancing a fictional (re)presentation of scientific possibilities with the dramatic tension demanded of the genre in which it operates.

The main premise of the film is that due to global warming and the melting of polar and glacial ice (in particular that found on Greenland) the North Atlantic Current will be interrupted, causing extreme weather events leading to a new Ice Age. This is developed from a scientific idea of abrupt climate change, but shifts the scale of what “abrupt” means from that of the scientific consensus (a matter of decades) to that of the cinematic. In fact, the film directly narrativizes this shift. In the conference in New Delhi, where Hall meets Dr. Rapson (Ian Holm), Hall presents his theory, derived from historical accounts of prior ice ages, that tipping points can be reached in times of global warming, which would trigger an Ice Age. This, based on the historic record, occurs cyclically. The difference between these prior scenarios and our own is the impetus for this variance—we know that the current rate of global warming is anthropogenic and happening at an accelerated rate. Recent studies indicate this could come sooner—even than the latest projections (and undermining the cyclical argument), perhaps before the end of the century (Ditlevsen and Ditlevsen 2023).

The Day After Tomorrow does not, however, operate on a scale of 100–1000 years, as Hall proposes. Rather, the timeline of the climate change is accelerated. When Hall presents the original research to the vice president of the United States at a conference, he is dismissed as alarmist and chastised for urging action when the event of climate change won’t happen for decades. Hall is urged to consider the impact on the economy. Later in the film with new research and modeling, the timeline is revised to six to eight months, then quickly corrected to six to eight weeks. Again, immediate political action is demanded, and dismissed. The vice president states, when confronted by Hall, “We are making all the necessary preparations for this storm” (Emmerich 2004). All this happens in roughly the first quarter of the film—with increasing tension and dramatic music to increase the urgency and produce an effect. The timeline is later again accelerated to seven to ten days, with much of the major effects being demonstrated in just the first two diegetic days (and compressed into the first hour of the film). The effect of this alteration is that we are provided with expectations that the climate crisis will be resolved in a week, and that it maps onto natural disasters. I argue that the representation of the speed of climate change is altered—aligning it not with the science but to fit narrative and filmic conventions. This uses scalar effects, as suggested by Clark (2015), to try to demonstrate the dangers of climate change within the confines of a narrative film (and one “only” two hours and four minutes long—much shorter than the Peter Jackson Lord of the Rings trilogies that had been so popular in their releases in 2001, 2002, and 2003).

Spatially, the global scale is demonstrated through attempting to depict multiple localized events internationally. The film does this by introducing snow in Delhi, in the background of a news report. It then presents a hailstorm in Tokyo—increasing the tension dramatically (this leads to injuries, if not deaths). This is then followed by reports of erratic weather in Los Angeles: hailstorms, followed by increasingly strong winds, then a series of visually dramatic tornadoes that destroy iconic parts of the city, obliterating the Hollywood sign, and taking out the Capital Records building. It also dramatizes the deaths of several news reporters we had been focalizing on for some time, adding to the affective engagement. As the film continues, the speed and severity of these instantiations increase until the final presentation of the superstorms encompassing all of North America in the final thirty minutes (or so) of the film.

While the spatial scale does show the anticipated challenges we face with climate change, increasing awareness in the audience of the scope and global nature of the climate crisis, the temporal scale is far less convincing. Not only does the film accelerate the scales of the effects from years to months to weeks to mere days, but the events in the film are also similarly sped up to accommodate the narrative traditions of this type of film. While climate change film is perhaps growing into a genre of its own—something Svoboda (2016) and Milner are not yet prepared to acknowledge—in 2004 there were not many films representing climate change. As Gray noted in the contemporary Box Office Mojo reporting, this film is understood as a disaster film, not a film representing climate change, and the comparison is made to Emmerich’s other major blockbuster film Independence Day from 1996. The disaster film, at the time, was in a peak, with a series of films in the genre produced in the 1990s. As Sophie Livesey argues in Film Matters, “the disaster film returned in the mid-1990s on a scale never seen before” in which she cites “films such as Independence Day (Emmerich 1996), Twister (De Bont 1996), Dante’s Peak (Donaldson 1997), Volcano (Jackson 1997), Armageddon (Bay 1998), Deep Impact (Leder 1998), and Godzilla (Edwards 1998)” (Livesey 2014, 71). The Day After Tomorrow follows this trendline and is read by its contemporary audience as a disaster film, applying the genre of the disaster to the climate change narrative.

The scale of a disaster, like the apocalyptic, implies an imminent event, rather than the immanent nature of climate change. Thus, it is an important generic component to compress the temporal scale to a very short scale—one in which elements of fear can be produced. By changing the concept of “abrupt” from the scientific to the dramatic scale, the film exploits an audience expectation of an event—something that can be narrativized and resolved within the scope of the film’s duration. This is presented in a series of episodes in the film.

There are four episodes that, in their building effects, reinforce the nature that this is an event that will be resolved, rather than the presentation of an imminent event that needs to be addressed urgently to forestall long-term consequences. These are the tornadoes in Los Angeles, the initial flooding in New York, the freezing event as both Dr. Jack Hall (and party) and his son, Sam (Jake Gyllenhal), and company (in separate locations) pass through the eye of the North America superstorm, and lastly the final image of the cleared storms seen from the space station. Each of these events presents dramatic scenes that are both instantiations of the effects of the climate crisis and points of tension in the film—including the affects on individual characters. While each episode includes major casualties, including individuals on whom the narrative focus had resided (at least in part), by presenting them in sequence with building dramatic tension, we are led to an ultimate conclusion and resolution at the end of the film. The first scene, mostly mediated through the news broadcast, but interspersed by vignettes of members of the news reporting staff, culminates with at least three major tornadoes seen over the skyline of Hollywood. Yet, after the major destruction, the tornadoes are seen waning in the background as the narrative focus moves away. The subsequent scenes that follow have a similar pattern. Sam and his party are able to survive the flooding incident in New York, which then subsides. Jack and Sam both survive the freezing temperatures associated with entering the eye of the superstorm—which becomes an event that also passes. Finally, the resolution of the film itself has the Earth correct itself—with all of the storms dissipating. Thus, despite the cataclysmic destruction of freezing of the Northern Hemisphere, shown in compelling images from the Space Station of North America and Europe, the disaster event ends—and people can move on, attempting to rebuild their lives in its aftermath.

This focalization on the stories of relatively few individuals is a typical filmic device, and also allows for the audience to form an affective connection to them and to their particular perspective. However, there needs to be a balance between this connection and the verisimilar in order to maintain the realistic effects to translate to motivation. There further needs to be an affective connection to the climate crisis itself, if that is to produce the motivating effect. There are two important scenes in which the timescales are manipulated for dramatic effect. Both of these scenes involve major protagonists and are connected to the focalization on particular individuals.

The first scene occurs on the steps of the New York Public Library, where Sam is guiding his friends to avoid the rapidly rising water. As Geal notes, this is another scene in which the camera gives a perceptual difference from the diegetic characters (Geal 2021, 163). While Geal focuses on Sam’s ability, from further up the steps, to see the impending wall of water hurtling towards them—making him rush after Laura (Emmy Rossum)—one should note that the audience has seen further evidence of the fast pace of the flooding, as the water takes out cars and buses and rushes around the buildings of Manhattan. Despite the speed of the water, Sam somehow has time not just to warn Laura but to run to her, guide her up the stairs and into the revolving doors before the water arrives. Others are not so fortunate—essentially sacrificing the realism of the scene to add dramatic tension to the underlying love story between Sam and Laura.

The second extended scene moves back and forth between Jack and his passed out associate Jason Evans (Dash Mihok), and Sam, Brian (Arjay Smith), and J.D. (Austin Nichols). As the superstorm passes over North America, the eye of the storm is focused on New York City, where both parties are outside. It had been made clear in the film that in the eye of the storm, the temperature drops rapidly and to such an extreme that people can be frozen in mid-action. This is dramatized in the film when three helicopters, sent to Balmoral to evacuate the British Royal Family, seize as the helicopters themselves ice up, and they crash land. We see one soldier attempt to leave the grounded helicopter and freeze immediately. Yet, despite both scientific and visual evidence, when the eye of the storm passes over the two parties, both Jack and Sam are able to manage to outrun the freezing temperatures—as the decreasing temperatures is presented approaching spatially, following both sets of protagonists until they reach the relative safety of enclosed spaces where they are in the presence of a moderate fire. This implausible temporal shift allows for a dramatic turn, and for both father and son (and all of their companions) to survive the worst of the superstorm.

As typical for the disaster film, not all characters are so fortunate. We dramatize the deaths of those who didn’t believe (for instance, the policeman who chooses to leave the library against the advice of Sam) or those who didn’t act quickly enough (e.g., the news reporter in LA). It isn’t indiscriminate, and those characters on whom the narrative mainly focused all survive. So, while there are other characters who did not survive (Dr. Rapson, Frank), this conforms to the disaster film convention and is thus seen as typical and acceptable by the audience. It does not change motivation to act but rather reinforces this as a typical Hollywood film. Jack’s improbable journey from DC to New York to successfully “rescue” Sam parallels use of a computer virus to upend the alien invasion in Independence Day. It works in the movies but is not meant to represent real-life scenarios.

The value of the apocalyptic framing, for a film like The Day After Tomorrow, would, conventionally, be to instill a sense in the reader that this is an object of fear. The fear would then motivate the audience to act to avoid the potential situation. This is then undermined by the final scene—in which the storms dissipate, and the astronauts on the Space Station exclaim, in looking down on Earth, “Have you ever seen the air so clear?” With the new president (formerly the disbelieving vice president) admitting that he was “wrong” and condemning the prior levels of resource consumption from the US refugee center in Mexico (an admitted upending of the immigration situation), there is nothing left for either the audience or the intradiegetic characters to do about the climate crisis; there are no motivating affects. The film, despite its apocalyptic framing, does not evoke such emotions in its audience.

So, what value does the apocalypse framing play for the film? In some sense, it provides a sense of catharsis. It allows the audience to work through their emotions about the possible destruction that the world would face in light of the erratic effects of the climate crisis—large-scale storms, extreme weather events, the destruction of major cities, and even the mass death of half of the US population (and most of Europe)—though that death is not visually demonstrated and thus does not play on our emotions. This is especially true in contrast to the affective engagement we have to individual characters—the father-son bonding of Jack and Sam Hall, the love story of Sam and Laura, the pathos driving story of cancer-stricken Peter nearly left behind if not for the intervention of Dr. Hall (Jack’s wife). In the end, the delivery of closure on those important personal stories actually undermines the climate story. The resolution of the reunion of Jack and Sam focuses on Jack restoring their estrangement from the beginning of the film rather than his journey from DC to NY having any meaningful import in either their rescue or in dealing with the climate crisis.

This is paralleled by the visuals in the film. The final scene, as Geal notes, shows Earth “restored to its Gaia-like benevolence” (Geal 2021, 181). This leaves Earth not just untouched but restored. The consequences of the apocalypse, while felt by millions, is not narrated at any scale, and the Earth is left unscarred. Everything is effectively resolved. That image gives the audience a “perceptual mastery over these threats” (Geal 2021, 185), but the resolution is not something that requires any action on the part of the audience. No action taken by characters in the film played a role in the resolution, so the perceived mastery is not helpful, as it quells the motivation.

It is to be noted that despite the presentation of the science in the diegetic frame of the story, there is no ultimate action taken to mitigate or process its results. The vice president not only rejects the scientists’ findings, but his proxy also denies increased resources that might prove convincing. Further action is then forestalled by the increasingly rapid timeline—undermining the argument for the audience that any action taken would have made an ultimate difference. This lack of modeling behavior in the film, I argue, diminishes the possible audience response. The main figure that believes Dr. Jack Hall, and acts accordingly, is his teenage son Sam, and that story is resolved as one of father-son bonding rather than on the scale of political will, further undermining the potential message.


Snowpiercer

We now turn to the second case study, the franchises of Snowpiercer (the graphic novel series, and both the film and the television adaptations). In so doing, the chapter contrasts the framing devices, scale and speed of the apocalypse, and the presentation of life in its aftermaths. In this subchapter, in contrast to the discussion of The Day After Tomorrow, both the apocalyptic and postapocalyptic narrative strategies can be discussed—with a focus not only on the crisis at hand but on its potential resolution moving forward. This is important for the discussion of scale—and for the narrative’s eventual impact.

Le Transperceneige was originally a French graphic novel series, with its first volume in 1982 and subsequent volumes produced in 1999 and 2000. A final volume in that original series was released in 2015, and there was an additional prequel series in 2019. These were later released in English (with two of the volumes being condensed into one). This was followed up by the critically acclaimed film by Bong Joon-ho in 2013, and subsequently a television series on TNT (and later AMC for the fourth season). The series is set on a long global-circulating train (1001 cars long), which contains a sample of human society class divided in the various train cars. The train’s perpetual movement facilitates living conditions on the train, keeping at bay the devasting effects of the worldwide cooling event that forms the apocalyptic backdrop. In each iteration, the majority of the tension is on the class divisions and resource scarcity—parallel to the global conditions under capitalism in the face of climate change.

The series is memorable, like The Day After Tomorrow, for its visual impact. The expanse of ice and the isolation of the train allow the postapocalyptic scenario to be more easily understood. The series starts in media res, only narrativizing the apocalypse in retrospect. This reflection doesn’t produce nostalgia—there is no longing for the days before boarding the train—but does provide an opening frame for the scale of the crisis which led to the train’s situation. In the original graphic novel, there is no description of the cause of the apocalypse—as told from the people in the train, and specifically those without privileged access to information, we are left dietetically in the dark. They speculate on the cause—suggesting it was man-made—“a bomb that destroyed the climate” with the scientists pushing back, noting that “we’ve never been sure about the cataclysm’s cause” (Lob 2014, 64–5). Some of the efforts of the sequels fill in this gap, and it is directly addressed in both the film and television series as a man-made catastrophe with global effects. In the latter, this is an attempt to combat the existing global warming effects, brought about through centuries of industrialization accelerated in the twentieth century, precipitating the need for a solution—however, the technological solution provided, in typical postapocalyptic style, backfires. This parallels the situation found in the case studies that make up Chapter 3.

While the cause is unknown, what is common across the series is the speed of the onset of the apocalyptic trigger. The narrative has the protagonist Proloff look back at the days of the train’s initial departure, a day he refers to as “a massacre” (Lob 2014, 17). Though the train had been prepared in advance, in anticipation of necessity (in this iteration) the train departs suddenly with a mad rush of people trying to board the train before its departure. For Proloff, he laments not being able to reach the first- or second-class cars and is only barely able to board the train in its final cars—the tail. After this description, both the film and television series adaptation adopt this framing—with a class division between those in the front of the train (often ticket holders, and granted privileges) and those that forced their way onto the train in its final cars—which were not designed for passengers (and resources were not provided in anticipation of their arrival). Yet, the necessity of the passengers boarding with urgency also highlights the presented speed of the apocalypse—the train needed to depart because the cataclysm was rapid and failing to depart might halt the train altogether. The television series dramatizes this to great effect as train engineer Melanie Cavil (Jennifer Connelly) starts the train even though her daughter is left behind.

The effect of this rapid departure is in how it frames the cataclysm as an event. As we discussed with The Day After Tomorrow, in the consideration of anthropogenic climate change this moves the scale from the immanent to the imminent—reducing the complexity of our climate crisis to parallel the disaster film. However, in the case of Snowpiercer, the focus is less on the apocalyptic and more on the postapocalyptic with a narrowing down on one of the acknowledged themes, the coming Ice Age (Svoboda 2016, 48). The postapocalyptic, as will be discussed further in Chapter 3, focuses on the aftermath of an apocalyptic event and how society is reformed in its wake. One challenge to that idea is that despite the confinement on the train, it is not clear that this is a sustainable long-term solution. Thus, the train journey itself functions as part of the cataclysmic event. The presented situation on the train does not reflect a new type of society—either the Hobbesian version of the state nature or the optimistic view of renewed hope in the wake of societal change (and a reduced global population), as anticipated in The Day After Tomorrow. While the endings vary, what is common in Snowpiercer is the containment to an event. That event either precedes or includes the journey on the train, but the scale of the climate crisis remains limited.

The franchise is also classified as dystopian. This is notable through the focalization, with both the original graphic novel and film starting its narrative from the tail and moving forward—thus, as Pesses notes, we share the perspective of the tail as our information is as limited as their position in the diegesis (Pesses 2021, 59). There are a number of dystopian elements, some of which refer to the presentation of biopolitics—especially the reduction of the population (in particular the lower classes) to functions of the train. This is perhaps most dramatized by the use of children, which scholars note in particular in Bong Joon-ho’s film version in which the reduction of children to mere replaceable cogs in furtherance of the machine (reminiscent of Atwood’s Omelas thought experiment). Andersen and Bjerggaard Nielsen argue this reduces them to mere resources (2018, 623–4). This use of children is also found in the television series, but not as directly reductive nor quite as brutally.

If one frames the series as a dystopia, the question is how that dystopia is presented. Lob’s initial volume of the graphic novel ends without a level of hope, with Proloff needing to contemplate releasing the tail of the train (and most of his friends) in order to save the remaining population from a viral outbreak. That scenario is not likely sustainable—as the train only functions with all of its components producing the necessary resources on board—no resources are available outside the locked room of Snowpiercer. Even Legrand’s sequels to the original 1982 graphic novel do not try to resurrect this timeline—rather presenting alternative trains which also are circumnavigating the globe hoping for the event to pass.

Yet, in the film and television versions, this dystopia is best understood using Baccolini and Moylan’s conception of the critical dystopia. This version leaves open a small utopian aspect at the end of the dystopian narrative—a version of survival for some. In Joon-ho’s film, this is represented by the final scene. After the revelation of Gilliam’s betrayal, Wilford’s death, and Curtis’s and Namjoong’s sacrifice Yona and Timmy are able to escape the wrecked train. In the distance, one can see a polar bear—which most critics agree represents a level of hope that life is once again sustainable outside of the train. This allows for the possibility for this unlikely intercultural pair to be the hope for the future of the human race, a small flicker of hope fifteen years after the extinction event. The TV series, in its latter seasons, replicates this trajectory, with the possibility of renewed life on the horn of Africa presented in season two, and its reality framing the end of season three and all of season four. While those events are not altogether positive, and do not represent the utopian vision that Andre Layton (Daveed Diggs) envisioned, it does remain an aspect of hope for the possibility (however remote) of a future.

The bulk of each vision produces a frame of fear, rather than one of hope. Dystopias, in their ascendence as the dominant form in the twentieth century, are often read as providing a warning of a situation to avoid—attempting to use fear to induce change. Here the minimization of the precipitous events that led to the global cooling scenario does not give the audience (reader, viewer) anything in particular to fear, and thus nothing to attempt to change directly. In fact, the rise in global temperatures only forms a faint backdrop to the incidents within each text—and even the cataclysmic events seem to be brought upon (where known) by the hubristic events of (unsympathetic) scientists who were attempting to combat its worst possibilities. There is no direct engagement with climate change, which I contend leads to a limited motivation to act directly against climate change’s long-term effects. The introduction of hope through the critical dystopia device is also extremely limited, with only a few iterations producing a tenuous possibility of post-train existence. What Snowpiercer does focus on is the life on the train—which serves as a useful proxy for society. This reduction in spatial scale allows for better understanding of the challenges we face globally—in terms of both social dynamics and divisions, but more saliently for this discussion in terms of resource consumption. This lack of resources and the consistently narrativized challenges to maintaining resources to sustain the last remaining human population (as far as one knows diegetically) works on the frame of fear—and at least can raise awareness to this aspect of the issue. However, I contend that by focalizing the story on the biopolitics and class dynamics, it downplays the environmental and climate message that form the backdrop to the story, limiting its potential to motivate meaningful change along those lines.


Conclusion

As Hammond and Breton note, political theorist Anthony Giddens in his The Politics of  Climate Change (2009, 228) argues that “Doomsday is no longer a religious concept, a day of spiritual reckoning but a possibility imminent in our society and economy” (Hammond and Breton 2014, 313). This uses the apocalyptic rhetoric in evaluating the political response to climate change. However, as Frank Kermode notes, “the End has perhaps lost its naïve imminence” though “its shadow still lies on the crises of our fictions; we may speak of it as immanent” (Kermode 2000, 6). That is how we need to think of the climate change crisis—as immanent—and this is why, as this chapter has discussed, the apocalyptic framing, including the reduction of the crisis to an event (or enclosed series of events) and its use of fear, undercuts the deeper understanding of the situation in which we find ourselves. At the same time, for literary, filmic, and televisual representations we need to affectively relate with the audience, which is often found in points of dramatic tension. As Timothy Clark notes, “the tragedy that climate change is not ‘interesting’ ” (Clark 2015, 175).

Audience motivation in this regard is interesting and seems to have moved. In 2004, studies conducted contemporarily with the release of The Day After Tomorrow in the United States (Leiserowitz 2004), UK, Germany, and Japan “demonstrated that the film itself had a significant impact on viewers’ climate risk perceptions” (Weik von Mossner 2017, 159). In light of this Alber and Takvorian conclude that it is “seen as depicting a possible future of ecological collapse that encourages its viewers to reflect about global warming” (Alber and Takvorian 2021, 172). Does this awareness of risk and reflection upon it translate into action? A later study (2015) conducted in the United States finds that “mounting evidence from across the behavioral sciences has found that most people regard climate change as a non-urgent and psychologically distant risk—spatially, temporally, and socially—which has led to deferred public decision making about mitigation and adaptation responses” (van der Linden, Maibach, and Leiserowitz 2015, 758), a study Weik von Mossner also refers to. The question then is how to best move audiences from increased awareness and reflection, to action.

Minster argues that “The role of ecocinema … is to lift us up to a point where we can see the challenges facing the planet, to raise our emotions, our identification with one another, our values, so that we can do as much as possibly can be done” (Minster 2010, 38). We need to see effects that are large, or scalable, in order to grasp the scale of the problem, as both case studies do effectively. As Mertens and Craps put it, “to understand climate change one needs to go beyond normal human experience” (2018, 136). Yet, this requires increased awareness and such an understanding needs to be paired with a motivating factor, and I argue through my readings of these cases that the apocalyptic does not provide that sense of motivation. We need local, focalized engagement with the effects of climate change, in which the affect is clearly tied to the climate.

Even recent examples of this engagement have had trouble encouraging engagement. Netflix’s Don’t Look Up was widely advertised, and had a star-studded Hollywood cast, and its story of an oncoming asteroid was presented as a proxy to the imminent threat of global climate change. It narrativized the ability for the dissemination of information, focusing on distributing that information to policymakers and legislators. However, one could argue that its comic undertones (not least in its presentation of planet B) undercut its argument and believability, even as it provided a parody of bad actors in the tech and political sector. Geal argues that “a change in the information contained within the ‘stories we live by’ is an insufficient driver of genuinely transformative thought and behaviour” (Geal 2021, 7), and a film like Don’t Look Up demonstrates, both in the diegesis and in its own (lack of) longevity in the cultural imaginary that simply giving the audience more information doesn’t necessarily lead to motivation to act. Perhaps rhetorical studies like Von Burg’s (2012) study might shed some light, or perhaps the empirical ecocritical projects like those led by Schneider-Mayerson might lead to answers, or demonstrate the societal shift in these issues in the past twenty years. Geal (2021, 8) points to a 2006 study (Lowe et al. 2006, 453), suggesting that some viewers are motivated but lack information on how to act. That deficit could be potentially breached through further scientific and communication—especially if narratives open up willingness and motivation. The use of information interdiegetically will be further addressed in Chapter 4.

In the subsequent chapter, we will move from the apocalyptic narrative to the posthuman narrative. Necessarily, this will include further discussion of the postapocalyptic. As Joyce notes, “although the apocalyptic and the post-apocalyptic are often lumped together, and they share certain common imagery, they have grown quite distinct from each other” (Joyce 2018, 51), with the latter “often morally ambiguous, dystopian, and told in formats that favour infinitely suspended narratives” (Joyce 2018, 51). We will consider whether those more open-ended types of narratives, on different scales than those which privilege the event, provide more motivation than does the apocalyptic. De Cristofaro asks, in her study of the postapocalyptic narrative, “What is at stake in the shift from narratives that uphold a teleological conception of history to narratives in which this utopian end is removed?” (De Cristofaro 2020, 2). The next chapter takes up that question, as well as discussing the role of narratives which move beyond a focus of humanity as we know it, or even humanity as such, in considering the posthuman future imaginary and its role for our motivation to act in response to our current global challenge of anthropogenic climate change.




 3The Posthuman Narrative


“He smiles. ‘Someday, perhaps, all people will be New People and you will look back on us as we now look back at the poor Neanderthals’ ” (Bacigalupi 2009, 358). This suggestion by Gibbons, at the end of The Windup Girl, looks forward towards a time in which the windups—biomechanical inventions with more-than-human abilities—could outcompete the vestiges of humanity in a posthuman world. This chapter considers this narrative—narratives of the posthuman—and how those narratives allow us to conceive of the future in a world in which anthropogenic climate change is a reality. In so doing, it discusses the efficacy of the posthuman narrative in providing motivation to grapple with climate change in a meaningful way. This chapter analyzes two such posthuman narratives, considering the application of technology to “natural” crises, focusing on the award-winning and highly acclaimed novels The Windup Girl and Oryx and Crake. Each of these novels also interacts with the apocalyptic and postapocalyptic, but the effects of the stories are broader and more far-reaching than in the traditional disaster scenario.

The posthuman narrative contemplates the limits of the human—postulating how we conceive of ourselves beyond, or after, the limitations of our species, our technology, and our environment. Versions of this narrative include an imagination of the future in which we are not limited to our current biological reality, but also imagine a world in which we are more in harmony with our environment, nonhuman others, and each other. This is also a common trope in climate change fiction, providing the reader with a postulated future and exploring the future possibilities of moving beyond our current conceptions of reality.

Not all of the stories in a world undergoing anthropogenic climate change are necessarily framed as disastrous. There are many stories which are technopositive, in which we trust in breakthroughs in engineering, biology, chemistry, and other advancements in science to solve problems which have been labeled wicked or super-wicked (with the negative connotations those appellations include). One of those narratives, the transhuman, considers the limit between our bodily reality and technology to be arbitrary and limiting. That narrative presupposes the belief that with enough applied technology the world’s problems can be solved and leads to a trust in technological solutions. This is often presented in real-life attempts to offer solutions to global crises, including in the ongoing discussions of climate mitigating efforts in which reducing carbon emissions or successful carbon capture will be facilitated by yet unknown advancements in technology.

As Gebauer notes,


Anthropocene fiction can function as a sophisticated and effective model for the world: not only does it warn readers of possible consequences of anthropogenic climate change, but it also helps them, in a surprisingly illustrative way, to visualize the inconceivable notion of the posthuman. Climate change novels hence shine a light on the central function of literature and art, that is, to make the unimaginable imaginable and even representable. (Gebauer 2022, 120)


Gebauer concludes that the posthuman narrative (at least in a teleological form she seems to prefer) is lacking, but that the world-building elements allow us to become more aware and thus able to imagine the posthuman future she describes (and that we could be facing), arguing for its use in increasing awareness or understanding, but not necessarily in increasing motivation to avoid falling into this situation (or, importantly, following Hulme, how to do so).

A corollary to the apocalyptic narrative, which we discussed in the prior chapter, is the story of what happens after the event—does the world recover and rebound, or does the world revert to a prior stage of human development, lacking the trappings of technology or development that we call civilization? Novels and stories that focus on this element evoke the postapocalyptic narrative, literally framing a world in the wake of world-changing, era-ending events. It provides a means of imagining the future—a future beyond the catastrophes we predict facing if we continue on the path that we are on.

There have been many versions of the postapocalyptic, from those that predict an end to civilization to those that allow for a reshaping of society to posit a better future for those remaining. There are utopian and dystopian possibilities. There is the model of the biblical flood in which the evils of the world are washed away for humanity to start anew and providing a new basis for society, leading to the potential of a utopian ideal society. There are also darker models, in which the advancements of humanity—through technological advancement run amok, or our inability to understand the consequences of our interaction with our environment—lead to disastrous consequences which do not seem to have a solution, depicting a world which we must simply endure.

Literary narratives, especially of the past fifty years, have tended rather towards a dystopian future instead of a utopian outlook that one would anticipate from the technopositive applications. Since the end of the golden age of science fiction, and perhaps as late as the advent of cyberpunk in the 1980s, future worlds have been presented showing the aftermaths of what happens when technology fails us—from robotic takeovers in The Matrix to revengeful nature narratives like The Swarm. At the same time, the dystopias are not always presented without measure of hope for the future, as with the case of On the Beach discussed in Chapter 1, but some provide a proposed utopian possibility if only for some.

This chapter will proceed by discussing the postapocalyptic narrative, and its relationship with dystopian and utopian possibilities within it. In this discussion, the chapter will focus on the presented goals of such a narrative, their use of time, and the scale on which they operate. This will follow with a discussion of the posthuman. The consideration of the nonhuman and the hybrid creature, as well as the ethics of moving past the human—considering the posthuman not only from the technological “transhuman” frame but also from critical posthumanism’s sense of decentering humanity from the debate—will be featured. Finally, there will be a discussion of the audience for these narratives—and which types of narratives I propose tend to motivate the reader. This will include a discussion of both affect and scale, as well as the implications of narratives of fear, as discussed in the previous chapter, and narratives of hope. As we then discuss the cases, we will ask the question of whom the narratives focalize on, what is meant to be feared, and by whom, and what kind of hope is provided and again for whom, and how we perceive and process the losses endured.


The Postapocalyptic Narrative

As Trexler argues, “much of climate fiction follows the same pattern, warning readers of an impending disaster, as if all the effects of rising greenhouse gas levels can be reduced to a single tsunami” (Trexler 2015, 25). This reflects the frame of the previous chapter which dealt with the apocalyptic, examining how narratives which reduce effect to a cataclysmic event collapse our consideration of the scale of larger temporal problems—those Morton calls hyperobjects—to something that can be overcome in the course of a single story. Trexler further argues that “more sophisticated novels incorporate both economics and ecology, describing climate change as a longer transformation of the terms of human life” (Trexler 2015, 25). The more sophisticated novels Trexler refers to often fall into the category of the postapocalyptic, which narrativizes what happens after the event for those that are able to survive the “end of the world.” They postulate not only that there are survivors but provide a model for how one sees life framed in its wake—either in a utopian ideal or a dystopian wasteland.

Gerry Canavan, in a study of one of our two case studies, talks about the transition, in ecocritical circles, from the focus on the apocalyptic to that of the postapocalyptic as a motivating condition. He notes that “apocalypse (especially eco-apocalypse) is increasingly the frame we use for imagining an end to capitalism, precisely because (after the ‘end of history’) we can’t imagine any other possible way for it to end” (Canavan 2012, 139). The postapocalyptic then is an attempt by writers to try to stage these future imaginaries. Canavan cites Frederic Jameson’s famous adage from Seeds of Time—“It seems to be easier for us today to imagine the thoroughgoing deterioration of the earth and of nature than the breakdown of late capitalism” (Canavan 2012, 138)—to argue how difficult it is to create a narrative that truly depicts an altered social structure—a structure that has been normalized and distributed (through colonization) across the globe and framed as universal and inevitable—even as the apex of progress.

One of the most positive aspects of the literary, I argue, is the ability for a novel to present us with the different possibilities—to suggest alternative models for society or to imagine our reactions to different circumstances. This is true of all sorts of genres of literature, not only that of speculative fiction (where it is most acknowledged) including, as we will discuss in the subsequent chapter, in the literary realist novel. It allows us to consider not just alternatives but the future possibilities if we simply continue down the path that we are on. In a 2003 interview, which Bouson draws our attention to, Atwood suggests her literary text “invents nothing we haven’t already invented or started to invent. Every novel begins with a what if, and then sets forth its axioms,” and in discussing one of our case studies, Oryx and Crake, asks “What if we continue down the road we’re already on? How slippery is the slope? What are our saving graces? Who’s got the will to stop us?” (Bouson 2004, 140). The imaginative potential is also the reason why Canavan, among others, argues that a shift from a focus on the apocalyptic to narratives of the future—both utopian and dystopian—is a positive development. He notes that while Buell advocated the position that “apocalypse is the single most powerful master metaphor that the contemporary environmental imagination has at its disposal” (285) it was “Greg Garrard (among others) who has replied by noting the fatal internal contradiction of the politics of apocalypse: ‘Only when we imagine the planet has a future are we likely to take responsibility for it’ (107)” (Canavan 2012, 155). Garrard’s position indicates one way to move beyond the destabilizing effects of the narrative of fear—associated with the apocalyptic—and provides some notion of hope for the world after “the end of days,” namely by placing ourselves in a position of responsibility for that future. The question then arises whether the future imaginaries of the postapocalyptic position the reader to take that responsibility, to motivate them to act accordingly to meet the challenge of global climate change.

Mark Payne, in his study of the postapocalyptic, argues that in this genre the author needs to speculate on which forms of government or social organization need to be dramatized. Often the postapocalyptic includes, as a result of the triggering apocalyptic event, a reduction of civilization in terms of population but also the trappings of modernity—technology, resources, accustomed lifestyle. If this is done in a utopian vein, there is a presupposition that this reduction is of benefit to mankind. He suggests that


to operationalize the speculative anthropology of postapocalyptic fiction for the recovery of human capabilities, there must be trust that literary staging can in fact give access to the relationship between occupation and mentation in the forms of life it imagines—a willingness to entertain the belief that the optimal form of our human future is discoverable in the past as lived experience and that it can be reinhabited as such. (Payne 2020, 76)


This has been presented at various stages of human development and, as Payne goes on to argue, depends on the author’s preferences, as “it is of course the author herself who decides on the event and its stopping point, and the particular set of human capabilities whose staging they allow” (Payne 2020, 76). With a utopian outlook, this gives humanity a chance to reset at a previous stage of civilization (again assuming a teleological framing) or alternate social structure that assumes society has learned from the pitfalls from before the apocalypse and consequently organizes differently. With a more dystopian lens, it can highlight the potential shortfalls of each of these potential stopping points, and through that cautionary tale provide the reader insight into what society values in the future. The choice of timeline or organization can be crucial to the efficacy of the postapocalyptic to provide the motivation to deal with climate change, as that requires some connection to the contemporary effects. We must also consider, as both of our case studies also do, for whom these possibilities are best suited—whether that is all of humanity or only a select segment of it (the wealthy, the connected, or the population of a particular geography, race, or creed), or whether this includes the nonhuman in our future imaginaries as well, as Sune Borkfelt and I have argued elsewhere (Borkfelt and Stephan 2022; Stephan and Borkfelt 2022).

It is also true that part of the staging of this postapocalyptic is the notion of forgetting—through the temporal scale presented in developing the postapocalyptic. Although some postapocalyptic stories stage both the apocalyptic event as well as the aftermath—such as Emily St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven, George Turner’s The Sea and Summer (which I have discussed elsewhere; Stephan 2021), and arguably Snowpiercer (which was discussed in the previous chapter focusing on its apocalyptic elements)—others focus solely on the wake of the event, providing information on the triggering cataclysm through stories, artifacts, and flashbacks. Texts like Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, the film Waterworld, and even Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale present the postapocalyptic future as dystopian, only presenting the event and previous life as memories. Payne, in his reading of Richard Jeffries’s early-twentieth-century postapocalyptic story After London, notes that that story places the apocalyptic event in “a past that is impossible to locate as distant or proximate—either to ourselves or to its characters” (Payne 2020, 80). This is arguably true for both Bacigalupi and Atwood’s novels, placing them seemingly in the distant future. In such stories, the notion of forgetting is important diegetically for the characters to develop forward and deal with their environment—rather than holding onto a previous life and the hope for a restoration of the way things were. While the use of time in both Bacigalupi and Atwood in particular will be returned to later in the chapter, I want to suggest that this temporal component in the postapocalyptic is critical in understanding the efficacy of the postapocalyptic to motivate action in dealing with anthropogenic climate change. If the scale is too large or distant, from the reader’s own experience, it becomes difficult to produce the affective connection to the climate change element of these stories, diminishing the capacity for motivation.

While utopia and dystopia are often considered from a social framework, considering the organization of society in the wake of the cataclysmic trigger, in consideration of climate change the environmental consequences of the frame are particularly relevant. This is specifically important in stories, as in our two case studies, that also deal with the posthuman. Scott posits a particular strain of dystopia, the ecocritical dystopia, in which “the changes are also meant to inform our sense of place and environment, are tangibly extrapolated forward from a present moment in the real world” (Scott 2022, 212–13). Scott’s description need not be limited to the near future, but that temporal consideration is an important factor for the reader.

The other important factor for understanding the efficacy of the postapocalyptic is the tone. The dystopian is typically characterized by its dark and foreboding nature, contrasted with the development of a utopian ideal. This is the concern of authors like Kim Stanley Robinson when he claims that dystopias are “too easy” and that they end up being a “kind of pornography of despair” (Gladstone 2020) in an interview on WNYC. Yet, not all authors find this to be a dichotomy. Roman Bartosch importantly points to the postapocalyptic narrative’s potential to move beyond the binary. He argues that “the critique usually brought forward against dystopian narratives—namely, that the sense of immediate danger and the threatening tone contain black-and-white thinking and a claim for transhistorical truths—is countered by the meta-commentary the texts provide on what I called the ‘postnatural grey’ ” (Bartosch 2013, 258). Bartosch argues for a larger meaning in presenting something as dystopian, as long as that becomes an exercise in presenting an alternative future, which he sees in his case studies. Rather than merely critical (however much value there is in simply providing a critique) this form of dystopia can suggest possibilities, even if the goal of such possibilities is to open up the conversation of what our future can look like if we alter our present sufficiently.

Bartosch’s “postnatural grey” contains elements of what Margaret Atwood has called “ustopia,” which Bauer characterizes as “neither a utopian vision of an ideal society nor its dystopian opposite, but rather contains latent versions of both” (Bauer 2024). The application of a purely negative projection or an idealized version of the future presents the world as more simplistic than reality suggests, and while that simplification can be useful in drawing stark contrasts and moral distinctions it also flies in the face of much literary scholarship. The novel, or any long-form prose narrative, often contains multiple threads, characters, points of view, and focalizations. I argue that the novel is the best suited to provide a narrative that can motivate readers to act to combat climate change, and the simplification of these narratives (as we discussed in the framing of the apocalyptic in the previous chapter) can derail such motivation.

This important theoretical concept of the ustopic will be referred to later in relationship to both of our case studies, framing part of the discussion of both Atwood and Bacigalupi’s novels. Another important consideration of the dystopian narrative is the use of the critical dystopian concept discussed in the previous chapter. Notably, both presented case studies contain utopian and dystopian elements, and that dynamic is important in their interpretation. The concept of critical dystopia, as theorized by Baccolini and Moylan, considers the utopian “out” for the potential survivors of the apocalyptic cataclysm as presented in the postapocalyptic wake. In considering the critical dystopian element, an important factor will be how the utopian impulse is presented, and for whom—and importantly who is consequently left behind, which will also feature in the analysis of these cases.


The Posthuman Narrative

In her study Gebauer argues that “the typical setting of these climate change novels thus constitutes what I will describe as a posthuman environment—that is, a space that gradually obliterates humanity while still being affected by its previous actions” (Gebauer 2022, 104), in which she links the postapocalyptic and the demonstrated consequences for the environment with its effects on the population therein—both human and nonhuman.

Gebauer reads postapocalyptic climate change fiction broadly, including anything that shows the consequences of effects that could come from anthropogenic climate change whether clearly “natural” or “anthropic” in origin. Thus, “natural” disasters that effect the postapocalyptic population are also treated as effects of climate change due to its erratic effects.

One of the most important factors in considering the postapocalyptic is the consideration of who survives the cataclysm. In looking at Atwood’s trilogy, Gerry Canavan notes that “we quickly come to understand that Snowman is living after the end of the world” (Canavan 2012, 140). In one way, this simply defines the postapocalyptic but as Jimmy/Snowman is, in his mind, the last human, it also forces us to consider this as an example of the posthuman narrative. The phrase “after the end of the world” reinforces a teleological reading of the novel, implying (still) that the posthuman is a continuation, improvement even, on the progressive trajectory of man. This is, in contrast, to a cyclical vision of history (Giambattista Vico, for example), which would suggest that the “end” is just a fading out of one group to be replaced, for a time, by another—more in keeping with Darwin than evolutionary criticism would like to imply.

The posthuman itself is a fraught term with multiple strands and definitions. This stems from both parts of the word—how we define the human and how we define the prefix “post” in relation to it. Some iterations of the term “posthuman” find this an inevitable and sought after circumstance, which again follows the teleological line that “human” is a transitional phase to be overcome and improved upon. This is the view of philosopher Nick Bostrum, who defines “a posthuman as a being that has at least one posthuman capacity,” which is in turn defined as “a general central capacity greatly exceeding the maximum attainable by any current human being,” notably in terms of health span, cognition, and emotion (Bostrum 2008). This view is agnostic on the idea of how this capacity is developed—whether it requires technological enhancement or is made without specific bodily alterations. Other views, like that of N. Katherine Hayles, look at the posthuman along different lines—focusing on the development without falling into Cartesian dualism. She argues that “the posthuman view privileges informational pattern over material instantiation, so that embodiment in a biological substrate is seen as an accident of history rather than an inevitability of life” and goes on to argue that both the human body and technological apparatuses are simply means to express our intelligence. The body, in this view, is “the original prosthesis we all learn to manipulate” (Hayles 1999, 2–3), and the posthuman view allows for the integration with our “human” intelligence with intelligent machines, building upon long-standing speculative fictional versions of artificial intelligence and arguing for not only their future presence but also their desirability. This view isn’t strictly based on new machine-based technology. She goes on to argue that “whether or not interventions have been made on the body, new models of subjectivity emerging from such fields as cognitive science and artificial life imply that even a biological unaltered Homo sapiens counts as posthuman. The defining characteristics involve the construction of subjectivity, not the presence of nonbiological components” (Hayles 1999, 4). Yet, even in these versions of the posthuman it is still not possible to erase the human inherent in their formulation.

Hayles’s formulation is now generally considered as part of a strand of critical posthumanism, along with such theorists as Badmington, Braidotti, and Cary Wolfe. This formulation is generally less optimistic about technology and is critical of the centering of the human, and particularly the human mind, as the center and driving force. They rather view the human (as much as it is possible to articulate that clearly as a concept) as entangled and interconnected with other, nonhuman entities. Herbrechter et al. argue that this version of the posthuman narrative questions the “idea that humans share a universal ‘nature’ or a species identity (an essential ‘humanity’); that they are ‘exceptional’ and radically different from (other) animals, on the one hand, and from machines,on the other; and that they are ultimately ‘free’ subjects who can determine their own history above (the rest of) nature” (2022, 7). That vision becomes visible in our case studies, in which hybrid entities—through combinations of both human and nonhuman biological beings (such as Atwood’s pigoons or Bacigalupi’s cheshires) or those made possible through the use of technology (like the Bacigalupi’s New People)—challenge the notions of humanity’s central place in evolution or the future imaginary of the posthuman/postapocalyptic narrative.

The world within these novels, set in the distant future, reflects Donna Haraway’s description of our now recent past, arguing that “by the late twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids” (Haraway 1991, 150). Valeria Mosca suggests this includes the ideas that “barriers between humans, animals, nature and machines are crumbling; different forms of life co-evolve and shape one another. Identities are far from being fixed—on the contrary, they develop partial, ever-changing connections defined by Haraway as ‘choreographic ontologies’ (Haraway 2003: 8)” (Mosca 2013, 49). Concepts like Haraway’s are extremely useful in understanding the entangled nature of our relationship with the environment and all of its inhabitants, and should form an important element of our response to global climate change.

However, I argue that the posthuman narrative has challenges in motivating readers—human readers—to act to work against global climate change. Not only are many posthuman narratives staged in the future, in particular in the postapocalyptic future, this is especially true for those that explicitly stage hybrid creatures—both human/nonhuman animal (or plant) and human/technology. Due to the scale, and the distance thus presented from our current era, it displaces the motivation that readers might otherwise feel to a distant frame. This, in turn, allows the reader to either stage this as a hypothetical reality that may or may not come to pass—and thus need not provide motivation for urgent change—or to dismiss this as simply fantasy and so unrealistic and implausible to allow it to fade into mere entertainment, losing its motivating potential. Furthermore, in consideration of the audience, the question becomes what the dominant mode of the tale ends up being. Can the reader, the human reader, see themselves in the types of society that the posthuman narrative provides? If the reader cannot see a future for themselves, one which parallels the ending of the novel, they are not likely to be motivated into immediate change. That type of presentation requires enough of a cautionary tale for us to need to provide corrective action to avoid the dystopian nature of the postapocalyptic and posthuman scenario—a condition which replicates the critique of the apocalyptic from Chapter 2.

This chapter will now turn to the case studies, to consider how each of the two novels uses the postapocalyptic and posthuman narrative structures and to what effect. We will first consider Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, with some reference to the remaining two volumes of the trilogy. In this we will consider the logic of Crake in dealing with (and causing) the cataclysm at the center of the novel, the emergence and importance of various posthuman, hybrid beings (pigoons, wolvogs, Crakers), and the scale of the presentation of the novel and its distance—both chronological and in affective terms—from the reality of the reader. This will be followed by a discussion of Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl, which will have a similar trajectory. It will consider the scale of the novel, the creation of hybrid entities (and the need for them) from plant species and crops, to nonhuman species (intentionally created or not, in their “intended” niche or not), and the creation of a potentially posthuman population at the end of the novel.


Oryx and Crake

The first case study, Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, forms part of a trilogy of novels (with The Year of the Flood and MaddAddam) set in the same universe. The three novels function as “simultanequels” (a term coined by Atwood herself to describe the phenomenon) as they describe the same general timeline from different points of view (Snyder, quoted in Sheckels 2013, 94). I will focus primarily on the initial novel but draw a few conclusions from the series as a whole. The discussion will hone in on only a few elements of the complex novel: who the narratives focus on, what is meant to be feared (and by whom) or hoped for (and by whom), and how we perceive and process the losses endured. In so doing, we will be discussing the novel’s use of the scale/time, its (post)apocalyptic frames, and the use of the posthuman.

Atwood’s trilogy is often cited as climate change novels, and indeed features climate change in the story. Andrew Milner notes that “global heating” is present as a “mise en scene right from the beginning of  Oryx and Crake” (2020, 20) and notes early passages related to the effects of climate change in the setting. However, Wright notes that “despite the fact that Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy is almost always listed in mainstream media discussions of cli-fi, climate change and the damages it has caused are treated more as background information than as actual immediacies in need of attention” (2020, 108), which can have implications for its motivating potential. Phillips also brings our attention to Atwood’s treatment of climate change. He notes that Atwood’s novels explore a range of topics, including “climate change, mass extinction, genetic engineering, globalization, cultural decadence, industrial modernity’s failings and—in the face of all these things—the possibilities for environmental resistance” yet at the same time mentions that “Atwood is more interested in the effects than in the causes and mechanisms of climate change” (Phillips 2018, 49–50). The complexity of the novel is part of its appeal—it speaks directly into how interconnected we are with our environment and the consequences of any changes, such as those initiated by title character Crake, for our society. Each of the topics Atwood explores in the novel is important and points to large-scale, hyperobject level problems that need to be addressed urgently and form part of the impetus of environmental resistance movements. Yet, that complexity also makes it challenging to point to it as a call to action, especially for climate change directly.

The question of the novel’s intention and its reception can also be raised. Rozelle notes that many reviewers framed the novel as an apocalyptic tale and notes that “reviews of Oryx and Crake foreground apocalyptic alarm with titles like ‘The End is Nigh’ (New Statesman), ‘Grave New World’ (Ms.), and ‘Bad News’ (Canadian Literature)” (Rozelle 2010, 2).

Dillon agrees, arguing that


Oryx and Crake can thus be read as a cautionary tale, an imaginative warning against what could very readily happen. Writers such as McKibben and Buell amply and ably remind us that the fate of humankind rests on the ability of writers such as Atwood to stir people’s imaginations such that a sense of crisis becomes imminent rather than remaining merely immanent. (Dillon 2018, 60)


This view situates Atwood’s initial novel (if not the entire series) in the apocalyptic frame we discussed in the previous chapter. As I argued there, imminent dangers (especially those that function as hyperobjects) do not motivate the readers, and while acknowledging the immanent nature of climate change might motivate change over time, we need to act now.

Yet, despite those readings of the apocalyptic framing, Oryx and Crake is quite complicated structurally. It not only opens in a postapocalyptic scene—an isolated last man scenario after the end of the world—but also stages, through flashbacks and nostalgic reflections, both the time immediately prior to the described cataclysm and the already occurring climate change of that preapocalyptic frame. Bouson highlights Atwood’s focalization and the geographical setting. “Setting her novel on the east coast of the United States, Atwood describes the future world through the experiences of her central character, Jimmy-Snowman, who, according to Atwood, is born around 1999 and is twenty-eight when he finds himself inhabiting the post-catastrophe and posthuman world engineered by his genius-scientist friend, Crake” (Bouson 2004, 140). This timeline places Snowman’s birth only shortly before the publication of the novel itself (2003) and thus stages many of his nostalgic reflections in the era of the reader. This can, as I argue in Chapter 6, help to collapse the scale of the story to something comprehensible for the reader, and yet even his recollections describe a world which is dystopian. For instance, he reflects on his mother’s laments:


There were the things his mother rambled on about sometimes, about how everything was being ruined and would never be the same again, like the beach house her family had owned when she was little, the one that got washed away with the rest of the beaches and quite a few of the eastern coastal cities when the sea-level rose so quickly, and then there was that huge tidal wave, from the Canary Islands volcano. (Atwood 2003, 71)


There are few instances of any affective connections to this past narrative, with much of the emotional impact of Jimmy’s story retained in the postapocalyptic timeline of the novel. The reader is not presented with any affective attachment to climate change itself. Phillips argues that “in Oryx and Crake, Atwood treats climate change as if it were a matter of course” (Phillips 2018, 50). I argue that climate change and its consequences become the background (deep background even) to the stories that she tells in the trilogy, which focus on posthuman developments, and possibly form a critical dystopia for (posthuman) successors such as the Crakers and pigoons. As she does not directly engage with climate change, and treats it as a fait accompli—something that is not confronted and thus becomes the future past—we thus need not feel motivated to confront or challenge it or the conditions that led to it.

This framing of the scale and time frame of the novel are also important for understanding the motivating potential of the postapocalyptic frame and the overall posthuman narrative in Atwood’s trilogy. Bouson argues that “in the complex structure of her multi-layered novel, as Atwood deftly interweaves the post-catastrophe experiences of her character, Jimmy-Snowman, with his memories of his pre-catastrophe past, she counterposes the fully elaborated story of Jimmy with that of Crake, who remains somewhat opaque and therefore something of a textual enigma” (Bouson 2004, 142). This observation highlights the challenges for the reader, as we focalize through a main character who shares with us an outsider position to the catastrophe—someone not in a position to cause or control either the cataclysmic events or any meaningful response. The dual positioning does allow for us to come to some understanding of how we arrived in the postapocalyptic scenario that Snowman finds himself in, but not the underlying motivations for Crake’s actions, which are presented as the direct cause. In fact, we have a contrast between the rapidly acting virus and the slow violence of the environmental collapse in the nostalgic timeline in which Jimmy (Snowman) and Glenn (Crake) are still childhood friends. The rapid nature of the virus is highlighted by Snowman in his searches of the area:


Then, in smaller, fainter letters, Call clinic … The ballpoint pen is still on the paper, as if dropped from a slackening hand: it must have come suddenly, right then, the sickness and the realization of it both. Snowman can picture the guy figuring it out as he looked down at his own moving hand. He must have been an early case, or he wouldn’t still have been worrying about his lawn. (Atwood 2003, 274)


The rapid onslaught of the virus—caused by Crake—is in contrast to Snowman’s nostalgic reflections on the climate change that preceded both his and Crake’s lives. The drowning of Harvard (Atwood 2003, 203), the sweeping away of Santa Monica, and the flooding of Venice Beach (Atwood 2003, 168–9) are arguably presented as rapid. This is arguably made possible, in the novel, as a development from systemic collapse, which, while she presents it briefly, happens over the course of Jimmy’s childhood—“the coastal aquifers turned salty,” “the northern permafrost melted,” “vast tundra bubbled with methane,” “drought in the midcontinental plains regions went on and on,” and “the Asian steppes turned to sand dunes,” which led to less food (meat in particular) and the consumption of pigoon meat which Jimmy found problematic (as it already, for him, crossed a human/nonhuman line) (Atwood 2003, 27). Yet, that seems to have more affective impact on Jimmy’s ethics moving forward—especially in the treatment of the posthuman and hybrid populations—than it does in forefronting a reaction to the slow violence of climate change.

Crake’s “solution” for the overpopulation of the planet, and the environmental destruction, also overshoots the mark and has global consequences. “The BlyssPluss Pill would also act as a sure-fire one-time-does-it-all birth control pill, for male and female alike, thus automatically lowering the population level. This effect could be made reversible, though not in individual subjects, by altering the components of the pill as needed, i.e., if the populations of any one area got too low” (Atwood 2003, 347). The possibility of regulating the effects is arguably the closest the novel comes to acknowledging that part of the world’s population needs to be specifically protected. Otherwise, the only protected populations, those that manage to not live in the pleebands, were the elite or wealthy. Yet, despite Crake’s demonstrated intelligence and even the introduction of the balancing ideas of Oryx, the solution proves to be devastating—wiping out the global population with the JUVE (Jetspeed Ultra Virus Extraordinary) virus (Atwood 2003, 398). The novel even speculates that “maybe there are other countries, distant countries, where the people may have escaped—New Zealand, Madagascar, Patagonia—places like that” (Atwood 2003, 321), but we learn later that it reaches such isolated places, with news reports noting, “This just in. The JUVE killer virus has broken out in Fiji, spared until now” (Atwood 2003, 398, emphasis in original). Essentially, in the postapocalyptic frame of the novel’s present the time scales collapse to being unrealistically rapid while doing so on a global scale. This reduces the plausibility of these effects and thus renders them less motivating for the reader. Bartosch argues that “since Atwood’s dystopia can be linked to the experiences of the readership, her vision implies the urgency to react—the terrifying processes the novel is concerned with have already begun, and the necessity is there to react now. At the same time, the novel presents a vision of timelessness that contradicts the message of urgency” (Bartosch 2013, 224). I agree with the second part of this statement and further argue that the framing of the past, nostalgic timeline—even if those effects describe events that are happening in our lifetimes—displaces even the urgency that Bartosch sees for the reader. Crake’s action, taken by a madman many years in the future, hardly seems to be the inevitable consequence of our position and, in not directly dealing with the effects of climate change until much social change has already happened, diminishes the urgency to act “now.”

That assessment is also partially aligned with how to view the novel—as an attempt at providing a utopia, as a dystopia (or critical dystopia), or as Atwood’s own formulation of the “ustopia,” which acts as both. In the assessment, asking “for whom” that assessment is meant is important, and more so if we are concerned about the potential of the novel to motivate current change for the readership. Bahrawi suggests that


while cast within a dystopic mould, the first two MaddAddam novels encapsulate some semblance of hope, though this feature appears to be more prevalent in The Year of the Flood than Oryx and Crake. … Before that, it must be qualified that this sense of measured hope does not make the novels literary utopias but renders them closer to “critical dystopias.” (Bahrawi 2013, 256)


Critical dystopia, as Baccolini and Moylan define it, presents a utopian out within the frame of a dystopian story, and the functional outlet for Atwood’s series is a coalition of hybrid creatures—a collective posthumanity in a functionally premodern civilization.

Gerry Canavan suggests Atwood “effectively destabilized the typical affective coordinates of post-apocalyptic fiction, in which the post-apocalyptic landscape is a horror and the pre-apocalyptic landscape the longed-for object of nostalgia” (Canavan 2012, 141). This disrupts the logic of the critical dystopia—a positive outcome from the cataclysm—which allows for such novels to create motivation to alter society even in the wake of an apocalyptic end to our current crises. Johnston argues that “Oryx and Crake is often described as a dystopian novel, but, because it moves back and forth between the mid-twenty-first century and a timeless period after human extinction, it isn’t entirely clear how to interpret this appellation” (Johnston 2019, 92). The use of dystopia, the main line taken in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries when extrapolating into the future from our current crises, is to present a critique of the current system by either explicating its fault lines through a critical presentation or to extrapolate its consequences in order to show its potential pitfalls. “Arguably, dystopias depict the structural causes of a fictional society’s social problems and offer an allegorical criticism of that system. Furthermore, as the critic Tom Moylan explains, dystopian texts don’t all agree about how or even if such governing systems can be overcome” (Johnston 2019, 92). This is clearly the case for Atwood as there is no clear presentation of what went wrong, or perhaps more accurately, how to prevent either the viral outbreak in the novel’s present or the cataclysmic events in the novel’s nostalgically rendered past. Canavan goes on to argue that “there are then, crucially, two dystopias in Oryx and Crake: the postapocalyptic, representing the fear that things might change, and the preapocalyptic, representing the fear that they might not” (Canavan 2012, 143). Neither, however, seem to be motivating. The connection to our own current scenario is both too distant and the criticism of the system too easily displaced onto either the misplaced scientific thinking of Crake—specifically his ability to use his intellect to alter humanity for the better—or the breakdown of society in the wake of increasingly likely environmental destruction—which remains, at least as presented in the background of the novel, out of the hands of those actors presented.

The final element of this narrative is that of the posthuman narrative. The apocalypse, as discussed in Chapter 2, works on a logic of fear—and as Rozelle noted, most reviews suggest this novel follows that outlook—making finding hope a difficult exercise. He argues that “seeking a firm basis for optimism in Oryx and Crake (2003) is indeed a difficult and dubious task when we consider that the novel has prompted a veritable flood of reviews and articles brimming with apocalyptic dread,” and yet does find “that despite the obvious apocalypse, Atwood’s novel offers new hope for humanity as well as other life forms” (Rozelle 2010, 1). The novel indeed does produce some optimism, with the possibility of a future society of the Crakers, and in the trilogy as a whole there is the possibility of an interspecies coalition forming a posthuman society. Within Oryx and Crake, there are some points of optimism for the future, even that designed by Crake. In one such takeaway, Jimmy argues, “No more No means yes, anyways, thinks Snowman. No more prostitution, no sexual abuse of children, no haggling over the price, no pimps, no sex slaves. No more rape” (Atwood 2013, 194), which represents an optimistic social outcome long sought for in Atwood’s work.

Yet, that potential posthuman outcome is not achieved through a dedicated advancement, or even a replicable model of the creation of a multispecies collective. Rather, it seems to evolve from the aftereffects and unintended side effects of either disaffected or even, in some cases, potentially well-meaning scientists who take the position that they can control for various biological and environmental factors in producing a better outcome for the human population. For example, the “goal of the pigoon project was to grow an assortment of foolproof human-tissue organs in a transgenic knockout pig host—organs that would transplant smoothly and avoid rejection, but would also be able to fend off attacks by opportunistic microbes and viruses, of which there were more strains every year” (Atwood 2003, 25), an optimistic attempt to avoid the consequences of past alterations to the environment—something even more prevalent in Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl. This is true of other attempts as well, from the bobkittens which were “smaller than bobcats, less aggressive … They were supposed to eliminate feral cats, thus improving the almost non-existent song-bird population” (Atwood 2003, 193) to the Crakers themselves which had features designed to eliminate discrimination based on race—“each one perfect, each one a different skin color—chocolate, rose, tea, butter, cream, honey—but each with green eyes. Crake’s aesthetic” (Atwood 2003, 8), and even account for male aggression. “Crake allotted a special piss to men only; he said they’d need something important to do, something that didn’t involve childbearing, so they wouldn’t feel left out. Woodworking, hunting, high finance, war, and golf would no longer be options, he’d joked” (Atwood 2003, 183). Yet, these attempts to socially engineer a posthuman population, as in many real-life examples, caused unforeseen effects and demonstrated the hubris involved in believing to fully understand and control the interconnected nature of the environment which we inhabit and participate in. At the same time, while some of the actors are presented as acting for the good of future humanity, others acted with no such calculation. For example, the “rakunks had begun as an after-hours hobby on the part of one of the OrganInc biolab hotshots. There’d been a lot of fooling around in those days: create-an-animal was so much fun, said the guys going it; it made you feel like God” (Atwood 2003, 57). This distracts from any didactic potential the novel could have as this prediction of the future depends on bad actors, limited ethics, and out-of-control experiments which consequently make it easier to dismiss because one could argue that people are better than this dystopic prediction—that ethics, guardrails, procedures would prevent this kind of thing from happening. Unlike The Handmaid’s Tale, the consequences are too compounded and distant from the reader to function as a deterrent measure.

The main positive conclusion is the possibility not of a human future but of a posthuman future. Mosca notes that “both branches of posthumanism describe the Crakers. Pigoons, too, display ambiguous post-human features” (Mosca 2013, 46). In this she draws on both transhuman views, like those of Bostrom (discussed above) or Crake, which look at enhancing human capabilities through scientific and technological, as well as the (critical) posthuman questions about the liminality of the concept of the human, drawing from the work of Cary Wolfe. The final constellation in MaddAddam is of human, pigoon, and Crakers, which is hard to categorize with either of these philosophical strands. Mark Payne, in considering the trilogy, argues that “the novel ends with the establishment of political alliances beyond the human, and nothing that belongs to human history alone is likely to be normative for transspecies community in the world to come” (Payne 2020, 126–7). While, as he further notes, their collective story lies outside of the narrative itself, it forms the “out” of the critical dystopia. The question then becomes, for whom is this an out and what are the consequences for our affective attachment to this outcome?

In considering Atwood’s novel, Earl Ingersoll asks “if life can survive only in the form of the Children of Crake, doesn’t that survival outweigh the loss of some of what readers are likely to consider their ‘humanity’? No, in thunder! Atwood seems to be shouting. If traditional human qualities have to be sacrificed in order to survive, it may not be worth surviving” (Ingersoll 2004, 167). In this, he points to the most inhumane actions of humans—the nature of the Extinctathon or specifically the tragedy in the backstory of Oryx—to suggest that perhaps core aspects of the human condition should not survive, echoing MacFarland. This is reinforced with the creation of a posthuman population and a posthuman “out” for the dystopian series. Mosca notes that “According to their creator’s intentions, the Crakers are a post-human population—literally and chronologically, since they are supposed to become the ‘new’ humans after the ‘old’ ones have disappeared. We see that Margaret Atwood presents us once again with an uncanny product of speculative fiction; her novels dramatize current philosophical thinking about the emergence of a post-human condition” (Mosca 2013, 45). Her pointing to “new” humans has resonances also with Bacigalupi’s novel. Milner also addresses this issue, stating that “it is, strictly speaking, a posthuman rather than human utopia” (Milner 2020, 21).

A posthuman utopia (or the posthuman utopian aspect of the critical dystopia) has consequences for the reader’s connection and its motivating potential. Canavan notes that “the Crakers have been engineered to live in very small numbers in stable harmony within a very limited environmental niche—thereby preventing any rerun of the destructive capitalist attitude towards the environment that first necessitated their creation” (Canavan 2012, 144), which fits with one of Atwood’s social critiques, and other limitations on the “humanity” of this future posthuman population also point to a utopian future. As Wright notes, “Oryx and Crake shows the ways that climate change is ‘everything change’ as well” (Wright 2020, 107). Indeed, as Phillips notes, Atwood addresses a large number of grand social challenges all of which urgently need to be addressed. However, without a direct connection for the reader to this change, it seems too displaced—to a community to which we have too little affective attachment—to provide meaningful and direct motivation to the reader to address climate change itself. Even the posthuman outcome of the series is only contingent, as Snowman is confronted with an unknown group of strangers at the end of Oryx and Crake and contemplates that “these new arrivals could easily see the Children of Crake as freakish, or savage, or non-human and a threat” (Atwood 2003, 425) could also befall the forefathers and descendants of Toby at the end of the series, with the lingering backstory of Oryx sharing uncanny parallels with the backstory of our other posthuman narrative and its version of New People.


The Windup Girl

Much like Margaret Atwood, Paolo Bacigalupi is a stalwart of climate change fiction and his debut novel, The Windup Girl, is often cited in lists and anthologies of the topic. As Hageman notes, “it won the Hugo and Nebula ‘Best Novel’ awards, was named ‘Best Science Fiction Book of 2009’ by the American Library Association, and was a Time magazine ‘Top Ten Book of 2009’ ” (Hageman 2012,283). The novel, unlike Atwood’s, is unambiguously labeled as genre fiction—a label that we will explore more thoroughly with regard to climate fiction in the next chapter. Hageman argues that “as a genre science fiction is well positioned to contribute to social conversations about the role of technology in possible ecological futures” and that “within science fiction, as well as literature more broadly, The Windup Girl represents a new and sophisticated engagement with ecology, technology, and geopolitics” (Hageman 2012, 284). Idema also praises the novel, citing it as a “key example of how literature can produce a complex yet concrete understanding of climate change through storytelling and rhetoric” (Idema 2020, 51). While I certainly agree that Bacigalupi is a master storyteller, the novel is difficult to pin down directly as a novel about climate change—even a complex understanding of it—as it, like Atwood’s trilogy, speaks to a variety of issues at once, and from a considerable temporal distance.

Pérez-Ramos describes the novel as a “ ‘fear fantasy,’ in an ‘if this goes on story’ which reflects current anxieties (about GMOs, energy scarcity, climate change and fundamentalism) and speculates on how they might evolve in the future” (Pérez-Ramos 2018, 58), which uses two phrases Bacigalupi uses to describe his work in a 2011 interview with James Long. The notion of a “fear fantasy” plays with the notion of the apocalypse—at least the logic behind it—but in the same interview Bacigalupi suggests that such labels, including “dystopian” and “post-apocalyptic,” do not “quite feel like a perfect fit, exactly” (Long 2011). Yet, despite these concerns about the labeling, the novel is set in a relatively distant future, with significant environmental destruction—partly, if not entirely, based on erratic climate change on a global scale. While Bacigalupi suggests labeling the novel as an example of “Agripunk,” noting that “the thing I care about is the interaction between genetic engineering, food, intellectual property and big agricultural corporations” (Long 2011), the novel is also an important example of not only the postapocalyptic (despite his reservations) but also the posthuman narrative, specifically in relation to the notion of climate change fiction.

Vinci points to the importance of the novel as “representative of the recent waves of popular genre fiction (science fiction and fantasy in particular) that have become increasingly multicultural, international, and anti-(if not outright post-)humanist since the end of the twentieth century” and goes on to note that “The Windup Girl aligns political and ecological concerns with the ethical and social possibilities that become available once larger systems of influence and control become destabilized, especially when such systems are founded upon unquestioned anthropocentric assumptions regarding the natural and the human” (Vinci 2020, 206). The destabilization has clear implications for the analysis of the novel as postapocalyptic, and Vinci directly addresses the posthuman aspects. One of the most interesting things the novel does is set the dynamics away from the West. Hageman notes that “Bacigalupi transfers our present-day Global South from periphery to center of this map by setting the novel in Bangkok” (Hageman 2012, 285), which has importance for its demonstration of the global effects of climate change and parallels other such decentering moves such as the film District 9 and with Shauna O’Meara’s short story also set in Southeast Asia, which we will explore in Chapter 5. In the following, we will consider the implications of the scale of the novel, the postapocalyptic framing, and the posthuman narrative.

As Pérez-Ramos notes, the novel “can be approached ecocritically, for its depiction of a future world deeply affected by climate change, and allows a consideration of the extent to which literature can raise awareness and transmit environmental values and knowledge, as well as its capacity to depict the scale of climate change” (Pérez-Ramos 2018, 59–60). The novel is set in twenty-third-century Thailand, after decades of the ravages of increasing and powerful effects of climate change. This has led not only to challenges with food supply, living conditions, and rising seas but has fundamentally changed the global political landscape. Yet, while climate change, like in Atwood, forms the background, the main thrust of the narrative does not focus on it. While Bacigalupi does use nostalgia in developing his characters, in particular Anderson Lake and Hock Seng, the longed-for past is already far into the future from the reader’s perspective—and thus the effect of this nostalgia doesn’t produce an affective connection to climate change itself. Rather, this focus is also on food legacy—with some parallels to Snowman in Atwood’s novel as he longs for toast (Atwood 2003, 112–13). For example, Lake remembers his childhood in Iowa at the beginning of the novel, when he first tastes a newly presented fruit, ngaw.


A fist of flavor, ripe with sugar and fecundity. The sticky flower bomb coats his tongue. It’s as though he’s back in the HiGro fields of Iowa, offered his first tiny block of hard candy by a Midwest Compact agronomist when he was nothing but a farmer’s boy, barefoot amid the corn stalks. The shell-shocked moment of flavor—real flavor—after a lifetime devoid of it. (Bacigalupi 2009, 2)


While this is important, and effective, world-building for a speculative “fear fantasy” it is less effective in motivating people to grasp and advocate for change to avoid this future. This is coupled with the dominant of the narrative focusing on a thriller genre, and on the innovations and implications of political turmoil and the breakdown of barriers prohibiting corporate takeover, rather than any focus on the climate-related disasters that predicate the many developments in the novel. Here, the distance from the farmer’s boy to the transhuman production of hard candy speaks of governmental evolution (if not failure) focused on a multistate Compact, rather than a national frame, implying (but not explicitly referencing) the background changes to the main focus of the plot and its more human (and posthuman) dilemmas.

That background consists of widespread changes to the global economy—the collapse of the “easy” petroeconomy which led to the widespread destruction, including the flooding of “Rangoon, Mumbai and New Orleans” (Bacigalupi 2009, 7), which Thailand has been spared only through the installation of “coal-burning pumps and leveed labor and a deep faith in the visionary leadership of their Chakri Dynasty” (Bacigalupi 2009, 7). This is further shown in the rise of the importance of the Environment Ministry, and the changing trajectories of migration within the novel. Bacigalupi also introduces new “old” technologies, no longer based on the unreliable or unaffordable technology that created the era of Expansion. Those trappings, made possible by the former fossil fuel economy, are now haunting memories of times past. “The towers of Bangkok’s old Expansion loom, robed in vines and mold, windows long ago blown out, great bones picked clean. Without air conditioning or elevators to make them habitable, they stand and blister in the sun” (Bacigalupi 2009, 7). This changes the inhabitants’ relationship with nature, with one character wondering about the possibility of monsoon season: “Will the monsoon even come this year? Will it save them or drown them?” (Bacigalupi 2009, 338) as the levees holding back the sea are also at the breaking point. Food scarcity, in this postapocalyptic world, is a constant problem—as attempts to feed the population in such erratic conditions pursued genetic modification, which led to a rash of diseases and the increasing need to apply science to address eventual evolution. As Lake saw, the reintroduction of the ngaw stems from an untapped (or uncorrupted) seedbank that Thailand had been protecting, even as other countries’ food supplies were compromised. Yet, even this is being opened up only through the intervention of a “mad scientist” character, Gibbons, who has some parallels to Crake, and in the end it makes little overall difference to the trajectory of the novel—one more country which succumbs to larger forces. As Idema notes, “the narrator likens Bangkok to a dying body or corpse” (Idema 2020, 56).

The focus of the novel is not on the erratic effects of climate change—which form its backdrop in a much stronger way than that of Atwood’s trilogy. It is, rather, just as with Atwood, more focused on the levels of corruption and the challenges of bioengineering suggested by his own label of “Agripunk”—different than both 1990s cyberpunk and its corollary biopunk. In many ways, this novel also attempts to describe the need for “everything change” or at the very least to provide the critique of our reliance on technology and our humanist intervention into the food supply—the assumption that we can, and even should, use our knowledge of science to “improve” plants and animals more so than millennial-long domestication already has. Hageman finds this an impressive attempt, arguing that “such a multiplicity of characters and responses creates a composite imagination of how to face a future of ecological crises, and this offers a crucial alternative to any single-doctrine resolution that would undermine and re-contain the novel’s complex insights even as it might more neatly suture up the narrative. Bacigalupi laudably resists such monodoctrinal moves” (Hageman 2012, 298–9). Indeed, it speaks to a number of environmental concerns, and particularly demonstrates governmental and multinational corporations’ inability, or unsuitability, to manage these concerns. The social critique of the novel—especially in the corruption of even those characters—like those at the Environment and Trade Ministries—that are meant to be supporting the population, is poignant. Lee argues that


The Windup Girl offers disturbing examples of how politicians and multinational GMO industries collude and ignore underprivileged species and classes when they enact regulations and laws in support of intellectual property rights. The international laws and measures supporting globalization are both speciesist and classist, benefiting a handful of multinational corporations, classes, and nations. For this reason, environmental justice and food justice are more crucial than ever. (Lee 2022, 117)


In this Lee highlights how Bacigalupi adroitly ties the larger critique of this corruption to the implications for the othering of minority populations (like the “yellow cards” such as Hock Seng) and the implications for the posthuman both through the figure of Emiko and the critical dystopian ending. The novel notes that “The Environment Ministry sees the yellow cards the same way it sees the other invasive species and plagues it manages” (Bacigalupi 2009, 224), which parallels current debates on immigration and is clearly relevant to the consideration of not only political but climate refugees.

The novel represents a postapocalyptic world through the result not of a single, articulable cataclysm in the past but the slow violence of a series of such events. In this way, it showcases the future imaginary of the sustained attempts to mitigate global climate change, but situates its main storyline at a future inflection point for one specific location—Thailand. While this represents a generic challenge, and partially explains Bacigalupi’s reluctance to use the label for this novel, the postapocalyptic seems appropriate framing for this dystopian scenario. Thailand is also, through the events of the novel, about to suffer yet another apocalyptic incident. As Lee notes, “Bangkok, having tried to survive climate change using advanced technologies of food transformation, is destined to be inundated” (Lee 2022, 119), although the idea of destiny seems to excuse the numerous bad actors that have combined to facilitate the collapse and flooding of the city and the displacement of its already impoverished population. Otto notes that even those actors, like Anderson Lake the Western businessman and industrial spy, are not necessarily acting out of self-interest or nefariousness, but simply out of an attempt at self-preservation—for themselves personally and those interests that they serve. He notes that “rather than striving to reactivate the era of ‘Expansion’ for his own selfish interests, Anderson does so to keep Des Moines ‘alive a little longer,’ as he admits to himself (Bacigalupi 2009, 86),” and goes on to extrapolate that “a most frightening prospect is that capitalism is not motivated by the greed of the owner class but by an absolute duty to perpetuate the reproduction of the economic mode indefinitely, even—or especially—in the face of overwhelming evidence that capitalism is unequivocally incapable of surviving forever” (Otto 2020, 126). Otto suggests that Bacigalupi’s novel furthers a number of ecocritical points, including ecodystopia, deep ecology, ecofeminism, and ecosocialism. He notes that most critiques of capitalism are framed against the greed of the wealthy/capitalist class, and here it is aimed at relatively well-meaning functionaries serving the tail end of the capitalist agenda knowing full well it is in decline (or doomed) but riding it out—much as industry continues to do in the face of the necessary social and economic changes needed to address climate change.

This is arguably what the Japanese engineers are doing in the development of the windup girls in the first place—attempting to perpetuate a class structure in the face of changing circumstances. They do so through the advent and use of technology. “The Japanese were practical. An old population needed young workers in all their varieties, and if they came from test tubes and grew in crèches, this was no sin” (Bacigalupi 2009, 35). However, much like the hubristic attempts to bioengineer solutions to food scarcity, as presented in the novel, the consequences for the newly created “windups” were also unforeseen. In this, the novel introduces a posthuman character that is, like the pigoons in Atwood, both transhuman (in that the technology used exceeds the current understanding of human capacity) and posthuman—in that the windups force us to question the boundary between the human and the nonhuman. Yet, Emiko is not treated as human even if she is a liminal figure.


Gendo-sama used to say that she was more than human. He used to stroke her black hair after they had made love and say that he thought it was a pity New People were not more respected, and really it was too bad her movements would never be smooth. But still, did she not have perfect eyesight and perfect skin and disease- and cancer-resistant genes, and who was she to complain? (Bacigalupi 2009, 34)


The situation deteriorated from there as she was left in Thailand after an assignment—it being less expensive to replace her than bring her home. As Hageman notes, “at best, she is met with the Japanese attitude that she is a machine to be respected but who is ultimately disposable once she has served her function. As Timothy Morton has put it in The Ecological Thought, ‘What’s wrong about genetic engineering is that it turns life forms into private property to enrich huge corporations’ (Bacigalupi 2009, 86)” (Hageman 2012, 294).

From there, Emiko ends up in increasingly exploitative situations—with the sex work she is made to perform increasingly humiliating. The focalization of the novel’s structure allows the reader the benefit of her inner thoughts as well as the framing of her by others, making the degradation palpable and affectively loaded for the reader. She is also not the only manufactured nonhuman character, and the reader is made to sympathize more often with those characters—from the megadont to the cheshires—than the human actors with their notable flaws even in difficult circumstances. Vinci notes, in considering Anderson Lake’s connection with the megadont, “by allowing himself to imagine the limits of the megodont’s experience, Anderson gestures toward the type of empathetic leap that Bacigalupi codes as necessary to rethink human systems of social and political engagement” (Vinci 2020, 208). Emiko, the title character, is the one for whom that legacy is most palpable for the reader. Despite being constantly compared to animals—cheshires, hummingbirds, rats—othering her and framing her as both not important and disposable, Emiko ends the novel as the possible out for this critical dystopia, if one considers it with that frame. While earlier in the novel she is teased with the possibility of an escape north to a community of “windups”—“ ‘Raleigh hasn’t mentioned them to you? Windup enclaves in the high mountains? Escapees from the coal war? Released ones?’ ” (Bacigalupi 2009, 46)—a prospect that maps onto many dystopian stories that have impossible outs such as Huxley’s Brave New World, Orwell’s 1984, and Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, here the story does provide the possibility of an escape.

In the end, Thailand’s levees are breached and Bangkok does flood. Idema argues that this “may be interpreted as a mythical return to the watery beginnings of civilisation, offering a fresh start to a newly adapted humanity. More importantly, it manifests complexity theory’s concept of ‘butterfly effect’ in a dramatic, narrative form, thus rendering the nonlocal, emergent quality of global heating concrete” (Idema 2020, 60), and it is suggested that there is some sustained legacy to the Kingdom through the secreting of the seedbank away to store for future generations. Yet, the more palpable out lies in the posthuman narrative, with the prospect that Emiko’s engineered lifespan could be modified for future generations and a race of windups—further modified to remove deliberate limitations. Gibbons, the genetic “mad” scientist, upon coming across Emiko—a damsel with no need for rescue and perfectly at home in a flooded future—offers to make the changes. “ ‘A strand of your hair would do. You cannot be changed, but your children—in genetic terms, if not physical ones—they can be made fertile, a part of the natural world’ ” (Bacigalupi 2009, 359). This provides optimism at the end of the dystopia, Baccolini and Moylan’s positive out; however, it does so not for the human population, who remain in a world which is increasingly hostile to them and where the resources—food and energy—are ever more scarce. The novel, like Atwood’s trilogy, seems to agree with Gibbons, who argues that “you die now because you cling to the past. We should all be windups by now. It’s easier to build a person impervious to blister rust than to protect an earlier version of the human creature. A generation from now, we could be well-suited for our new environment. Your children could be the beneficiaries” (Bacigalupi 2009, 243).

In considering the conclusion to the novel, Idema points to Claire Colebrook’s idea that “climate change will not simply disturb human life, requiring it to sustain itself in a more viable manner, but will alter the very unit of ‘the human’ ” (Colebrook 2014, 56). Critical posthumanism certainly pushes us to reconsider the liminality of the concept of the human, potentially even to the limits MacFarland suggests in her treatment of ecocollapse fiction. However, I argue that having an “out” that works predominantly for a posthuman character (or lineage) rather than a meaningful legacy for the human population makes us less likely to see that solution as an outcome one strives to achieve. Thus, rather than encouraging action towards stopping climate change, it serves the argument that perhaps the solution to the vast environmental challenges that the novel considers is that humanity—in the transhuman fashion—needs to be overcome and life on earth should go on without us.


Conclusion

In considering the posthuman narrative, and in particular the two case studies of Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake and Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl, in terms of their potential efficacy in motivating action against climate change, we have considered a number of factors. We have discussed specifically their use of scale and time, the postapocalyptic narrative in which both novels operate, and the posthuman narrative presented. In each novel, we have found that while both the postapocalyptic and posthuman narratives are widely used within climate change fiction, consideration of these two examples helps us to determine why they are less potent as a motivating factor. The use of scale—setting the main impetus of the plot far into the future—removes the sense of urgency needed to agitate for meaningful change as the consequences of climate change are too distant to relate to. The focus on the postapocalyptic also has a tendency to make the immediate cataclysm—discussed in the previous chapter—already a fait accompli so narrating the aftereffects needs to have an alternative motivation. The postapocalyptic is also considered for its critical effects, in positing alternative futures which we could either aspire to, as in utopia, or avoid, as in the myriad examples—including both case studies—of (critical) dystopias. Dystopias, as posited scenarios we would want to eschew, set this far into the future and perpetuated by bad actors challenges both our affective attachment to the climate crisis and our ownership of the narrated future—thus we tend to treat such narratives as escapist as opposed to plausible consequences to avoid. Finally, in considering the posthuman narrative there are two general trends arguing for their efficacy. One could consider the narration of positive entangled posthuman narratives aspirational for our relations with the nonhuman in our own timeline and indeed there is value in seeing positive entanglements narrativized. However, that does not necessarily inspire action on climate change. The critical dystopian outs that both novels provide allow for a posthuman society either as hybrid creatures, as in Atwood, or exclusive of the human actors, as in Bacigalupi. However, the idea that humanity would be superseded and that the environment would be better suited without humanity as a whole is equally unmotivating to act meaningfully to mitigate the effects of climate change for the readership.

In the following chapter, we will consider the literary realist narrative, in particular Ian McEwan’s Solar and Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior, in the final chapter dedicated to canonical approaches to climate change fiction.




 4The Canonical Literary Narrative


“Amitav Ghosh’s 2015 Berlin Family Lectures at the University of Chicago mounted a very strong case for the necessity of climate fiction and an equally strong indictment of ‘literary fiction’ for its failure to rise to this challenge” (Milner and Burgmann 2018, 1). Ghosh’s lecture comes at a point in which climate fiction was on the rise, as noted in Trexler’s (2015) study, which demonstrates an increasing desire among writers to address this immanent problem. The polemic of this book frames the question of which types of literary narratives will prove effective in this endeavor—and Ghosh’s challenge is a useful device to interrogate that question.

In his 2016 book, The Great Derangement, Ghosh looks at what he sees as the dearth of serious literary fiction dealing directly with climate change. This is due to a number of factors: its partitioning of certain stories to the realm of science fiction, the designation of particular stories as “serious,” and its concurrent development with the current age. His argument is that realist fiction, in its evolution from its eighteenth-century origins, is designed deliberately to conceal the unimaginable—to render events as part of the everyday. This he sees as fundamentally opposed to our current situation, in which the unrealistic and unthinkable occur—daily and visibly in front of us. He makes the speculative argument about the future, postulating at the response of our descendants who are dealing with the effects of climate change, looking back and wondering why they didn’t see the devastation coming—the rising seas and massive flooding—and suggesting that the message from the future would be that “ours was a time when most forms of art and literature were drawn into the modes of concealment prevented people from recognizing the realities” (Ghosh 2016, 11).

This chapter is focused on this, and similar arguments, suggesting that either literary fiction or literature as a whole is not suited to combat climate change. In order to address Ghosh’s concerns, the chapter will open with a discussion of literary fiction and its function, as well as touch upon how one can see different roles for “literary” and “genre” fiction. We will also consider some of Ghosh’s positive examples of literary fiction which do try to speak to the challenges of climate fiction, and finally present and discuss two case studies—Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior and Ian McEwan’s Solar—to show how they work with climate change. I argue that there are literary narratives that are useful to combating climate change, and in fact that the long-form prose narrative is one of the best suited to both describe the scale and provide scope to the imagination sufficient to both grasp the problem and transmit it to audiences. However, I will further argue that the focus of much literary fiction, including these two case studies, is not effective.

One of the early arguments Ghosh makes is about the understanding, in literary circles, of the import of climate change. He argues: “it could even be said that fiction that deals with climate change is almost by definition not of the kind that is taken seriously by serious literary journals” (Ghosh 2016, 7), and later goes on to state that while “these are not ordinary times” that “the events that mark them are not easily accommodated in the deliberately prosaic world of serious prose fiction” (Ghosh 2016, 26). To address this, one has to unpack both what Ghosh means here by “serious” fiction and talk about what prevents this genre of fiction of speaking to the reality of climate change. Caracciolo notes that “Ghosh’s pessimism has been disputed, because it rests on an untenable separation between serious fiction and ‘popular’ genres such as science fiction” (Caracciolo 2022, 547), a sentiment that I share, as can be seen by the variety of textual examples I am offering in this study. He goes on to say that, “as a provocation, however, Ghosh’s discussion remains stimulating: it suggests that the many narratives that crisscross Anthropocene discourse may, in fact, fail to come to terms with the radical nature of the planetary changes we discuss under that heading” (Caracciolo 2022, 547). Caracciolo highlights the most salient point of Ghosh’s polemic—what type of narratives can effectively come to terms with climate change.

Ghosh comes at this dilemma from an interesting vantage point—educated in elite schools with an Oxford DPhil in social anthropology while at the same time being a novelist, publishing books that are framed historical fiction (the Booker nominated Sea of Poppies) as well as science fiction (the Arthur C. Clarke winning Calcutta Chromosome). His own literary oeuvre indicates that he does not paint a bright line on what is “literary,” and his polemic seems designed to agitate writers towards action. Trexler rightly notes that “underpinning the canon is a model of imagination whereby the author pulls all the strings, and character is the center of the fiction. In short, it revolves around the human” (Trexler 2015, 14). While strands of literary criticism have long acknowledged the encroachment into the world of literature by outside forces—the specter of the war haunting the journey to the lighthouse, the labor of slavery supporting the life at Mansfield Park—what we need now is to do more to address climate change than have it be a foreboding shadow of impending death interrupting the garden party. We need stories that both foreground climate change and provide an affective attachment to it.


The Canonical Literary Novel

As quoted in Chapter 1, Kermode argues that “no novel can avoid being in some sense what Aristotle calls ‘a completed action’ ” (Kermode 2000, 158). Often that argument rests on the novel representing a human life, and following the analysis of Ian Watt, representing that life in an increasingly focalized and dispassionate way. In looking at the rise of the novel in the eighteenth century, he concludes that “the novel is the form of literature which most fully reflects this individualist and innovating reorientation” (Watt 1957, 13). In that orientation, the individual character is the most compelling aspect of any novel, which we can see present in both of the case studies in the figures of Dellarobia and Michael Beard, and the focus on the individual reforms the notion of reality. We come to see parallels between the actions of the individual and the framing of the narrative—in contrast, as Watt also explains, to classical types of narration in which “the truth about existence can be as fully unfolded in the space of a day as in the space of a lifetime” (Watt 1957, 23). As the novel, and in particular the “realist” novel, developed, we see the focus on the individual as the construction of reality, and anything that would challenge an individual’s realistic experience would be downplayed as untenable, unnarratable, or “like something out of a novel.” Our fiction needed to replicate not our actual experiences but the controlled experiences that have come to surround us in the civilized world. Ghosh argues that “it is thus that the novel takes its modern form, through ‘the relocation of the unheard-of toward the background … while the everyday moves into the foreground’ ” (Ghosh 2016, 17), and not just “the everyday” but how we imagine the everyday to be, unfettered by the unexpected. The challenge is that our lives are now often faced with the unexpected, as our climate is no longer stabile. Droughts, fires, floods, hurricanes, and typhoons have become more frequent, more devastating, and increasingly hard to put into the background. Our literature, Ghosh argues, isn’t reflecting that reality.

There are, however, many genres that do represent the unsavory, unexpected nature of our shared lived experience. The challenge, Ghosh suggests, is that those stories are not taken seriously, not elevated to the circles of the people who have power and influence to change things, and are relegated to the realm of “entertainment” or “escapism.” He suggests, through metaphor, that


to introduce such happenings into a novel is in fact to court eviction from the mansion in which serious fiction has long been in residence, it is to risk banishment to the humbler dwellings that surround the manor house—those generic outhouses that were once known by names such as “the Gothic,” “the romance,” or “the melodrama,” and have now come to be called “fantasy,” “horror,” and “science fiction.” (Ghosh 2016, 24)


Such a mansion is nice, for those who occupy the house—but we have long pushed for stories from the periphery of the house, from those serving inside, or relegated to the outside or to those forced to build the house in the first place. If one wants to suggest that “genre” fiction belongs to the outside, those stories need also to be told and perhaps those used to being outside of the mansion are best suited to talk about the falling house of Usher after all.

Many scholars argue that science fiction or speculative fiction narratives are a natural place for discussions of utopia, dystopia, or future catastrophes. Yet, such genres are also often dismissed as unrealistic, and thus escapist forms of entertainment—despite efforts to make science fiction and other genres legitimate fields of academic study (and rightly so). Atwood suggests that “we have shambled into the bad habit of labeling all prose fictions as novels and of judging them accordingly—by comparing them with novels or with ‘realistic’ fiction generally. But a book can be a prose fiction without being a novel” (Atwood 2004, 515). Novel has long been the short-cut moniker for any long piece of fiction, so much so that the distinction between the novel, novella, and short story is often determined by length rather than subject matter. That popular usage is partly what makes Ghosh’s polemic both so interesting, as an opening to debate, and challenging as a matter of literary criticism. The limitations that he sees attached to the concept of the novel are not, or no longer, universally acknowledged, and some seem to no longer appear to reflect contemporary fiction, even his own. He claims that the novel has a problem with both scale and time, that it is not flexible enough to “extend beyond a few generations” like the epic (Ghosh 2016, 59), nor to “create unbearably intimate connections over vast gaps in time and space” (Ghosh 2016, 63). These features have long been present in science fiction and fantasy, just as they have been present in the romance and historical fiction throughout the entire span of the novel. The question that this begs is what scales can the novel accommodate—and if other scales were “long ago expelled” from the mansion of serious fiction, perhaps it is time to recover them. More than a century of looking increasingly inward, writing about the inner life of a single individual, may not be the literature that meets the moment.

The limitation of the conventional “novel” is why Caracciolo argues that “there is merit in arguments, such as Ghosh’s and Simon’s, that point to the limitations of conventional narrative practices, which are not fully able to capture the spatio-temporal scale of the Anthropocene and its resistance to conventional (Western) notions of individualistic agency” (Caracciolo 2022, 548). We need a different set of literary narratives that are suited to help us understand the scale of a hyperobject or the threat of slow violence. Caracciolo goes on to note that “at the same time, equating the novel and the realist novel, as Ghosh does, is problematic: the novel as a form is capacious enough (and has been capacious enough, throughout its history) to integrate more experimental, self- conscious techniques, or techniques that cross- pollinate Western narrative and non- Western traditions” (Caracciolo 2022, 548). While he points to magical realism, I would argue that there is a long line of (literary) novels that are often cited as blending genres, but could happily be considered science fiction or fantasy—from dystopian examples like Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World and George Orwell’s 1984 to mainstream canonical novels like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49, or Paul Auster’s The New York Trilogy that draw from science fiction (and the Gothic) and detective fiction, respectively. Wright argues that “there is a solid body of literary fiction that challenges the boundaries of science fiction (not that I necessarily agree with Ghosh’s relegation of science fiction to inferior literary status),” giving mention to Johns-Putra (2016a), Thiess (2013), and Christensen (2014), but also suggesting that “it is clear that cli-fi as a genre tends to be a ‘first-world’ phenomenon, likely because the west is historically more responsible for the climate-based consequences of industrialization” (Wright 2020, 105–6). Ghosh himself also nods to the latter point, not strictly in the postcolonial sense (valid as Wright’s argument is), but in the concurrence of the rise of the novel and the development of what we might call “the modern.” In what he calls an “uncanny effect of the Anthropocene,” he points to it being “exactly the period in which human activity was changing the earth’s atmosphere that the literary imagination became radically centered on the human” (Ghosh 2016, 66), almost as if the literary turn towards concealing the unexpected inside the texts was shared by its readership in not wanting to see the terror inflicted upon the environment, its inhabitants outside of the West, or the nonhuman beings with whom we are entangled. If the same mentality that formed the “mansion” is what simultaneously poisoned the environment and caused the crisis, then perhaps the response isn’t to preserve the literary novel in that form, but rather to agitate for “everything change” as Atwood champions.


Role of Literature to Fight Climate Change

In writing about Solar, Richard Kerridge points to one of the challenges for literature.


Many of the greatest ecological threats, climate change especially, do not take forms that are as yet available to direct experience—not direct experience in the places inhabited by readers in affluent societies, anyway. For the time being, a literary treatment of climate change that is realist in technique will be about the idea of climate change, and the troubling effect of the idea. (Kerridge 2018, 161)


This points to problems of both scale and representation, both of which I argue are possible to encompass in the long-form prose narrative—more so than in other media. Ghosh points to the increasingly visual nature of media, which has become even greater as technology has developed, and consequently asks, “Could that be the reason why television, film, and the visual arts have found it much easier to address climate change than has literary fiction? And if that is so, then what does it imply for the future of the novel?” (Ghosh 2016, 83). To this, there are two responses. Firstly, I am not convinced that television, film, and the visual arts have been more successful in addressing climate change, nor do I think they have been more effective in agitating for change. I argue that the long-form prose narrative is actually more flexible and best suited to be able to articulate the slow violence and scale of climate change. While televisual and filmic texts seem to reach a wider audience, they often do so based on stories developed in the novel and the short story—and the literary techniques discussed in Chapter 1 as well as the proposed narrative strategies from Part III are, in my argument, well suited to address the representational crisis of climate change. As Trexler notes, “the novel has long spanned the distance between domestic and political worlds, if not typically in single texts. Climate criticism must develop ways to describe this interpenetration between domestic and planetary scales” (Trexler 2015, 26).

If we can agree that the form—the long-form prose narrative—is capacious enough to address climate change, there is also the second question of genre. Is “mainstream literary fiction” (arguably a genre in its own right) itself in need of revision or is Ghosh’s question, “is it the case that science fiction is better equipped to address the Anthropocene than mainstream literary fiction?” (Ghosh 2016, 72), to be answered affirmatively. The response is partly down to Ghosh’s understanding of genres and forms. Just as he conflates the novel and the “realist” novel in his opening salvo, here he suggests that climate fiction is both “a new genre of science fiction” and that genre is “made up mostly of disaster stories set in the future” (Ghosh 2016, 72). While I have already argued that many disaster stories, such as the apocalyptic and postapocalyptic narratives, do not necessary provide motivation to deal with climate change, Trexler’s work in 2015, and the many developments since that time in climate fiction, have shown that there are many possible narratives of the Anthropocene. Milner and Burgmann point to Ghosh’s attempts to find “literary novelists” that do address climate change yet maintain that his argument “remains complicit with the binary opposition between ‘literary’ and ‘genre’ fiction it threatens to undermine” (Milner and Burgmann 2018, 2). Ghosh suggests that of “literary novelists writing in English only a handful of names come to mind: J. G. Ballard, Margaret Atwood, Kurt Vonnegut Jr., Barbara Kingsolver, Doris Lessing, Cormac McCarthy, Ian McEwan and T. Coraghessan Boyle” (Ghosh 2016, 124–5). Few could argue that these novelists are not canonical—they have all won literary awards, are widely read and popular, and widely studied at universities and in academia. Milner and Burgmann note, however, a glaring problem with the list. “Ballard, Vonnegut, and Lessing were, by any reasonable standard, ‘genre’ sf writers; and the particular texts by the other writers that Ghosh has in mind—Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy, Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior, McCarthy’s The Road, McEwan’s Solar, Boyle’s A Friend of the Earth—are, again by any reasonable standards, very clearly science-fictional in character” (Milner and Burgmann 2018, 2), which both reinforces the point that Ghosh has a very particular idea of what literary fiction means—even as he is arguing to open up that definition in the face of the challenges of the Anthropocene—but also that those genres he suggests are not literary and are in fact the very examples he suggests as positive.

That argument applies to other forms which might now be considered genre fiction. Tompkins, in her writing about Harriet Beecher Stowe (who we mentioned in Chapter 1), suggests that texts such as Stowe’s also need to be considered and are also often cast out of the mansion. “Literary texts, such as the sentimental novel, that make continual and obvious appeals to the reader’s emotions and use technical devices that are distinguished by their utter conventionality, epitomize the opposite of everything that good literature is supposed to be” (Tompkins 1991, 22). As we have argued, the challenges of climate change require an affective attachment in order to provide motivation. In considering what types of narratives may be effective, we need to push beyond the “realist” novel with its solipsistic focus and look to types of narratives that tug at our emotions, that speak across time and space, and challenge the notion that it is the individual rather than the collective that is worthy of our attention. Trexler notes that other forms of media “lack the novel’s capacity to interrogate the emotional, aesthetic, and living experience of the Anthropocene” (2015, 6), and those are the capacities that we hope to bring to the fore.

In reaction to Ghosh’s polemic, we take up two of the suggested novels in this chapter, Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior and Ian McEwan’s Solar, both as examples of literary fiction and examples of climate fiction—to analyze why the former type of narrative is ineffective in addressing climate change. These are both novels that scholars include in what Wright calls “the emerging canon of cli-fi novels” (Wright 2020 104–5), and which Lehtimäki claims “still fall into the category of the realist novel” (Lehtimäki 2022, 52). In that consideration, we will look at the qualities from Chapter 1, how each novel addresses the scale of the problem, creates an affective attachment, and presents the trauma associated with climate change. We turn first to Flight Behavior.


Flight Behavior

Barbara Kingsolver’s (2012) novel Flight Behavior is set in a small town in rural Tennessee, in the Appalachia region. It follows the life of a twenty-eight-year-old mother, Dellarobia Turnbow, in her journey of development. Parallel, and entwined with her story, is the tale of displaced Monarch butterflies who, due to the effects of climate change, are unable to winter in Mexico and instead occupy the woods on the Turnbow’s property. Thieme argues that while one could read, as do some of the residents, the arrival of the Monarchs as “a ‘miracle’ ” he maintains that the story remains “within the confines of a realism that adheres to the conventions” (Thieme 2023, 17). He argues that this novel is thus an example of social realism (his main concern), which is also the typical setting for “literary” novels—as opposed to those labeled genre which could be seen to provide a different pact with the reader about how “real” a fictional text is, and thus what impact it should have on the reader. At the same time, Otjen notes that the “novel has almost exclusively been read as a climate narrative by literary critics” (Otjen 2022, 182, footnote 5), and Mayer notes that “critics have praised the novel as an important and unique contribution to the discourse of global anthropogenic climate change from a class-, gender- and place-specific perspective” (Mayer 2018, 116).

Kingsolver’s novel was, as discussed above, one of those singled out by Ghosh as a positive example. The novel has a distinct focalization on a main character, Dellarobia, and her development from disaffected mother in a rocky marriage, one who felt trapped in her town and relationship despite caring for both deeply. In this sense, the story is distinctly local and personal. Yet, at the same time the unexpected and unusual arrival of the butterflies also shocks her system, causing her to think not only of her personal circumstances but also how interconnected we are with our environment and how fragile both the environs and the connections are. Clark argues that “increasingly, as the novel develops, Dellarobia’s hopes for the survival of the butterflies through the Tennessee winter and for her own future personal happiness and a possible career seem to become closely intertwined” (Clark 2015, 176), and Lloyd and Rapson argue that “the novel scales from the ground up: from the local/regional (specific bodies and places in rural Tennessee) to both the global and the planetary (migration, climate change, and extinction)” (Lloyd and Rapson 2017, 913). While this rich novel certainly has many threads to explore including family relationships, gender dynamics, and what Rosenthal calls an “ ‘ecopoverty’ critical lens” which “connect[s]‌ the exploitation of the poor to the exploitation of the earth” (Rosenthal 2020, 269), this analysis will focus on the presentation of affect, the descriptions and presentation of climate, and the scale of the events in discerning its potential effectiveness in motivating action against climate change.

Focalization with the protagonist can produce an emotional connection between the reader and the story, yet I have argued that we additionally need an affective attachment to climate crisis to effectuate motivation. In Flight Behavior, the story opens with Dellarobia walking through the woods, a journey which is interrupted by an unexpected site: “A small shift between clouds and sun altered the daylight, and the whole landscape intensified, brightening before her eyes. The forest blazed with its own internal flame. ‘Jesus,’ she said, not calling for help, she and Jesus weren’t that close, but putting her voice in the world because nothing else present made sense” (Kingsolver 2012, 13–14). The illuminated forest, despite her immediate reaction, is the vision of millions of Monarch butterflies roosting in the trees, their orange color likened to flames, and her appeal to religion (even while not religious) shows the impact of the sight on her. The description continues with her absorption of this image into her own story, “the burning trees were put here to save her. It was the strangest conviction she’d ever known, and still she felt sure of it” (Kingsolver 2012, 16). Already here, early in the story, this demonstrates both a link between the butterflies (though Dellarobia does not yet know what they are) and her trajectory—however, it also suggests that the environmental story would be subsumed into her story. She herself makes that connection later in the story, noting that “before this year she had hardly looked a butterfly in the face, and now they were star players in her own domestic drama. Which was officially no longer just domestic” (Kingsolver 2012, 124), even as she has become more invested in the fate of the butterflies and the world outside of Feathertown, Tennessee.

Later, when interviewed by a local journalist about the incident, she demonstrates the connection. Tina, the journalist, asks her to “tell me about the first time you saw the butterflies. What did that feel like?” focusing on the personal experiences rather than a more objective account of the events or to speak about the butterflies on her land. She even states, “What we want is to be up close and personal with Dellarobia” (Kingsolver 2012, 207). In doing so, Kingsolver conflates the personal story—her being on the mountain contemplating starting an affair—with the environmental situation. Tina’s framing, rather than trying to motivate her audience to learn more about the climate situation, the butterfly migration pattern, even the possible tragic outcome, is designed to deflect focus onto the personal story of Dellarobia. Interestingly, the novel does the same thing in its focus on her story, not directly linking her story to the climate story—which then functions as a backdrop. Clark, in contemplating the end of the novel (to which we will return), also talks about this conflation. “Because the monarch butterflies acquire so many personal associations for Dellarobia at a crucial point in her life, their final fate becomes increasingly impossible not to be read as symbolic of her personal trajectory” (Clark 2015, 177).

In attempting to connect to the climate crisis, one needs to deal with the problem of scale—as many scholars have addressed. In considering Flight Behavior, Mehnert suggests that “the local must always be viewed in relation with global processes” because “only then can a global consciousness for climate change arise” (Mehnert 2016, 56). Kingsolver uses a variety of techniques to make the global visible on a local scale, both for the diegetic characters and for the reader, and this is addressed directly in the text. In the latter half of the novel, for example, Ovid Byron, the lepidopterologist (or butterfly expert), notes that “people can only see things they already recognize … They’ll see it if they know it” (Kingsolver 2012, 282). Dr. Byron’s function in the novel serves a number of purposes, but prime among them is to provide an expert perspective that allows for the population of Feathertown, and Dellarobia in particular, to understand the importance of the local phenomenon that they are seeing. As Mehnert notes, “a locally occurring phenomenon, in this case the transformation of habitat, may be perceived locally, but it cannot be explained if not considered in relation to its larger global context” (Mehnert 2016, 60). This is shown through a number of scenes in the novel. Wagner-Martin argues that in this “Kingsolver has seeded the novel with many descriptions that help the reader understand the complicated progress of the planet’s warming” (Wagner-Martin 2014, 7), of which we will note a few, and discuss how effective they are in motivating action against climate change.

One such local issue that the Turnbows face is the possibility of logging their land. This is partly a cyclical event, with one nostalgic scene having Dellarobia walking through the woods and recalling that they had been thinned, and regrown, in her husband Cub’s youth. Yet, at the same time, the situation has worsened with the changes in climate. As Dellarobia reflects, “trees were getting new diseases now. Cub had mentioned that. The wetter summers and mild winters of recent years were bringing in new pests that apparently ate the forest out of house and home” (Kingsolver 2012, 12). This and economic difficulties lead Cub and Dellarobia to consider removing the trees, perhaps altogether—the same trees that the butterflies have come to roost within. Yet, clear-cutting, which brings the most revenue, has severe consequences. They discuss a neighbor’s experience with that: “You can see it happening where they logged over by the Food King, there’s a river of mud sliding over the road” and then go on to make the parallel between their situation and that of the butterflies’ reason for their unprecedented migration. “That’s exactly what happened in Mexico, where the butterflies were before. They clear-cut the mountain, and a flood brought the whole thing down on top of them. You should see the pictures on the Internet” (Kingsolver 2012, 170–1). This connects their local story of clear-cutting land with the effects of mudslides in Mexico, and potential other global events. This is further brought home by the story of the migrants who move in near the Turnbows. “ ‘Everything is gone!’ the girl cried, in obvious distress. ‘The water was coming and the mud was coming on everything … Un diluvio’ ” (Kingsolver 2012, 101). While the narrative only makes the direct connection later, this allows the reader to affectively connect Dellarobia’s story to some of the effects of climate change. In reflecting on these issues, Dellarobia even draws on her, admittedly limited, education. Recalling lessons learned from literature, like “Jack London and Ernest Hemingway,” she states: “Man against Nature. Of all the possible conflicts, that was the one that was hopeless. Even a slim education had taught her this much: Man loses” (Kingsolver 2012, 245). The formal explanation, however, comes from Ovid Byron, who provides the science and makes the global connections, even suggesting that this has connections not just to displacement but also extinction. “They had unbelievable storms and flooding last spring, which may or may not have something to do with this. We have been waiting all winter for better reports. A lot of people are there now searching the forests for relocated roosts. Higher up in the mountain, is what we assumed. But the report is nothing” (Kingsolver 2012, 227).

Thieme argues that “Kingsolver’s success in conveying ecological issues emerges from her capacity to bring them alive through a realistic representation of viewpoints that reflect the varied mindsets, both conservative and progressive, of a particular Southern community” (Thieme 2023, 28), which one can see through the polyphonic approach (as Bakhtin would have it) to the presentation, with information coming through Dovey, Cub, Preston, as well as filtered through Ovid and the scientists and refracted through Dellarobia. Yet, it is primarily through Ovid that she obtains the factual information that gives her a global perspective, with the other voices helping her to mediate that information into something more comprehensible for her, and through her to others in the community. The question is how efficacious that form of presentation is for the reader. Thieme notes that “these passages run the risk of being seen as narrowly didactic, since, unlike the details of rainfall and the first accounts of the butterflies on the mountainside, they convey climate information very directly” (Thieme 2023, 24), though he draws a positive conclusion to this by the way that Kingsolver deftly weaves the stories together.

At some points in the novel, Dellarobia is a recipient of information, as in this exchange with one of Dr. Byron’s postdocs, Pete. In discussing the effects of the migration of the butterflies, “Pete explained that in recent years their studies had found the range was expanding northward. Meaning the butterfly generations had to push further into Canada to find happiness,” but it is also noted that “it wasn’t easy for her to stay on the train of the conversation, even if they were running it for her benefit” (Kingsolver 2012, 146–7). Yet, in other exchanges, Dellarobia demonstrates deftness in mediating the climate crisis in ways in which Ovid Byron is not able to. In one exchange, they talk about the average warming of the planet. Ovid notes “it will only take a few degrees of change, global average, to knock our kind out of the running” (Kingsolver 2012, 279), implying the extinction of the human race. Dellarobia ties this to her own personal story, putting it in the local terms of a child’s fever. “ ‘A hundred, that’s low-grade fever,’ she said. ‘Aches and chills.’ … ‘And if the temperature keeps going up?’ he asked. ‘More? At a hundred and three I’d head for the emergency room. That’s four and a half degrees. More than that, don’t make me think about’ ” (Kingsolver 2012, 279). Dellarobia, through this presented analogy, places this in terms that many readers would be able to relate to. My concern, however, is the reader’s position in this dynamic. The reader can be read as associated with Dellarobia, the protagonist and focalizer of the story, and is consequently meant to learn from Ovid and then translate this information to their own communities; however, they can also be framed as identifying with the communities, allowing Dellarobia (or Kingsolver) to mediate this information to them. This has consequences, I argue, for the story’s eventual effectiveness.

The effectiveness of the communication is also presented within the diegesis of the story. Dellarobia criticizes Ovid and the scientists both for the message and for its presentation. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. You guys aren’t popular. Maybe your medicine’s too bitter. Or you’re not selling to us. Maybe you’re writing us off, thinking we won’t get it” and she then suggests that they try to sell this story to a younger, perhaps less entrenched audience: “You should start with kindergartners and work your way up” (Kingsolver 2012, 321). However, that suggestion runs into the well-known problems both of scale and message. Ovid is presented as pessimistic as to the future possibilities, suggesting that we are out of time: “It’s too late for that. Believe me” (Kingsolver 2012, 321). This runs into two problems—it promotes a rhetoric of fear which, as we have discussed, has been tried and I argue not sufficiently effective. It also takes away the hope and motivation for Dellarobia, specifically along the local, personal lines that she best relates to. Her retort, both here and elsewhere in the novel, is to consider the role of her children. “Don’t say that, ‘too late.’ I hate that. I’ve got my kids to think about” (Kingsolver 2012, 321). It reiterates that for the message to be useful for Dellarobia, especially in the face of a community that ridicules the idea of climate change, there needs to be a message of hope that resonates.

In many ways, that is also a message back towards the scientific community. The story of Ovid is also presented as a group of scientists who, while very intelligent and well-informed, aren’t able to see the entire picture either. In one meaningful exchange, towards the end of the novel, Dellarobia tries to mediate not only the science to the community but also the community back to Ovid. “I’m just saying. The environment got assigned to the other team. Worries like that are not for people like us. So says my husband,” the reply to which seems to come off as smug: “His brow wrinkled gravely. ‘Drought and floods are not worries for farmers?’ ” (Kingsolver 2012, 322). Her response is to point out that a meaningful response to climate change is not simply one of awareness. “You think any of this is based on information? Come on, who really chooses?” (Kingsolver 2012, 322). His response is fatalistic, suggesting that all we have is information. This parallels his response to Dellarobia’s desire for a more activist approach than his dispassionate, objective documentation of the Monarch situation, and it presents the scientific community as without sufficient means to combat the situation (and even the idea that they do not see that as part of their role). So, even while Ovid is trying to get Dellarobia to understand, he seems resistant to the idea of working to counter these erratic effects, what Cub calls “global weirding” (Kingsolver 2012, 231).

In trying to understand how to react to the potential loss—of their way of living or thinking, of particular species, or of humanity writ large—the novel presents different means of reactions. One of the reactions to the butterflies occupying the trees, and standing in the way of the clear-cutting of the land for economic gain, was the possibility of eradicating them. Bear, Cub’s father and the Turnbow patriarch, stored the banned substance DDT—the substance that Rachel Carson advocated having banned in the 1960s and the focus of Silent Spring—in the case of such an eventuality. While Cub resists, it reinforces the specter of extinction of the butterflies, and connects that not with unforeseen natural disasters but with anthropogenic causes more concretely. Cub counters that proposal with the idea of introducing tourism. “ ‘It’s like the tenth wonder of the world,’ he said. ‘People would probably pay to see these things’ ” (Kingsolver 2012, 56). Both responses focus on preserving an economic opportunity and are essentially human-centered framing of the butterfly migration. Even the idea of bringing in tourists—religious or secular—is both potentially damaging to the roosting butterflies and has resonances of the “last chance tourism” associated with the potential extinction, to which we will return in considering “On Darwin Tides” in the following chapter.

Those potential losses speak to the trauma caused by climate change. Kingsolver presents a number of scenes in which there is trauma, from the personal to the global. This includes the personal loss of Dellarobia’s miscarriage at the very start of her marriage, one which she reflects upon in light of the events of the story. “ ‘Here the thing,’ Dellarobia said. ‘He’d be turning eleven today. If the child had lived, he’d be that old now. We’d be having a fifth-grader birthday party here. I can’t find any possible way to make that real in my head’ ” (Kingsolver 2012, 195). Her tragedy is partially about remembering the past, and partially about finding a way to confront the grief of such a loss. That type of grief is also presented on a larger scale.


In the lab Dellarobia listened to Ovid and Pete speaking hopelessly about so many things. The elephants in drought-stricken Africa, the polar bears on the melting ice, were “as good as gone,” they said with infuriating resignation as they worked through what seemed to be an early autopsy on another doomed creature. Gone, as if those elephants on the sun-bleached plain were merely slogging out the last leg of a tired journey. The final stages of grief. (Kingsolver 2012, 247)


Translating that grief into action is difficult for both Ovid because of his dispassionate, scientific approach and for Pete with his distrust of the media and its ability to accurately represent the situation. Yet, they hold out some hope for the butterflies—even if they already anticipate the eventual loss (a sentiment to which we will return in Chapter 7). Ovid also provides some pushback to the notion of simply giving up—the idea that there is nothing left to do. In responding to an interview with Tina, where he is asked about a supposed split in the academic community, Ovid responds strongly, again through metaphor. “We are at the top of Niagara Falls, Tina, in a canoe. There is an image for your viewers. … We have arrived at the point of an audible roar. Does it strike you as a good time to debate the existence of the falls?” (Kingsolver 2012, 367). What doesn’t come down to information comes down to a different mode of motivation—it is not a rhetoric of logic, nor a rhetoric of fear (as discussed) but one of hope, even if limited and contingent.

The question of hope is one much debated at the end of this novel. In the final pages, as they anticipate the butterflies are to leave, there comes a large rainstorm. In another instance of mixing the personal story and the larger natural events, we see Dellarobia trying to save an errant ewe, and also finding herself isolated in the storm looking up for the butterflies.

Dellarobia’s eyes wandered up the mountain to the flocked forest, the hummocks of branches and glittery, ice-enclosed twigs like glass straws. This was no country for insects. The real grief of this day came to her in waves, like dry heaves, throbbing against her initial good spirits. It couldn’t even be called a freak storm. Probably there was no such thing, in a freak new world of weather. (Kingsolver 2012, 414)

Yet, while she is concerned about nonhuman creatures around her, Dellarobia is also in danger as the water levels around her are rising, unmooring even the house she has clambered onto. One can clearly read into the events the conflation of her personal story—her decision to pursue an education and to leave Cub and her home—with that of the natural events. This connection, and how to interpret the final moments, is one of great debate. Thieme introduces his presentation of the ending, noting its symbolism. “Her fate uncertain, she looks down on her house which is fast becoming immersed. Her isolation is reminiscent of the trope of the last person in the world that is frequently used in post-apocalyptic fiction” (Thieme 2023, 29–30). Yet, despite the coincidental and symbolic nature of the storm, he maintains it fits within the bounds of literary realism. Critics like Adeline Johns-Putra (2017) and Linda Wagner-Martin read the ending as representing Dellarobia’s death, while Rosenthal and Clark see her surviving—with the idea that she would go off on the journey of development the novel seems to lead her to. Clark, in fact, suggests “a pointed disjunction between the individual character’s story and the fate of the insects would have made the text more provocative as a climate change novel. Personal success would then have been presented against the discordant backdrop of a degrading biosphere” (Clark 2015, 178). Similarly, one can debate the survival of the butterflies, who despite Dellarobia’s anticipatory mourning reconstitute as they fly from various trees and posts unknown even to the Turnbows and take to the skies, a grouping almost a million strong. There is more consensus on at least the intermediate survival of the Monarchs, with the fear being their long-term prognosis which would be beyond the scope of the novel and left to the imagination of the reader.

While others debate the survival in the novel, I would prefer to focus on the narrative impact. While the story of the Monarchs is the final message we see, I find that their story is subsumed into the story of Dellarobia—the personal journey takes precedence. It is also the journey on which the most agency is exerted, as she makes decisions about her future and the impacts on the actors in the story become narrativized and reflected upon. The fate of the butterflies, however, seems out of their hands. Their best efforts at mitigation of the unfortunate roosting location for the Monarchs seem to have failed, as far as they could see, and the arrival of the storm seemed to seal their fate.

Yet, none of interpretations, not even the focus of Clark’s disjunction, speak to what I feel is missing. Like The Day After Tomorrow (which we discussed in Chapter 2), the resolution to the novel’s main crisis remains framed as an event, as a local phenomenon (even if it is a canary in the coalmine for larger climate effects) that resolves without human actions. We are culpable, the novel is clear, in causing the destruction that leads to the displacement of the butterflies, but we have no part in their survival within the diegesis.

In Anthropocene Fictions, Trexler considers the framing of climate fiction but Clark argues that “he does not, however, really take up the thorny question of reader response, of what gives a novel emotional force for a readership, focusing instead of how far any text achieves a representationally accurate model of the multiple realities of the Anthropocene” (Clark 2015, 179). The focus on a “representationally accurate” account is useful, in my estimation, to increase awareness, but it is not sufficient in providing motivation to act. Thieme, writing in 2023, argues that “when Flight Behaviour appeared, there was arguably more need to combat climate denial, but the underlying issues have remained largely the same and Kingsolver’s ending remains highly contemporary because it is open” (Thieme 2023, 31). The comment on its effectiveness against climate denial can then be contrasted with its motivational power for our current moment. In 2012, one could argue that what was needed was a novel like Flight Behavior, which could mediate the scientific realities to the local communities that might not see the global perspective, but in 2025 awareness is no longer the most salient issue. The question Clark brings up of reader response is important in how to meet the challenges we face at the moment.

Furthermore, for our purposes, we need to consider if the literary conventions in Kingsolver’s presentation are conducive to promoting mitigating effects. Mayer, as do many scholars, suggests that “as Flight Behaviour focuses heavily on the development of its protagonist, the novel can be categorized as a Bildungsroman or novel of formation” (Mayer 2018, 116). The consequence of that assessment is that it is distinctly anthropocentric, and not simply focused on the human stories, but the development of a single individual who is the structuring character for the entire novel. While the novel is complex, the focus is less centered on the climate change narrative than it is on the human development story, and the need to lift science knowledge across the board, which speaks to ecopoverty and lack of educational opportunity as much as climate change. Wagner-Martin, while also acknowledging the Bildungsroman genre, finds that the ending is then surprising, noting that the novel “does not give the reader Dellarobia’s outcome” (Wagner-Martin 2014, 3) as the focus shifts from her fate to that of the butterflies. Yet, they still maintain that the climate story is subsumed into the human one. “The book’s two final paragraphs are Kingsolver’s choice to force the natural world to become integral to the human one, a feat that is accomplished without Dellarobia’s name ever being mentioned” (Wagner-Martin 2014, 3). In considering Flight Behavior as a novel, and its comportment with the conventions, we can look to the ending to see what drives the plot. I argue that the final moments of the butterflies’ flight are so integrated with her choice to unmoor herself from the current direction of her life that the freedom of the butterflies from the wintery confinement speaks to her freedom as much (or more, if we read the butterflies as symbolic of her fate) as their own.

Mayer argues that “its undeniably anthropocentric focus, most strikingly visible in Dellarobia as single focalizer, has been criticized as symptomatic of a failure of climate change novels in general to develop more innovative narrative techniques when it comes to imagining climate change as the key manifestation of the Anthropocene” (Mayer 2018, 116). It is the project of this book to answer that call. I agree that the anthropogenic focus—which is part and parcel of the literary realist novel, and following Ghosh the literary novel itself—displaces any potential motivational impact the novel presents, with regard to climate change, even as it has many interesting points about interconnectedness with the environment, draws parallels between our treatment of the planet with our treatment of the most disadvantaged of us, and speaks to the ability (or lack thereof) of communicating the challenges of slow violence (in a number of directions) in a personal affective way which could lead to change. It is, also, adept at making the reader aware of the dangers of climate change, which the parallels of the personal and global stories help do admirably. The novel also, importantly, ends on a note of hope rather than fear. The final line reads: “Above the lake of the world, flanked by white mountains, they flew out to a new earth” (Kingsolver 2012, 433), parallels the positive endings for the posthuman characters in the previous chapter, and suggests a ray of hope in this novel as well. Otjen notes, “as Heather Houser observes, Flight Behavior ‘shuttle[es] between apocalypticism and hope’ (2017, 423). Perhaps the single greatest accomplishment of Kingsolver’s novel is its ability to evoke the conflicting feelings generated by the interconnected crises of extinction and climate change” (Otjen 2022, 190), suggesting perhaps that novels are not meant to provide concrete endings, but rather allow us to think through the consequences of our actions, and then act accordingly. Lehtimäki concurs, noting that “the ending of Kingsolver’s narrative implies the interconnectedness of human and nonhuman lives in the age of the Anthropocene and climate change, suggesting that we are all living organisms dependent on each other. In any case, it is a rare image of hope in the genre of dystopian climate change fiction” (Lehtimäki 2022, 66). We certainly need to move from a rhetoric of fear to a rhetoric of hope, even if that hope is cautious and will depend (as we will return to in Chapter 7) on a degree of reckoning with loss and trauma. Kingsolver, in an interview in Time, agrees: “I think every one of us operates in our various modes of denial. It’s how we survive. We’re made that way. You asked if I’m hopeful. I would say I’m not optimistic but I am hopeful because hope is a renewable option” (Walsh 2012).

Kingsolver’s character of Mr. Akins, the climate activist, provides some humor in her novel, in his attempts to justify coming to rural Tennessee to impart his perspective on what is needed to challenge the climate crisis. “ ‘I always try,’ Mr. Akins said brightly. His snow-white bangs were cut straight across and he had a gap between his front teeth. ‘That’s why I come to places like this, instead of Portland or San Francisco. You people here need to get on board, the same as everyone else. If not more so’ ” (Kingsolver 2012, 315). That combination of both seemingly good intentions, combined with the misinformed (and not a little prejudiced and judgmental) only ends up satirizing the movement. In the next section, we consider Ian McEwan’s satirical novel Solar, where that tone is taken up, and we can consider the motivating potential of that presentation. We now turn from Kingsolver’s novel of butterflies in Appalachia to the tale of Nobel Prize-winning scientist Michael Beard, and his account of climate change research and activism.


Solar

Flight Behavior and Ian McEwan’s Solar were the two novels mentioned by Ghosh in an endnote as a “rare exception” to the idea that “fiction that deals with climate change” (Ghosh 2016, 7) is often relegated to the genre of science fiction. In fact, one would be hard-pressed to call Solar science fiction—McEwan famously goes to lengths to learn about the background of his novels and did no less with the physics undergirding the novel. Rather, Solar is a satirical novel centered around the middle-aged Nobel Prize-winning physicist, who becomes known as an expert in anthropogenic climate change. The novel does not revolve around an apocalyptic event, nor is it set in the far future—rather it is set in the near present, in three sections titled 2000, 2005, and 2009, the final being the year before publication. It is, rather, a quintessential literary novel with the focalization on the personal and the introspective. As Wright notes, “Beard, despite his pedigree, is a sort of affluent everyman of the western world, a caricature … He is our worst selves, and, yet, he is also recognisable to us, a not that far from where we sit version of the apathy, desire for fame, and essential laziness that allow us to know but do nothing about climate change” (Wright 2020, 110). In the following, I will consider Solar through its presentation of climate, its use of humor, and its production of affect.

The character of Michael Beard has an admirable curriculum vitae, and a distinguished list of prestigious posts. “He held an honorary university post in Geneva,” he “sat on a royal commission on science funding,” “was a consultant editor on three scholarly journals, wrote peer reviews and references,” got funding for a “particle accelerator,” and “appeared at giant conventions in the United States” (McEwan 2010, 14). However, that selective list only puts into the best possible light the description of Beard, much as he himself might have done. It leaves out that at Geneva he “did no teaching there,” it turns the activities and commissions into seemingly important work, rather than something to which he simply “lent his name,” and it certainly paints the accelerator, which he obtained by “tweaking of colossal sums out of ignorant ministers and bureaucrats,” in a much more favorable light (McEwan 2010, 14). Despite his credentials and accolades, Beard is a self-serving, self-aggrandizing conniving functionary that is presented as a satirical version of a climate scientist, the inverse of the lepidopterologist Dr. Ovid Byron in Kingsolver’s novel.

In terms of climate science, “Beard was not wholly skeptical” but did not view it as something he personally needed to focus on, rather “he expected governments to meet and take action” (McEwan 2010, 15). He, typical of the central character in a realist novel, was more focused on his own story, as he “had other things to think about. And he was unimpressed by some of the wild commentary that suggested the world was in peril” (McEwan 2010, 16). Essentially, he was tired of the apocalyptic rhetoric, which had turned him off action (if he was ever motivated).

The novel does present accurate information on climate change. This information comes from a variety of sources, but it also comes with a series of different contexts and connotations. For example, the latest climate information and theories are presented to Beard by Aldous. “After outlining what he expected to read next year in the third IPCC report, Aldous told Beard—and was the fiftieth person to do so in the past twelve months—that the last ten years of the twentieth century had been the warmest ten, or was it nine, on record” (McEwan 2010, 36). While the information is correct, and up to date, it is also presented as annoying rather than informative, through the framing. The number of times the information is transmitted is not, in the novel’s presentation, a sign of urgency or consensus, but becomes a cacophony of distraction. Similarly, later in the novel at an event discussing the potential of aesthetic productions “to inspire the public to take thought, take action, or demand it of others,” Beard “sat in silent wonder. Idealism was so alien to his nature that he could not raise an objection” (McEwan 2010, 78–9). Essentially, Beard is presented as a skeptic as to our ability to combat climate change, which is presented throughout the novel. This is compounded with his general unlikability as a character, who is also the focalizer for the narrative.

According to Traub, “Beard’s argument about the correct response to climate change … is that we have no choice but to hope that technological ingenuity,enlightened self-interest and the market’s allocation of resources can get us off the hook; personal virtue counts for little” (Traub 2018, 99), and she points to a review that suggests that McEwan has a similar stance (Taylor 2010). This follows Beard’s arguments that it takes governments, not individuals, to fight climate change. However, it is partly that he is cynical about our potential for change, an opinion which McEwan seems to share. As Zemanek notes, “McEwan does indeed seem to be as sceptical as Beard, but he is not a sceptic of climate change, as he feared himself to be accused of. Instead, he is a sceptic of humanity’s ability to change” (Zemanek 2012, 57). Beard’s argument seems to be shared with techno-optimists and governments even today, where the meeting of targets like those set in the Paris Agreement relies often on future technology in setting their projections. In reaction Richard Kerridge argues that “if we trust to this outcome, we will be gambling everything on a frighteningly random chance” and points to the farcical ending of the novel, which he contends “shows how easily the vicious crossfire of personal desires can tear down such an enterprise. Implicitly, it also rebukes us bitterly for leaving the field so empty of other kinds of hope” (Kerridge 2018, 164). While the novel is not devoid of hope, one of the criticisms of the rhetoric of fear in the apocalyptic narrative, it only allows us to hope for new technology to solve our problems, problems which are far more entangled than simply coming up with a new form of energy, or fixing the hole in the ozone layer. In Thieme’s interpretation, “as a manifesto for climate action, Solar is arguably the least successful of the novels discussed in this book. Any possibility of viewing Beard’s grotesqueness as a cautionary tale is torpedoed by the not-so-funny comedy, which itself lacks a clear focus” (Thieme 2023, 93).

For McEwan, the choice of a satirical novel with a comic tone allowed him an out from the potential for moralizing—which may threaten to turn the novel into something more akin to Tompkins’s sentimental novel and risk banishment from Ghosh’s mansion. “The thing that would have killed the book for me, I’m sure, is if I’d taken up any sort of moral position … I needed a get-out clause. And the get-out clause is, this is an investigation of human nature, with some of the latitude thrown in by comedy” (Brown 2010). In the interview, McEwan suggests the comic tone gives him some latitude, while also framing the genre of the novel along the lines of a novel about human nature. This positions the novel within the framework of the literary realist novel, but doesn’t speak to it as particularly motivating with regard to combating climate change. Stef Craps discusses how this tone worked in a pedagogical context, considering the impact of climate change fiction, specifically the idea that “a wealthy, white Englishman who incarnates everything that is reprehensible about modern man acts as an allegorical Everyman figure, through whom the novel suggests that ‘human nature’ is responsible for the climate crisis and our inaction in the face of it” (Craps 2024, 16), with questions about the consequence for climate change and about the appropriateness of using humor with such a privileged figure, while “from the perspective of poor, nonwhite, non-Western, or female characters” the situation is neither distant nor humorous, but dire and threatening. The comic frame (also found in films like Don’t Look Up), while engaging, disperses the issue, and the idea that the protagonist himself is disinterested (yet prominent) undercuts the seriousness of those studying the issue and leads to a distrust of potential results (or satirizes scientists when we arguably need to believe them most urgently).

The novel even frames the two paired scenes which feature the polar bear—the charismatic megafauna most often reflected upon in the literature on the novel—through a comic lens. The scene in which Beard sees a polar bear in the Arctic, which approaches them causing them to flee, is not framed as either a connection with the nonhuman, parallel to Dellarobia’s experience with the Monarchs, or a situation that would inspire fear—rather Beard immediately turns the scene into a story he can tell, positioning him in the best possible light regardless of the truth, “because he instinctively knew it was wrong to dishonor a good story” (McEwan 2010, 72). The other scene could actually be haunting, as it involves the death of Tom Aldous, Beard’s employee and his wife’s lover. Aldous, in attempting to seek forgiveness from Beard, trips over the polar bear rug and dies—in a scene which emphasizes not the tragic death but the comic means in which Aldous falls with his body in the air “parallel to the ground” and his arms flailing (McEwan 2010, 90–1). It is the disconnect between the seriousness of the climate crisis, and the comic tone and undermining of its convictions that had led many environmental scholars to dislike the novel. While it received good reviews in literary platforms, it fails to meaningfully increase awareness, as Flight Behavior does, or incentivize action against climate change. Traub argues that “Solar has met with mixed critical reception, with many panning it as a frustratingly noncommittal environmentalist novel and some (including Greg Garrard and Kerridge) deeming its stab at comic allegory a failure” (Traub 2018, 89), although she gives it some credit for not being merely pessimistic. Kerridge goes further, suggesting that the novel “follows [Beard] closely without taking him fully seriously as a person, as a realist novel would aspire to do” (Kerridge 2018, 162), suggesting that it also does not live up to its potential as a literary realist novel. He argues the novel must keep a distance from the interior of Beard’s character because getting too close might endear sympathy for the man, which would diminish the force of the satirical attempt.

“Like some of the minor characters that populate the novel, Beard is fatigued by the apocalyptic tone of climate-change rhetoric, and by what he identifies as the impossibility of thinking about potential ecological disaster in the quotidian” (Traub 2018, 102). He does not see that an individual, especially an older man such as himself, needs to worry about a crisis as slow-moving and far away as climate change, even if he is intimately aware of the science. This is noted throughout the novel, such as in this passage with the idea that “the earth could do without Patrice and Michael Beard,” or “if it shrugged off all the other humans, the biosphere would soldier on” (McEwan 2010, 76) and in a millennium no one would remember him, his life, his scientific achievements, or any of the great achievements of mankind, in some ways parallel to the potential outcomes in the posthuman narrative. Yet, in a climate change novel, set in a real time, it comes across as fatalistic. Wright argues that “narratives like Solar that engage with climate change in real time, providing us with stories of the slow violence characterised by Nixon, perhaps do not inspire the urgency of more dystopian narratives” (Wright 2020, 109–10).

Literary realism, even in what is presented here by McEwan, is entirely focused on the story of the individual, an individual’s point of view and their struggle. McEwan can’t foresee how literature could be expansive enough to meet the moment, so his protagonist reflects that view as well. Since characters like Beard suffer no real consequences—not those on par with the masses that have no doubt in the effects of climate change and don’t need to be convinced of its existence—they have no motivation to figure out how to absorb that reality into their “realist” fiction. This, in turn, I argue does not inspire a reader to do anything about climate change either. At best, it provides a critique of scientists or academics and the acceptance of new ideas—satirizing the idealism and urgency projected onto a slow-moving crisis, one which is not immediate palatable. Yet, rather than providing either awareness (even while accurately reproducing the science) or motivation, the novel rather undermines the earnest efforts of scientists like Tom Aldous or Ovid Byron.

Now we turn from Part II, in which we discussed oft-used narrative strategies and how they do not provide the motivation the moment requires, and turn to three chapters in which I present narrative strategies that I think will provide that motivation, accounting for the challenges of affective attachment, scale, and climate trauma.



 Part IIIThe Proposed Narratives

In considering Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior, which we discussed in the previous chapter, Timothy Clark asks “why is the trajectory of one, individual fictional life still felt by a reader to be so much more powerful as a story than that of the natural history of the insects, whose strange behaviour would still remain a harbinger of ecosystem collapse and extinction?” (Clark 2015, 177–8). In this, I read Clark as presenting a challenge—to readers, to writers, to critics, and to scholars. In the face of an urgent need, a massive global climate crisis, how can we motivate interest in the harbingers of extinction. In the following three chapters, I outline my attempt to suggest narratives that meet that challenge; that speak to the scale, the affect, and the trauma of climate change; and that induce action.

In transitioning from Part II to Part III, we are moving from those narrative strategies that are canonical in climate change fiction—the apocalyptic, the posthuman, and the literary (realist) narrative—and begin to discuss the narratives that I propose meet the challenges of climate change as we round a quarter of the twenty-first century. While some examples of narratives discussed in Part II have raised awareness of environmental problems, what is necessary now is to provide motivation for action. As Mertens and Craps argue, “writers who take the temporality of climate change as the central concern of their novels therefore have to find ways to represent the ‘seemingly unrepresentable’ (Johns-Putra 2016a, 274): an invisible aspect (time) of an imperceptible phenomenon (climate change) in an unimaginably large time period (the Anthropocene)” (Mertens and Craps 2018, 137), a seemingly herculean task. The proposed narratives in this section are meant as examples of how we can account for these challenges.

As with Part I, in equally weighted chapters, this study will consider three types of narratives—the local affective, the nostalgic, and the narrative of climate trauma. Based on the historical considerations in Chapter 1, I propose that these types of literary narratives can speak to the scale and motivation necessary to promote action in combating climate change, just as Shute, Lee, and Carson provided such motivation in dealing with nuclear weapons, civil rights, and environmental concerns respectively. In Chapter 5, I will consider the local affective narrative, looking at Sarah Hall’s Haweswater, Andrew Michael Hurley’s The Loney, and Shauna O’Meara’s short story “On Darwin Tides.” The main focus of the chapter is on the implications of dramatic climate changes on a local scale, tinged with Gothic which promotes a haunting connection to the land. By connecting the local affective stories with the connection to the land, environment, and climate change, I contend that the potential for motivation is increased. In Chapter 6, we consider the scale of climate change fiction—looking at the ability of the nostalgic narrative to focalize the story on the medium scale that allows us to both see the changes in the environment while still maintaining a tangible attachment to our own time. In this consideration, I look at Octavia E. Butler’s prescient Parable of the Sower, Louise Erdrich’s Future Home of a Living God, and Edan Lepucki’s California. Finally, in Chapter 7, we turn to stories of climate trauma, which I contend allow us not only to recognize our anxiety and trauma associated with the increasing uncertainty of our erratic environment but model means by which we can work through this trauma and find a way to produce hope in the face of such challenges. In the chapter we look at three recent novels, Alexandra Kleeman’s Something New Under the Sun, Jessie Greengrass’s The High House, and Sequioa Nagamatsu’s How High We Go in the Dark. We turn now to Chapter 5, with the focus on the local affective narratives.



 5Gothecology: Local and Affective Narratives


The impetus for this chapter came from an aside comment, or perhaps just a joke, made by Emily Alder at the Gothic Nature conference at Trinity College Dublin in 2017. That conference had as its goal an interrogation of the terms ecoGothic and ecohorror, and brought together scholars from traditional ecocriticism as well as from the Gothic. In her paper, brilliantly titled “Underwater Plastic Frankenstein,” Alder brought up Tim Morton’s Dark Ecology and mentioned that this nomenclature was a missed opportunity, suggesting that the name Gothecology was both too good and the obvious choice. It is a good line and was a well-received joke (if that was the intention), but I couldn’t help reflecting upon it later. It strikes me that while Dark Ecology is a valuable tool, especially in ecocriticism and in particular towards understanding some of the big concerns of effectivity of discourse and mobilizing resources towards tackling global environmental issues, what the term doesn’t do is help us to understand a particular Gothic quality in either ecocriticism or discourses surrounding the environment. This is somewhat ironic, because in one of Morton’s first explanations of dark ecology, he explains why he came to use that particular term. “I am calling it dark ecology, after Frost (‘the woods are lovely dark and deep’), but also after Gothic culture, from Frankenstein to The Cure, a reminder that we can’t escape our minds” (Morton 2007, 193).

Emily Alder’s term Gothecology, I argue, connects the sense of the urgency and context-driven investigation of grounded connections with the environment, with the underground current of a Romantic drive. Tim Morton’s idea of a Dark Ecology looks at the less positive conceptualizations of nature and attempts to destabilize readings that separate man from the environment (Morton 2022). What Gothecology can do, then, differently than Dark Ecology, is to give us an understanding of the Gothic elements of an ecologically inflected text, and help to interpret and understand them. Thus, by looking at texts which don’t feature the traditional Gothic trappings—the distinctly monstrous, the castles or ruins—but rather looking at contemporary novels and short stories that interact with and show an affinity for natural landscapes that don’t promote the overly positive, or ruined ideal landscape, championed by traditional ecocritical perspectives, I hope to show how a Gothic approach can enrich the understanding of these narratives.

The choice to look at narratives with a Gothic underpinning draws on its association with visceral reactions and the longer-term effects of an emotional connection with the material. The combination of fear and the uncanny contributes to a haunting effect on the reader—one which is not limited to ideas of plot but are rather carried through an affective frame. This produces effects connected to the cathartic model of tragedy—but without the closure and purging of such emotions. To the contrary, those emotions are left bare—lingering in the reader and pushing them to promote change as a reaction. While not a strict ecoGothic reading of the stories, the Gothic here is considered as a mode that produces an affective response, set against backdrops which form a proxy to anthropogenic climate change at a scale we have come to recognize in our own time.

The Gothic, as Weinstock argues, “has always been about how human beings relate to the nonhuman world, what happens when objects assume a kind of mysterious animacy or potency, and what happens when human beings are reduced to the status of things among other things” (Weinstock 2023, viii). Amitav Ghosh also argues for the relevance of the Gothic, when he states that “it is surely no coincidence that the word uncanny has begun to be used, with ever greater frequency, in relation to climate change” (Ghosh 2016, 30). Our relationship to our environs, and especially the most vulnerable and excluded aspects, often returns to us in unexpected ways, and this is tapped into through the Gothic mode. Ghosh goes on to argue that this is particularly salient with climate change. “The events set in motion by global warming have a more intimate connection with humans than did the climatic phenomena of the past—this is because we have all contributed in some measure, great or small, to their making. They are the mysterious work of our own hands returning to haunt us in unthinkable shapes and forms” (Ghosh 2016, 32). This evokes the idea of the return of the repressed, long a consideration in the Gothic mode, and connects it to the effects of climate change, through a local affective narrative.

Stephen Ahern notes that “literature has, of course, been preoccupied for millennia with the affective dimension of human experience” and that literary scholars and critics have “theorized the affective engagements of characters, of authors, of readers—and different forms such as poems, plays, and, recently,novels … have developed to depict these engagements” (Ahern 2024, 97). That affective engagement is clearly present in character development, as well as in setting and tone—aspects that the Gothic and related contemporary parallels are well known for. As discussed in Chapter 1, there is also historical precedent that literature, in particular, can have effects on our collective action, and I argue that this is due, in large part, to the affective attachment we have to the threat we feel. Brian Massumi, in Ontopower, argues that while “threat is from the future” it has ongoing effects in the present. “Threat has an impending reality in the present. This actual reality is affective” (Massumi 2015, 189–90). This chapter will further argue that not only can we have an affective attachment but that it can lead to action among the reader. This is considered by Weik von Mossner when she investigates “ecodystopian narratives as well as the emotions cued by such narratives in order to engage their audiences and, in some cases, promote more sustainable lifestyles” (Weik von Mossner 2017, 138) and Wilson-Scott, drawing on the work of Laura Wright, suggests that drawing on “narratives that explore climate change through its domestic effects resonate more powerfully than many others, and can be read as examples of … as stories with the ability to ‘inspire a response’ ” (Wilson-Scott 2021, 8).

In order to inspire a response, I contend that we need to connect the affect to not only the focalizer but also climate change itself. In this chapter, I argue for this through concentration on the local narrative. This is partly inspired by limiting the scope and scale of the problem—accounting for the scalar effects that scholars such as Rob Nixon, Tim Morton, and Timothy Clark have highlighted. Weik von Mossner notes that “many of our current environmental problems, such as climate change, are too vast in their spatial and temporal dimensions and too abstract to be accessible to our senses” (Weik von Mossner 2017, 138), unless that is shown through an event. I argue that showing the affective attachment of characters to their environment can show that scale.

All three stories are condensed in scale to relatively short timelines and distinct locations, even if they have impact that resonates in more far-reaching ways. Trexler argues that “nearly all climate fiction takes this a step further by bringing characters into confrontation with an immediate climatic disaster. Taking this step allows readers to have a personal experience of climate change, glimpsing its effects on local places and individual lives” (Trexler 2015, 24). The Loney’s presentation of the marshlands, Hall’s consideration of the soon-to-be flooded town in Haweswater, and the tidal lagoons presented in “On Darwin Tides” all showcase local places, and each story is focalized through few main characters. Weik von Mossner calls our attention to Keen’s analysis, noting that “narrative emotions are tied up with fictional characters because those actants normally play the role of active agency in plots … They are shared across the narrative transaction by authors who seek to evoke feelings in readers employing the powers of narrativity” (Keen in Weik von Mossner 2017, 48). Those feelings are affectively attached to the reader through the locally embedded characters, but there is also a need to understand the global effects of climate change. Through the example of Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior, which we discussed in the previous chapter, Mehnert argues that “local must always be viewed in relation with global processes. Only then can a global consciousness for climate change arise” (Mehnert 2016, 56). In that story, Kingsolver makes a connection between Dellarobia and the butterflies, and while I argue that, in that instance, the novel worked against inspiring a response, it is possible to connect the local narrative with the global nature of the climate crisis.

The problematic between the local and the global comes to the fore in Ursula Heise’s (2008) book Sense of Place and Sense of Planet. In that volume, she presents the concept of eco-cosmopolitanism, an attempt to conceive of an ecological movement that isn’t tied to the local—following the long tradition of pastoral and other developments of ecological thought (following Gifford, with many names prior to the current ecocritical conceptualizations). The climate crisis needs a global response—it is too large for any local community to comprehend its complexity and entanglement, let alone address its challenges. She argues, however, that we need a global response that requires a sense of deterritorializing our relationship to nature (writ large), which presents its own challenges. We have to, as she says, “envision how ecologically based advocacy on behalf of the non-human world as well as on behalf of greater socioenvironmental justice might be formulated in terms that are premised no longer primarily on ties to local places but on ties to territories and systems that are understood to encompass the planet as a whole” (Heise 2008, 10), which Weik von Mossner argues acknowledges also the importance of affect (Weik von Mossner 2017, 171–2). Environmental discourse can have need for consideration of the local, as I advocate here, as well as the global, as Heise notes “under certain circumstances such affirmations of local ties can play an important role in environmentalist struggles” (Heise 2008, 10).

One aspect of the focus on the local is to represent communities that are not usually seen as actants in climate change narration. One way in which this is present in each of the case studies is in the recognition of the Other, or as Gifford notes, “recognition that the exploitation of nature is often accompanied by the exploitation of the less powerful people who work with it, visit it or less obviously depend on its resources” (Gifford 2012: 44), as climate change is deeply entangled not just with the events of weather but the consequences of it. Laranjeira, in writing about “On Darwin Tides,” also takes up this point, noting that the short story “emphasizes Elizabeth Cripps’ view that those ‘least responsible for climate damage are losing everything, and they are losing it as a consequence of colonialism, slavery, oppression and systematic disregard for human rights’ ” (Laranjeira 2024, 4). The local narrative can highlight the interactions not only of the characters and their environment, but the entanglements along class, race, gender, and a host of other trajectories and inequities. While this chapter will focus on their importance for promoting change in terms of the climate, each of these texts has many avenues to pursue.

In this chapter, my focus will be on three texts: Andrew Michael Hurley’s The Loney, Sarah Hall’s Haweswater, and Shauna O’Meara’s “On Darwin Tides,” though I see a similar description of the landscape and positioning of the human and nonhuman in other works of Sarah Hall and Andrew Michael Hurley as well as in Fiona Moseley, Richard Powers, Jesmyn Ward, Amitav Ghosh, among others. My focus is on an exploration of local narratives of climate change, which evoke the unsettling Gothic tone associated with the uncanny and the weird, to activate the sense of anxiety around systematic climate change, with the hope that such strategies will allow the conceptual changes on the local level vital to ameliorating the global effects of the climate crisis.

The first section, Lancaster Liminalities, looks at the littoral Gothic focusing on Andrew Michael Hurley’s story The Loney. This tale sends a church group north to the marshes in Lancaster in search of a spiritual rejuvenation. Yet, it is in its interactions with the uncertainty of the marshes, and the association it has with death, unpredictability, and the ever-shifting tides, that connect this Gothic tale to the ongoing climate crisis. Here, the erratic ecology forms the proxy for the challenges of predicting and reacting to the environmental changes of our age, and the elements of coastal Gothic unearth the connections to the past that both predict and unsettle the characters, and the readers.

The next section, Diving Under Haweswater, focuses on Sarah Hall’s debut novel Haweswater from 2002. In this novel, the flooding of the valley in which all of the characters of the novel reside is imminent—and the story traces their strong connection to the land, water, and spirit of the area, as well as their reactions to the industrial plan to flood the area to provide power for a distant city. Based on a real-life example, this tale of a local event of flooding, coupled with Hall’s innovative storytelling and its Gothic undertones, allows the story of Haweswater to serve as a local proxy for the larger changes associated with anthropogenic climate change—equally large from the perspective of the town, equally connected to larger systemic forces, and equally invoking of fear and the uncanny.

Finally, the chapter turns to a contemporary short story, Shauna O’Meara’s “On Darwin Tides.” This tells the tale of last chance tourism in Southeast Asia, following the story of a street vendor who sells local artifacts to tourists—even as much of the area becomes a nature preserve. In juxtaposing the concern of environmentalists in preserving biodiversity through, here, setting up and preserving an orangutan sanctuary, and the needs of the local population to still make a living—including the increasing population of (climate) refugees, this tale focuses on the local effects of climate change and the association with life, death, and superstition. My focus will be on how the specific strategies in this narrative—the framing of human and nonhuman characters; considerations of migrations, life loss, and otherness; and the haunting undertones of the framing of Last Chance Tourism—operate, even as those they are seeing are treated as already dead, as ghostly reminiscences of a past era of prosperity none of them have ever known.

We turn now to the liminal tale of the coast of Lancastershire in The Loney.


Lancastershire Liminalities: Cli-Fi, Gothecology, and The Loney

The Loney is perhaps an interesting choice for my project, because unlike the other cases, reviewers have almost universally acknowledged that his is a Gothic text. Sarah Perry’s (2015) review in The Guardian calls it “a gothic masterpiece,” The Daily Telegraph calls it “haunted and haunting” (Martin 2015), and an online review suggests that “as literary horror it is gothic and gorgeous, not so much frightening as vastly uneasy” (Ruppert 2016). In some sense, the genre that the novel writes into seems rather universally acknowledged. Yet, already here the record is unclear.

The novel was published, in a run of 300 books, by Tartarus Press. These yellow-colored hardbacks have a tendency to feature classic horror, either contemporary or, more often, reproductions of older eighteenth- and nineteenth-century texts. Hurley’s novel, despite its freshness in a lot of ways, could most happily sit aside that genre. The tropes that it evokes and the types of mysteries that it explores—at least in the main plotlines—fall along those of traditional Gothic fictions. There are menacing figures, an overarching religious element, an unspoken and unspeakable past which has driven one prominent member of the community—a priest—to what seems to have been suicide. Even the story is told in a retrospective mode, but set nominally in the past and unearthing stories more distant, and more haunting, than even those they are going through. If Gothic tales are your thing, this sample alone should intrigue your interest, and reading the novel is well worth it along those lines.

But the novel is also more than that. The copy that I read is from the John Murray rerelease (or expanded release) of the novel from 2015. It was after this more mainstream release of the novel that it also began to rack up awards, winning Hurley the Costa Award for debut novel, among other prizes. The designated audience was subsequently reframed, moving the marketing from Tartarus’s dedicated readership of classical Gothic and horror tales, to the field of literary fiction. As the Daily Telegraph reviewer notes, “no one who missed it the first time has any excuse now” (Martin 2015). This reading is rewarding as well, which was as much a surprise to Hurley as anyone. When originally trying to get the novel published, he was uncertain where to send it: “I think that one of the problems was that I wasn’t all that confident at explaining what the novel actually was—whether it was gothic horror, folk horror, literary fiction or just a story about faith” (Smart 2019). In another interview, he speaks to the publisher’s commercial concerns. “People said, ‘Where will this go in a bookshop?’ and I couldn’t answer that for a long time,” Hurley says, smiling. “It’s funny that the thing I thought would be a drawback made it remarkable” (Cain 2016). In some senses, even at the level of the publication record, the novel has been liminal.

Yet, it isn’t the nominally Gothic elements—that traditional list of monsters and locations—that I want to focus on. It is also not the plot of the novel—in fact the main plot of the novel is something that I will hardly touch upon (so you can safely read the story with few spoilers). What I want to focus on is the landscape and the description of “nature” that the novel evokes and works within. It is there that I see the power of the novel—at least in terms of interacting with and as a cli-fi novel despite having none of the common characteristics. This novel is not apocalyptic, it isn’t staged on a global scale, and it doesn’t deal directly with large-scale environmental issues. Yet, I argue, its presentation of the landscape and the interactions between its human and nonhuman characters, not least that of the coastal landscape itself, are both haunting and affective—it draws the reader’s attention, instills feelings of uneasiness, dread, and even fear, and demands a reassessment of the easy relationship between ourselves and our natural surroundings, especially relevant in light of the climate crisis.


It had certainly been a wild end to the autumn. On the Heath a gale stripped the glorious blaze of colour from Kenwood to Parliament Hill in a matter of hours, leaving several old oaks and beeches dead. Mist and silence followed and then, after a few days, there was only a smell of rotting and bonfires. … In the north, train lines had been submerged and whole villages swamped by brown river water. There had been pictures of folk bailing out their living rooms, dead cattle floating down an A road. Then, latterly, the news about the sudden landslide in Coldbarrow, and the baby they’d found tumbled down with the old house at the foot of the cliffs. (Hurley 2016, 1)


These passages from the opening page of The Loney are haunting in themselves and are rich in their power to both set a tone and provide mysterious detail. The images of death, of trees and humans alike, are linked by other natural forces, and those forces interact in the air, in unearthing trees and, perhaps, mysteries, as well as submerging and destroying. The landscape is immediately invoked, and a dichotomy created between an idealized past and the contemporary situation. The positioning of the narrator, who uses this scene which is already looking back, to explore his own memories and responses to being reminded of Coldbarrow (which is a brilliant name for a Lancastershire town which is seemingly fictional) both evokes the Gothic and produces a nostalgic feeling—yet one in which one doesn’t necessarily want to revisit one’s past experiences again in the present.

The novel is set in a “wild and useless length” of northwest English coastline, situated in “that strange nowhere between the Wyre and the Lune” (Hurley 2016, 4) in an overwritten fictional area that is described within the novel with the local appellation “The Loney.” The conceptions of the space being both “nowhere” and “useless” are telling for the anthropocentric view that the narrator has, and continues to have, about the landscape behind the story—yet the reader sees past that bias as the landscape doesn’t allow human constraints, or human discourse, to limit its power to assert itself. From the opening scene, death and destruction are a factor on The Loney, and while that frame narrative presents this as a “wild” period, when the story moves its characters to this location, we realize that it isn’t unusual—but a daily feature of life.

Yet, while The Loney is a space that is “nowhere” it is also clearly on the coast, which situates the novel already in a liminal space between land and sea. Liminality features prominently in the novel (hence the title of this section) and Victor Turner argues for its pertinence to the Gothic in that “liminality is frequently likened to death, being in the womb, to invisibility, to darkness, to bisexuality, to the wilderness, and to the eclipse of the sun and the moon” (Turner 1969, 95). The novel at hand deals specifically with five of the seven categories (there are no eclipses, and, as far as I can see, no references to bisexuality, though veiled transgressive sexuality is represented). Fred Botting suggests that it is this transgressiveness that is perhaps most salient. “Gothic texts operate ambivalently: the dynamic inter-relation of limit and transgression, prohibition and desire suggests that norms, limits, boundaries and foundations are neither natural nor absolutely fixed or stable despite the fears that they engender. Crossing a boundary, for all the tension released, shows that it is neither impermeable nor unchangeable” (Botting 2014, 9).

Yet, the physical landscape of The Loney, situated on a liminal coastline which is neither solid nor fixed, and which shifts in time unpredictably, challenges that notion. Yes, the coastline can be permeated, but the ability to do so is limited by the power of the landscape, not the power of man. The landscape is not permanent, but that proves more difficult for the human actors, not less so, as it impedes their movements in the best of circumstances, and causes the destruction of the opening passage at the “worst.” Jimmy Packham points to an early passage as the place where Hurley “self-consciously inserts itself into the historical realities of coastal dangers and the exploitation of migrant labor when it addresses the ever-present violence of the tides” (Packham 2019, 7). Hurley describes, in the bay surrounding The Loney, how “opportunistic cockle-pickers, ignorant of what they were dealing with, drove their trucks onto the sands at low tide and washed up weeks later with green faces and skin like lint” (Hurley 2016, 4). The deaths of these migrant workers (who already have crossed boundaries for survival) show how unforgiving this landscape is for the uninitiated, but later evocations of these estuary forces show that it is entirely unpredictable—for outsiders and locals alike. The novel is filled with passages describing the washing up of bones of animals and humans, often intermingled, of those who were caught out on the marshy landscape—shepherds and their flocks, a wandering group of animals, a lone lost hiker—which attests to the haunting nature of this particular landscape. Packham argues that consequently, the coast should be placed alongside traditional gothic tropes as a main site of Gothic tendencies, and writes The Loney into a genre he calls “coastal gothic” (Packham 2019, 3). Lucie Armitt, however, points to more haunting aspects of this powerful landscape, especially as it seemingly “invades” and “permeates” the designated human aspects of the coastline (or destabilizes what we have arrogantly asserted as “belonging” to humankind). In identifying what she calls “ghost-al” erosion, she argues that “One major, if unquantifiable, by-product of this encroachment is fear: fear of flooding, fear of coastal erosion, and the attendant fear that communities and homes will be devoured by an angry,avenging sea” (Armitt 2016, 96). It is this fear, and the affective forces of it on the reader, that can prove the tangible reactions such literature can have, and by tying this to changes in the environment, here on a local scale, we can begin to understand the larger forces at work, those Morton describes as hyperobjects. This is where I see the power of local, Gothicly inflected texts, in mitigating climate change—even as this would hardly be described as a “cli-fi” novel in any current understanding of that as a genre.

Nominally, The Loney is about something other than climate and landscape. Nominally, the narrator and a group of people from their local parish are visiting the area in a revival of an annual Easter pilgrimage to a holy shrine in the hopes of curing the narrator’s brother’s muteness. Nominally, this story is about a look back at a supernatural mystery, with the use of religion to cure, but also the inexplicable stories of death and suicide, abuse and fear, among the human players. But the story does not haunt along those lines. This story is interspersed with descriptions of the landscape. This is highlighted in the stories of our narrator and his younger, mute, brother secretly visiting the mysterious pregnant girl on the other side of the estuary—making the dangerous crossing which shifts in each attempt. At some points the mist is so thick they can’t see ahead of them, so they tread carefully half-expecting to fall into the water. At other points they can use their own sandy footprints as an Ariadne thread to lead them back home, until the Grimm-like reality of the shifting tides erases those traces. With the opening anecdote of international migrants looming in the reader’s imagination, we are always convinced that this is what will befall our protagonists—though that is resolved in the same way as the supernatural aspects, using Todorov’s notion of the uncanny (Todorov 1973).

The unpredictably rising waters and the added descriptions of its dangers coupled with the scale of the flooding in the opening sequence invoke the apocalyptic. And yet, while this is a localized phenomenon, the flooding of a single area, the rhetoric used by Hurley and the affect on the characters associate this rising water with our pressing concern with erratic ecology and changing climate—factors that weren’t considered pressing for the characters embedded in the narrative. One salient difference between Hurley’s novel and cli-fi novels is the scale, with Hurley focusing on local stories on a human scale which is personal and even individual. However, this scale is helpful in presenting an intelligible notion of the consequences of such destruction, which can be reflected upon and paralleled with a more global phenomenon. These descriptions tend towards the supernatural, especially in their repetition of the tropes, but this possibility is never fully explored—it remains for the reader to render these fantastic elements (to invoke Todorov’s structuralist terms) into the uncanny, as we are offered no proof that Hanny or Else belong to the realm of the marvelous. In reaction, the prose erupts with Gothic descriptions, of dark elements, and supernatural references (even if always presented as uncanny, not disproven but dismissed).

Boym argues that “Nostalgia is not always about the past; it can be retrospective but also prospective. Fantasies of the past determined by needs of the present have a direct impact on the realities of the future. Consideration of the future makes us take responsibility for our nostalgic tales” (Boym 2007, 8). We can use stories of the past to present an imaginary that allows us to create the future we need or want (in the progressive mode), or, in a restorative mode, to evoke the past that we would like to have had in order to justify its (re)creation in the present, despite opposition. There are consequences to the choices we make with the landscape, and the more we alter, the less able we are to influence how we want to move forward (and if forward is the proper direction in which to move). We will return to nostalgia and its affordances in Chapter 6.

Currently, Morecambe Bay is difficult to traverse, but there are proposals to place a bridge (one of Europe’s longest, and arguably “environmentally friendly” as a CO2-consuming, windmill-bearing, feature) to shorten this distance. It represents an interesting reading of the role of nature, human actors, and economic and environmental benefits. I would wonder, given the history, how many people would die in its construction, to later haunt (physically or metaphorically) such a project, not to mention the impact on nonhuman actors and the consequences for the designated area of natural beauty though one could discuss such appellations as well.

The use of the Gothic mode captures the emotions and concerns of the citizens (both villagers and the pilgrims), far more than was ever understood by those that kept official records. By reconstructing a historical novel, using the tools of fiction to include the other anxieties of its age, Hurley has put us into a sense of the liminal, but done so through a narrative that is decidedly local, personal, and emotional. In the introduction to Ecogothic, Smith and Hughes argue that “The Gothic seems to be the form which is well placed to capture these anxieties and provides a culturally significant point of contact between literary criticism, ecocritical theory and political process” (Smith and Hughes 2013, 5). Morton’s dark ecology offers us a consideration of scale, which would allow us to situate stories like this on different levels, using its meta elements to extrapolate to the political ramifications of such grand engineering feats, and articulate the human and nonhuman cost (Morton 2022). But the Gothecology of the novel works on the personal, the human, or supernatural scale. Else, as suggested by her name, is connected to knowing in a spiritual sense, as she was able to know of the impending death, and seems to have supernatural powers (though in a fantastic mode—in which we are never quite sure how to unravel that particular mystery). It is the stuff of superstition, with no evidence of the marvelous at work, but then again, the Gothic often erupts unsuspectingly for those unconnected to their own nature.

While The Loney operates on the erratic coastal Gothic setting in Morecombe, we turn now to Sarah Hall’s representation of historic Haweswater. What links the stories is a mode of representation in which the focus is on making an affective connection between the changing ecology and the people who inhabit it. The sense of haunting and foreboding that the characters who enter Morecombe Bay have, and the attachment the underlying story, encourages us to form connections between the human story and that of the landscape I have focused on encourage us to consider how best to engage with the power of nature. The reader’s attachment is to both, simultaneously, an entangled engagement, which bonds the human tales that literature often focuses on with that of the landscape, environment, and those that inhabit it—human and nonhuman alike. I argue that despite its historical focus, often found in Gothic tales, The Loney speaks to our current entanglement with climate change fiction both through affect and through proxy. In turning to Sarah Hall, I make a parallel argument, that despite the setting of the novel being the historic building of a dam in Haweswater, the underlying affective attachment to the local community and land paired with the story of the flooding provides a proxy connection to climate change.


Diving under Haweswater: Gothecology, Dark Ecology, and the Works of Sarah Hall

Haweswater is a fictionalized tale of the residents of Mardale Green, a small village in a rugged valley in England’s Lake District (about 100 miles north of Manchester), which is the modern-day site of the Mardale Reservoir which now contains the Lake District’s “Atlantis” (Zolfargharifard 2014). In the historical novel, the village is, unbeknown to the residents, slated to be demolished, and all of its residents relocated, to allow for the valley to be flooded by the creation of a large dam, on an unprecedented scale. This is a product of the Manchester City Works to produce enough clean water for the growing population of this northern industrial city. The novel is set in the interwar period, with the destruction of the Great War still fresh on the minds, and impressed upon the bodies and imaginations of the residents of the valley. These, however, are a hardy people, working to eke out an existence in a rugged and unforgiving terrain, a landscape they have occupied and interacted with for generations, going back, for some famous residents, more than 300 years.

The opening prologue, set in the 1930s, frames the narrative as apocalyptic, with the returning of Sam Lightburn to the remains of his farm during the time of the flooding, and leaving artifacts locked away in a box, not to be retrieved for years. The landscape is immediately invoked, and a dichotomy created between an idealized past and the contemporary situation. “This water had once been only a gentle, tumbling river” (Hall 2002, ix) demonstrates his look back towards a more peaceful time. Yet, this is quickly challenged, which Sam, as connected to his environs, notes. “But it was not the sound that was unusual, thought the man, it was the water itself, because there was something dangerous and slow and final about it. Something eerie and unending. This was a monumental flood, water of epic proportions” (Hall 2002, x). The rising waters, and the added descriptions of its dangers, coupled with the scale of the flooding invoke the apocalyptic. While this is a localized phenomenon, the flooding of a single valley, the rhetoric used by Hall, and the affect on the characters align this rising water with our contemporary concern with rising seas and changing climate—factors that weren’t considered pressing in the 1930s. The only difference between Hall’s novel and cli-fi novels is the scale of the destruction, with Hall choosing, as she does in her other novels and stories, a local and tangible scale, one which is distinctly human and even individual. However, this scale is effective in presenting a graspable notion of the consequences of such destruction, which can be reflected upon and paralleled with a more global phenomenon—the scale that dark ecology wants us to concurrently contemplate.

The protagonist of the novel is introduced through a description of her own birth. Her mother, Ella, is described as “making colors that her husband had never seen before, colors he did not know a human being could make. Soft orange on her, like human blood should never be, and white and precise burgundy” (Hall 2002, 3). Much of the village was there present, in support, but unable to do anything to help, as it was winter and the only doctor was unable to arrive in time. Despite the farmers’ intimate knowledge and understanding of the cycles of life, the needs of nonhuman creatures at birth, there was a barrier between those and the human birth. They wanted to help “but they could not, because human birth is something unnatural, something beyond animal—female pain become self-conscious” (Hall 2002, 5). This sets up a binary between the human and nonhuman, typical of the nature-culture divide. Hall, however, subverts the traditional and normalcy of this split throughout the novel. Janet Lightburn becomes a transgressive figure in numerous ways, and this is also true for her twelve years younger brother Isaac. Both of them are granted an affinity for the landscape of their birth, which both saves and haunts them throughout the novel.

Both siblings are described in ways which highlight the transgression of precisely the human/nonhuman distinction. “She was eight years old and Samuel had already begun to suspect that there were things at work in his daughter a man should be wary of” (Hall 2002, 25). Janet is early on and repeatedly referred to as cat-like, in terms of reflexes and ferocity. An early scene, in which she and her father are faced with a loose bull, sees Janet both clamber up a tree in hopes of escape but then also use her feline nature to help save her father from further harm. “It was only a moment later that he heard the cry, a throaty half-growl, half-hiss, and then there was a flash of yellow down from the branches of the tree, … For a moment Sam thought it had been a lynx which had leapt from the tree” (Hall 2002, 28). Rather, it was his young daughter, risking her own safety to protect her family. Later she is also compared to a lion. Isaac, on the other hand, is connected with the water, fascinated with it from a young age, and constantly pushing the boundaries of endurance—in his ability to breathe, tolerate pain, and sustain himself against the dangers of the cold and harsh underwater worlds of a winter stream. “He will stay down as long as he can, a watery pioneer, caught between two worlds. … His nostrils closing, eyes in stasis, not giving away a suggestion of life, no tell-tale air bubble struggling to the surface to reveal his presence. His bloods crystallizes, congeals. His lips turn blue and their cells die” (Hall 2002, 75–6). Isaac, only seven years old, explores his underwater treasures daily, tempting the harsh landscape which others would eschew, and doing so without hesitation or reservation, which leads to him being compared to a fish, a type of hybrid entity straddling the lines between the human and nonhuman. These descriptions tend towards the supernatural, especially in their repetition of the tropes, but this possibility is never fully explored—it remains for the reader to render these fantastic elements (to invoke Todorov’s structuralist terms) into the uncanny, as we are offered no proof that the Lightburn siblings belong to the realm of the marvelous.

In addition to their animalistic qualities, Janet is further transgressive, described as man-like, both in terms of physical abilities and a penchant for rational thought and determination, which was uncharacteristic of the women of the village. “She terrorizes the old notions, batters her way through and out the other side. There are no absolutes to be found in the blood on her wrists, and under her nails. She has feral qualities not belonging to either sex” (Hall 2002, 73). This is demonstrated in her leading the charge against the dam when it is first proposed, picking up the mantle that was offered to her father (in her absence). Her opponent is the slick-talking, city-dwelling representative of the Manchester City Works, Jack Ligget.

Ligget is presented through the trappings of progress, entering the valley in his new, modern Riley Sprite sportscar. He is dressed in a business suit and is clearly used to using his status and confidence to convince, cajole, and persuade people of the rightness of his position. It was his idea to create the dam project, carefully selecting the valley for its natural features—the proper type of rock, shape of the valley, flow of the entering streams, sparsity of the population—and he had secured legal permission, through the Haweswater Act, prior to ever setting foot in the village. Ligget is presented as treating land, and in particular the valley, as a commodity, drawn up in a corporate boardroom, and ignoring the specificity of the land, individual features, and native understandings. In reaction, the prose erupts with Gothic descriptions, of dark elements, and supernatural references (even if always presented as uncanny, not disproven but dismissed).

Ligget sees this particular valley as having a prescribed purpose—one that is distinctly anthropocentric in focus. “This is the wettest valley in the country. It’s designed to hold water. That is what it was meant for” (Hall 2002, 99). This belies an attitude of dominance over the land, and even suggests that nature has predetermined aims, with a specific, and conveniently human scale to them. There is no serious consideration of the nonhuman impact on the valley, nor even a real consideration for the lives and displacement of the farmers and other human settlers. Even his first interaction with the Lightburns, through an encounter with a seven-year-old Isaac just coming out of an icy peek into the stream, attests to his lack of familiarity with the landscape, and the village. He misreads Isaac as in distress, and then offers to take care of him (letting him use his coat, and walk him home), which are out of step with his upbringing and independence. In addition, he is clearly an outsider, and not welcome in the valley, as the harbinger of bad news and ill will.

Ligget’s position is on the side of progress, pitting the villagers as his antagonists in terms of class as well as modernity. The discussion is reminiscent of the sense of loss in Wordsworth’s Michael, when faced with the ultimate—yet still far off—destruction of their way of life, a living they have always had. The sense of melancholy in the face of progress, and the connections between the sense of belonging coupled with a longing for a prior time are characteristic of a nostalgic mode. Svetlana Boym argues that “Nostalgia is paradoxical in the sense that longing can make us more empathetic toward fellow humans, yet the moment we try to repair longing with belonging, the apprehension of loss with a discovery of identity, we often part ways and put an end to mutual understandings” (xv–xvi). Yet, as more of Ligget’s story is revealed, we come to realize that he is also searching for a sense of belonging, and eventually finds that in the valley as well, seduced not only by the hills, landscape, and waters but also through interaction with Janet Lightburn.

Janet’s name is also telling. In a moment of miscommunication between her parents at the time of her birth, Janet is initially named by her father January, evoking the two-faced god Janus. Janus looks both to the future and to the past, a guardian of the boundary, presiding over the beginning and the end of conflict. Janet, despite her gender, age, and education, is the first resistance to the “progress” represented by the dam project. Yet, she is also drawn to both sides of the situation, tied by her disposition to the land and tradition, and yet physically and sexually drawn to her interlocutor, starting a guilt-ridden and secret relationship—one which she constantly tries to resist and yet is drawn to. Ligget changes in reaction to Janet, just as she softens in her resistance to his role—which he has no real power to change now that things have progressed as far as they have with the construction planning. It is their affair which triggers changes in Ligget’s motivations, convincing him to try to integrate better into the valley’s ways of doing things, and the narrative begins to show us more of his character—beyond the façade of his professional identity. We learn of his rural and impoverished upbringing, which aligns him more with the Gothic landscape and descriptions, which so far have been reserved for the villagers, and would also later be evoked for the figures of the “navvies” who serve basically as unskilled labor in the dam construction settings. He is further presented as exploring the rocky features of the valley, climbing and risking his life in the endeavor—demonstrating his ability to be in tune with his environs as long as he is sufficiently cautious and confident.

The novel ends with a series of tragedies, each brought about seemingly through an imbalance or disrespect for the nonhuman elements of the story, but also, and perhaps more fundamentally, the inability to imagine a future or empathize with others. As the dam progresses, the villagers are ever more tinged with regret, which becomes part of their nostalgic longing. The first tragedy comes about by a bet made, with the local poacher, to kill (for stuffing and mounting) one of the valley’s golden eagles—the equivalent to a trophy hunting assignment. This is made in Ligget’s early phase of interaction with the citizens of Margate, and yet despite his own attitude towards the valley changing, along with his newfound respect for the landscape and the interconnectedness of its inhabitants, human and nonhuman alike, the poacher carries through with his assassination assignment. The result horrifies Ligget, to the extent that he doesn’t even want to look at the body of the eagle. He is not only shocked and rattled, but complicit and guilty for his own part in disrupting the natural order. In attempting to rectify his removal of the eagle from its native habitat, by replacing the eagle on its own part of the valley, high up in the crags, and due to his lack of focus and energy (due to his grief for the loss of the eagle), Ligget himself falls to his death. It is presented as if he needs to make up for his sins, sins of progress and modernity, and thus Ligget rejoins the Gothic landscape as a figure that haunts the villagers and the project.

The loss of Ligget destabilizes the formerly stalwart Janet Lightburn, who was four months into her pregnancy with Jack Ligget’s child. Janet, however, cannot cope with her grief and loss, and takes out her anger and grief upon her own body, in a state of mental distress. The only sign of rational, or at very least parental, consideration is that she only injured her extremities and kept the baby unharmed. Even after the birth, as the novel progresses more rapidly, Janet can have little to do with the baby, refusing to look at her when feeding, and as she ages, not taking care of her at all. The loss of Jack causes a mental break, and nearly the ceasing of all reasoning, for quite a long time. Concurrent with the destruction of the remaining buildings in the village—without the ceremony or respect the villagers would have sought—their town, like the surrounding Valley, becomes just fodder for the construction of a Futurist sense of progress, a push towards now inevitable war. This was done, oddly, to avoid the sense of something evil or underhanded. “To leave them standing would be both hazardous and unsettling. A village underwater and perfect? There was something sinister about it, was there not?” (Hall 2002, 215). But again, without considering the emotional connection of the villagers, the project offered the buildings as target practice for the army—the explosives interestingly are unsuccessful in knocking down all of the buildings, requiring more than anticipated, and the final building—the church, and sense of ritual community building for the matriarch of the Lightburn family—is dismantled via sledgehammers in the end. In a sense of foreboding, Hall informs us that none of the soldiers make it back from the war, adding, in anticipation, their number to the ghosts haunting the Haweswater project.

In a final act of resistance, assuaging her guilt for not having stayed connected to the landscape wholeheartedly, Janet tries to sabotage the dam—however, this also proves futile, killing her in the process. Her maimed body is found by one of the navvies, who masks her intentions, and brings her to the on-site head of the dam project. “The ghoul is a man, a sub-human, no, one of the crew, a navy, he can tell by the swell of the shadow, its stance, the unblinking, lurid eyes. … At once the foreman is certain of his death, his fears and suspicions confirmed about this strange breed of labourer” (Hall 2002, 242). It is only the outsiders, those unconnected with the landscape that fear it, or death, or see death as final. Janet doesn’t turn away from the blast which dismembers her, and her younger brother, years later, would also return to the water—now a diver and explorer—only to, as his name suggests, sacrifice himself to the waters. The last line of the novel letting us know “he was home” (Hall 2002, 266).

Hall’s historical tale is based on the real-life situation of the Haweswater reservoir, which represented technological achievement (and remains a marvel of engineering to this day) and yet was met with protests not only from villagers but also others who wanted to preserve the area as it was. There are consequences to the choices we make with the landscape, and the more we alter, the less able we are to influence how we want to move forward (and if forward is the proper direction in which to move). The use of the Gothic mode captures the emotions and concerns of the villagers, far more than was ever understood by those that kept official records. By reconstructing a historical novel, using the tools of fiction to include the other anxieties of its age (the rise of Hitler’s regime and the impending war), Hall has put us into a sense of the apocalyptic, but done so through a narrative that is decidedly local, personal, and emotional. Ella, as suggested by her name, is connected to knowing in a spiritual sense, as she was able to know of the death of each of her children as it happened, across distance, and anticipate their deaths—knowing for example that Isaac would come to die in the waters, well before the dam was formed (and he died in the water years later). But Janet would also not rest, becoming the fuel for legends of Hall’s version of the witch of Westmoreland, Janet Tree, at one with the landscape and threatening the unsuspecting travelers around Haweswater, when they would lose their concentration. It is the stuff of superstition, with no evidence of the marvelous at work, but then again, the Gothic often erupts unsuspectingly for those unconnected to their own nature.

We now turn to the future, though a haunting future which witnesses the destruction of our environment. Shauna O’Meara’s short story “On Darwin Tides” takes us far from the landscapes of Northern England to the waterways of South East Asia. Parallel to the flooding of Haweswater is the pollution around Lahad Datu in East Malaysia on the island of Borneo. The story of last chance tourism is also focalized through a local affective narrative, and one tinted with the haunting of past lives and opportunities. The characters are faced with increasingly precarious lives as the dual threats of corruption and exploitation threaten both the people and the environment alike. As with both The Loney and Haweswater I argue that the focalization on the characters and the sympathetic treatment, enhanced through the resonances of the Gothic elements of the story, provide a meaningful affective attachment necessary to provide motivation to address the consequences of climate change. This chapter now turns to “On Darwin Tides,” its considerations of migration, life loss, and otherness focalized through Maslina, and her haunting tale trying to lift herself and her family up against impossible odds, in a toxic physical and political environment.


See It before It’s Gone: Last Chance Tourism and Environmental Crisis

Our final example considers a contemporary short story, Shauna O’Meara’s “On Darwin Tides,” which tells the tale of last chance tourism in Southeast Asia. It follows the story of a street vendor who sells local artifacts to tourists—even as much of the area becomes a nature preserve. In juxtaposing the concern of environmentalists in preserving biodiversity through, here, setting up and preserving an orangutan sanctuary, and the needs of the local population to still make a living—including the increasing population of (climate) refugees—this tale focuses on the local effects of climate change, and the association with life, death, and superstition. The landscape and positioning of the human and nonhuman, all threatened by climate change, are all presented as equal actors, no less deserving of salvation—even as they are treated as already dead, as ghostly reminiscences of a past era of prosperity none of them have ever known. This story is not apocalyptic (nor postapocalyptic, in its near-future setting), it isn’t staged on a global scale, and it doesn’t deal directly with large-scale environmental issues. It represents, rather, the inevitable continuation of our current trajectory, the slow violence of our unchecked abuse of our environment and degradation of the climate. Yet, I argue, its presentation of the landscape and the interactions between its human and nonhuman characters, not least that of the coastal landscape itself, are both haunting and affective—it draws the reader’s attention, instills feelings of uneasiness, dread, and even fear, and demands a reassessment of the easy relationship between ourselves and our natural surroundings.

The story opens on the Lahad Datu Night Market where our protagonist, Maslina, is selling her wares—hand-woven baloy and pieces of bleached coral reefs hand-painted to resemble their prior living forms—to Last Chance tourists, primarily Western travelers seeking experiences and souvenirs of the vestiges of soon to be lost natural beauty. One of the tourists praises her work. “She selects a fan of red coral. ‘Wow!’ The minute branches divide and divide again, fine as sugar snaps. ‘When I went to Australia last year, all the corals were breaking down from acid in the water. This is just beautiful’ ” (O’Meara 2016, 158). The wares of this “sea gypsy,” as Maslina and her family are called, can certainly be praised, but the greater achievement for the tourist is in capturing a part of natural history—obtaining part of the dying landscape for herself. The framing, for the reader, also positions this tale within a particular timeline—after the dying of the Great Barrier Reef of Australia, demonstrating the loss of our world cultural heritage, but also pointing to the “failure” of even as Western a nation as Australia to prevent such loss. We are already placed into a position to mourn such loss, and to recognize the red coral fan as a haunting artifact of the past. In fact, the fan itself is such a relic as it is not from a living coral (which would be a legal, if not ethical violation for the tourist), but is actually bleached coral hand-painted by Maslina for sale. That revelation is taken well by the tourist, whose greater concern is her ability to experience a living reef, while it is still possible. “Relief fills her face. ‘Yes. I’ll be scuba-diving there on Saturday. Figured I had better come to see the reef before it’s all gone’ ” (O’Meara 2016, 158).

The market itself is surrounded by such ventures, selling to tourists and providing unique experiences for adventurers—even as it obscures changing ecosystems, the results of climate change, and the harsh environments (natural, social) that the local Sama Dilaut try to survive in. Another tourist praises one of Maslina’s baloy, stating, “This one’s beautiful. Like a night sky” (O’Meara 2016, 162), not realizing that such a referent only has resonance for her—perhaps a nostalgic turn towards her childhood or a recollection of an imagined beautiful night on Borneo. However, the true referent is from the polluted rivers and waterways surrounding the market. “It is actually the flashes of the algal bloom makes at night when dying fish disturb the surface, but I don’t tell her that” (O’Meara 2016, 162). In fact, the changing landscape—the algal bloom, choked rivers, and lack of resources—is both a source of hardship and an attempt to produce a new life. Maslina can’t quite comprehend the wealth and privilege of the tourists at the market. “The idea of paying to night-kayak on waters choked with algal bloom has always struck me as strange, given the stench and toxins”( O’Meara 2016, 157), yet it helps her eke out a living, even a living at the margins of this former resort setting.

The story is positioned in 2048, after increasing extreme weather events drive mass migration across the region. Sabah, due to its unique geographical traits, becomes a haven for refugees, but this creates a crisis of its own. “Uprooted Malaysians and flood refugees from the Philippines, Bangladesh, China, Laos, and Vietnam streamed into my world: drought stricken Eastern Sabah. There is not enough water, not enough food, and not enough jobs. Without Last Chance tourists like this woman, we’d be having food riots and street battles like Indonesia” (O’Meara 2016, 158). This draws our attention to the consequences of global climate change both to the human and nonhuman actors involved. Despite its focalization through a young, charismatic, and resourceful girl, the story shows the deep horrors as a consequence of the erratic ecology and scarce resources. O’Meara adeptly weaves the travels of Maslina as she escapes capture from the ESSFOR police (based in part on the special police force for Eastern Sabah put in place by the Malaysian government in 2013 to combat piracy and militants) who monitor vendors who do not have authority, and the technological capability to verify their identity through the novum of the MyKad, a personal device akin to an iPad, which allows for education, identification, business permissions, financial services. “ ‘Everything is going MyKad-only! I even saw Indonesian rubber workers and children from my school scavenging tonight. Apparently, they are all being replaced by Peninsular Malaysians!’ ” (O’Meara 2016, 168) and Maslina laments that the expansion of demands for everyone to have such devices leaves her and her family even more destitute, driving them to be even more dependent on the problematic Last Chance tourism. “ ‘If people without MyKads can’t work in the factories and plantations any more, where else can we get money besides those rich Last Chance tourists?’ ” (O’Meara 2016, 169).

Her travels and stories also show us the less savory side of life in Eastern Sabah—away from the tourism. The entire journey is plagued with death and devastation:


I take the long way home, concealed within the plantations north of town. All around me, oil palms stand brown-tipped and wilting, their knobbly fruits undersized and mummified, a carpet of dropped flowers testament to the drought and heat that they’ve had to endure. A boy lies dead at the foot of one of the palms. He is little more than skin over bone, already stripped of his clothes and shoes, if he ever had them. I wonder if he died of disease or if starvation made him climb the palm, risking his life on the electric wires strung to prevent fruit theft by scavenging primates and pygmy elephants. (O’Meara 2016, 164–5)


To note is that this death affects the human and nonhuman actors alike. The desperation of the boy is brought on by the changing climate—either through drought, or disease, or the workings of global capital. His fate is shared, potentially, by local primates and pygmy elephants—charismatic megafauna of the types we tend to protect, or at least treat as protectable. This doesn’t change their fate. There are other examples within the story of dying fish, monkeys, and people—all presented in such a haunting manner. Their bodies functioning as tombstones as well as warnings to others—do not try this, do not come this way—but a warning that is impossible to heed for those at the brink of death.

This presentation does several things for the reader. It provides a haunting sense of affect—a connection between the reader and this subject. It also provides a proxy argument for the environmental destruction. As Ursula Heise notes,


Species serve as proxies for ecosystems and biodiversity. And biodiversity itself becomes a measure for what we value about nature as well as, more indirectly, about ourselves, so that biodiversity loss comes to be felt and understood as a sign of something that we lost in the course of modernization and/or colonization—the “we” referring to the national, regional, or indigenous communities in different contexts. (Heise 2016, 23)


Here we have these individual human and nonhuman victims serve as proxy for their communities, which in turn stand for the larger picture. While she further argues in Imagining Extinction that concern about the environment, ecoanxiety, is typically focused on large scales—global climate change, biodiversity crisis—and rarely focuses on individual animals, here we see this focus inversed. The focus on the local, the particular, I argue, makes this link stronger and produces more of an affect through the evocation of the haunting in the Gothic frame, than we often achieve through more grandiose larger scale presentations. This is parallel to the role of coastal erosion for Hurley and flooding in Hall.

After Maslina returns home, she is faced with further bad news—the Malaysian authorities are cracking down across the board. Already faced with no catch zones limiting their ability to fish—something tied to their own cultural heritage as “sea gypsies”—they are now faced with limitations on all unsanctioned labor. Earlier, through her limited studies provided by an “engio” Maslina had learned a bit about the concept of evolution, and warned her brother Tadi that “animals that only adapt to one way of living are at risk of dying out if things change too much. I think that goes for people too, Tadi” (O’Meara 2016, 170). They need to once again adapt to survive, but they are running out of options. The positioning of Tadi, who uses this scene which is already looking back to explore his own memories and responses to being reminded of the Sabah of his youth and the freedom of his people from before, both evokes the Gothic and produces a nostalgic feeling—yet one in which one doesn’t necessarily want to revisit one’s past experiences again in the present.

In an act of desperation and after consultation with the elders of his people, Tadi leads a group to find food—lest they end up like the boy by the tree. “We’re just getting food. Those are our fishing grounds by historical right. Those ESSFOR bastards owe us a meal at least” (O’Meara 2016, 173), but Tadi’s assertion is risky and Maslina can’t be a party to it. She desperately fears for her brother, her only immediate family after her parents went missing in the famine riots three years before. Her fear is not only that they fail to find fish in the patrolled waters around the protected reefs, but that their desperation will lead them to take from fish farms with their heavy security and severe punishments. “They used to trial them, but the hungry were too numerous. Now, to be caught fishing anywhere at night, especially the aquaculture farms, is to be convicted of piracy. Pirates seldom make it back to shore: many are shot and fed to the cages” (O’Meara 2016, 174).

The potential deaths of these migrant workers (who already have crossed boundaries for survival) show how unforgiving this landscape is, and the climate patterns that have led to this remain increasingly unpredictable. They are faced both with drought, seen in the desiccated trees, and with flooding which decimated Maslina and Tadi’s community when the Segama river branched and destroyed their home the year prior. Lucie Armitt argues that “it has long been my contention that one of the reasons for Gothic literature’s ongoing popularity in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, despite our lessening belief in the supernatural or the afterlife, is precisely because it provides us with a mechanism for giving shape to otherwise formless cultural anxieties” (Armitt 2016, 97), which is a sentiment—when related to “natural” forces—which echoes definitions of ecoGothic from Bill Hughes and Andrew Smith.

Maslina interacts with one of the NGO (her “engio”) workers first at the market, where the woman claims to be a different kind of foreigner in Eastern Sabah. “I am not here like those disaster-porn people because I have given up, but because I believe good things can still be achieved if people step up” (O’Meara 2016, 163). As part of the NGO, she feels like she is able to provide for and protect, though she remains cautious on who to support. Elsewhere in the story, we are shown that the policy of the no take reef protection has been championed by the NGO, which contributes to the desperation of Maslina’s people, however well-intended. At the same time, it seems naïve of the NGO, as the Malaysian government isn’t equipped to prevent corruption, via bribery, to contribute to further reef destruction—as large-scale fishermen are nefariously granted permission to trawl the area. This is clear in a conversation with Tadi and his friends before they go off on their night raid. “It’s illegal to fish. It’s all No Take./ Tell that to the pirates and the boats coming up from Indonesia. Tell that to the big trawlers who bribe ESSFOR to look the other way” (O’Meara 2016, 173). Officially, the coral is protected, but it is still slowly dying. Fishing is nominally protected, but only from the poor, who are thus also left to die. Corruption puts these refugees outside of the realm of protection.

Maslina, when her brother doesn’t return, again looks for ways to adapt. “I think of the engio woman from the market, her offer to visit the orang-utans. Engios have money—I can only pray she has as much compassion for people as she does for apes” (O’Meara 2016, 174). The sanctuary forms a final interesting parallel between the protected and those left behind. The NGO sponsors an orangutan sanctuary, having officially purchased the land for the ape’s habitat. The name itself derives from the Malay words for “man” and “forest,” having transmogrified from identifying human occupants of the great forests of Borneo and Sumatra, to referring to this distant cousin of man. In adopting both the orangutan and the forest surrounding them, the NGO is acknowledging the connection between the land and its occupants, and how protecting one entails protecting the other. We are connected to the environment we are not surrounded by, but are an essential, integral part of. However, the sanctuary is not self-sustaining, and perhaps consequently is not itself sustainable. It, like the othered, undocumented underclass of Eastern Sabah, is only temporarily holding off a seemingly inevitable demise. They are the haunting reminders of a lost civilization, a time in which free movement along the seas included waters not choked with algae and toxins, passages not plagued by storms, and lands which did not slowly eradicate its population, both human and nonhuman alike.

The sanctuary, which Maslina seeks out as a last vestige of hope, provides amply for its occupants, astonishing her with “the sheer resources” (O’Meara 2016, 175) as well as everything provided for them, “platforms of cut fruit the street children would die for decorate every tree. There is even an orang-utan hospital!” (O’Meara 2016, 175). Her reaction sets up a distinct parallel between the Sabah population—deemed immigrants, moved out of their “natural” environment by war, famine, legal boundaries, and the effects of climate change—and the “man of the forest” who is deemed worthy of protection (along with some, though not likely enough) of his habitat. Maslina wonders where the money comes from, querying her NGO patron, “ ‘Who pays for all this?’… and when met with a matter-of-fact reply ‘Americans. People overseas. They like orang-utans’ she openly wonders, ‘Don’t they like children?’ ” (O’Meara 2016, 175). The injustice of the situation is not lost on Maslina, who strives to understand things, is quick to adapt, and eager to learn. O’Meara ends the story with a possible optimistic ending, as the NGO woman has managed to sell Maslina’s abandoned baloy from her raided, illegal market stall, and provides Maslina a tidy sum, which she hopes to put to good use. “Three thousand ringgit is more than enough for bribes and two MyKads. We will be allowed to work, to go to school. My people will have a market for their baloy. Things are looking up” (O’Meara 2016, 177). Here O’Meara turns the tale into a critical dystopia, allowing for the (remote) possibility of a positive ending. Yet, it seems likely that Tadi and his friends will not return from their late-night fishing expedition to the heavily guarded aquaculture farm—and even the orangutan sanctuary seems only like a short-term refuge that will only last until the next wave of environmental disasters.

The unpredictable waters and the added descriptions of its dangers, coupled with the scale of the storms, invoke the apocalyptic. And yet, while this is a localized phenomenon, the fight for survival of a single undocumented girl and the affect focused on related characters, this aligns O’Meara’s story with our contemporary concern with rising seas and changing climate. While both Hurley and Hall’s novels were looking forward from their historical vantage point, positioning the narrative as anticipatory of climate change, O’Meara’s narrative is embedded in the effects set years after our current crises. The commonality is how the characters focus on their short-term immediate needs, while the environment surrounding them, in which their tales are embedded, shows the effects of climate change and erratic ecological effects. Like Hurley and Hall, O’Meara’s tale is presented on a local and tangible scale, one which is distinctly human. As I argue throughout this chapter, this scale is effective in presenting a graspable notion of the consequences of such destruction, which can be reflected upon and paralleled with a more global phenomenon. In reaction, the prose erupts with Gothic descriptions, of dark elements, death, the loss of not only the land but the belief in the stability of the past, in presenting the reality behind last chance tourism and its implications.

We are nostalgic for our imagined past, and contemplating that loss causes trauma in the future. Such tourism is a means, for the privileged, to engage with, or more likely to put off dealing with, those consequences. We can use stories of the past to present an imaginary that allows us to create the future we need or want (in the progressive mode), or, in a restorative mode, to evoke the past that we would like to have had in order to justify its (re)creation in the present, despite opposition. There are consequences to the choices we make with the landscape, and the more we alter, the less able we are to influence. This causes an even greater fear of the unpredictability of our future. It is this fear, and the affective forces of it on the reader, that can prove the tangible reactions such literature can have, and by tying this to changes in the environment, here on a local scale, we can begin to understand the larger forces at work, those Morton describes as hyperobjects. This is where I see the power of local, Gothicly inflected texts, in mitigating climate change.




 6Nostalgic Narratives


O’Meara’s tale provides a transition from the Gothic affect of Chapter 5 to the focus on the nostalgic narrative in Chapter 6. Combined with the Gothic affect, we move now more deliberately to the types of narratives that allow us to frame larger scale phenomenon in a more comprehensible manner. Nostalgia—combined with the use of gothic tropes (darkness, isolation, liminality) and the invocation of literary affect as discussed above—creates a model for climate narratives to have the potential to produce meaningful change for such global problems. As I have argued elsewhere, nostalgic narratives have the potential to focus on a medium scale, not strictly local but not geological or cosmological (Stephan 2021). Drawing on theories of nostalgia, particularly on the notion of restorative nostalgia from Svetlana Boym, this chapter looks at the use of nostalgia to frame a narrative, provide a deep emotional connection, bring the longed-for past into the present for the reader, and project it onto a still possible future—one which can be then strived for with their newly motivated engagement. The experience of nostalgia allows us to consider both the long scope of the historical consequences and tie that to the local affective narrative within the story. The chapter focuses on readings of three novels, Edan Lepucki’s 2014 novel California, Louise Erdrich’s 2017 novel Future Home of the Living God, and Octavia E. Butler’s Parable of the Sower from 1993 but set presciently in 2024 with parallels to our current situation.

Each of these novels presents a story in the near future, focused on a limited time and collection of characters, and in which they are dealing with significant environmental changes—environmental changes that are larger than the local stories which are described. What all three novels struggle with is what Astrid Bracke calls the environmental collapse narrative. The scale of the crisis is on a global, and even geological, level but we react on a human scale. She argues that


Sketching a future that is an extension of the present and which corresponds to projections of the future consequently closes the gap between future and present.It also brings the large scale of environmental collapse to the medium scale of human experiences and brings home the reality of environmental collapse much more than a novel that depicts a future that is less familiar and further away does. (Bracke 2018, 36–7)


What the medium scale provides is a means for individuals to identify with the narrative, and hopefully avoid being overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the problem, leading into the problem of cognitive dissonance. The “Anthropocene disorder,” as Timothy Clark refers to it, “is a mismatch between what we see and what is really happening” (Bracke 2018, 3). In the three case studies, the protagonists—Frida, Cedar, and Lauren—are all clear that they are facing a world in turmoil, and changes that are happening on scales far beyond their personal lives. Each novel starts in media res, in what Cedar Hawk Songmaker calls “Historic times!” (Erdrich 2017, 3), and yet they each have a different presentation style and focus. What they share is a use of nostalgia to look back, to reflect, and to provide perspective to the reader on that scale and scope of the environmental challenges they face.

According to the theory of scale framing, in discussing the Anthropocene, climate change narratives oscillate between stories which function on large scales (geological scales) and those which are miniaturized (focusing on an individual day). These novels, I argue, through their nostalgic narratives operate on a medium scale. The change in frames also allows us to understand the scope of climate change, a situation that Tim Morton calls a “hyperobject” as it is too large for traditional comprehension (Morton 2013, 1). The power of these novels is their use of local descriptions to allow us the ability to see this hyperobject and still feel affected enough to promote change—on a local level—rather than be overwhelmed by the scale of the situation.

Part of the challenge of the Anthropocene is the sheer scale of the changes. This is not limited simply to erratic ecology but also the social structures that need necessarily alter when infrastructure—roads and transport, food systems, even policing and fire services—breaks down. In fact, as Kaplan notes in her reflections on Hurricane Sandy, “we had forgotten … that habituation and incorporation of public utilities into modern daily life” (Kaplan 2016, xvii), which has consequence both in the traumatic effects of the crisis (effects we return to in Chapter 7) and in recognizing what we lose when systems break down. The lack of those services, structures, and even values necessary to provide security—physical or ontological—is what leads to Cal and Frida seeking a life far from the city in California and Lauren Olamina’s escape from Robledo in Parable of the Sower. Michael Pickering and Emily Keightley note that nostalgia can be “seen as not only a search for ontological security in the past, but also a means of taking one’s bearings for the road ahead in the uncertainties of the present” (Pickering and Keightley 2006, 921), and Matt Hills notes that “ontological security involves the reduction of anxiety” (Hills 2012, 113), thus its diminishing or absence in the Anthropocene leads to the kinds of trauma faced in these novels (and which we will discuss more directly in Chapter 7). Nostalgia can then act as a counter agent to these threats, providing what Vess et al. call a “resource for the self” (2012, 274) and Proctor notes provides an “affirmative psychical bulwark” (Proctor 2017, 1115). This is true of both the restorative and reflective varieties of nostalgia that Boym describes, though their trajectories mean that the security they provide informs differently, and in some iterations excludes others, which becomes an important factor in each of these novels. For example, Sneed notes the legacy of neo-slave narratives that Mark Bould notes are “always-already” present in Butler’s Kindred and extends to the Parable series as well (Sneed 2019, 189), while numerous scholars note that Indigenous writers, as exemplified here by Erdrich, “aim at a psychic liberation through a symbolic return home and a rediscovery of cultural practices in vogue before settler-societies pushed Indigenous cultures aside” (Ayuso 2023, 38), which potentially redefines the import of the climate crisis in the face of the scale of other cataclysms faced by people of color.

Each novel functions as a transition—not overcoming an event like a hurricane or earthquake, even an apocalyptic one, but the move to a new reality. In that instance, nostalgia has an important role in helping us to face the changes and maintain values and hope. An early theorist of nostalgic narratives, Fred Davis, “drew … attention to the role of nostalgia in facilitating the continuing of an identity and, in particular, highlighted the evocation of the past in the present—especially during times of transition” (Wilson 2015, 479). One question then is how this future looks, and on which historic pattern should it be modeled. Each of the case studies has such a future trajectory, and the imaginary of what that should look like (or could potentially look like) is an important feature. While I argue nostalgia in each novel helps us to see the scale, the presentation of nostalgia is framed differently in the three texts. This is particularly true not only in their resolutions but also importantly on the type of nostalgia evoked. Svetlana Boym “distinguish[es] between two main types of nostalgia: the restorative and the reflective. Restorative nostalgia stresses nostos (home) and attempts a transhistorical reconstruction of the lost home. Reflective nostalgia thrives on algia (the longing itself) and delays the homecoming—wistfully,ironically, desperately” (Boym 2007, 13). In providing the etymology of the word, she also focuses on the differences when one privileges one or the other aspect. Restorative nostalgia is the most prevalent, the type of nostalgia used to justify a return to an idealized past which is presented as true, tradition, and unwavering. In its focus on nostos, it is focused on a specific location and presumes this to be fixed, stable, and beyond challenge. Each novel presents this type of nostalgia, but none of them champion it. Reflective nostalgia uses evocations of the past to challenge, question, and reconsider the narratives of the future. As Boym states, “reflective nostalgia dwells on the ambivalences of human longing and belonging and does not shy away from the contradictions of modernity” (Boym 2007, 13). It is in this use of nostalgia that these novels challenge the apocalyptic framing, the distance of the hyperobjects, and collapse the scalar limitations to present an affective attachment. By distancing us, as readers, from memories before the collapse and placing it in an alternative timeline, as a nostalgic reflection, each of the novels allows the reader to think nostalgically of their own era, anticipate its loss, and in that grieving process imagine a future no longer directly tied to the assumptions of the present.

As Janelle Wilson notes, “while conventional wisdom suggests that nostalgia is simply about the past, it actually reveals itself to be much more complex, recursive, and nuanced” (478). Further, according to Svetlana Boym, nostalgia “is a longing for a home that no longer exists or has never existed” (Boym 2001, xvi). Nostalgia is a double bind, as it is both a look back to an idealized past (whether real or imagined), and also has a future trajectory, with a hope that the romanticized past will become our future. In looking at Indigenous futurisms, Shelley Streeby argues that “people of color and Indigenous people use science fiction and other speculative genres to remember the past and imagine futures that help us think critically about the present and connect climate change to social movements” (Streeby 2018, 5). The social movements, both in our reality and as presented in the novels, are what distinguishes the various responses that nostalgic narratives can provide. Boym continues by emphasizing that “algia (or longing) is what we share, yet nostos (or the return home) is what divides us” (Boym 2007, 9), which seems salient given the various ideas of what returning home means in the three case studies. Home means something different to both Cal and Frida in California, either the lost vision of Plank or imagined future of living in the Miller’s cabin. It means something again for the families of each of Cedar’s parents, for the changing home of Sera Songmaker or the restoration of land for Eddy and his movement. It means yet again something different for Lauren Olamina—with her vision of Earthseed and a trajectory towards the stars to build a community that is different to any that could be found on Earth—“a vivid, embodied articulation of what a just community committed to activism is like” (Keuss 2024, 109).

This chapter looks at three examples of nostalgic narrative, both because their use of nostalgia is different and because each of the narratives has, as its otherwise main focus, a different relationship to the collapsing, apocalyptic present of the story, as well as to its projected future. In so doing, I argue that the nostalgic narrative has the potential to mitigate the scalar effects of climate change and other large (and long)-scale environmental crises—it is able to use nostalgia to bring the scope of the crisis into the narrative structure we, as readers, can grasp readily—while still maintaining an emotional connection. This, I contend, allows for the nostalgic narrative to provide a scale which motivates readers not only to grasp the gravity of the climate crisis but also encourage action to mitigate its effects. This chapter will then proceed with the readings of three novels.

In California, debut author Edan Lepucki explores the survivalist mentality—striking towards the rural in hopes of preserving both life and tradition and avoiding the potential of a collapsing urban or suburban future. Stories in this vein tend to consider “nature” as connected to the wilderness and thus to purity of human endeavors, a return to our roots, or embracing our long-lost past in a Romantic vein. Lepucki’s tale uses nostalgia for our lost past in presenting the social breakdown of postapocalyptic present and its potential as a future for the survivors. With its female protagonist, it also considers the implications on gender relationships, families, and the associated nostalgia for a past version of the American dream.

Louise Erdrich’s Future Home of a Living God also draws on an apocalyptic scenario. In her tale set in the US Midwest, “nature” is also breaking down as people are devolving, in unpredictable patterns and especially in the reproductive cycle. The story focuses on a Native American protagonist and her family, and the efforts to preserve and protect her unborn child from a government that is determined to remove both her and the child to a government facility to preserve the human race. With both the natural order and civil society in disarray (much like in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale which Erdrich’s story has been compared to) the novel longs for a simpler time—a time in which things were stable and predictable—a time which never did exist for this Native American family (nor many families in the United States), and challenges directly the notions of progress associated both with the Anthropocene and the other apocalyptic and posthuman narratives presented in earlier chapters.

Finally, we consider Octavia E. Butler’s Earthseed series, tragically cut short, which also looks towards the future. In this Afrofuturist tale, Butler uses the deteriorating California of her Parable books to advocate for a new type of future, not a return to the dynamics that led to its collapse. In Parable of the Sower (our primary case study), she presents the construction of a new utopia, more attuned to nature, but also looking beyond, to the stars, in presenting her aspirations for a future society in which even the legacy of our relationship with nature, and each other, can be changed. Though the oldest of the narratives presented here, it also projects the furthest in terms of a postapocalyptic future—one in which our longing for a better past than we experienced can come to fruition, even with the use of newly found (and yet to be found) technology.


“You Can Check Out Any Time You Like, but You Can Never Leave”: Nostalgia and Survival in California

“On the map, their destination had been a stretch of green, as if they would be living on a golf course. No freeways nearby, or any roads, really: those had been left to rot years before” (Lepucki 2014, 3). In Frida’s recollective style, this is the opening of Edan Lepucki’s novel, with Frida and her husband Cal escaping to the wilderness, or rather the forests likely in Central California—a well-hoarded amount of gas away from Los Angeles on dilapidated (at best) roads in a future in which such infrastructure is a thing of the past. It is in this town, of which Frida dubs them Mayor and Mayor’s wife, that they seek a utopian future in the wilderness—far away from the troubles. One might think, from this opening scene, that this would be a pastoral and there are sporadic scenes that hint at Cal and Frida being in tune with nature—“That day the air was still warm, but with a sharpness to it that hinted at the chill to come. Frida looked forward to Autumn … It seemed almost romantic” (Lepucki 2014, 11). Yet, it is, at best, what Gifford calls the post-pastoral in which they are “seeking a dynamic, self-adjusting accommodation to ‘discordant harmonies’ ” (Gifford 2013, 28). In many ways, however, it seems that for Frida this is a continuation of the dystopian future that she has been dealing with much of her life. While Cal is more at home away from people, Frida quickly longed for the past, for “her old childhood bed. For a bed, period” (Lepucki 2014, 1).

Much of the novel is shaded with nostalgia, and it serves a number of functions. It is part of the formal structure of the novel itself, with many important elements of plot and character developed through looking back, retelling stories,and piecing together fragments of memories. In an interview, Lepucki explains, “I did a lot of this through writing flashbacks. Many of the flashbacks took place at Cal’s school and I eventually cut them because they didn’t seem essential and they slowed the pace of the story in the first third of the book. They were essential to me, though, in that I learned about my characters” (Fisher 2014, 8). The construction of Cal’s school functions both as a means to understand his character and also provides the backstory for Cal and Frida’s relationship—her brother Micah and Cal went to school together. Plank, the special school which focused on preparing young men for the slow-moving apocalypse and changes in society, already serves as a point of distinction between Cal and Frida. Frida’s father has told her an education was not necessary, as it no longer guaranteed a job—but her brother was more clever. “Her brother, though, was different. He did need it. By then, UCLA and Berkeley had shut down, as had all the other public universities worthy of Micah’s attendance. ‘Budget problems: the understatement of the decade,’ he liked to say” (Lepucki 2014, 81).

Those flashbacks, however, also play an important role in creating the nostalgic tone of the novel. This is shown through longing—the algia—in particular for objects lost. The objects give a sense of comfort and also provide the characters a sense of ontological security, some continuity between their past lives and the current situation. Frida, for example, had deliberately packed such items—“the dead device, a matchbook from their favorite bar”—which she would keep as totems. “Cal later called them her artifacts. In a world so disconnected from the past, her attachment to these objects had been her only strategy for remaining sane. It still was” (Lepucki 2014, 4). For Frida, the physical object seems necessary, which Johns-Putra argues aligns her with civilization and Cal with the wilderness (Johns-Putra 2019, 94). Cal, who is also presented as more intellectual, finds comfort not just in the physical tasks associated with their rural lifestyle but also in memory and recollection, even if he puts less stock in it. “Because it was just lame nostalgia, he would never admit it to Frida, or to anyone, really, but sometimes he missed the sounds of large, gas-guzzling engines: idling and accelerating, their gruffness and soot. Childhood sounds” (Lepucki 2014, 199). What he is nostalgic for is less the toxic chemicals and the pollution, but the sense of stability and progress that such a life provided him—the sense of stability connected to stable imagined future. This sense of longing is also a point of tension between Cal and Frida, and Frida’s long-lost brother Micah, who resurfaces as the leader of the Land—a repurposed Wild West amusement park. Micah also evokes nostalgia in his creation of the Land, and in the setting of its rules—but does so to provide a final home for its inhabitants rather than looking for a long-term solution. This shows Lepucki’s use of both kinds of nostalgia, restorative in Micah’s reasoning, and reflective in Cal and Frida’s attempts to use nostalgia to create a new life in the present. While both versions comport with Fred Davis’s statement that “nostalgia manages at one and the same time to celebrate the past, to diminish it, and to transmute it into a means for engaging the present” (Davis 1979, 45), how they view the present and its imagination of the future is at odds.

Micah explains his reasoning to Cal. “ ‘When the Plank boys first joined us, I asked them about the farmhouse. I don’t like nostalgia, it’s useless thinking, but I found myself missing those years, wanting to bring some of that time back. Not that I could ever do that, not really.’ ‘I can’t blame you for trying,’ Cal said. ‘It was beautiful there’ ” (Lepucki 2014, 314). Micah seemingly wanted to reconstruct his recollection of Plank life, life with purpose and possibilities. In inviting other classmates from Plank, he is able to reconstruct some, nostalgic, version of that community. Any school life is inevitably tainted with the prospect that it is time-limited, and Micah’s vision for the Land equally has an expiration date—they are not preparing for a next generation, they forbid children, and many of the inhabitants have chosen (or accepted) the trade-off of present security and purpose on the Land for the uncertainty in the face of the climate crisis.

Apart from the Land, California presents the ideas of Communities that have arisen to replace the failed government structures, a structure which Jacobson sees parallels in Butler’s Robledo and which for her represent the breakdown of the American/California dream (Jacobson 2022, 255). For the select few, Communities offered a sense of security in a trade-off for following their rules and they came with perks beyond simple protection. In one of Frida’s recollections, she notes the possibility of obtaining increasingly scarcer resources, especially those considered luxuries. “Back in L.A., chocolate, even the mass-produced kind, cost more than a week’s wages. If you lived in a Community, you could get it easily; that’s what Toni had told her once. She said some were still producing it behind those impenetrable walls” (Lepucki 2014, 223). The lack of information, a product of the lack of internet and communication, made the Communities both enticing and removed from the increasingly dire situation around them—a sanctuary, it seemed, for anyone privileged or connected enough to belong. “Gated, under surveillance, exclusive to everyone but the very rich. Back in L.A. Frida had often wondered aloud what they were like inside; before the Internet became too expensive and then stopped working altogether, she’d scoured it for information, … If you lived behind those gates, the oil crisis was merely a nuisance. If you had money, you had everything” (Lepucki 2014, 72).The names of these Communities would come to evoke not just the names of towns or villages from which they sprung, but the long legacy of company towns which existed particularly in the Western United States, and here named after contemporary companies—Amazon, Walmart—that provided the necessary infrastructure to support them absent the social structures we have become accustomed to.

Even the communities themselves were constructed with a nostalgic longing built into their foundation. At the end of the novel, Cal and Frida are relocated (to put it politely) away from the Land and given access to The Pines, which was advertised to appeal to a particular segment of the population. “The brochure said the population at Pines was capped at 10,500 for another five years or until the Community could build more neighborhoods and plazas to expand. We want to maintain a small-town feel. Come home to us!” (Lepucki 2014, 377). This reflects a longing for a simpler time—mapping onto a 1980s version of nostalgia which longed for the postwar era of the 1950s (Dwyer 2015). The construction of central squares and neighborhood feelings is designed not just to provide housing but to build a community from an era in which exclusion and homogeny were central themes, supported by legislation to prevent anything from upending its order, reminiscent of the redlining of communities in cities like Chicago and the maintenance of sundown communities throughout the South. “Pines was supposed to remind you of a bygone world that no one living had seen firsthand: cookouts and block parties, paperboys and school recitals. Daddies who took the trolley home, mommies who put up their own wallpaper” (Lepucki 2014, 377). The very construction of The Pines reflects a mediatized version of nostalgia—what Jonathan Simon has called “willfull nostalgia,” which includes nostalgia for an era one has only seen in films or television, even from an era which one has not experienced directly (Simon 1995). The mapping of their community onto an idealized version of the past—from a time before the widespread advent of the car (trolleys widely disappeared in California after the Second World War), with the environmental crisis and resource scarcity allowing for this type of revision. Micah’s version of the Land, built on the remnants of “an abandoned frontier town turned abandoned amusement park,” similarly showcases the pastiche of nostalgia, which Jacobson refers to as Baudrillardian simulacra and which might be more fittingly thought of as representative of Jameson’s “blank parody” (Jameson 1991). While The Pines seems constructed on a restorative variety of nostalgia, Cal and Frida seemingly try to reconstruct a different future if they can survive their dystopian present.

Nostalgia also serves as a means for them to seek comfort in this difficult landscape. As with the objects that Frida brings from LA, the novel connects emotionally laden objects with both security and comfort. This includes Frida’s father passing on the sweater he was wearing when he met Frida’s mother. “‘This thing kept me from having a panic attack,’ he explains” (Lepucki 2014, 214). The sweater, like many of the nostalgic objects, is framed with its association with a character’s memory also triggering the affective connection for the reader. This is true of the Bee, a toy from Frida and Micah’s childhood which had “the miraculous power to turn their distress into something more palatable” (Lepucki 2014, 304), which like the sweater, a book of Kant that Cal discovers, the turkey baster, and Micah’s books from Plank function as an ontological security totem through this attachment. It also further grounds the reader into the affective connections that the characters make with both objects and the trauma associated with their loss (or the loss they represent).

Nostalgia, as I argue earlier, is also used to show the scale of the climate crisis. In limiting the scale of the story, and its recollections, to those that can be transmitted directly by the affected characters—within their lifespans—we are able to experience the crisis in the medium scale. This is notable in the setting of the novel, written in 2014, which is set only thirty to forty years in the future. In an interview, Lepucki states: “I love The Road and Oryx and Crake, but they feel like they’re distant from our own world. California takes place in the 2050s, so it’s not that far off” (Fisher 2014, 4), indicating the closeness of the narrative to our own times. The scale is further shown within the diegesis, again connected to the idea of objects. We get a sense of her upbringing and the scarcity of her youth early on. “When she was younger, Frida used to go there with her friends to marvel at all the useless necessities: the soy sauce receptables, the tiny mother-of-pearl spoons, the glass pitchers. Even then, she didn’t know anyone who could afford such things,” and then she also provides us the scale through this reflection, noting that “on her last visit, at twenty-six, … The place had been ransacked” (Lepucki 2014, 6). Through this reflection, Lepucki shows the speed of the social collapse, finding the mall closed and then ransacked within just more than a decade, an accelerated version of the hollowing out of main streets and local businesses in our current age of acceleration. One of the totemic “useless” objects that Frida acquires is a turkey baster, which she keeps—new and still in the packaging—even when leaving LA for good. It is an object without direct purpose, but symbolically “it was something different, a simple object to mark the before and after” (Lepucki 2014, 5).

As with other objects—wedding bands, clothing, unmelted gold—they could be used to indicate the length of time one had been away from civilization and its trappings, or lack thereof. Wedding bands, for example, would likely mean that you left “civilization” before the need to sell anything of symbolic value to obtain food and other necessities. Yet the most important indicators of the scale of the crisis are the peppered memories of loss and extreme weather events. In communicating with August—the black man who traveled between individual settlers in the wilderness and later shown to be a conduit between the Land and the Communities—Frida wondered how long he had been “out here” when he claimed it to have been a long time.


But what was a long time? She’d wondered if he’d struck out for the wilderness before the earthquakes. At the time, Frida had been seventeen, Micah fifteen, and L.A. never recovered …. Nor had San Francisco, six months later. In the year following, the film industry … left L.A. altogether, and the rich fled to the new Communities popping up. (Lepucki 2014, 47)


This cuts the scale of the immediate destruction down to just more than a decade, at best. Stories from other characters put the climate crisis more center stage, and show the increasing destruction of weather patterns as well. Cal looks back to the final moments of his mother, whom he spoke to on the phone while he and Micah were at Plank, where she recounted in detail “that there was so much snow she had a hard time opening the door” (Lepucki 2014, 3), after which he was unable to get in contact again. He wouldn’t hear for weeks that she had died due to Midwest snowstorms. While such devastation becomes a source of bonding—Sailor having similarly lost his family due to Hurricanes in North Carolina—for the reader this highlights the environmental as well as social crisis that the characters are facing. Placing the deaths in recollection, at a distance from their present (still dystopian) reality, it allows for that mourning to happen for the reader and for the understanding of the speed of the ongoing crisis—one that is not merely an event or even a series of them.

Not all of the characters were as pessimistic about the future. Sandy, Cal, and Frida’s “neighbor” in the wilderness had a more future-oriented outlook. “Sandy believed strongly that the world wasn’t going anywhere. The country was wrecked, yes, but something else, something better, something beautiful, was bound to replace it” (Lepucki 2014, 18–19). Sandy’s optimism reflects a perspective of the crisis as an event, even if it is understood as a long event with many local instantiations. It is also, potentially, connected to her role as a mother, forming part of what Johns-Putra calls “Motherhood Environmentalism” (2019).This event framing is also typical of the postapocalyptic narrative, though here we remain presented with an ongoing crisis with no conceivable stopping point. The story is replete with ever-increasing cataclysms. Conversations with August yield “reports of wildfires in Colorado and Utah, or, later, those snowstorms across the Midwest and the East Coast or the rainstorms north of here” (Lepucki 2014, 47), and the reflections of Cal show the devastation of the population, from the Northeast flu epidemic that cut the population in half, to the scale of devastation from storms like the one that killed his parents in Ohio and left “only a third of the population in the Midwest and the South” surviving (Lepucki 2014, 74). This leads religious communities and the remnants of the media to speak of it as the end times, language that by “the time Cal lived in LA … was commonplace” (Lepucki 2014, 161–2), and an understanding that this is a trauma-inducing experience.

The novel presents multiple ways to react. One could react like Sandy, looking on the bright side and assuming that one can adapt and overcome in the short term until the crisis is averted. Alternatively, one could feel overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the cataclysm and collapse in the face of it. This parallels some of the critique of apocalyptic narratives, and is shown in the novel through Frida prior to meeting Sandy as the weather also turned to Fall and the optimism of the Spring soured with the seasons. “Frida’s initial panic about their isolation had been replaced with a low hum of hopelessness. She barely saw the world around her. Not even five months into the afterlife, and she had turned to chores as a way to cope” (Lepucki 2014, 19). While this is a common response, and often narrativized, here the turn to fear is countered by allowing Cal and Frida a way out of that cycle of despair, a ray of hope in the form of Sandy and Bo. Others choose to meet their trauma head-on—not denying the changes or its devastation, but choosing to live with the consequences of their actions (and the generations before them) and retain their connection to their communities. “That was true in L.A., where people hung on to what was familiar. The city was rotting, it couldn’t be denied, but at the least it was their city” (Lepucki 2014, 74). Arguably, this is also the position of the Land. While its construction is based on nostalgia, and provides some ontological security for its inhabitants, the trade-off is that there are no children allowed. This is confirmed in talking to Sailor, who, when asked why there were no families on the Land, spoke about the lack of adequate resources (food, medicine) in advocating for the policy of containment. To the concern about longevity or legacy—“But you’ll die out”—he seems unphased in his response: “Us and the whole world” (Lepucki 2014, 211).

The final option is to consider the future and push for it, not past an event with a return to the previous status quo, but to process the trauma and move forward through it to a possible future. One could read, for example, Frida’s purchase of the turkey baster not simply as a nostalgic “useless” object but also of a potential to ensure reproduction in the future, even if only symbolically. This is also reflected in Cal’s attitude. He has rebuilt his life multiple times in the wake of trauma—moving to LA after having learned of his parents’ death, taking Frida to the wilderness “to the edge of the world, and start over” (Lepucki 2014, 299) after he could no longer grow food in LA—and does so once again after the death of the Millers (Sandy and Bo) to look for a new chance. This time they do so through integration into the Communities, despite knowing many of the dark secrets of them—that children from the Land are either sold or bartered to the local Communities in exchange for an outflow of necessities and luxuries, like the nostalgic chocolate Frida was able to use in baking.

The story seems to revolve, like Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior, around the trajectory of its female protagonist. This is Johns-Putra’s reading in considering its efficacy in representing the intersection of motherhood and environmentalism. “What California misses is the opportunity to understand female identity as a composite of several discourses. Such an approach would acknowledge and accept, rather than expose and condemn, the ways in which, for many women, maternal desire is one of a number of discursive forces … that participate in the ongoing and slippery process of self-construction” (Johns-Putra 2019, 98). This is certainly a fair critique—as Frida is presented as conflicted along those lines, both seemingly forced to comply with the logic of the men around her—particularly her brother Micah and her husband Cal—but also living with the complex internal feelings about motherhood. While Sandy’s optimistic outlook at the beginning of the novel—“Their children would mark the beginning of a new and better species, start the world over” (Lepucki 2014, 17)—is reminiscent of the critical dystopian outlook we discussed earlier, here the use of motherhood is more mixed. Frida moves from the Land, where being with child is grounds for expulsion or even death, to The Pines, where being without children is socially unacceptable. “Frida remembered what Toni had told her: that in Communities childless couples were frowned upon” (Lepucki 2014, 306). Frida and her motivations are often put into the background, and her agency deferred if not stripped entirely as a result. Lepucki notes that “I was interested in writing about gender in this future world where progress has not only halted but turned backward” (Fisher 2014, 4), and that position requires her to make a trade-off. At the end, Frida starts to feel focused on the local,rather than the global. She needed to build a life in The Pines, and both the social pressures and increasingly her own motivations aligned to a single cause and point of view. “She and Cal, they were lucky. Frida knew she was thinking only of her own family, that she had begun to see them as special: separate from the rest of the world with all its attendant suffering and corruption. Maybe it was wrong, but it was the choice she had to make” (Lepucki 2014, 388). Though Johns-Putra argues that Frida’s character does not fit well into the concept of motherhood environmentalism, I argue that her story does provide a nostalgic narrative that collapses the scale of environmental destruction and aligns the complexity and trauma of that global story with her own story. It provides no easy answer, but allows readers to better understand the challenges we face and I argue increases motivation to do something about it. As Lepucki also says in the Rumpus interview, “now that the book is done, I can own that I have in fact written an apocalypse novel, one that speculates on a dark, dark future. … That said, a novel is a book about people—messy, flawed, inept, beautiful people” (Fisher 2014, 6). California presents characters faced with increasing insecurity in the face of environmental and social disintegration, and their struggles to cope, hope, and find a tentative way forward.

Now we move away from Californian cli-fi, as Jacobson dubs it (2022, 256), for the moment to another text which showcases the use of the nostalgic narrative to reduce the scale of the ongoing crises, Louise Erdrich’s foray into science fiction: Future Home of the Living God.


Uncertain Futures, Uncertain Pasts: The Indigenous Futures of Louise Erdrich’s Future Home of the Living God

“People swear they have seen an apparition three times in the past four years. She says that people think that it may be Kateri Tekakwitha, Lily of the Mohawks, patron saint of Native people. Again, here’s that congruence. Catholic stuff,” with Kateri, also being “the patron saint of ecologists, exiles, orphans, and … people ridiculed for their piety” (Erdrich 2017, 23). With resonances of The Loney, Erdrich uses religious imagery to help to frame her first speculative fiction dealing with the complications of a sudden and ongoing environmental crisis, and in doing so she intertwines and challenges different grand narratives that support Western society—religious order and scientific progress. The categories which Erdrich highlights as falling under Kateri’s patronage align with this challenge and encompass also the “Native people,” who are presented entangled with and aside from this Western conception. Erdrich’s novel is framed around a central conceit in which evolutionary forces, at erratic and not clearly defined scales, seem to operate in reverse. This is particularly important in the case of pregnancy, and specifically the pregnancy of Cedar Hawk Songmaker, the story’s protagonist and focalizer. The novel presents its environmental crisis as rapidly moving and causing a distinct break from what has been seen as a norm, with all the action taking place within nine months. Yet, despite the rapid pace, the novel, like California, is replete with references to nostalgia—which is challenged by this novel in its scale, affect, and trajectory.

This novel concentrates its storytelling through the lens of Cedar. It is presented in the form of a diary—written to her unborn child from August (at four months) to a few months following the birth, with the “lack of detailed information” and “literary subtlety” being strategic literary tools (Martínez-Falquina 2019, 167). In positioning the reader alongside her unborn child, Cedar “makes us surrogate addressees and demands that we bear witness too” (Martínez-Falquina 2021, 278). This presentation is already time-shifted, as we come to learn that the narration of even earlier events takes place later—with time and scale important aspects both of the novel and our understanding of the climate crises we are faced with.

The revelation of the changing climate is also revealed incrementally, as in California, and is met with different reactions. One main difference is that since the crisis is happening at a rapid pace, it is outpacing the serious reporting about it. This allows for Erdrich to include debates on the issue within the scope of the novel, similar to how we have Dr. Ovid Byron’s thoughts refracted through Dellarobia in Flight Behavior. The news presentation of the situation includes some life-shifting ideas.


If evolution has actually stopped, which is by no means fact, it is only speculation, and if evolution is going backward, which is still only an improbable idea, then we would not see the orderly backward progression of human types that evolutionary charts are so fond of presenting. Life might skip forward, sideways, in unforeseen directions. We wouldn’t see the narrative we think we know. Why? Because there was never a story moving forward and there wouldn’t be one moving backward. (Erdrich 2017, 54–5)


While they all seem to grasp the erratic nature of the crisis, how they frame it varies greatly. Eddy, Cedar’s Native surrogate father, frames this into a long history of the Indigenous population of North America. In response to Cedar’s questions he notes that “Indians have been adapting since before 1492 so I guess we’ll keep adapting,” framing the climate crisis in the lines of the cataclysm of settler colonialism. Even when challenged by Cedar that “this is different” he maintains his outlook, stating that “it is always different. We’ll adapt” (Erdrich 2017, 28).

In contrast Glen, Cedar’s adoptive (and biological, it turns out) father, places his trust in a higher power—a framing that can be read as spiritual or religious. He claims “Mother Earth has a clear sense of justice. You fuck me up, I fuck you up” (Erdrich 2017, 54). This sentiment displaces any sense of anthropogenic responsibility to the crisis, leading to the removal of agency to deal with these problems that we discussed in Chapter 2 with The Day After Tomorrow. If Mother Earth will deal with the damage, then we need not do anything about it as we either share no responsibility or cannot influence the outcome. What that fails to account for is the result—absent any action to mitigate (let alone combat) climate change, we are not certain of an outcome that is anything short of apocalyptic. Glen’s point of view, while a typical response, can be understood along the lines of the fatalism presented in other texts.

Finally, we can consider the logic of Phil, Cedar’s boyfriend, towards the end of the novel. He points to the scale of the problem—global rather than local—in offering support for the particular response taken in the novel. “After all, it’s a global crisis, it’s the future of humanity, so you can see why they need to keep an eye on women. Every living thing is changing, Cedar, it’s biological chaos, things going backward at an awkward rate” (Erdrich 2017, 246). The response, to control women’s bodies for the good of humanity, reflects a long-standing Western tradition not least of which is presented in the history of the Catholic Church. This is why Martínez-Falquina frames her reading of the novel in intersectional terms. “Erdrich’s novel challenges such stereotypical expectations about indigeneity while, at the same time, its warning about the future that may await us unless we react to gender and ecological violence is also meaningful” (Martínez-Falquina 2019, 164). Erdrich’s novel has increased resonance in the wake of current challenges to bodily autonomy in the United States—both as a future potential threat and as a potent reminder that women who resemble the protagonist have long been subject to such limited autonomy, especially if one considers the history of forced adoption and sterilization of Native Americans, Aboriginal Australians, and members of the First Nations as recently as in the past few decades. Ayuso notes the “statistics prove that between 1970 and 1976 alone, between 25 and 50 percent of Indigenous women were also subjected to sterilization procedures” (2023, 32–3). Erdrich’s novel inverts this, presenting a novel in which rather than trying to eliminate the Native population over generations, in light of the environmental crisis there is an active attempt to produce children including, if not especially, from women of color.

Embedded in the narrative is the uncertainty that comes with the environmental crisis. While it is clear that there are changes, the trajectory of the changes is unclear, and the effects are unknown. “Apparently—I mean, nobody knows—our world is running backward. Or forward. Or maybe sideways, in a way as yet ungrasped” (Erdrich 2017, 3). While we often frame science on a linear path forward, even in contemporary explanations for Darwinian theory, Erdrich here challenges that path. We need not necessarily be moving forward, or retreating back on the path traveled, but perhaps in other unforeseen ways, reflecting Eddy’s early consideration that we know little of our past. Scholars read this breakdown to indicate new combinations. McAvan argues that “the apparent stability of evolution, which appears so fixed in our temporality that many fundamentalists can doubt its existence, is a myth that flatters humanity as its apparent apex. Yet this is a story that Erdrich contests vigorously,” further arguing that it challenges our imagined “border between human and animal” (McAvan 2022, 96). Siepak largely concurs, noting that the novel “deconstruct[s]‌ the metanarrative of scientific progress characteristic of Western societies” while at the same time the novel “decenters the human and returns the agency to the non-human subjects” (Siepak 2020, 67). The uncertainty leads not to stasis as a result, as the rhetoric of fear does in the apocalyptic narrative, but rather pushes Cedar to take action. In recognizing the uncertainty of the situation, the very core of humanity, she feels compelled to document her condition, thinking beyond herself and her local situation. “What is happening involves the invisible, the quanta of which we are created. Whatever is actually occurring, there is constant breaking news about how it will be handled—speculation, really, concerning what comes next—which is why I am writing an account” (Erdrich 2017, 3).

This is presented as an unexplained shift in all things, with unpredictable results. Some tangible examples include hybrid beings, chickens that take on lizard-like characteristics, differently shaped and tasting vegetables, and pregnancies that result in throwback traits from “earlier” on the evolutionary timeline. Much of this, due to the narrative devices, remains speculative, but it nonetheless challenges the stability of all order, upends global supply chains which eventually destabilize the central US government, and causes reconsiderations of long-held values. Women, in particular, are rounded up and sent to hospitals (and prisons emptied out and converted to hospitals) to ensure the continuation of the species, if any pure humans can be located, or even if any “new” pregnancies, due to these genetic changes, can be viable or carried to term.

Environmental collapse on the scale in the novel is too large to comprehend, a hyperobject (to use Morton’s terminology), which is postulated on an immense global and temporal scale. Erdrich changes these dimensions by placing this event within a local story, the story of the Cedar Songmaker, and even further by collapsing the line between their real experiences and their virtual experiences, just as the novel evokes our own real experiences and collapses the distance from those to the events within the novel. The representation is more “real” than the event because it can be compared, and be placed into our narrative of existence, and endowed with meaning (Beville 2009, 30). The “event” here is too large to comprehend, but making it related to a “smaller” story, with local affect, it then becomes comprehensible on a human scale. It allows us to create a teleological structure for our own existences, by allowing us to imagine the end. This is also invoked through intertextual references to 1984—in the figure of Mother—who in a Big Brother fashion can speak to Cedar through technology which is no longer connected or has power.

The novel evokes nostalgia often—a longing for an era not just before the epidemic (through which they are still living) but for the certainty of that time. The de-evolution challenges biological norms and a teleological progress—and the variety of new plants and animals (nonhuman and “human”?) also bring into question the stability of how we see both biological and technological progress. This is discussed briefly, diegetically, in invoking the Catholic Church’s take on evolution (part of the revelation of God’s ultimate divine plan for the Universe), and their comparative silence in the wake of these new circumstances. The Potts family, a Native American (Ojibwe) family and to which the Cedar’s biological mother belongs, are Catholic and that tradition has been taken up by Cedar (in rebellion against her adoptive parents). Yet, the Catholic Church also becomes a point of potential stability—a rewritten framework following St. Kateri who is the patron saint of Native Americans but also of ecology and the environment. Thus, Kateri becomes a place to turn for the nostalgic longing for stability—found in the certainty of faith and religion, but in a rewritten fashion particularly evoking the elements of that faith that align with Cedar’s own constructed self-narrative.

Cedar is not the only one to evoke this form of reflective nostalgia—or to politicize a form of restorative nostalgia that challenges the hegemony of the relatively recent past. Eddy, Cedar’s stepfather of a kind, uses the instability of the era to reconstitute Ojibwe territory—returning to the tribe all of the lands agreed upon in legal treaties with the United States (which the United States then reneged upon). They are nostalgic for autonomy, for a connection to the land of their ancestors, but also for the stability of a community, which they then construct moving forward—recuperating members who have been historically lost to the cities, to technology, and other trappings of an ever-expanding modernity.

Due to the use of the apocalyptic, and the specific framing of these pandemics, the nostalgic is a longing for our own era—the normalcy of our times. It is only through losing our own norms—even through the vehicle of speculative fiction—can we reconsider our own present—nostalgically, with a sense of loss. As the Songmaker family would tell Cedar, “My parents would tell me things about the world, the way it was before, the way they knew it and loved it although, they always said this, We didn’t know it was heaven” (265). It is an ominous invocation in this novel, as that sense of nostalgia can provoke change in the reader, but no such positive outcome remains for Cedar at the end—who remains captured in a forced birth “hospital”—“doing her part” to save humanity.

The nostalgic reflections on the past through affectively loaded imagery—snowfall, being on the ice, random objects culled from the recycling center, things that seemed ordinary—allow for that longing for an era that is no longer possible. Yet, extradiegetically, we as readers are able to compare that world and recognize that the things for which the characters in these dystopic timelines long for are our ordinary lives—but reconsidered through a lens of loss which refocuses our priorities. Our need for technology (also seen in nostalgic reflection in California) and other driving forces in our lives (transportation, immediate gratification) is not a concern in the future of these worlds, and they play no part in what the characters long for or tint with nostalgia. They are nostalgic for connections, lost family and structures, lost freedoms, lost agency, but not lost technology, jobs, structures, political institutions.

Erdrich presents the ongoing crisis told from within the changing environmental conditions, but also with a nostalgic edge both inter- and extradiegetically, drawing in verisimilar recollections to the changing conditions for human and nonhuman animals alike in a postapocalyptic scenario that allows us to consider how we can move forward, and through Boym’s conception of nostalgia, use our past longings for positive future change. The medium scale thus created allows us to both promote active affective change while presented in a scale that keeps the threat of climate and environmental change present and real.


“The Destiny of Earthseed Is to Take Root among the Stars”—Nostalgic Narratives in Octavia E. Butler’s Parable of the Sower

Octavia E. Butler’s (1993) Parable of the Sower, our final example, is the story of Lauren Olamina, a teenager growing up in a walled community in Robledo, California—a town which bears striking resemblance to Pasadena where Octavia E. Butler grew up. The story is presented, like Erdrich’s novel, through a diary kept by the protagonist between July 20, 2024, and October 1, 2027, and presents the landscape as in the midst of major social and environmental upheaval. The story traces Lauren from her life under increasing levels of threat: through cataclysmic events that see her community overrun and family killed, to her journey north looking for a refuge from the violence and resource scarcity that remains in the remnants of once vibrant Los Angeles. Presaging novels like The Road and California, the story showcases a dystopian universe in a postapocalyptic frame, though one in which there is no single catastrophic event but rather a slow boiling of deteriorating environmental and social conditions leading to the displacement of Lauren and her proxy family.

As Canavan notes, “the plan was for a book—the first in a long and, naturally, best-selling series—set on extraplanetary colonies founded by human explorers” (Canavan 2016, 100). Parable of the Sower is the first in what was planned to be a series of three (or perhaps as many as seven) novels focused on creating human life anew amongst the stars. In fact, Canavan explains that both Sower and its 1998 follow-up Parable of the Talents (which won Butler long-sought-after critical recognition) were conceived as prequels to the story that she longed to tell, but was eventually not able to. Streeby, in considering Butler’s archival material, notes that a serious point of background for the novel was the call for action against global warming in 1988, the year James Hansen testified before Congress sparking “serious discussion of the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions began to emerge as news coverage of global warming dramatically increased following a year of heat waves and droughts” and leading to the New York Times declaring “Global Warming Has Begun” (Streeby 2018, 12).

The structure of the novel is framed through the use of nostalgia, with the opening of the novel already forefronting the medium scale, and the longing for the past. In the early pages, already presented through a dream which details a memory, Lauren is in conversation with her stepmother. “ ‘We couldn’t see so many stars when I was little,’ my stepmother says to me. … Kids today have no idea what a blaze of light cities used to be—and not that long ago.” In response,curious Lauren asked, “ ‘Why couldn’t you see the stars?’ I ask her. ‘Everyone can see them’ ” (Butler 1993, 4–5). This sequence becomes the framing device of the novel—a looking up towards the stars which provides hope, but also longing, with both scenarios tinged with loss. It is understood through the disbelief of both characters, the stepmother nostalgic for the life that city lights and its accompanying infrastructure brought, and the seven-year-old Lauren looking to the stars with admiration, as windows to the future. Are we meant to be nostalgic for the lack of an ability to see the stars, where our civilization hindered our appreciation of our surroundings? Or rather, is our inability to see the stars here metaphorical of our lack of imagination and aspirational thinking that Butler is trying to instill in this novel and (unfinished) series? Through her use of nostalgia, I argue, Butler challenges us not only to consider climate change but how we organize our society in the face of such adversity.

In the opening pages, Butler uses nostalgia as a means of world-building. In her descriptions of life in the community she presents the reader not only with its present but also with the world that has been left behind and they long to see return. “To the adults, going outside to a real church was like stepping back into the good old days … They never miss a chance to relive the good old days or to tell kids how great it’s going to be when the country gets back on its feet and good times come back” (Butler 1993, 8). They long to safely leave the compound, for the freedom of movement they remember from their own childhood, but also the abundance of a time in which one freely used gasoline, powered lights, baked. “No one I know uses a gas-powered car, truck, or cycle. Vehicles like that are rusting in driveways and being cannibalized for metal and plastic” (Butler 1993, 18), yet water is the commodity Lauren finds the hardest loss. Later in the novel, they reflect on the lack of water as they pass “a big freshwater lake—San Luis Reservoir,” noting that “it might be dry now. Over the past few years a lot of things had gone dry” (Butler 1993, 233). In such moments of recollection, they think fondly of “the good old days,” which are for the contemporary reader the present, making such a reader nostalgic for their own present, and thus able to begin to consider its loss. For a reader in 2024, concurrently reading about the widespread fires in Southern California coupled by its drought conditions, Parable of the Sower looks uncannily prescient.


In a 2000 interview with Essence, Butler didn’t claim prescience about our present calamities: “All I did was look around at the problems we’re neglecting now and give them about 30 years to grow into full-fledged disasters.” But it has taken us only twenty years to get to our present calamities of climate change,global pandemic, xenophobic racial oppression, and teetering on the brink of economic collapse. (Jamieson 2022, 229–30)


Food and water scarcity are two of the main consequences of the changing climate in the novel. Stewart notes that “the multiracial families behind Robledo’s walls attempt to survive the privations of the collapsing state by adopting a semiagrarian lifestyle, cultivating the land they have, and sharing resources communally” (Stewart 2022, 150). They do this partly by growing what food they can, as the collapsed economy and failing infrastructure mean that the types of food we might take for granted are extremely rare. Lauren’s father had begun using all possible resources, including learning to make bread from acorns—yet to that level of change the rest of the community was resistant. “ ‘What did people eat before?’ ‘Bread made of wheat and other grains—corn, rye, oats … things like that.’ ‘Too expensive.!’ ‘Didn’t use to be’ ” (Butler 1993, 60). The other main challenge was other people: either scavengers, opportunists, or the users of the drug pyro which is sweeping the nation.

Butler introduces two, arguably, science fictional nova into the storyline. Lauren Olamina and several other characters have hyperempathy or sharing, a condition by which they can feel what others feel—pain and pleasure—if they are in proximity and essentially know it is happening. This condition is caused, they believe, though side effects of drug use. The other main introduction is a widespread new designer drug, pyro, that has a similar sharing element—essentially the drug makes the feeling of setting fires, or just watching them burn, sexually gratifying. This leads to widespread use and consequently many people cruelly setting fires simply to see them burn. Paired with the lack of social infrastructure, this means that any neighborhood, even one with strong walls, a well-planned defense plan, and a vigilant, trusted community, is under threat. This is precisely what happens to Lauren’s community—leading to the death of her family. This change—of location, community, and relative stability—not only progresses the story but frames the story around precarity of both community and our entanglements with each other and our surroundings.

In a conversation with Natividad, they discuss witnessing scavengers attacking a roadside town due to its vulnerability, their inhibitions lowered due to a recent earthquake and ensuing small fire. “Those people, those animals back there … ‘I don’t see how they can act that way,’ Natividad said. ‘I wish we could call the police—whoever the police are around here. The householders back there should call’ ” (Butler 1993, 215). And yet, the police are seemingly corrupt—presented as more likely to target than aid a mixed bunch such as that forming itself around charismatic leader Lauren Olamina (despite her young age). She longs for her community—not simply grieving for her family, but for the stability and nostalgic feeling connected to the land. “Without warning, I felt a pang of loneliness for the burned neighborhood. It was almost physical pain. I had been desperate to leave it, but I had expected it still to be there—changed, but surviving. Now that it was gone, there were moments when I couldn’t imagine how I was going to survive without it” (Butler 1993, 174). For Lauren, there is only a small leap between emotional and physical pain, due to her sharing, and both her hyperempathy and her nostalgic longing for place are in equal measures comforting and a curse.

Anne Stewart sees Lauren’s connection to the land a challenge. “This refusal to give up on a privileged relationship to property will haunt Lauren’s attempts to build the new community of Acorn in the isolated hills of Humboldt County” (Stewart 2022, 151). In framing it as a “refusal,” she constructs this as a deliberate choice by the character, but this discounts the nostalgic longing for the ontological security that Lauren associated with her life in Robledo. Yet, Butler certainly seems to be constructing a logic through our deep connections to the structures of the past—and our desire to perpetuate them into the future. While I argue that nostalgia here gives us an opportunity to appreciate the scale of crisis, Butler’s relationship to the nostalgic narrative is more complex. She provides an affective attachment to specific places—the house in Robledo, the new chance at Acorn—which is in keeping with an American conception of land and nature (following Heise), especially in the West. The potency of this connection is then systematically (and brutally) dismantled in Parable of the Talents, reinforcing the need for new strategies to deal with climate change as the old structures—however nostalgic we are for them—do not hold. As Sneed notes, “even the late President Donnor and his successor, President Jarret, whose quest to ‘Make America Great Again’ results in murderous and institutional repression, are repeatedly considered singular manifestations of wider social inequalities in the world” (Sneed 2019, 194).

In presenting the climate crisis, Butler plays with both nostalgia and the idea that one needs forward thinking that provides ambition and hope. This is seen in the race for the stars.

She notes “politicians have been promising to return us to the glory, wealth, and order of the twentieth century ever since I can remember. That’s what the space program is about these days, at least for politicians” (Butler 1993, 20). Rather than Lauren’s hope-driven quest via Earthseed for interplanetary travel, here the space program seems much more realistic, just not something for the masses. The nostalgia for the glory days of the space program is also for the days of a strong government which championed civil rights and democratic ideals. Yet, in the face of systemic failures and the climate crisis, Americans are retreating from those lofty ideals to concentrate on conservative values, similar to the construction of the Communities in Lepucki’s novel. The failures in Parable of the Sower are a combination of man-made and “natural” forces, and even those natural forces seem to be increasing at an alarming rate. “Tornados are smashing hell out of Alabama, Kentucky, Tennessee, and two or three other states. Three hundred people dead so far. And there’s a blizzard freezing the northern Midwest, killing even more people. Measles!” (Butler 1993, 49), yet this is overshadowed by the pyro virus’s march across the United States. “It’s spreading again. It was on the east coast. Now it’s in Chicago. The reports say that it makes watching a fire better than sex” (Butler 1993, 49). The pyro virus, despite its likely man-made origin, is the factor that really underscored for the community in Robledo the scope of the crisis. Prior to that the slow-moving violence didn’t register, it took the faster moving scale of the pandemic to raise awareness. “They were slow changes compared to anything that might happen here, but it took a plague to make some of the people realize that things could change” (Butler 1993, 52).

Yet, the cause of the crisis seems less salient for the community—they are completely focused on survival, and have no energy to worry about where to lay the blame. “ ‘It doesn’t make any difference,’ she said. ‘We can’t make the climate change back, no matter why it changed in the first place. You and I can’t. The neighborhood can’t. We can’t do anything’ ” (Butler 1993, 52). The politicians, both Donner in Sower and later Jarrett in Talents, do not seem interested in addressing these challenges. Implicit is that change can happen, if done at the right scale with the right impetus. This needs to be larger than a community effort, and it must recognize that change is difficult and requires a shift in thinking, and recognition from the experience of such a “plague” that change is possible—if that is the “plague” of pyro in Sower or of Covid-19 for the current generation. We can make large-scale, global efforts, if there is political will.

The climate crisis is entangled in the novel with systemic inequities, which can partly be understood by considering Olivar. Stewart argues that “in Parable of the Sower, economic collapse is driven by water shortages, extreme weather events, and seismic activity: a confluence of ‘failing economies and tortured ecologies’ brought on by global warming. Butler describes the town of Olivar as paradigmatic of these conditions” (Stewart 2022, 153). Olivar, reminiscent of places like Pacific Palisades, is another city like Robledo which has walled itself off for safety, but it is a richer and more developed city with considerably more resources. No city, however, in this presented landscape, is immune to the climate crisis.


In fact, Olivar is a lot richer than we are, but since it’s a coastal city, its taxes are higher, and since some of its land is unstable, it has extra problems. Parts of it sometimes crumble into the ocean, undercut, or deeply saturated by salt water. Sea level keeps rising with the warming climate and there is the occasional earthquake. (Butler 1993, 111)


One major difference is in how Olivar hopes to either survive through (presupposing again that this is an event) or adapt to a world in which erratic and intense weather patterns have become normal. Olivar, like an intense HOA, trades resources and security for autonomy and self-determination, which has resonances to historical injustices that disproportionately happen to people of color and Indigenous people, the type of diverse characters that Butler’s novels are filled with, and which reflects the communities she described and models her writings on. Lauren’s friends choose to move to Olivar, but Lauren and her family do not join them. They are concerned about the ramifications.

There are still people in Olivar who are uncomfortable with the change. They know about early American company towns in which the companies cheated and abused people. But this is to be different. The people of Olivar aren’t frightened, impoverished victims. They’re able to look after themselves, their rights, and their property. They’re educated people who don’t want to live in the spreading chaos of the rest of Los Angeles County. (Butler 1993, 112)

Robledo, in contrast, cannot attract the kind of corporate sponsorship that is necessary for a community to sustain itself in this dilapidated landscape. As mentioned in considering Lepucki’s novels, with its corporate sponsored communities of Amazon and Walmart, one of the trade-offs of these communities is the opportunity to discriminate—essentially the pretense of equality is limited only insofar as democracy holds and Butler paints the climate crisis as a breaking point for politics in the novel. “ ‘Robledo’s too big, too poor, too black, and too Hispanic to be of interest to anyone—and it has no coastline. What it does have is street poor, body dumps, and a memory of once being well-off—of shade trees, big houses, hills, and canyons. Most of these things are still here, but no company will want us’ ” (Butler 1993, 113). Butler forces us to confront what kind of future we want. Do we support everyone, or do we leave people behind if they don’t conform to our ideals in terms of economic or cultural resources—like the education Lauren’s family could have traded on—or in terms of race, religion, or creed?

Yet, despite these potential pitfalls, Butler’s characters repeatedly choose to ignore the dividing lines typical in American society and rather choose collectivity and community. Snell argues that “Butler’s Sower thus demonstrates a concern for collective futurities and hopefulness for communal resistance where non-white people maintain an active presence in new worldbuilding” (Snell 2024, 13), where world-building can mean both figuratively, in her construction of the eventual Earthseed community at the end of the duology, and literally in the universe Butler creates in the series as a whole. Kuess, in considering the book in the frame of Black women’s science fiction, argues, “Butler infuses practically every event in the text with current or historical experiences that directly serve as commentaries and concerns on embodiment, belief, and justice” (Keuss 2024, 97). Butler’s constellation of climate refugees form an ad hoc family structure, one based on trust and mutual need for security but also one which bonds on doing the right thing in a world that seems designed to break people apart. Lauren’s group seems to attract the vulnerable, including sharers like herself and even male sharers, who as a contrast to expected masculinity are made to suffer even more harshly as a consequence. This prefigures the types of constellations we would need if we were to achieve Earthseed’s ambitions, and reach for the stars. Canavan suggests that “Butler realized that living in outer space would be so difficult and so miserable that it would require a new idea of human solidarity: people would have to work together to an extent that actual human history (and, perhaps, actually existing human biology) had never before allowed” (Canavan 2016, 102). He further suggests that the challenges faced in the relatively utopian Parable of the Sower (at least if considering the ending) and the increasingly violent challenges of Parable of the Talents are necessary to prepare us to accept the changes necessary to produce solidarity and reformulate a new imagined future. In a comment which could be applicable to both Butler and Erdrich, Streeby argues “that people of color and Indigenous people use science fiction and other speculative genres to remember the past and imagine futures that help us think critically about the present and connect climate change to social movements” (Streeby 2018, 5), which is where the Parable series most succeeds. In fact, the closer we get to the timeline set out in these novels, the more popular and salient they become, with Parable of the Sower reaching bestseller status in 2020, nearly thirty years after its publication as we looked to forming new avenues of solidarity in the face of a virus outbreak and associated pandemic.

In addition to scale, Butler uses nostalgia to connect characters with life loss and mourning. In the face of the cataclysm, people choose to look to past rituals or escapist pleasures to deal with the anxiety and trauma of climate change and social deterioration. In Robledo, for example, despite the lack of resources, some members of their community stage a wedding. “I don’t know whether Bianca is brave or stupid. She and her sister are busy altering their mother’s old wedding dress, and everyone’s cooking and getting ready for a party as though these were the good old days. How can they?” (Butler 1993, 82). The phrase “good old days” already evokes nostalgia, and there is certainly value in having a measure of joy and hope, to fend off the tendency to giving up—especially when faced with strong adversity. Others, faced with trauma, turn to ways to forget or displace the hardship—which is seen in the turn to pyro itself. “People are setting fires because they’re frustrated, angry, hopeless. They have no power to improve their lives, but they have the power to make others even more miserable” (Butler 1993, 135). Dealing with the trauma of loss can also bring closure and allow for one to move forward—even if one takes the pain and longing with them. This is staged at the end of the novel.


“We’ll bury your dead tomorrow. I think you’re right to want to do it. And I think we should bury our dead as well. Most of us have had to walk away—or run—away from our unburned, unburied dead. Tomorrow, we should remember them all, and lay them to rest if we can.”

“Your family?”

I nodded. “Mine, Zahra’s, Harry’s, Allie’s—both her son and her sister—maybe Emery’s sons, maybe others that I don’t know about.” (Butler 1993, 309)


The inclusion of everyone’s lost family members, and proxy family members, both brings the group at Acorn together and allows them all to mourn collectively for those they lost in their journey. In order to look back with longing, one needs to survive. Early in the novel, Lauren’s father discusses this imperative. When faced with impending cataclysm, one needs to prepare for it and try to diminish its chances to do lasting harm. “ ‘Live!’ Dad said. ‘That’s all anybody can do right now. Live. Hold out. Survive. I don’t know whether good times are coming back again. But I know that won’t matter if we don’t survive these times’ ” (Butler 1993, 71). While they cannot predict the overall arch of the cataclysm, if this is systemic change or a slow-moving event, in order to find a way forward, one needs to be able to accept the drastic changes. Both the nostalgic narrative and the climate trauma narrative allow interdiegetic characters and readers alike to mourn, accept, and be in a position to shape the future. This is always the focus for Lauren, having taken heed of her father’s advice, and this is why she remains focused on Earthseed and sharing that with others. “ ‘You could help me,’ I repeated. ‘This world is falling apart. You could help me begin something purposeful and constructive’ ” (Butler 1993, 260).

Earthseed is meant to take them to the stars.


From the beginning, it is the vision and purpose of Earthseed to lift humanity beyond itself with an ultimate destiny that not only brings humanity out from under the hellscape of dystopian politics, ethnic and racial division, state-sanctioned violence, and all manner of destruction but would also bear the burden of hope and promise that would lead us beyond ourselves and “take root among the stars.” (Keuss 2024, 111)


Yet, it has more function than just a collection of aphorisms. It provides a means of communication, opening up and sharing of ideas, and challenging the fatalism that can be so prevalent in apocalyptic times. Lauren stages this through creative writing, a form of literature, and the imagination. Her father’s advice, in preparing to face the uncertain future, was to search for interesting written material. “Go home and look again. And like I said, use your imagination,” and even suggested that “some fiction might be useful” (Butler 1993, 54). She further finds that, like with the funerary ritual, the written word has a lot of potential functions. In presenting what one should do in the face of adversity, she is asked if she should “Read a poem?,” referring to her Earthseed poems, which she rephrases into “remember a truth or a comfort or a reminder to action” (Butler 1993, 208). These all speak to the power of literature, and this book argues for similar value to the narratives presented—they help us find the truth of the texts, they provide comfort, and sometimes they are also calls to action, as I hope this is.

Lauren’s plan for Earthseed is foreshadowed early in the novel, in which space travel is paired with the climate crisis. “All that money wasted on another crazy space trip when so many people here on earth can’t afford water, food, or shelter” (Butler 1993, 17), and yet the travel to space for Lauren has much more potential than lining the pockets of oligarchs. It provides hope, even in forms some people cannot recognize (like Lauren’s father). In Butler’s eyes, this is potentially a way to create a new kind of humanity—even if this requires tearing down our society to reform it anew. We need to find ways to imagine the future and provide hope that we can achieve something—hence Earthseed and her turn to religion.

We now turn to Chapter 7, where we will again in roughly equal parts discuss the importance of climate trauma narratives. As we have touched on briefly in this chapter, facing our trauma and processing it allow for us to consider the future with hope rather than fear. Lauren models this for us in her trajectory, and her own “reach for the stars.”




 7Climate Trauma Narratives


In 2016, E. Ann Kaplan, in considering dystopian futures as presented in film and television, evoked the notion of pretrauma—an anticipatory framing of trauma which she fears “is pervasive in the public sphere.” The climate crisis, since at least 2004 with the launch of Roland Emmerich’s The Day After Tomorrow, has been framed through notions of apocalypse, with a quick-acting, global catastrophe. Different than the laments of environmentalists at the loss of habitat, wilderness, and a romantic notion of landscape, this crisis is framed with tangible effects that implicate not only our nostalgic longings for an idealized past but also our imaginations of the future and the viability of a teleological vision of progress ushered in by notions of modernity. As she argues, “in this new era, media of all kinds—journalism, the Internet, television, film, and literature—offer catastrophic futurist scenarios. In these scenarios, audiences are invited to identify with future selves in uncertain, dangerous, and ultimately unsustainable worlds” (Kaplan 2016, xix). With the important caveat that Kaplan’s framing of an uncertain future and an unreliable natural environment belies a particular assumption of positionality, we are faced with a global crisis of which the increasing temperatures are but the latest symptom. The prior understanding of certainty in our future imaginaries and reliability of a natural environment that sustained a modern way of life is challenged. Kaplan goes on to focus on temporality, specifically the notion of the relationship of the past and the future, which she finds lacking in the Caruthian model of trauma studies. Using a logic reminiscent of Hayden White, she challenges the narratives of the dystopian films of the day. “If always implicit, temporality needs to be made explicit so we can move beyond focusing only on the memory of past wounds” (Kaplan 2016, 12). Her call is to move beyond memory in the climate crisis, as the major effects of the crisis, while known to a degree, have not yet happened. In traditional notions of trauma, that means we cannot achieve the closure necessary to properly recover—and absent that closure, it is difficult to create new imaginations of future scenarios.

And yet, the situation does seem dire, and the emotional and affective responses to the situation seem to overshadow even rational explanations. Susanne Moser, in 2012, lays out our potential future scenarios: when faced with this “wicked” problem, she notes that we have “two—or maybe only one-and-a-half—different scenarios for the future” (Moser 2012, 903). Those two scenarios are


one, in which we have done too little too late, resulting in our communities, economies, and the ecosystems we depend on being overwhelmed by the pace and magnitude of climate change and all attendant losses and disruptions … In the other scenario, we will act—very soon and very fast—and thus experience radical changes in our energy, transportation, industrial, and food systems, with deep implications for everything else we do—how and where we live, how and what we eat, how we get around, how we interact, how we work, and how we take care of our health and illnesses. (Moser 2012, 903)


It is clear that both scenarios require great change to our social order and the ways we live. She notes that the second scenario (or the “half”) is really just a variation of the first—mainly due to the built-in lag of not having acted even sooner. Moser’s warning, like those of James Hansen in the United States, climate scientists across the globe, and the work of the IPCC (founded in 1988), has not resulted in us acting quickly. Moser goes on to argue that even with optimistic framings of future change, disruption is still a given: “In the second scenario, we may even see improvements in some aspects of our lives—cleaner air, maybe a saner pace of work and life. But change it will involve regardless, and losses without a doubt” (Moser 2012, 903). The 2021 IPCC’s shared socioeconomic pathways, while delineating five scenarios, also point to considerable challenges in either mitigation or adaptation, and even the most optimistic scenario maps largely onto Moser’s second model (Riahi et al. 2017, 157, Table 2).

When faced with those scenarios—even the inevitable massive changes—we are challenged in both our ability to move forward as well as our ability to face those challenges ahead. Moser has sound logic, but that alone has not led to action. Sara Jaquette Ray notes that “fear and feelings of helplessness and eco-grief (sadness over the destruction of the earth and its species) make it difficult to take long-term action” (Ray 2020, 8). Kaplan’s concept of pretrauma captures part of this concern, the notion that climate trauma, like other cataclysmic events, has a pre-, an event, and a post-phase. This is both a particular outlook on time—a teleological rather than cyclical notion of history—as much as it treats the climate crisis on a directly human scale—on par with natural disasters like hurricanes or volcano eruptions, or even man-made cataclysms like war, famine, and genocide. Frank Kermode considers this line of thinking in his understanding of apocalypse, arguing that “apocalyptic thought belongs to rectilinear rather than cyclical views of the world” (Kermode 2000, 5). That thinking is connected to an “end”—to history, or civilization, or life as we know it—with the end framing our thinking about both the past and the possibility of the future.

Kermode, in looking at narratives of the end, claims that it has “perhaps lost its naïve imminence, its shadow still lies on the crises of our fictions; we may speak of it as immanent” (Kermode 2000, 6), essentially changing this crisis from occasional to continuous. Woodbury, similarly, argues that “the climate crisis does not just induce trauma under certain circumstances—it is a new form of trauma that pervades the circumstances of our life” (Woodbury 2019, 1). In other words, not only are we in a state of pretrauma, due to the immanent nature of our experiences, we are in a perpetual state of trauma, one in anticipation of not only an event but also the imagined end that we get from cultural artifacts—films, novels, television—that frames our understanding of the end through apocalyptic and postapocalyptic framing. Woodbury further argues that “Climate Trauma is continually triggering all past traumas—personal, cultural, and intergenerational” (Woodbury 2019, 1), and Benjamin White claims that “climate change seems to embody a trauma response on a grand scale—the greatest trauma on the grandest scale” (White 2015, 196). We need to understand, acknowledge, and process our trauma in order to face global change, and importantly act with consequence.

So, how do we process trauma while we are in the middle of the trauma-inducing event itself? The slow violence that Rob Nixon discusses in his understanding of the climate crisis is paralleled by a slow onset of the trauma incurred. As Kaplan notes, drawing on the memory and trauma work of Michael Roth, “in a sense, trauma is for our internal life what catastrophe is externally” (Kaplan 2016, 6). In the face of this slow-moving, but inevitable, crisis we need to figure out how to respond. Susanne Moser calls for us to move from a state of sadness—what is often conceived of as an element of grief—to a state of mourning, not just for those individuals lost in the symptoms of the crisis but for our way of life, our stability, and our understanding of how things are meant to be.

Kaplan argues that it is important to have an approach “that is oriented towards thinking for the (dystopian) future and the psychological problems that involves, rather than mainly being preoccupied with either the past or the present” (Kaplan 2021, 391). We need to look towards the future—even if it is not possible to pinpoint a starting point to the traumatic event. Woodbury argues, drawing on the seminal work of Caruth, that the effects of trauma are understood to appear after the event itself: “As pointed out in Caruth’s (1996) psychoanalytic theory of trauma, it is not the experience itself that produces traumatic effect but rather the remembrance of it. In her account there is always a time lapse, a period of ‘latency’ in which forgetting is characteristic—indeed welcome—between an event and the experience of trauma’s impact” (Woodbury 2019, 5). Kaplan, in an evolution of her thinking on pretrauma, has discussed this transitional period: “It is precisely because there is currently an in-between period, where science has shown the devastation to come and yet a relative normalcy remains for many, that we need to attend to anxious anticipations of this future” (Kaplan 2021, 389).

This chapter considers how rather than looking towards still possible futures, the focus on the loss—exploring the emotional impact of dwelling in the certainty of change and our varied responses to it—coupled with a nostalgic edge as they both deal with a postapocalyptic scenario allows us to consider how we can move forward and, through Boym’s conception of nostalgia, use our past longings for positive future change. Each of the novels provides motivation to future change for the reader as a reaction, if not consequence, of the inability to change within the diegesis itself. They equally consider the responses of grief—moving past denial towards acceptance of monumental change—and explore the possibility of the use of hope in such bleak and dire circumstances. I have argued in Chapter 6 that the medium scale of the nostalgic narrative thus created allows us to promote active affective change while presented in a scale that keeps the threat of climate and environmental change present and real, and I argue that this is true for each of these novels.

In considering these novels, one can consider E. Ann Kaplan’s concept of pretrauma. In presenting these dystopian scenarios, the authors project to the near future the uncertainty of our contemporary postmodern society in its most dystopian iterations. Such “catastrophic futurist scenarios,” as Kaplan frames them, rather than providing a psychic bulwark for the audience, actually causes harm. “Such identifications result in a pretraumatized population, living with a sense of an uncertain future and an unreliable natural environment” (Kaplan 2016, xix). The question then becomes what benefit this pretraumatic state provides for the readership—what is to be gained by this move.

One consideration is the framing of the dystopia presented. Baccolini and Moylan argue that many contemporary dystopian narratives are “critical dystopias.” “Critical dystopias, they argue, ‘maintain a utopian impulse [and] allow both readers and protagonists to hope by resisting closure’ ” (Kaplan 2016, 15). Yet, resisting closure doesn’t allow for readers to grapple with the changing realities of pandemic and climate change. There is a need, as Susanne Moser argues, to move from a state of melancholia to a state of mourning. We need to mourn the inevitable coming loss/change so we can realistically face it, and potentially slow it. Baccolini and Moylan present a different version of dystopia, “dystopia tout court,” which is “a bleak, depressing genre with little space for hope within the story” (2003, 7). This type of dystopia only provides for a hope outside of the scope of the story, and thus “it is only if we consider dystopia as a warning that we as readers can hope to escape its pessimistic future” (2003, 7). In presenting these novels, I will consider this dystopian framing—considering how much of a utopian impulse, or even a survivor escape, is presented in the novels—and what the consequence of that framing is.

The chapter focuses on readings of three novels, Alexandra Kleeman’s (2021) novel Something New Under the Sun, Jessie Greengrass’s (2021) novel The High House, and Sequoia Nagamatsu’s (2022) debut How High We Go in the Dark. These novels may seem rather distinct. They do not share a common narrative structure or even a distinct genre. Kleeman’s novel has been described as an “unlikely amalgam of climate horror story, movie-industry satire and made-for-TV mystery” (Schneier 2021), as well as “a speculative climate apocalypse fiction,” which explores “human self-obsession and climate grief” (Hildyard 2021). It is situated in a burning near-future California, in a world in which “natural” water is scarce, or nonexistent, and follows the story of Patrick Hamlin—a forty-something author whose family trauma narrative is being adapted in Hollywood. Greengrass presents a haunting dystopia set in near-future East Anglia, where an unlikely “family” constellation eke out their lives in The High House, a novel Harrison claims is designed to “help us admit, accept and process our collective failure to act” (Harrison 2021). Nagamatsu presents a “speculative epic” spanning thousands of years and across the galaxy in a novel that has also been described as a loose collection of short stories, with parallels to Black Mirror. What the novels do share in their framing is a focus on loss, trauma and grief—a sense of loss not only of something tangible but of a way of life, a way of being, and the stability of their environment.

These novels reconstitute what Astrid Bracke calls the environmental collapse narrative, in which the crisis is on a global scale, yet we react on a human scale. The novels achieve this collapse by focusing not only on local affective stories (the focus of Chapter 5) but also on the emotional aspects of those stories—in which I will particularly highlight the aspects of grief and mourning. Such novels can be used as proxies for any cataclysm, and yet by staging their personal stories with both a background and important framing of the climate crisis interrogate the consequences of the impact of the Anthropocene.


The (Futile) Search for a New Way Forward in Kleeman’s Something New Under the Sun

The first novel I want to focus on is Alexandra Kleeman’s Something New Under the Sun, which is set in near-future California, in a timeline in which the water supply has been supplanted (due to undescribed reasons) by a manufactured product WAT-R. As such, it can be understood as dystopian, but is so verisimilar (even the manufactured water theme seemingly ripped from the headlines) that it can be read as contemporary to its publication year (2021). The novel follows the life of East Coast writer Patrick Hamlin as he pursues his dream of becoming involved in the Hollywood scene, the cast and crew of the production of the adaptation of Hamlin’s novel, and in particular the former childhood star Cassidy Carter, the lead in the film. The novel is focalized through Patrick, and his own journey of grief shapes our understanding of the ongoing crises. The background of the novel is the pervasive, relentless climate crisis which affects the human and nonhuman characters both directly and indirectly, and the anxiety that it produces in Hamlin’s family, Carter, and much of the population.

Despite the richness and complexity of the novel, I want to limit my focus to three interconnected aspects—the Hamlin family dynamic; Earthbridge and its project; and Cassidy Carter, the WAT-R conspiracy and its aftereffects. The novel opens with Patrick Hamlin, author of several novels including Elsinore Lane, which is being adapted into a film. For Patrick, despite the award-winning nature of his novels, this represents his big break, and he has left his East Coast life and family behind to pursue this opportunity. He is emotionally invested in this project. The project is part of his attempt to resolve his family dynamic, his responsibility as a father, and his place on the planet. The underlying novel itself, as its title suggests in its reference to Hamlet’s castle, represents his attempt to deal with his personal trauma surrounding the death of his father, his affective attachment to the memory (or ghost) of his father, and his inability (like Hamlet) to make any meaningful decisions about how to proceed. As he describes to some of the film crew, “You could say that ghost stories are fundamentally about the past, about unearthing a buried trauma and setting it to rest. I see my novel as an exploration of how the memory of a person, which is like a ghost in its way, can live on in the present and the future” (Kleeman 2021, 34). Yet, the reality of the situation on the film set is far from his expectations—not only does he not have the cultural capital that he expected as the author of the novel being adapted, he is also given the title of production assistant—essentially an entry-level gopher position which he finds demeaning. The novel, I argue, connects these levels of trauma: the personal, the professional, and planetary.

In addition to the setbacks in his professional life, Patrick’s family is also in trouble. He left partially to pursue new opportunities, and partially in reaction to the deterioration of his wife’s mental health (as he understands it), as she deals with an increasing level of ecological grief. Her experience maps well onto what researchers Ashlee Cunsolo and Neville Ellis describe in what has become the standard definition, “the grief felt in relation to experiences or anticipated ecological losses, including the loss of species, ecosystems, and meaningful landscapes due to acute or chronic environmental change” (Barnett 2022, 6). This is shown in flashbacks, in various instances, most prominently when she takes a crowbar to her lawn (and her neighbor’s) in the HOA she lives under—when the very thought that the natural grasses, insects, and wildlife are being stifled by the imposed structures of their lifestyle. In trying to explain the ongoing situation to her husband, a conversation they have clearly had many times, Alison lays out her position:


I know I’ve said this before. But I look out the back window of our house and I don’t see the park or the trees. I see all of it dying. Part of me knows it’s not—“dying” is the wrong word for it—but another part can look out and see a place that’s already dead. You see? I look at Nora and I know there’s no future for her, and it tears my heart in two. And what makes me feel crazy is that all around me, everywhere, people are driving cars and buying propane grills and eating double cheeseburgers, and not one of them acts like they’re dying, even though they are. Not one of them sees what I see, and that means we have no chance. (Kleeman 2021, 27)


This causes a rift in the family, with Patrick trying to understand the situation, but also in disbelief as it doesn’t align with the way that he imagines the world—either in the present or the future. At one point, in trying to reconcile, they stage parts of a therapeutic process. “Yes, it was selfish to have been so sad. That was the first thing they agreed on. The second was that the sadness was foreign to her nature, it was an aberration, an invader, a weed in her berry patch” (Kleeman 2021, 150), but that agreement actually papered over the increasing rift, with Patrick’s ability to comprehend the changes limited. This is parallel to how Patrick understood the complications he constantly was faced with in Los Angeles—roads blocked due to fires, strange interactions with nonhuman actors, and his own deteriorating mental stability. He failed to see any of these incidents as part of a bigger picture, and certainly not the cataclysm that Alison imagined. He trusted in our collective ability to notice such a situation—perhaps related to the very types of representations one finds in dystopian books or films with a disaster framing.


It’s not really an emergency, he thinks, putting on his signal and shifting into the fast lane, if you can drive around it. An emergency would be everywhere you looked, inescapable: some long-submerged animal intelligence would recognize it with fierce instinct. In an emergency, the mind would not drift aimlessly from daydream to distraction as his did now, in search of something to grasp. (2021, 105)


In many ways, the crisis he was facing was a hyperobject, following Timothy Morton, and Patrick had no capacity to grasp it, and his trust in some innate ability to recognize such slow-moving violence was severely misplaced. Alison did, however, see this as an emergency, and felt like she needed to take some action. Consequently, she moved herself and her nine-year-old daughter Nora to an upstate New York “nature retreat” near Oswego—Earthbridge. This retreat allows for Alison and Nora to find a community of like-minded individuals who shared their commitment to the environment—both in being-with and thinking-through the concept. It was far away from “civilization,” which we see in how difficult it is for Patrick and Alison to communicate due to the lack of modern technology (by design).

At Earthbridge, they live a different lifestyle—one which explicitly foregrounds ecological grief. Each morning begins with ritual mourning:


Then someone comes up to the stage, usually Talya or Linden, and they give the update. It’s a list of losses we’ve suffered over the last twenty-four hours. A tiny silver moth indigenous to Hawaii went extinct. They started drilling off the coast of Maine, near one particular island … We get updates on the larger things, though it’s harder to put an exact date and time to their passing. This morning, they finally declared the Thwaites Glacier dead. (2021, 141)


In the face of Patrick’s incredulity at the mourning of an inanimate object like a glacier: “What does that mean, mourning? For a glacier?” (Kleeman 2021, 141), Alison explains: “We might share our thoughts, our feelings. We might cry. We might lie down and feel like dying, feel scared, we might lean or huddle or hug each other. And then someone does the eulogy” (Kleeman 2021, 141). Ray argues that this is “eco-grief (sadness over the destruction of the earth and its species)” (Ray 2020, 8), yet placed into a process in which it, in a sense, becomes all about ritual—the witnessing of their loss which allows them to focus their grief, and then perhaps be able to move past it. We will see more use of ritual and witnessing in consideration of Nagamatsu’s novel at the end of the chapter.

At Earthbridge, Alison continues to have doubts about its efficacy and its role. She often feels like an outsider, and her connections outside of the community—primarily to Patrick—provide some sort of tension. At one point, when wanting to find more information about the current situation in Los Angeles—the extent of the fires and whether it was possible for Patrick to escape unharmed—she is told that they do not track individual incidents—as the planetary rather than the individual is their focus. This stages grief on a large scale—one which she struggles to connect to—a rhetorical challenge often discussed in the climate trauma literature. In fact, she notes: “At Earthbridge, despite the official emphasis on mourning as the healthiest way of processing the inevitable decline of the planet, crying for your own problems is seen as indulgent, even a bit embarrassing” (Kleeman 2021, 147).

Later, however, she finds that she has, despite not fitting with her expectations, some understanding of the value that the rituals provide—at least for her (I will return to Nora’s response at the end of this section).


When she read about the community from her home in New Jersey, these little practices seemed to Alison like miracles that had the chance to heal her, fix her for once and all. Now she sometimes wonders whether their real role is not to pay tribute to all this planetary loss, but to sort and codify it, keeping it contained withing a series of habits, sayings, rituals. To keep the end within sight, but make it still feel livable. (2021, 292–3)


Alison, in this framing, is focused on both witnessing and also maintaining a livable lifestyle—one in which she is no longer paralyzed by guilt and shame, but is able to find solace in nature, joy in her crafts, and hope for a livable future for at least some. Some level of hope, even on the local scale, I argue, is necessary to maintain the impetus to act. A complete lack of hope leads to no action, but caring for family, providing for nonhuman entities, providing solace, memory—all lead to continued action. One can see this in Snowman’s responsibility for the Crakers in Atwood’s novel or looking ahead we can find it in Patricia’s plans for her family in The High House and the various memory projects in Nagamatsu’s novel.

Turning now to our final aspect, the other main character in the novel is the nearly canceled former successful child actress Cassidy Carter, the star of the film. I will focus on her obsession with obtaining water, rather than the new substitute WAT-R, which leads to the mystery or even conspiracy element mentioned in the reviews. WAT-R has become the only available option in California, due to the major drought which forms the backdrop of the novel. While not explicitly described, it is clear that there has been a collapse in this fundamental utility, accompanied by a change in the infrastructure—one which perpetuates the inequities inherent in US society—less availability at higher cost for people of low income, lower class, especially ethnic minorities. This is mostly presented through the unlikely tandem of Cassidy and Patrick trying to understand first their own film—but later the entire WAT-R system.

As with the problems with his marriage, Patrick does not recognize what the problem is.
 
“ ‘I just don’t understand. WAT-R is water,’ Patrick says, looking out at the oddly illuminated sky. ‘It may be made in a factory, but it’s the same, down to the molecular level. That’s all water is, a molecule. Or a recipe for a molecule. Water in its purest form is a diagram from high-school chemistry’ ” (Kleeman 2021, 88). This is, however, not exactly the case. One fellow production assistant explains, “It’s the same as water, just a little bit more so” (Kleeman 2021, 127), and we learn in the course of the novel that there are many different such products, not only for different markets—in different packaging based on wealth or activity—but that it comes in different textures for different purposes—a different product for showering than drinking, for example. The consumption of this product has led to serious medical problems—Random-Onset Acute Dementia (ROAD)—which affect a proportion of the population seemingly at random—reminiscent not only of the global pandemic of Covid but also paralleled in the Arctic plague in Nagamatsu’s novel (which we discuss at the end of this chapter). The list of side effects is long but includes losing one’s sense of identity and mental acuity, disorientation, hallucinations, and eventual death.

In their exploration, they are able to speak to someone working at the factory who explains the supposed value of this new product—which aligns with some techno-positive visions of the future as well as the hygienic approach to nature that Alison found so troubling in the HOA.


You know, the old water wasn’t very good for you anyway. If you knew what goes on in found water, all the dirt and debris they try to filter out, the secondhand hormones and BPA, the fish eggs and other filthy animal waste—life is a dirty business—you would beg me for some brand-new water, made in a nice clean factory. (Kleeman 2021, 240)


Essentially, the argument is not only that this technology is necessary to replace or mitigate the changing environmental conditions, but it includes an ideological framework that pits new technologies against our connection to nature.

This plays out for the reader through small scenes of nature interspersed with this larger conspiracy plot. Cassidy’s house in the Hollywood hills eventually catches fire, falling victim to the constant fires that smatter throughout the novel—and in its wake sprouts a new species of plant that doesn’t burn as natural plants do, but rather its pale-blue flowers melt at a certain temperature—just as WAT-R doesn’t boil at 100°C. The future may arrive, but it is not presented as a continuation of life as verisimilar, but an altered future because of our actions, not just environmental losses as mourned at Earthbridge, but changes engineered in designing an alternative future. The end of the novel for both Cassidy and Patrick, in failing to escape the consequences of WAT-R and succumbing to the ROAD, is also compelling—noting that awareness of the problem and working with and through the system are no guarantee of being spared the consequences of climate change. This, I argue, provides a compelling case for the reader. The ending is bleak, which means that there is potential to seek solutions outside of the novel—with the novel serving as a warning, yet one different from those in Chapters 2 or 3. Due to their proximity, they become more salient and pressing. That extradiegetic ending and takeaway for the reader is juxtaposed with Nora and Alison’s story.

Nora, at Earthbridge, also presents a different approach to the future. Alison eavesdrops on a conversation Nora is having with a circle of friends, discussing their living in the nature retreat. “I think I used to feel like it was immoral to live here as if living here was doing something to help the planet or the other people who are still out there trying to live. It felt like we were abandoning them. It felt selfish. But I see it differently now, I guess” (Kleeman 2021, 288). It is different for Nora, as she has begun to seed the idea with her friends of a future without them in it. At the end of the novel, Nora, in contrast to her mother’s acceptance of Earthbridge as providing an experience in which she could see some hope in providing a livable world in which she continues to form part of the future, sees a more radical solution.


Nora can’t remember if they’ve always been there. If all the adults were destroyed, who would she take with her for her survival group? … All of them walking the country road toward Oswego, walking without fear of the yellow center line, talking loudly and without thought of being overheard, about how to remake their world. (2021, 344–5)


This solution is reminiscent of the critical dystopian endings, and different than her mother’s attempts to grieve, process, and find a way to live with the changed reality—finding hope through the mourning process. This is a more optimistic scenario of a renewed future in which new constellations of society could be produced unburdened by the memory of the past. Kleeman’s novel, thus, gives the reader two intradiegetic outs—the processing of climate trauma to move on and the hope for a future that has never known the trauma our modern climate crisis is causing society.


Global Problems, Local Results—The Hopeless Narrative of The High House

In contrast to the optimism of Nora, this section focuses on the interactions of the “family” in The High House, and how they manage with the increasingly dire circumstances following a global crisis of rising seas and increased isolation. Jessie Greengrass’s novel is part of a new trend in cli-fi that has eschewed the even remote optimism of the distant postapocalyptic, or the implicit utopian tendencies lingering in what Baccolini and Moylan call critical dystopia, for something far bleaker. The novel focuses on a single family, constructed through need and supplied by the forethought of climate activist Francesca, and how they live out their days in East Anglia after the sea has broken the dams and altered the course of the river, surrounding them. The section focuses on not only their family dynamics but the human-nonhuman interactions, the continued use of empathy, the interaction between generations, and not least the expression of humanity—all considered in strains of cli-fi and explored for its literary techniques and potential—as cli-fi—to make meaningful change in our understanding. We will focus on only three of the interesting aspects of Greengrass’s novel: the use of the medium scale in the narrative, the representation of climate pretrauma, and the structural effects of the dystopia that can, I contend, make this a novel evoking future change.

The High House is a novel set in the apparently not too distant future (perhaps closer even than the author intended) in a verisimilar world to our own. It is set in East Anglia, primarily in a coastal village turned tourist destination, not far from a small town. The story is told through the first-person perspectives of three characters, Sally, Caro(line), and Paul(y), in alternating fashion, and further includes discussions of Grandy (Sally’s grandfather), Father (to Caro and Pauly), and Francesca (Paul’s mother). It is not told strictly in chronological order. There is a numbering sequence dividing the narrative nominally into five sections, though there is no apparent fixed length nor order to the speakers within the sections. The entries seem to have the function of a diary or confessional—though no reference is made to its writing or composition.

The opening section—before the numbering begins—functions as a type of prologue, presented by Sally, and already frames the story—its trajectory, scope, and tone—through its use of nostalgia. As she gets up in the morning, before the others, she enters the kitchen and we are presented with her thoughts:


In the kitchen, I check the fire in the range, put fresh wood on the embers, and open up the vent until it burns. I pour the last of yesterday’s well water into the kettle and set it to boil, put dried mint leaves in a mug, make tea. I would have had coffee, once. I think this every morning. I think it, and then I think I can still catch the taste of it, but it’s been so long that it could be the taste of anything I am remembering. (Greengrass 2021, 1)


This passage sets a baseline for the temporal aspects of the novel. There are a number of points in the passage which are evocative of the limited use of modern technology—the wood-burning stove, the use of yesterday’s water—but the discussion of coffee is really where it becomes present for the reader that we are on a different timeline. Yet, this is not a distant timeline—it is contained in the mind of Sally as a nearly living memory (and in our own reality we may be aware that at our current trajectory coffee may not be viable in the near future). I argued in Chapter 6 that nostalgia is one means of collapsing a narrative into the tenable medium scale—allowing for the reader to grasp the vastness of climate change through local affective narratives. This maps onto what Astrid Bracke calls the environmental collapse narrative, where the scale of the crisis is on a global, and even geological level, but we react on a human scale. What I find compelling about Greengrass’s narrative is that she separates these human experiences across the generational gaps of her characters. When we speak of nostalgia, we have a tendency to collapse our own experience into a norm, just as we collapse the past into a common historical narrative. In The High House, the characters have distinct nostalgic reactions—Sally remembering the scents and routine from her childhood in the village, Grandy longing for the time before the quiet fishing village of his youth became the summer tourist takeover, and even Caro longing for the brief life at university where she was beginning to gain a sense of independence. Greengrass is attentive not only to the personalities and histories of her characters but their sense of rootedness in their own timeline, their own stories, and their specific connections to each other and their surroundings.

Svetlana Boym discusses a reflective nostalgia which uses evocations of the past to challenge, question, and reconsider the narratives of the future. As Boym states, “reflective nostalgia dwells on the ambivalences of human longing and belonging and does not shy away from the contradictions of modernity” (Boym 2001, xviii). By distancing us, as readers, from memories before the collapse and placing it in an alternative timeline, as a nostalgic reflection, the novel allows the reader to think nostalgically of their own era, and anticipate its loss, and in that grieving process imagine a future no longer directly tied to the assumptions of the present. In The High House, the use of nostalgia coupled with the insightful flashbacks—detailing the decisions made by each of the family members which led them, eventually, to their common existence in the house, their eventual final resting place—places the reader in the position of the near future of Sally’s prologue, and our own lives into this nostalgically rendered past. It makes the reader grieve the lives of the characters we come to know in the scope of the novel, but also grieve their existence as a proxy for our own, for our lost future which Greengrass pitches not as probable but as inevitable, as already occurred. Caro, in such a nostalgic moment, misses her father. “I miss father—not who he was, which I can hardly remember, but the certainty of him, the sense I had that he would stand between me and the world, and that I would be safe” (Greengrass 2021, 177). We long for that safety, even when confronted with a world which reminds us that our own sense of security is constructed—dependent on a particular set of circumstances, governed by wealth, class, and geographic distribution—and increasingly (to our eyes) precarious.

My argument for the use of nostalgic narrative is that it allows us, as readers, to not only gain awareness of the scope of the problem, but in seeing the disparity between our imagined idealized past and the proposed future rendered as present, we would seek out change as a result. In The Collapse of Western Civilization: A View from the Future, from 2014, Naomi Oreskes and Eric Conway construct the narrative view of a person four hundred years in the future reflecting back on the collapse of Western societies, which E. Ann Kaplan, in Climate Trauma, argues can also be read as a cautionary yet optimistic tale. “The distance from a position in the future allows readers to absorb the mistakes and hopefully take heed now before it is too late” (Kaplan 2016, 144). Similarly, Naomi Klein, a former journalist entering the climate debate in 2014 with This Changes Everything: Capitalism and the Climate, suggests that the climate crisis itself may lead to widespread changes in the way we interact with each other, our environment, and our political and social institutions.

Yet, that isn’t the only potential narrative in dealing with the climate crisis. Elizabeth Kolbert, author of The Sixth Extinction, a writer long dealing with the environment and climate change, who like Klein writes extensively about our challenges, suggests no solutions for the future. Rather, she argues against Klein’s position. As Kaplan nicely summarizes,


Klein asks us to see a possible upside to challenges of global warming, that is, the catastrophe might force societies to abandon greed and profit-mongering. Kolbert prefers us to come to terms with reality that change is impossible. Readers are left to decide between a utopian impulse and realistic aims, whether such an impulse is indeed better than coming to terms with the reality that change is impossible. (Kaplan 2016, 146–7)


Greengrass’s novel does not present an argument, but certainly seems to suggest that rather than seek a solution, we should instead accept our situation. The framing of the narrative, focusing on the house in which the family is constructed and to which they escape, is a result of it being too late for this family, or any family, to stop the increasing environmental catastrophes caused by climate change. Francesca, the tireless climate activist and scholar, was renowned for her work attempting to fight climate change—to the extent that it was necessary for her to be nearly absent in Pauly’s first four years (before her death)—but that didn’t stop her dying in an extreme weather event (an off-the-scale hurricane) nor stop the other recounted events (flooding of York) leading to climate refugees in the United States and the UK. Rather, as Greengrass’s novel so poignantly demonstrates, the characters in the novel suffer largely from what Kaplan calls pretrauma, “an immobilizing anticipatory anxiety about the future” (Kaplan 2016, xix). This concept is explored in Kaplan’s Climate Trauma related to a number of dystopian films, like The Road and Children of Men, and, as used in Greengrass’s novel, serves both the function of exploring the mentality and indeed trauma of the events within the novel, but also strengthening the middle scale of the narrative—collapsing of trauma of past crises with the anticipatory affect of pretrauma in the present, in expectation of (inevitable) future cataclysms.

That the characters are dealing with trauma is obvious in the novel. Caro and Pauly last speak to their parents with a request, from Father, for them to leave town and relocate to The High House. His last, now haunting words on that late night phone call are “I have to go. I love you, Caro. I love Pauly too. Tell him …,” which is then punctuated by the voice of Francesca in the background saying “There isn’t time” (Greengrass 2021, 41). As they leave in the morning, in the UK, the storm ravages the East Coast of the United States, exactly where the parents are—shocking Caro, who shields Pauly from the news on their difficult journey to The High House, which punctuates the end of the first reflective numbered section. The journey also builds the sense that the house is a sanctuary, but underlines the isolation—from society (no taxi, no clear roads)—that the house affords.

Anxiety is also present throughout the long, reflective, first section, which recounts the lives of Francesca, Father, Caro, and Pauly. Despite their relatively secure existence, financial security, and well-paying jobs in academia, they are anxious. Pauly is shown relieving his anxiety (at the age of four) through escape to play (“on the swings” (Greengrass 2021, 28)). His mother seems to channel her own anxiety by throwing herself into her work, and as we later discover, systematically planning the high house as a retreat for her children (but not herself). As Francesca notes in response to questions from their family therapist, “What they don’t seem to understand … is that anxiety is a perfectly reasonable response to what we are living through” (Greengrass 2021, 27). Her response is tirelessly advocating and presenting solutions—as we see reported through interspersed news clippings, snippets of her broadcast speeches, and discussions with Father—which show a recounting of the current climate debates, but position them as in the past.

However, what pretrauma, as Kaplan presents it, suggests is that due to the trauma of the past, and the buildup of both reading and experiencing these events, one can construct an anxiety of the future event—here notably climate disaster. This leads one to live in a perpetual state of anxiety, which is difficult and taxing. Upon arrival at the high house, Caro and Pauly are met with Grandy and Sally (who they didn’t anticipate). Caro’s reaction was utter exhaustion, but then followed by isolation—she tried to avoid the reality of her parents’ death and more importantly the need to tell her four-year-old half-brother, who she was now, unexpectedly, entirely responsible for (at least in her eyes). However, Pauly has a different perspective. As much as Sally tries to distract him, he is still keenly aware of Caro’s absence (isolated upstairs in the house). Furthermore, when Caro finally emerges and takes the responsibility to inform Pauly—it is his reaction that is telling. Initially, as we are focalized through Caro’s perspective, his reaction simply seems to be dismissal—changing the subject to his favorite topic of birds. However, a few pages later, in a section from Pauly’s point of view, we see him recount his own recollection of the experience:


I felt their worry, and I wished I could explain to them that there was no need for it. It was a relief, what Caro had told me about my parents, like running full-tilt into the cold sea is a relief, because afterward you no longer have to wait for it to happen. My parents had always been absent, and though I don’t remember them, I remember how it felt to wait for them—how each night I would go to sleep wondering if in the morning they would be there, or gone. I remember how exhausting it was, being constantly pleased to see somebody—and now, at last, I knew where I stood. They were gone completely, and nothing was really any different; except that I could stop waiting for them to come back. (Greengrass 2021, 152)


That passage seems to summarize Kolbert’s position rather than Klein’s, acceptance over an attempt to negotiate or continue to see ways to avoid the trauma.

In some ways, this is presented as easiest, or at least most obvious, to Pauly. Perhaps he had the least to lose, perhaps he knew the world he was losing the least, but this reaction to the pretrauma seems to confront each of the members of the high house differently, in their generational outlook. Grandy has conversations with his old friend the Vicar, who suggests that, perhaps in these times, sin can be relative to the circumstances—that perhaps suicide is acceptable. Sally is presented with similar situations in treating a dying Grandy, deciding whether to honor his request to end things quickly (with the morphine Francesca had stocked). Francesca and Father had also made a decision for acceptance, as the high house was stocked with all of the things Sally, Caro, and Pauly would need to continue to live there—but there were no supplies laid in for them, thus no expectation that they would ever benefit from Francesca’s planning foresight.

Another point of disparity between our three narrators is their willingness and ability to accept those things that they have lost. As Kaplan suggests, “as with all traumatic events, what an individual brings to the situation in terms of psychic strength or vulnerability makes all the difference” (Kaplan 2016, xiii). Caro continues to advocate for a larger version of empathy, wanting to help everyone, invite people to share in their seeming largesse at the high house. She is tempered by the pragmatic Sally, who knows that the resources are limited and the end the same. This perhaps comes to a head in the scene in which they travel together to the church to ring the bell—warning any potential stragglers in the village of the impending flooding that was in progress, as well as hopefully alerting towns and villages down the coast of the progress. It took both Caro’s sense of duty and Sally’s determination to make the journey, and to survive it. It took making the journey, and exhausting themselves in one last attempt to allow them both to accept their isolation and privilege.

What both Caro and Sally struggled with was forgetting. Grandy, in his wisdom, encouraged them not to long for a past life that was unrecoverable—to let go of learning how technology works that they would not be able to sustain. Kaplan, in an anecdote about Hurricane Sandy and her own personal reaction, suggested that it was the things that were forgotten that were so missed in times of crisis. “It was ‘forgetting’ about electricity in particular (but also plumbing and sanitation) that returned so dramatically, and traumatically, to consciousness when Hurricane Sandy hit” (Kaplan 2016, xvii). The novel, however, places an emphasis on self-reliance—but reminding ourselves what that truly means. Kaplan’s anecdote is meant to remind us how reliant we are on things that we don’t think about. This is present early on in the chronology of the novel, as Francesca had arranged for many of their needs, including monthly deliveries from the town of staples (milk, butter, sugar), a working generator and mill to provide electricity. However, those resources would dry up within the novel—so while it is an important lesson, and one which Greengrass highlights, her novel pushes us even past that to see the effects of true self-reliance—and how we are not set up in a modern society to survive under such conditions. As Sally notes, “perhaps, if we last long enough, then we will forget what all of it was for—the twisted metal, the burst brick, the plastic that floats, still, across the sea to wash up on the beach—and then, perhaps, some burden will be eased” (Greengrass 2021, 253). That perhaps, in this erratic ecosystem that we are confronted with, acceptance is the more viable alternative.

It is this bleak picture that Greengrass presents us with. The final scenes are those without hope, just survival, and that temporary. Caro commenting that “In the end, we always choose ourselves. Or our children. We are only here because Francesca couldn’t bear the thought of Pauly drowning, but the high house isn’t an ark. We aren’t really saved. We are only the last ones, waiting” (Greengrass 2021, 254). Even Pauly, who anticipates being the last member of the high house, already anticipates that he will not be buried at the church, as we see Grandy is, but expects to be the last remaining inhabitant of Francesca’s legacy. “The last will lie here forever, in the high house, which is our sanctuary, and will be our grave” (Greengrass 2021, 255). The question then is, what lesson do we learn from Greengrass (if any)?

Most modern dystopias are critical dystopias, with a bit of utopia built into the frame. This novel works as the other definition of dystopia, “a bleak, depressing genre with little space for hope within the story,” noting that “it is only if we consider dystopia as a warning that we as readers can hope to escape its pessimistic future” (Kaplan 2016: 15). Due to the use of the apocalyptic, and the specific framing of these events, the nostalgic is a longing for our own era—the normalcy of our times. It is only through losing our own norms—even through the vehicle of speculative fiction—can we reconsider our own present, nostalgically, with a sense of loss.

The nostalgic reflections on the past through affectively loaded imagery—running to the sea, playing in the tide pool, the novelty of discovery, the hope for the egrets, things that seemed ordinary—allow for that longing for an era that is no longer possible. Yet, extradiegetically, we as readers are able to compare that world and recognize that the things for which the characters in these dystopic timelines long for are our ordinary lives—but reconsidered through a lens of loss which refocuses our priorities. Our need for technology, even as simple as a working sailboat, and other driving forces in our lives (simple luxury and gratification) is not a concern in the future of these worlds, and they play no part in what the characters long for or tint with nostalgia. The question is then can we accept our fate? Or do we read The High House and fight for the life that they weren’t able to have?


Visions of the Future, Hopes from the Past in Sequoia Nagamatsu’s How High We Go in the Dark

Novelists more and more, like many artists, have begun to turn from fear to grief, from denial to acceptance of our role in such cataclysmic changes and the need to face the consequences. One such novelist is Sequoia Nagamatsu, whose 2022 debut novel How High We Go in the Dark situates itself in the wake of such an apocalyptic scenario. The novel deals with an unseen pandemic, connected to the warming of Russian permafrost, and traverses layers of reactions as we move forward through the immediate aftermath to the quite distant future imaginaries. Nagamatsu presents a “speculative epic” spanning thousands of years and across the galaxy in a novel that has also been described as a loose collection of short stories, with parallels to Black Mirror (Michel 2022). Nagamatsu’s novel opens with the discovery of anomalous Denisovan remains, excavated in Siberia due to the warming permafrost associated with the ongoing climate crisis. That discovery also unearthed a highly contagious virus that causes genetic mutations referred to as the plague but working more quickly if not more fatally to that of medieval Europe. The novel presents this crisis as rapidly moving and causing a distinct break from what has been seen as a norm. It is also clear that this is a direct result of global climate change—through the warming of the permafrost—and therefore imagines a distinctly possible future.

Nagamatsu through a series of linked reflective narratives of lives in the aftermath of a viral pandemic presents the challenges of nostalgia, memory, and life loss—staging aspects of grief and allowing, within the diegesis, for acceptance and ways of moving forward without losing sight of lessons learned. His novel provides a means to deal with the dystopian present and generates characters who are better equipped to deal with a fundamentally changed world. The complex novel presents several scenarios which speak to the ritualized responses to the life loss of civilization as we know it: an amusement park, the City of Laughter, which is in function a euthanasia park to mitigate the trauma of children afflicted with the “plague”; community burials in Japan and its function as memorial; the restoration of grounded identity; the mural making and remembrance on board the last chance life vessel seeking a new Earth; and the exploration of the remnants of an ancient civilization which seeded life on Earth. Through close readings of five episodes in the novel, this section demonstrates how rather than looking towards still possible futures, the focus on the loss—exploring the emotional impact of dwelling in the certainty of change and our varied responses to it—coupled with a nostalgic edge—explored through both an apocalyptic and postapocalyptic frame—allows us to consider how we can move forward and, through Boym’s conception of reflective nostalgia (Boym 2001, 54), use our past longings for positive future change. The section considers how each of the episodes provides motivation to future change for the reader as a reaction, if not consequence, of the inability to change within the diegesis itself. It considers the responses of grief—moving past denial towards acceptance of monumental change—and explores the possibility of the use of hope in such bleak and dire circumstances.

The period of latency, in Caruth’s description, is exactly where Nagamatsu situates his work—in the transition which is understood to exist between the cataclysm and our ability to move beyond and look back at it with a distance to process and heal from the lingering trauma caused by the event. Yet, at the same time the global climate crisis, just as the Arctic plague in Nagamatsu’s novel, is on a larger scale than a natural or man-made disaster. In describing the pandemic in his novel, Nagamatsu explicitly raises the concern of media representation and how such frames delimit future actions. “Maksim assured me the quarantine was precautionary since the team had successfully reanimated viruses and bacteria in the melting permafrost. He said government officials watch too many movies. Standard protocol. No one at the outpost seemed sick or concerned” (Nagamatsu 2022, 2). This becomes a common refrain in his novel, with predetermined expectations driving societal reactions, rather than government edict or scientific assessments. In this Nagamatsu’s novel is verisimilar, even in its futurist and postapocalyptic frames, drawing on the legacy of social science fiction rather than the technopositive futuremaking of our era. The episodes that this section will consider are framed along the lines of different approaches to trauma—aligned with Bob Doppelt’s understanding of the various scopes at play in what he calls the “traumacene” (Doppelt 2023, 7).

Nagamatsu presents two different scenarios that put into relief how characters are dealing with their trauma—in the chapters City of Laughter and Elegy Hotel. While the pandemic within Nagamatsu’s novel is global in scale, in these chapters the protagonists react as if these are local traumas. The scale of a global catastrophe is unable to be truly grasped, as the characters become part of their own personal narrative. As Moser notes, “in the wider public discourse, much less in everyday practice, grief about environmental losses is still largely a solitary matter” (Moser 2012, 904), which is how Nagamatsu frames these two chapters.

The novel’s second section also features commentary of the speed of the pandemic and social expectations. In the initial downplaying of the pandemic, which consists of erratic fatal mutations in all who were affected, people diminished the illness because of its seemingly delayed onset. It was treated, initially, as any common virus. “We expected that any viral outbreak would warrant a simple trip to the pharmacy or a walk-in clinic, until the first American cases revealed something much more serious” (Nagamatsu 2022, 38). Yet, as the impact of the disease became clearer, and the cure only first available many years in the future (and much later in the novel), finding ways to deal with the death and trauma of the pandemic became salient. This focus, on the need to accept and mourn the life loss of not only dying friends and family but also the loss of the certainty of a stable environment and society, comes to the fore.

City of Laughter focuses on the story of a struggling comedian, Skip, looking for work in the aftermath of the global epidemic. Similar to the events of the 2020 Covid crisis, governments in Nagamatsu’s novel were faced with indiscriminate death because of the virus released from the Russian permafrost. There was a desire to provide some sort of relief for the suffering of children—who were too young to possibly grasp the gravity of the situation, as much as any of the characters are able to fully understand. The proposed solution was to find a way to provide a merciful end for children who were already affected—sparing them (and their families) the additional trauma of the course of the—yet incurable—illness. “ ‘Have you heard of a euthanasia park?’ he asked. It was early in the morning. I was pulling on my janitorial coveralls. I paused. Of course I had. Everyone scoffed when the governor first announced plans for an amusement park that could gently end children’s pain—roller coasters capable of lulling their passengers into unconsciousness before stopping their hearts” (Nagamatsu 2022, 31). This provided some level of comfort for the families, as indicated by some of their responses: “ ‘Thank you for giving us a way to say goodbye. We didn’t want him to die in some hospital overflow center,’ the father said, pulling me close, whispering in one of my giant mouse ears. ‘I know you’re just doing your job, but you gave us one more day with our boy’ ”( Nagamatsu 2022, 37–8). This is both a personal means of negotiating this trauma and also, as we will see in subsequent chapters, shows how our cultural artifacts themselves outlive us and can provide future comfort through memory.

Grief comes in stages and for the families to create the illusion, they need to accept the imminent death of their children. This is, consequently, the only way the family themselves can move on from the loss. Essentially, to maintain the innocence for the children, they themselves have to accept the loss of their potential future—the imagined future they have created for themselves as a family. It was only in understanding both roles and stepping into a role as a proxy parent that Skip, and consequently us as the reader, began to fully appreciate the sense of loss associated with the imminent death of the children. Skip meets a family in an adjacent trailer to his, often used by staff but in this case housing a family with a child awaiting potentially life-saving treatment. At one point the mother, Dorrie, after her son Fitch was put on a wait list for another experimental treatment, makes the heart-wrenching decision to take her son to the City of Laughter: “ ‘It’s okay,’ I said, reaching out my arms like some kind of savior. I felt sorry for this mother. Sure, the park was better than an overrun hospital or a converted warehouse turned plague ward, but what parent wanted to say goodbye?” (Nagamatsu 2022, 52). Through affinity for the son, Fitch, Skip begins to understand the trauma the parents are going through, an understanding that allows him to process his own grief. In the end, Fitch becomes so ill that his mother decides that the City of Laughter would provide the best possible outcome—reducing his suffering and providing him a final,exhilarating experience. We learn that Fitch, despite his age and the shielding from his mother, has come to understand the consequences of the City of Laughter—and also accepted the situation, for both of them. Skip takes him through the park himself, not as a staff member in costume but as himself, ending at the roller coaster Osiris that provides the final, fatal, experience. Skip’s own acceptance and closure come at the same time as the death of Fitch: “for a moment, I thought I heard Fitch’s triumphant shouts, perhaps the happiest sound I will ever hear, until there was only the roar of Osiris and then nothing at all” (Nagamatsu 2022, 62).

While many of the children remain blissfully unaware of the reality of the situation, even with their parents often crying inexplicably, it is even more poignant with those stories where the ill children are aware of the horrific underpinning of the City of Laughter. The entire population, infected or not yet, is pre-traumatized by this Arctic flu, and without the development of a cure (which only comes later in the novel, generations later), many, including children, will die. Accepting that fact, and providing them with a positive experience allows them to receive the closure they need to carry on—to have a second chance to live. “But people are still talking about getting out. People still need to pick up their children, feed their dog, say I love you to their spouses. For now, no one has brought up the fact that in the real world, our bodies are inhabited by an impossible virus. Perhaps we all need to believe in second chances” (Nagamatsu 2022, 71).

The job at the City of Laughter provides Skip a new purpose, allowing him to grieve not only his lost potential future but also to find a purpose in the aftermath of the global pandemic. This is only accomplished by finding a way to mourn this loss. Similarly, we see this play out through a family dynamic in the chapter Elegy Hotel. The chapter is focalized through Dennis, a floor manager in one of the death hotels which provide an outlet for funerary arrangements for the immense volume of people who have lost family and friends in the wake of the global pandemic. Dennis, despite his role and responsibilities, has never been able to live up to the strong family expectations, especially in comparison to his successful older brother. The job at the Elegy Hotel is one that some took with idealistic ambitions: “Some of my colleagues had naïve ideas about saving the world, but really we were just glorified bellhops for the mountains of Arctic plague victims awaiting cremation, for the families who wanted to curl up in a suite beside the corpses of their loved ones and heal” (Nagamatsu 2022, 103). The hotels were advertised to facilitate the mass grief, providing a final space to mourn: “I listened to a canvasser for a rival death hotel making his pitch— Sleep with your loved ones on their way to eternal slumber! I guess it didn’t sound so horrible if you had someone to grieve, if you knew people would be grieving for you” (Nagamatsu 2022, 117, emphasis in original). For Dennis, however, the hotel became an escape from his own family trauma. He had not returned home for the death of his father, and work remained an excuse to not engage further as his mother’s health faded. His father’s death, as well as his reaction, remains an ongoing trauma: “When I got home, I thought I’d take care of him. That’s what people expected me to do. But when I saw him, I didn’t know how to handle it” (Nagamatsu 2022, 119). In conversation with a colleague (and later girlfriend), who encourages him to face his past trauma head-on, he explains his regret. “When he passed, I didn’t get the call right away. I was at a movie, stuffing my face with popcorn. I never got to say goodbye. I didn’t even try” (Nagamatsu 2022, 119). Essentially, he was burdened with his perceived past failure to live up to expectations and, most appreciatively, his inability to face up to difficulty. He could not find a way to mourn, which was necessary for him to move on. His reaction, as is true for many in the face of the global climate crisis, was to ignore it (Ray 2020, 2).

Dennis’s family did not feel like his job at the hotel had individual value for him. They encouraged him to come home and act as a caregiver to his ailing mother—in her final days. His older brother made an economic, as well as an affective, argument that it would be best. Dennis’s personal avoidance of grieving his father’s death and facing the imminent death of his mother is not unique. As Ray notes, trauma can lead to stagnation—freezing one in the experience and preventing one from moving forward (Ray 2020, 2). This can be the trauma of losing his father, the personal trauma of the loss of his own potential future, as well as the anticipatory mourning brought on by the global trauma they are all also enduring. In the end, Dennis, unable to face his mother’s imminent death, fails to return to the family before her passing. Yet, that moment allows him to face his trauma and accept his role in the transition, by committing to his job for years so that he could personally provide and pay for the full hotel experience for his mother. His initial expectations, following her death, were those of haunting, perpetuating his failure to live up to her expectations: “I could picture her getting up, asking us what was on the agenda for the day. Shall we go to Alcatraz? I’ve never been. Can we get some hot chocolate and ride the Powell Street cable car? Or more likely: You’re still on my shit list, Dennis, but I want to have some fun for once in my life” (Nagamatsu 2022, 123, emphasis in original). Yet, in the end, the experience of taking responsibility for his future, and accepting his new role, allows him to finally grieve not only his mother but his own past trauma as well: “I never really knew. I thank her for everything she and my father gave me and that I never appreciated—the karate lessons and birthday cakes, the many second chances. I drape myself over her body, an ear where her heartbeat should be. I tell her I’m sorry. I tell her I love her. I wait for her embrace” (Nagamatsu 2022, 124). He is finally able to look hopefully towards the future, yet not unrealistically (he knows he will never again experience the embrace), but he can finally apologize and accept his loss and its implications.

In both the chapter Grave Friends and A Gallery A Century, A Cry A Millennium we see groups reacting communally to a mutual trauma and the benefits of collective mourning. In Grave Friends, towards the end of the novel, Nagamatsu explores the concepts of communal burial—tying the grieving process to a common place and ceremony. The chapter is also set in the imagined future, in the year 2100 many years after the first effects of the Arctic plague. The chapter is focalized through a woman, Rina, who had left her close-knit (five extended families) community in Japan to travel to the United States and had extended her stay (with minimal contact) for five years. As with Dennis in Elegy Hotel, Rina didn’t want to conform to the values of her community, seeking instead to make individual decisions about her future—both her life and afterlife: “Sorry for making everyone think I had been kidnapped or worse. Sorry I didn’t want to live in the same sinking town for my entire life or have my ashes stored in a shared urn with the other families in our street, stuck in one place for all eternity” (Nagamatsu 2022, 253). Common throughout the novel is a discourse of interconnectedness of not only people but also time—past, present, and future. Rina resisted this movement, and her loss of individual agency, with its effects lingering into the future. The collective burial was put into place to regain a sense of community that was lost in the face of the epidemic: “The shared urn started out as a money- and space-saving venture when the plague hit and no one knew what to do with the dead. But our neighborhood found a new appreciation for the shared community after our city became an archipelago amid the rising seas of the Great Transition of 2070, over thirty years ago now” (Nagamatsu 2022, 253). Rina returned to Niigata City from Chicago because of the death of her grandmother, who had always been an emotional touchstone for her.

The funeral itself was, as often, an emotional experience, and for Rina it became a means of mending the trauma of her departure from the family in pursuit of her own values—a seeming rejection of the community in which she was raised. At the funeral, she supports her own mother’s grief, and in the process finds a means to grieve herself.

“I stood beside her, wrapped one arm around her waist, steadied her wrist with my other hand.

‘No tears,’ I said. She looked at me, nodded, and wiped them away. ‘Together.’

‘Together,’ she said” (Nagamatsu 2022, 269).

Rina’s nostalgic longing for her community, and reintegration to its burial ritual upon her return, reinforces the very same structure that the entire community experienced from the beginning of the epidemic—the pendulum swing between individual trauma and collective community and ritual. As Moser notes, “grieving together with others holds it safely and honorably” (Moser 2012, 904). The family can connect through a holographic image with both their grandmother’s remains and a symbolic framed representation of her which provides emotional connections. “A holographic cherry blossom tree sprouted from the cold linoleum floor and Baba appeared sitting on a stone bench, staring up at the petals as they danced through the room. The urn arrived shortly afterward, emerging from a trapdoor, coming to rest on the pedestal” (Nagamatsu 2022, 272). In mourning, Doppelt suggests that the ritual itself is vital to the process, and involves the community: “This ritual will help survivors come to terms with the reality that a permanent loss has occurred, the normal grieving process can begin, and then, they can move on with their lives” (Doppelt 2023, 8). Nagamatsu makes a powerful argument that our trauma is best dealt with through identification with our interconnectedness and that our shared mourning is what allows us to contemplate a future—which is relevant for future pandemics and importantly in contemplating the effects of global climate change. In his imagination of the future, he also postulates the modern, technologically mediated funerary ritual being a global phenomenon. He connects the local rituals associated with this small community on the now-archipelago that was once Tokyo to the rest of the world through Rina’s connections with Chicago. Her recollection of the skyline of her newfound home resonates with this imagined future: “Even from our residential neighborhood, it was hard to escape the view of the closest funerary towers. The same was true in Chicago or in any major city—repurposed skyscrapers to hold and honor the dead” (Nagamatsu 2022, 270–1). And while this rekindling of interconnectedness is found in the future, post-pandemic Earth, Nagamatsu also presents the communal feeling for those that chose to try to escape the epidemic through a search for an alternative planet that might sustain life.

The chapter A Gallery A Century, A Cry A Millennium follows those who decide to travel to the stars and their attempt to maintain a connection not only to each other but also to their past. In 2037, a small crew launches on the USS Yamato in an attempt to find a distant planet hospitable to life. Even the anticipation of such a journey led to a consideration of loss, and a discussion of how to mourn the loss of those who one would never see again. “How do you say goodbye when you know you’ll be alive hundreds if not thousands of years after everyone you’ve known has died? I overheard one of the ship’s doctors a few people ahead of us telling her best friend that she’d see her around sometime” (Nagamatsu 2022, 188). Here, with a story which connects with others—this chapter includes Dennis from the Elegy Hotel saying goodbye to his girlfriend Val who was boarding the ship—Nagamatsu demonstrates how each of the timelines is interconnected through the grieving process.

It is through a similar connection that the communal nature of memory and collective grief is shown. The chapter’s narrator is the widow of Dr. Cliff Miyashiro, whose daughter had discovered the outbreak and was instrumental in developing treatments, as detailed in the opening chapter. After being found near her granddaughter’s stasis chamber, it is suggested that she use her artistic talents to decorate the inside of the ship. Dorrie, the mother of Fitch from City of Laughter, herself a lottery selection to the Yamato, is asked to support that endeavor. Using the epistolary device, providing us a snippet from the narrator’s diary entry written to her late husband, we understand that the murals were originally intended to make the stark technological insides more aesthetically pleasing, yet they become a project of collective memory making—an elegy to those left behind. They begin by “populating an imaginary town with the faces of those the crew has lost” (Nagamatsu 2022, 193) and also documenting the places they would come to visit. Dorrie had already begun a similar venture, producing “a series of charcoal prints and watercolors and tiny acrylic portraits of children” and “behind each card: a name, birth date, time of death, and the title ‘City of Laughter’ ” (Nagamatsu 2022, 193). This mural becomes more than a memorial, becoming, instead, a documentation of their lives, thoughts, and missed opportunities. She notes “members of the crew would come to share their stories—how they’d petitioned to be here, who they’d left behind, the last moments they remembered before our lives were upturned” (Nagamatsu 2022, 193) and she would document those on every nook and cranny of the ship in what they called “our miniature version of the Sistine chapel” (Nagamatsu 2022, 206).

After much of the walls were filled, and 500 years from their initial launch, they also contemplated what was missing from this mural—concluding it was all the unremembered, undocumented parts of humanity, the fiber of our connections, “lingering memories: a lost love, a crush, a coworker, the mailman … people so peripheral to one’s life yet so incredibly important in the absence of Earth” (Nagamatsu 2022, 207). In so doing Nagamatsu collapses the distance between the imagination of the future—a search for planet B in hostile and eventual habitable planets in distant constellations, 400, 500, and eventually 6,000 years in the future—with that of our own ordinary (even mundane) lives. It is a stark reminder of what we are faced with losing in the life of our own current climate crisis, and the loss that we have to accept in order to meaningfully move forward. While its effects seem, like the tangible effects of the climate crisis, to affect people asymmetrically and sometimes obliquely, this is also true of the trauma associated with its ongoing effects.

At the end of the novel, Nagamatsu returns to provide us one final extra-narrative element: a transmission from the Kepler system 6,000 years into the future, where the Yamato has finally arrived at a planet which they can settle on. The transmission looks back towards Earth and recalls all of the messages which are finally arriving about its development. The device, which is used throughout the novel, allows for Nagamatsu to provide the speculative technological futures so often present in science fiction texts, but always tinged with loss. Just as the Elegy Hotel demonstrates evolution in our communication technology, the very existence of the Yamato demonstrates vast improvements in space travel, and our ability to maintain life in stasis for not only centuries but millennia. This final transmission presents us with imagined futures as real possibilities. The transmission provides reference to a message sent around the year 7,000—5,000 years in our future—documenting “metropolises on Mars and Luna and Titan,” “trials that gave human rights to artificial intelligence,” and “the construction of a Dyson sphere”—all not as future speculations but as past fact for those who have also arrived in the Kepler-system 585 light years from Earth. The message is not only hopeful, where the captain, Colonel Barrett, notes that “We’ve arrived home and it’s absolutely beautiful” (Nagamatsu 2022, 287), but also looks towards Earth, not with nostalgia but with wonder and loss. The last transmission received was 1,000 years prior to the note—with Colonel Barrett, wondering about the reason—“Have you forgotten us? Have you let us go? Have you died in a spark of war? Or have you gone searching, as we have, for a fresh start? Let us know that you are okay. Know that we’ll be waiting should you come to find us” (Nagamatsu 2022, 289).

In her Coda to the 2021 collection on Languages of Trauma, Kaplan moves from the notion of pretrauma to the consideration of a trauma in the future—trying to motivate those suffering trauma towards healing—even if the trauma has not ended. She suggests, “the question is how to move people suffering,perhaps unconsciously, from trauma future-tense—seeing no hope for survival and living in anticipatory fear—towards some sort of what Jonathan Lear calls radical hope” (Kaplan 2021, 391). I argue that working through iterations of trauma, even in (speculative) fiction forms, allows us a means to confront our anxieties and provides a road map to move from the arresting notion of fear towards a more productive call to action. As discussed in the readings, Kleeman, Greengrass, and Nagamatsu model for us just how connected we already are, and how those social connections are the key to allowing us to focus on solutions for change. We have to accept, and mourn, the lives we are living, and the current imaginaries of the future, if we are to shift to imagining the future given our changed circumstances and importantly turning those revised ideas into reality.

In the larger picture, the three chapters in Part III all speak to what I suggest are narratives that can promote meaningful change. In considering the power of the local affective narrative to provide an emotional entanglement not only with the characters in the stories but also with climate change itself, the medium scale of the nostalgic narrative allowing us to deepen that attachment by framing it in a way to increase comprehension, and the climate trauma narrative encouraging us to process our anxiety and grief at the inevitable societal changes, this part of the book suggests ways in which writers, critics, and scholars can frame the novel in meaningful ways. As we turn to the conclusion, we also turn to the future—much as these final novels have done. We look to the future of this project and our entangled relationship with each other, our environment, and the climate crisis.




 Conclusion: What Can Literary Narratives Do?


The climate crisis is deepening. Even in the time spent writing this book, the predictions for the increase in temperature, CO2, and the implications of such indicators have risen. These are dangerous times, not just due to political turmoil and uncertainty, but more importantly due to the slow-moving cataclysm that we are facing. I have called this an all-hands-on-deck moment, and even that type of metaphor fails to meet the moment. Anglophone Literature and the Fight Against Global Climate Change is one attempt to contribute. Facing this crisis, and the more I learn about its scale and effects, the more I am convinced that this is the challenge that needs facing not for my generation but for many generations to come. As a literary scholar, I often turn to the written word—for inspiration, for entertainment, for diversion, and for moral lessons. In this volume, I have considered the power of the literary narrative to exert influence and meet large challenges and offer these words in the hope that it will make some small amount of difference, that it will inspire writers and critics, policymakers and scientists to work towards lessening the erratic effects of the climate crisis.

This book has considered literary narratives of climate change with an aim to suggest narratives that have a meaningful effect on readers’ motivations to work to mitigate or combat the effects. The seven chapters of this volume have a progressive intention. I presented my main strategy—what I call a comparative narrative methodology—in the opening section, Part I (which consists of a single chapter), where I look at historical strategies that have been effective in driving action to combat large-scale social problems. Those narratives—Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, Nevil Shute’s On the Beach, and Rachel Carson’s preface to Silent Spring—each have a long legacy and have gained credit outside of the literary community for their social contribution. I have considered the literary strategies that they employ with the aim of presenting ways to model those strategies in the future.

This is followed by two paired sections. Part II considered what I call the canonical strategies—those narratives that are oft used in climate change fiction—but which I find lacking in various regards. Those chapters on the apocalyptic, the posthuman, and the canonical literary narrative use not only standard strategies but also consider widely known and studied texts: The Day After Tomorrow, Snowpiercer, Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl, Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake, Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior, and Ian McEwan’s Solar. I find these texts themselves fascinating, and I have read (or seen) each of them many times. They, like any novel (particularly good novels), have many facets, themes, and components—and I have critiqued them only on a particular metric: their ability to motivate the reader to action against climate change, along the lines of the historical examples I have suggested. Many have been praised for their ability to raise awareness of the climate crisis, and I concur with those assessments. However, I argue that awareness is no longer the issue, as we are largely aware of the problem—even the critics are now mostly arguing how climate change might be a good thing rather than denying its existence. What we need are strategies to motivate us to act against climate change.

In Part III, I proposed strategies aimed to do just that. In presenting chapters on the local affective narrative, the nostalgic narrative, and the climate trauma narrative, I suggested that the challenges that are faced by ecocritics and climate communicators can be partly addressed by taking them up. The local affective narrative ties the reader not only to the story and the local environment but also to the climate crisis itself—and the affective engagement that it can produce is a motivating factor. The nostalgic narrative increases the affective engagement but more importantly speaks to the scale of the problem. The stories that I proposed were presented for their ability to speak to the medium scale—which frames the crisis in terms I argue are comprehensible to the reader, allowing them to see action as possible. Finally, the climate trauma narratives presented the idea that mourning our unrealizable imagined futures allows us to then focus on meeting the challenges of the futures we actually face in light of climate change.

Yet, I acknowledge that those narratives are not without their pitfalls. If affect is not attached both locally and to the climate crisis, it can be displaced and lose its efficacy. I argued this case in considering Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior in Chapter 4, and realize that it can be a delicate balance. Similarly, if nostalgia is not reflective but rather restorative in nature it does not drive change and crystallizes the patterns that got us in the situation. Additionally, if the scale presented in the nostalgic narrative is too large, it no longer focuses the story on the medium scale, leading to the same challenges of scalar effects that scholars like Timothy Clark draw our attention to. Finally, if climate trauma narratives are too heavily focused on melancholy, they can be stagnating. The stories I presented have a notion of critical hope imbedded in them, either interdiegetically, as with Sequoia Nagamatsu, or extradiegetically, as with Jessie Greengrass. Alexandra Kleeman’s novel works across both frames potentially, depending on the reader’s focus on the main narrative voice, Patrick, or his daughter.

This volume considers these literary narrative strategies through a consideration of Anglophone literature, which is a choice that also requires some justification. English functions as a global language, not only due to the outsized cultural capital and impact on global media that nations like the United States exert but also due to the legacy of colonialism—both through the long effects of British imperialism and due to the neo-imperial legacy of American hegemony. This seems to cut both ways—as the Anglophone world has both contributed greatly to the climate crisis and is in the best position (if it can be made to meaningfully act) to contribute to mitigating its effects. However, English also is the world’s most spoken second language and used in multinational institutions like the EU and UN, as well as in many multinational corporations, as a language of communication. Thus, English has become the lingua franca of our day (irony aside). As such, much of climate change fiction with a wide-reaching audience, and many ecocritics, works through the medium of English, which makes the delimiting condition of Anglophone literature a relatively natural one. This volume considers only one text which is not entirely based in English—the original graphic novel in the Snowpiercer franchise, for which I consider additionally the history of its English translation, and its adaptation into both film and television—both primarily in the English language. It remains, however, a gap in the potential for this research. I would welcome collaborations or future research by others that considers similar narrative research in other languages and in other language contexts. Ursula Heise, for example, has suggested that


the genre of climate fiction, which has acquired prominence in ecocriticism and the study of climate change communications in the English language, is not nearly as distinct in, for example, Latin American fiction, where it is often much harder to tell apart fictional engagements with climate change as an ecological phenomenon from climate change as an allegory for political conditions. (Heise 2023, 315)


A comparative study of Latin American and English-language climate change fiction could provide interesting insight into both the climate crisis and the role of diverse types of political engagement in the efficacy of literary narratives engaging with the environment.

My sincere hope is that this volume can contribute to the conversation about how best to use a variety of approaches to combat climate change. This hope is the kind that Ray identifies, “hope that gives people new ‘resources to deal with the forces that affect their lives’ and acknowledges that the ‘painful path is the hopeful path’ ” (Ray 2020, 23). I believe that the humanities have much to offer in facing this challenge, and will continue to try to work in interdisciplinary ways to do so. Bostic and Howey, in Anthropocene, argue that a “critical best practice for A/anthropocene research is for the liberal arts also to be involved ‘upstream,’ that is, in the very formulation of the problems to address, the methods needed to address them and the interpretation and application of findings” (Bostic and Howey 2017, 106). I hope that this work inspires more research along these lines—suggesting more narratives with a focus on action rather than awareness and critiquing the effectiveness of literary narratives and techniques in representing and producing motivation to combat climate change. “Climate fiction can play a powerful role in influencing the frames that readers perceive, prioritize, adopt, and share with family, friends, coworkers, and others. The novel in particular has great potential to encourage and cultivate transnational empathy for the already disadvantaged victims of climate change” (Schneider-Mayerson 2019, 961). This study has focused largely on the novel, also making the case that the nature of the long-form prose narrative has the capability to capture the intricacies of the entanglement of climate change and still provide the affective attachment to motivate readers.

That assertion, however, like those I make in this book, needs to be tested. This should come from both fellow scholars and critics in ecocriticism and literary studies—not only those many scholars with whom I have spoken at conferences, workshops, seminars, and just over coffee—which I hope this publication will facilitate. I further contend that it should be studied through a variety of angles and disciplinary approaches. Alexa Weik von Mossner in Affective Ecologies points to a 2015 study about the awareness of climate change in which people found it “a non-urgent and psychologically distant risk—spatially, temporally, and socially” (van der Linden, Maibach, and Leiserowitz. 2015, 758), and yet awareness has risen considerably in the past decade. Writing in the New Yorker, author Kim Stanley Robinson suggests that “what felt impossible has become thinkable. The spring of 2020 is suggestive of how much, and how quickly, we can change as a civilization” (Robinson 2020). Even if his assessment that the global pandemic of Covid-19 didn’t have the long-term effects to our “structure of feeling” (Robinson 2020), I believe it has led to widespread awareness of our global connectedness and precarity in the face of even slow-moving violence. The open question is whether we have the collective will to act before reaching a tipping point beyond which the results are fixed (if we, hopefully, haven’t already).

This has worked in other related disciplines. Some scholars (e.g., Heise 2016; Borkfelt and Stephan 2022) have pointed to the possible potential of narratives to create new approaches and solutions to mass extinction. Meanwhile, Małecki et al. (2019) have been able to demonstrate some abilities of literature to engender empathy and attitude change. Recent research pushes this line further, looking for more concrete means to identify a reader’s engagement with the text, and the text’s impact on the reader. Adrian Tait (2022), for example, uses contemporary critical accounts to ascertain the impact of past environmental narratives on its readership, past and present. I hope this leads to the narrative strategies I have suggested here, and other such narratives, being tested. One such structure for that is the empirical ecocritical project, which I find has a lot of promise.

In the volume Empirical Ecocriticism, Schneider-Mayerson et al. present the idea of the field in brief. “Empirical ecocriticism aims to take the most relevant claims about environmental storytelling made within the environmental humanities and contextualize them within the scholarship in the social sciences. Similarly, it connects relevant claims from the environmental social sciences to existing humanistic scholarship on environmental narratives and submits them to empirical tests” (2023, 8). This builds on research by a number of scholars though not least Matthew Scheider-Mayerson. His 2018 study “The Influence of Climate Fiction: An Empirical Survey of Readers” already suggested that concerned readers were motivated to take action, shown through qualitative ecocritical research. Similarly, the 2023 study detailed in the above-named volume found short-term but significant effects on, among other factors, “climate change issue priority” after reading one of two tested climate change short stories. I hope that the suggestion of specific narratives could encourage like-minded scholars to consider other types of studies to test the accuracy of my proposals here. I would be particularly interested in considering the efficacy of longer-form narratives—mainly novels—to see if the longer format provides a longer trail of effects on the reader. Additionally, as suggested in Schneider-Mayerson’s studies, it would be interesting to consider whether repeated reading of climate change fiction has a more lasting effect.

I also hope this helps us consider how we, as literary scholars, read the texts even with our current ecocritical methods. I think we need to think beyond awareness of climate change and bring long-championed literary devices such as character, focalization, affect, and voice into our assessment of climate fiction. We need to break down hierarchical lines of genre and privilege if we are to understand how the best narratives to combat climate change function. We all have an interest in slowing change, giving time to mitigate and adapt, and reckoning with the challenges that the last 200 or maybe 5,000 years of human endeavors have brought upon us. While awareness and motivation might be increased, there is less clarity on what to do with such motivation. Schneider-Mayerson’s study in Empirical Ecocriticism looks at climate change issue priority, but once so prioritized, how does the average citizen direct their efforts? That is a challenge for both scientific communities and climate communication, as without an outlet motivation will wane and, in a worst-case scenario, lead to feelings of futility which forestall action, and even support for action, taken by those with resources or political capital or influence enough to act meaningfully. “What we need is critical hope, in the words of education expert and activist Jeff Duncan-Andrade” (Ray 2020, 122).

In reporting on the Climate Reality Check, a study also by Schneider-Mayerson and others which considers how climate change is presented in film, climate journalist Sabrina Shankman argues that “making climate change a more prominent story—from movie screens, to the small screens of our phones, or via social media influencers—is not only a way to remedy that, it can also be a powerful way to drive action” (Shankman 2024, 4). This gives some measure of hope to this endeavor, especially as I argue that many of the stories that one sees on both the large and small screens begin in the novel, where the space for imagination is most capacious. According to both Ray and Weik von Mossner, hope has to be included not as an afterthought but as a core factor in looking at climate change, and Ray goes further arguing that she wants “not to leave readers feeling hopeful, but to leave you feeling efficacious” (Ray 2020, 122). This is where I hope this volume leaves you—motivated to use Anglophone literature to fight against global climate change. All hands on deck!
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