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One of the major global risks we are confronted with today is the risk of climate
change. After decades of research into - and controversial debate about - the
causes of global warming, climate science today overwhelmingly agrees that
current climatic changes have anthropogenic causes. The authors of the IPCC
report 2013, for instance, claim that it is “extremely likely that human influence
has been the dominant cause of the observed warming since the mid-20th century”
(“Summary” 12), and some scientists go as far as to proclaim the advent of a new
geologic age that is characterized by historically sustained human intervention into
the planetary ecosphere, by the notion of humanity as a geological force: the
anthropocene.1Global climate change refers to the fact that the planet’s
atmosphere has undergone a process of warming up, caused by a carbon-based,
fossil fuel economy whose rate of greenhouse gas emissions has, since the
beginnings of industrialization, rapidly grown thereby transforming ecological
systems on a global scale. Climate change modeling envisions drastic ecosystemic
changes that involve a variety of far-reaching geographical and biological
transformations across the world. Global warming causes the melting of the polar
ice caps and of glaciers in other parts of the world as a result of which rising sea
levels threaten to inundate coast lines worldwide and extreme weather phenomena
such as heavy storms, flooding, heat waves and droughts become more
commonplace. Such large-scale ecological changes obviously imply dramatic
transformations of established economic, social, political, and cultural orders.
Politics and public opinion in countries around the globe by now
predominantly acknowledge the existence of the risk of anthropogenic climate
change. The development of policies, technologies, and economic practices that
aim at curbing greenhouse gas emissions or replacing fossil energies entirely to at
least slow down the process of global warming is a clear sign for this
acknowledgement. However, the obvious failure to achieve

1  The concept of the anthropocene was introduced by Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F.
Stoermer; on its relevance for the humanities, and in particular for the discipline of
history, see Chakrabarty (2009).
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extensive results - to restructure both national economies and the global
economy as a whole on a more sustainable energy basis - indicates that
engagement with the specific threats climate change poses has of today been
inadequate. There are several valid explanations for the fact that the
knowledge climate science has accumulated has as yet not led to a more
adequate response, among which the following three seem to be of particular
relevance. First, prediction of future scenarios that illustrate the results of a
changed climate is difficult. Scientific computer models of climate change, for
instance, are only approximations of developments that occur on a global
scale and manifest themselves locally or regionally in very different ways.
Scientific uncertainty thus remains a major source for hesitation or even
reluctance concerning the development and implementation of policies that
would curb greenhouse gas emissions more effectively (Hulme 72-108).
Secondly, climate change can to a certain extent be considered intangible as it
is, for instance, not possible to attribute single, specific destructive weather
events to the impact of global warming. This impossibility indicates the more
general difficulty of linking individual, local experience with processes of
global ecological transformation that usually occur over a longer period of
time. Climate change thus for many turns into a distant and impersonal issue,
whose effects are expected to occur only in the (far) future. Thirdly,
communication about the risk of climate change has revealed acute
shortcomings. Neither reliance on the expert languages of science nor reliance
on a “fear appeal” (O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole) in reporting about the
various threats climate change entails have been able to communicate its
present manifestations and possible future developments in ways that would
arouse a more powerful engagement with the problem. Instead, the
predominance of information presented either in a language inaccessible to
non-scientists or by means of an alarmist rhetoric and the invoking of
apocalyptic future scenarios may have generated a sense of “disempowerment,
apathy and skepticism” (Hulme 348).

Explanations like these suggest to the literary and cultural studies critic
that anthropogenic climate change has only insufficiently been recognized,
and analyzed, as a cultural issue.2 To be sure, work on environmental risks in
cultural anthropology and cognitive psychology has by now firmly established
that risk perception and risk assessment must be considered as deeply
entrenched in patterns of thought and moral evaluation particular to specific
social groups - and can, therefore, differ considerably.3 Human

2  The scholar pointing out this deficit particularly clearly and pioneering the study of
environmental risks in literary and cultural criticism in general is Ursula K. Heise (2002
“Risk and Narrative”, 2002 “Toxins", 200X, 2000).

3  Central to studies of environmental risks in cultural anthropology has been the work of
Mary Douglas (esp. Douglas/Wildavsky 19X2; Douglas 1992). Her influence, for
instance, strongly figures in the volume Risk and Morality, edited by R. V. Ericson and
A. Doyle, a collection of essays which unites contributions from various disciplines in
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geographer Mike Hulme thus acknowledges that “[t]he idea of climate exists
as much in the human mind and in the matrices of cultural practices as it exists
as an independent and objective physical category. The multiple meanings of
climate ... are an essential part of making sense of what is happening around
us today in our climate change discourses” (28). Anthropological and
psychological studies have, however, not taken into account the contribution
of fictional texts to these discourses, most notably films and literary texts that
address the risk of climate change. These fictional texts introduce the issue to
a much wider audience than the one reached by scientific accounts, and they
contribute to the discourses of climate change in a very specific way. Due to
their essentially infinite imaginative and formal range they can explore the
complexity, and diversity, of individual and collective risk experience
worldwide in ways that work with and at the same time transcend factual,
scientific representation. The intellectual and emotional appeal fictional texts
can develop may, moreover, succeed in making the various cultural, social,
political, economic, and psychological factors that figure in specific
experiences of the climate change risk more easily perceptible, intelligible,
and concrete.

As Adam Trexler and Adeline Johns-Putra have pointed out, Anglophone
climate change fiction can be regarded as a genre that appeared only in the
1990s and has slowly grown in terms of the number of texts published since
the year 2000 (186).4 Outlining especially what can be called the emergence
of the “climate change novel,” they draw attention to the strong impact that
science fiction and the dystopian mode of narration have had on the current
novelistic production. And indeed, it seems that the envisioning of future
scenarios of a devastated planet after total climate collapse dominates the
fictional imagination of the risk of climate change. Novels such as Stephen
Amsterdam’s Things We Didn’t See Coming, Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and
Crake, The Year of the Flood, and MaddAddam, T.C. Boyle’s A Friend of the
Earth, Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower and Parable of the Talents, or
Dale Pended’s The Great Bay. Chronicles of the Collapse all present a world
in which climate change has caused dramatic and devastating changes in the
global ecosystemic, economic, social, political, and cultural orders.

This essay, however, concentrates on a different group of novels that also
characterizes the current Anglophone literary response to anthropogenic
climate change. It looks at four American novels that do not focus on future
scenarios of global climate collapse, planetary devastation, and the (near)

the social sciences. For the contribution in the field of cognitive psychology see, for
instance, Slovie 2002.

4  Trexler and Johns-Putra's essay is one of a still very small body of work on climate
change fiction. While this situation seems to be gradually changing in this volume alone
three essays address literary climate change fiction it seems to be a fact that the issue of
climate change does not lend itself easily to fictionalization (see, for instance, the
discussion of this point in Heise 2008, 205-10).



24 Sylvia Mayer

extinction of the human species and that do not predominantly rely on the
dystopian mode of representation. Resisting the “fear appeal,” the alarmist
rhetoric, of risk communication which is transported by this mode, they
instead focus on the present moment, which is, first and foremost,
characterized by a strong sense of uncertainty and controversy about how to
respond to the various threats - and probable first signs - of the global
environmental risk of climate change. I approach these novels by regarding
them as “risk narratives,” a concept that draws on insights of risk theory in the
social sciences, especially in sociology5. Moreover, in order to better account
for the specific thematic and formal features that distinguish this particular
group of climate change novels I propose a generic distinction between two
types of risk narratives, the distinction between “narratives of catastrophe”
and “narratives of anticipation.” In contrast to the dystopian novels just
mentioned, which I regard as narratives of catastrophe as they explore the risk
of climate change by focusing on a future marked by climate collapse, the
novels at stake in this essay can be categorized as risk narratives of
anticipation. Taken together, I argue, these two types of risk narratives define
the currently emerging genre of the climate change novel.

The novels to be discussed in the following are Barbara Kingsolver’s
Flight Behavior and Kim Stanley Robinson’s Science in the Capital trilogy,
that is, the novels Forty Signs of Rain, Fifty Degrees Below, and Sixty Days
and Counting. Before turning to the analysis of the novels, however, I will
develop a more precise definition of the two types of risk narrative I
introduce, a definition that rests on sociologist Ulrich Beck’s concept of risk
and his model of the world risk society.

The World Risk Society and the Anticipation of Catastrophe

For Ulrich Beck, the key category that allows us to identify, analyze and
adequately understand the current phase of modernity is the category of risk.
Beck regards risk as a transformative force, which “represents the perceptual
and cognitive schema in accordance with which a society mobilizes itself
when it is confronted with the openness, uncertainties and obstructions of a
self-created future ...” (2009, 4). The category of the risk society, Beck argues,
“designates a developmental phase of modem society in which the social,
political, economic and individual risks increasingly tend to escape the
institutions for monitoring and protection in industrial society” (1994, 5),
which is to say the institutions of government, industry, and science. This
latest developmental phase of modem society in which the risk society and the
world risk society have emerged Beck calls “reflexive modernity” - a

5  In her study of “illness narratives”, Ann Jurecic also uses the term and defines risk
narratives as “autobiographical and literary explorations of the meanings of risk” (19).
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modernity, that is, which keeps responding to the forces of modernization, to
the “unforeseen consequences” or “side-effects” of the scientific and
technological successes of an earlier modernity, industrial modernity. In our
period of reflexive modernity “the very idea of controllability, certainty or
security,” Beck argues, “collapses” (1999, 2). As a result we can observe the
transformation of social structures and political processes of decision making.

Beck introduced the concept of the risk society in the mid-1980s. Since
then he has expanded the concept considerably, acknowledging, most
significantly, the impact of globalization.6 In World at Risk, his most recent
book publication on the world risk society, he identifies three key global risks:
global economic threats, the threat of global terrorism, and global
environmental threats - most prominently, the risk of global, anthropogenic
climate change. Moreover, in World at Risk Beck introduces a distinction
between risk and catastrophe that is directly relevant to my distinction of the
two types of risk narratives, to the distinction between narratives of
anticipation and narratives of catastrophe. Beck argues:

Risk is not synonymous with catastrophe. Risk means the anticipation of
the catastrophe. Risks concern the possibility of future occurrences and
developments ... Whereas any catastrophe is spatially, temporally and
socially determined, the anticipation of catastrophe lacks any spatio-
temporal or social concreteness. Thus the category of risk signifies the
controversial reality of the possible ... Risks are always future events that
may occur, that threaten us. But because this constant danger shapes our
expectations, lodges in our heads and guides our actions, it becomes a
political force that transforms the world. (9-10, emphasis in the original)

The reality of risks, their influence on our subjectivities and on our personal
and collective notions of self, thus strongly relies on anticipation and on the
controversial. It is risk scenarios in which the anticipation of a possible future
catastrophe expresses itself, scenarios developed, for instance, by scientific
modeling - or in works of fiction. Risk scenarios are marked by controversy,
by differences in risk perception and risk assessment that reflect the impact of
a variety of cultural factors. As comparative risk research has shown, risk
perception depends on the specific social, economic, cultural and geographic
position of individuals and social groups, and differences can be found both
within a society and between societies. What is perceived as a major risk in
one group or society may be regarded as a small one, as a perfectly calculable
phenomenon, in another.

6  Moreover, in the development of his theorizing about the (world) risk society, Beck has
also responded to the criticism leveled against specific elements of his concept. For a
recent summary of this criticism see Sorensen and Christiansen 123-40.
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The reality of risks, moreover, depends on what Beck in World at Risk calls
the ‘‘staging” (10) of risk. It needs the representation and communication of
risks to make them real, to create awareness of an imminent threat that might
result in catastrophe. Risks are thus not simply objectively measurable
phenomena, but subjective or collective cultural constructions. Only if
represented and communicated is the ‘‘controversially real,” the anticipated,
turned into a shaping force in the realms of the personal, the political, the
social, the economic, and the cultural. Obviously, this argument is important
for literary and cultural studies. If risks emerge and become effective through
representation and communication, risk research can certainly benefit from the
study of fictional risk narratives which have participated in the various risk
discourses of the last decades. The creation of fictional risk narratives has run
parallel to the creation of scientific risk scenarios - making use of the latter’s
scientific findings, but also of other kinds of knowledge that mark the
diversity of human experiences of risk.

“Risk means the anticipation of the catastrophe” - here Beck’s definition
draws attention to two elements that centrally define risk: a state of
anticipation and an awareness of a future scenario of catastrophe. It is from
this definition that I develop the distinction between risk narratives of
anticipation and risk narratives of catastrophe. While both types of risk
narrative need the awareness of possible catastrophe as a point of reference,
they differ in their choice of focus. The narrative of anticipation, on the one
hand, concentrates on the state of anticipation, on the moment of uncertainty
in the present when awareness of the risk figures prominently and
controversially in a culture, but has not yet led to catastrophe. The narrative of
catastrophe, on the other hand, concentrates on the future when a risk scenario
has materialized in a catastrophe; the period that precedes this future, the stage
of anticipation, is also introduced, for instance by means of flashbacks that
delineate the characters’ world before the onset of catastrophe, but it is usually
given less narrative space. In the case of the climate change novel, the
narrative of catastrophe explores the consequences of a collapse of ecosystems
in the future that is ultimately global in scope and involves the breakdown of
social, economic, political, and cultural structures. It relies heavily on the
dystopian mode of representation; life in these narratives is marked by
dramatic experiences of displacement, toxic pollution, and species extinction.
The narrative of anticipation, in contrast, does not present global climate
collapse, but focuses on the exploration of the strong sense of uncertainty and
controversy that marks the perception and assessment of global warming in
the present. Large-scale catastrophe is envisioned, if at all, only as a
possibility, usually signaled by the representation of weather anomalies and
their socio-economic consequences that indicate the impact of global
warming. In this, also the narrative of anticipation has to rely on the dystopian
mode. This mode of representation, however, does not dominate the novels.
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The Climate Change Novel as Risk Narrative of Anticipation

Barbara Kingsolver’s novel Flight Behavior and Kim Stanley Robinson’s
Science in the Capital trilogy, the novels Forty Signs of Rain, Fifty Degrees
Below, and Sixty Days and Counting, explore the risk of climate change in
ways that turn them into risk narratives of anticipation. As the following
discussion will show, these climate change novels share the central features of
this type of risk narrative: first, the temporal setting in the present or the very
near future; second, the thematic focus on the risk of climate change as a
controversial reality, as an indication of a widespread sense of uncertainty,
and as a global problem; and, third, the employment of a spectrum of narrative
modes and genre conventions that goes beyond the reliance on the dystopian
mode.

Set in Southern Appalachia, in contemporary Tennessee, Kingsolver’s
Flight Behavior tells the story of twenty-eight-year old Dellarobia Turnbow
and her family. The novel uses heterodiegetic narration, but relies on
Dellarobia as single focalizer. The risk narrative is thus presented from her
perspective: the thematic focus on climate change as a controversial reality, as
an indication of a strong sense of uncertainty, and as a global problem is
represented through this protagonist’s experiences and development. This
narrative strategy thus draws attention to one particular type of subjectivity
that emerges in the world risk society, thereby making the global risk of
climate change concrete and tangible.
The Turnbows are sheep farmers, members of the local Christian
community of Feathertown, and - as are their neighbors - preoccupied with
making ends meet, even battling poverty. The novel can be categorized as a
climate change novel because it is centrally concerned with manifestations of
a changing climate and its ecological, economic, and social consequences.
Most importantly, it addresses the appearance of millions of monarch
butterflies on a mountainside owned by the Turnbow family and located in the
vicinity of their homes. It turns out that the animals have changed their usual
migratory route to accommodate climatic changes wrought by global warming
on their usual winter roosting sites in Michoacan, Mexico. They have
migrated further North, probably too far, though, since in Tennessee they face
the danger of too low temperatures and are thus exposed to the threat of
extinction. In the course of the novel it becomes, moreover, clear that the
ecological transformation indicated by the butterflies’ changed migratory
route is accompanied by dramatic economic and social transformation. Shortly
after the discovery of the butterflies, Dellarobia meets a Mexican family, the
Delgados, who lived in the region where the animals used to roost. From their
story she learns that the ecological changes that occurred there have turned
them into climate refugees: substantial landslides in the region destroyed not
only the mountainsides where the butterflies used to roost, but also the
economy that had developed around the
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phenomenon of the butterflies. Like the animals, the Delgados had to leave
their home, in search for a new place that provides them a chance of economic
and social survival.

Manifestations of climate change are, moreover, indicated by what the
local characters perceive as increasingly irritating weather aberrations,
especially continuous rainfall and unusual seasonal temperatures. By
November, the time the events start to unfold in the novel, large amounts of
rain have fallen all through the preceding summer and fall and have caused
considerable damage in the forests, fields, and orchards of the region. These
damaging weather conditions culminate in the flooding of the region at the
end of the novel. Together they mark the use of the dystopian mode - whose
major function does not lie in representing total climate change collapse, but
in foreshadowing, that is, in anticipating, the danger of a larger, ultimately
global catastrophe in the future.

The characters’ present is marked by “flight behavior.” This leitmotif of
the novel refers both to the activity of flying and to acts of involuntary and
voluntary escape. At stake are the unusual flight behavior of the monarch
butterflies, the enforced flight behavior of the climate refugees, but also the
flight behavior Dellarobia reveals, especially in the opening pages, but also
towards the end of the novel. In the opening pages of Flight Behavior she
plans to escape from a life which she finds unbearable. She feels trapped in
her life as wife, mother, and daughter-in-law, as someone who is caught up in
a dead-end situation, in the meaningless routines of her daily life. In a moment
of frustration she decides to run away with another man. The meeting point
they choose is on the mountain where the butterflies have begun to roost.
Unaware of this fact, Dellarobia climbs the mountainside, inwardly debating
her decision to abandon her life and family. In the course of her reflections,
she suddenly becomes aware of “the dark uncertainty of the trail” (14) she is
following. The metaphor of uncertainty, thus introduced on the first pages of
the novel, here refers to her personal situation. But it is soon linked to the
uncertainty that marks the ecology and economy of her home to which she is,
after encountering the mass of butterflies, returning. This uncertainty is, due to
the environmental forces at work, ultimately global in scope.

The encounter with the butterflies becomes a turning point in Dellarobia’s
life that from then on offers her the chance to ease what seems to be an
essential part of her sense of frustration: an “unemployed mind” (6). In the
weeks and months that follow the discovery of the butterflies, her world and
mind expand dramatically. Once the news about the appearance of the
butterflies spreads, she becomes centrally involved in the question of what to
do with the forest where the butterflies roost. Learning to put long-term
ecological considerations over short-term economic ones, Dellarobia
successfully opposes her father-in-law who is about to sell the trees to a
lumber company, in order to better their desperate economic situation.
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Moreover, she starts to meet various kinds of people that come to their place
to visit the butterfly site, among them media people, environmentalists from
all over the world, and, most significantly, scientists, the entomologist Ovid
Byron and his research team. Dellarobia becomes part of the team and is
introduced to scientific work thereby gradually resuming her formal
education, which ended when she became pregnant at age seventeen. In her
work and in the many conversations she has with the scientists, but also with
the diverse groups of environmentalists and with the local people, she
gradually becomes aware of the controversial scope of meanings the
appearance of the butterflies on the mountainside entails.

While it is clear to the scientists that the changed migratory route of the
butterflies is a “bizarre alteration of a previously stable pattern” which
indicates a “continental ecosystem breaking down,” most likely “due to
climate change” (228), other characters reject any such interpretation, either
by bringing up opposing scientific voices or by insisting that the phenomenon
must be seen as an isolated act of God that does not point to environmental
risk, but must rather be understood as a reflection of the power and beauty of
divine creation. The latter response is that of the majority of the townspeople.
They reject the results of climate science and show a general distrust of any
form of environmentalism. By employing a protagonist who moves within and
between both worlds, the world of the scientists and the world of the
townspeople, the novel sheds light on the variety of subjectivities that exist in
the world risk society and on the controversial character of climate change
discourse. Moreover, in her encounter with representatives of the various
groups of people, Dellarobia realizes that it is their respective socio-economic
situation and cultural background that motivate their stance toward climate
change. Most importantly, she recognizes that an environmentalist stance, as
valid as its goals may be, often goes hand in hand with an unacknowledged
privileged socioeconomic status, and that the response to environmental
problems of poorer people is to a large extent motivated by socioeconomic
insecurity and fear. She explains the reluctance of the townspeople to
acknowledge the risk of climate change to Ovid Byron and his team and
argues: “I think people are scared to face up to a bad outcome” (231). Here,
the novel introduces the issue of environmental justice and complicates any
simplistic notion of climate change denial, the stance that has been identified
as one of the crucial obstacles to developing and implementing efficient
remedial measures against global warming.7

In its attempt to develop a risk scenario that anticipates climate
catastrophe in the future and still focuses on the present situation, Flight
Behavior has in part to rely on the dystopian mode. As mentioned before, the

7  For a comprehensive discussion of the phenomenon of climate change denial in Flight
Behavior see Axel Goodbody’s essay in this volume.
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descriptions of the damaging weather conditions that have marked the recent
past and the present of the Turnbows and their neighbors make the ominous
impact of climate change, its environmental, but also its socio-economic
consequences, concrete. They challenge any notion of a pastoral existence that
the novel hints at in various ways - most conspicuously, perhaps, in its
introduction of the Turnbow family as sheep farmers. As a risk narrative of
anticipation, however, the novel also relies strongly on the employment of
further genre conventions and modes of representation in order to put
emphasis on the experience of uncertainty and suggest a more open outcome
in terms of projecting future climate development. Flight Behavior, most
importantly, makes use of elements of the bildungsroman and of the mode of
irony.

With the choice of a protagonist who, through a dramatic expansion of
her social contacts, undergoes a process of intellectual, emotional, and moral
growth the novel draws on conventions of the bildungsroman. This formal
choice suggests openness for her personal future and, metaphorically,
openness in terms of future developments of global warming. Dellarobia in
the end gains new options for her life and the life of her children. She
separates from her husband, negotiates an arrangement with him concerning
the children, and, learning about the opportunity work-study programs
provide, is about to move to the nearest college town and start a college
education. While there is no guarantee that she will succeed in her plans - as
the last pages of the novel in which she watches the flooding of the region
indicate, her future remains uncertain - her actions still suggest a more
promising and satisfying future. Dellarobia’s decision to pursue an education
that will ultimately turn her into “a vet” or “[s]ome kind of scientist” (426)
puts emphasis on the role of education, and in particular on gaining further
scientific knowledge. This signals a rather strong confidence in the power of
climate science to at least mitigate the negative impact of global warming in
the future.

The choice of Dellarobia as single focalizer, finally, accounts for the
effective use of irony in the novel. Right from the beginning it becomes clear
that one of her central strategies to battle frustration and despair has been the
employment of irony. Her descriptions of and comments on the attitudes and
daily practices of her family, friends, and neighbors, on the ignorance of elitist
environmentalists and scientists, on the calculated ignorance of journalists and
the media, but also on her own, sometimes misguided, actions and motives
reveal a large mental capacity for irony - including, very significantly, also a
rather high degree of self-irony. This capacity permeates the novel, it lightens
its tone and mood considerably, and it provides a counter-weight to the
didacticism that almost unavoidably accompanies the process of her
intellectual, emotional, and moral growth. Flight Behavior thus balances
dystopian and ironic, sometimes even comic, modes of representation thereby
putting emphasis on uncertainty and openness. In this
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context, even the ending of the novel, the flooding of the region, can be
ambiguously read: either as a sign of destruction, or as a sign of cleansing and
renewal.

Kim Stanley Robinson’s Science in the Capital trilogy, Forty Signs of
Rain, Fifty Degrees Below, and Sixty Days and Counting, differs from
Kingsolver’s novel in various ways: in its urban setting - the novels are
predominantly set in Washington, D.C. (hence the trilogy’s name); in its cast
of characters - the protagonists are a group of well-educated, middle-class
male and female scientists; and in its focus on the realms of science and
politics - the novels explore the “complex matrix of institutional forces that lie
at the heart of the American political machine,” “contradictory forces,” as
Roger Luckhurst points out, that drive the “social and ecological relations”
(172) in the United States. And yet, the trilogy and Flight Behavior share
several central thematic and formal features as risk narratives of anticipation.
Robinson’s novels are set in a very near future when climate change shows
increasingly destructive symptoms, first and foremost in terms of weather
anomalies, but also in terms of the economic, social, and political
consequences that result from them. The risk of climate change, moreover,
again emerges as controversial reality, as indicating a strong sense of
uncertainty, and as an ultimately global problem. Finally, Robinson’s novels
also only partly rely on the dystopian mode, balancing its impact by
employing further genre conventions and modes of representation. This
strategy again puts emphasis on uncertainty and openness of the future as
features that define the experience of living in the world risk society.

The trilogy covers a period of about two years in which several severe
weather irregularities, culminating in a temporary stalling of the North
Atlantic Gulf current, transform the personal lives of the major characters as
well as US and international environmental politics. Forty Signs of Rain ends
with a large-scale flooding of Washington; Fifty Degrees Below traces the
impact of very unusual seasonal temperatures, especially a severe winter, that
are at least in part linked to the stalling of the Gulf current; and Sixty Days and
Counting focuses on the massive political, economic, and scientific-
technological efforts undertaken to fight against the continuing threat of
changing weather patterns - ultimately on a global scale. The fictional world
Robinson develops revolves around the probable effects of “abrupt climate
change.” This scientific risk scenario postulates the possibility that the effects
of global warming might show much more rapidly than what is assumed by
the majority of climate science studies. The scenario of abrupt climate change
allows Robinson to create a near-future setting that is plausibly interlinked
with the present moment and thus particularly capable of making the
contemporary risk experience concrete.8

8  Abrupt climate change is the risk scenario that was popularized by the blockbuster
movie The Day After Tomorrow. In contrast to the movie, however, Robinson’s trilogy
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Robinson’s novels work with a cast of characters that consists, with few,
though important, exceptions, of scientists, science administrators, politicians,
or scientific political consultants. The three protagonists of the novels are
Frank Vanderwal and Anna and Charlie Quibler. Frank and Anna are
scientists and initially work as colleagues at the National Science Foundation
in Washington, a central national research funding organization; Anna’s
husband Charlie works as a science consultant for the liberal senator Phil
Chase, who in the third novel has become president of the United States and
begins major restructurings of national and international environmental
politics, trying to establish what Luckhurst calls a “productive, ecologised
capitalism” (172). The three characters are the major focalizers of the novel,
and it is thus largely through their perceptions and experiences that the reader
can trace the controversy surrounding the risk of climate change, its
controversial reality and global reach, especially in the political realm. Frank,
Anna, and Charlie, moreover, like Dellarobia Turnbow in Flight Behavior,
represent subjectivities that emerge in the world risk society. Tracing their
experiences, the reader learns how risk, in the words of Ulrich Beck, shapes
their expectations, lodges in their heads, and guides their actions - ultimately
illustrating the claim that global risk has become a political force that
transforms the world.

The controversial reality of climate change becomes immediately visible
in Charlie Quibler’s experiences as science consultant for Phil Chase. During
one of Chase’s terms as senator, Charlie helps him push climate change
legislation that would curb greenhouse gas emissions. In this context, he is
confronted with a federal administration that insists on the inconclusiveness of
climate science - despite overwhelming scientific agreement that global
warming is real and needs to be urgently addressed - and thus refuses to
implement any mitigating measures. In a conversation with the president and
his head science advisor Charlie’s arguments are ultimately denounced as
“alarmist talk” (Forty Signs 165). Later on, when Phil Chase has become
president and Charlie is part of his White House staff, contributing to attempts
to implement new environmental policies that involve major economic
changes, Charlie still has to battle old opponents whose economic philosophy
continues to be environmentally short-sighted. In a meeting with
representatives of the World Bank, he realizes that “they were still
exteriorizing costs without even noticing

does not present the reader with the rapid onset of a new ice age, it does not develop a
risk narrative of catastrophe. Instead, it shows that the international community - led by
the American president Phil Chase - is able to coordinate a major rescue effort to
reenergize the Gulf current. An enormous, international fleet of tankers transports salt to
the Arctic and drops it there, thereby setting the Gulf current in motion again. It is not at
all clear whether this will help permanently; the climatic future remains uncertain. But
the point the novels try to make here is that international political cooperation might,
eventually, be able to make a difference. On the central function of abrupt climate
change in the trilogy see also Prettyman 190f
.
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it or acknowledging such exteriorization had been conclusively demonstrated
to falsify accounts of profits and losses” (Sixty Days 202).

Controversy about climate change and its global dimension, but also the
complexity that characterizes living in the world risk society, becomes most
conspicuous in the development of Frank Vanderwal. Frank can be regarded
as the central character of the trilogy, not only since he undergoes a personal
identity crisis that teaches him to develop a sense of self that integrates
scientific rationality and spirituality, but also since he encounters and gets
involved with a diversity of people that mark the novels’ “social totality, a
matrix of power that fully intertwines science, society and politics” (Luckhurst
175). Frank used to be a researcher at the University of California, San Diego
before joining the staff of the NSF in Washington. He has close contacts to a
group of scientists who work in a California bio-tech company, financed by
venture capital. In Washington, he becomes friends with the Quibler family,
but also with a group of Buddhist monks that come to Washington to lobby
for support of their home, the island of Khembalung in the Indian Ocean that
is threatened by rising sea levels caused by global warming. Eventually the
island is flooded, and its population turned into climate refugees. Frank also
befriends a group of homeless war veterans and a counter culture community
of “fregans,” people without permanent homes that try to live outside the
money economy by staying in abandoned houses and living of, more often
than not high-quality, leftovers of a materially saturated society. In a love
story sub-plot, moreover, Frank becomes the target of illegal surveillance by a
political group that tries to undermine the American democratic system.
Finally, he moves with Diane Chang, in the first two novels head of the NSF,
to the White House to contribute to the new president’s efforts to restructure
international environmental policies. In his encounters with such a variety of
people and milieus, in his involvement with a diversity of economic and
political institutions and organizations, and in his travels to various locations
in the U.S. and abroad, Frank becomes the character that introduces the reader
most comprehensively to the controversial complexity and global reach of the
risk of climate change.

Like Flight Behavior, Robinson’s Science in the Capital trilogy uses the
dystopian mode, especially in its representation of severe weather anomalies
and their accompanying socio-economic and political consequences that mark
the impact of climate change. As risk narratives of anticipation, however, the
novels also rely heavily on other modes and genre conventions in order to put
emphasis on the experience of uncertainty and an ultimately open future that
continue to characterize the fictional present even after such major destructive
manifestations of climate change as the temporary stalling of the Gulf current.
The novels, most importantly, draw on the comic mode and on a variety of
genre conventions, most significantly, perhaps, of the domestic novel, the
picaresque novel, and the political thriller. By doing so they even create what
has been identified as a utopian quality.
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Roger Luckhurst has argued that in the trilogy “there is surprisingly little
catastrophe on display” (170). He points towards the trust in technological and
bio-engineering solutions the novels envision as adequate and potentially
successful responses to climate change, towards the “democratic victory” in
U.S. politics that is signaled by Phil Chase’s presidency, and to the “triple
marriage” at the end of the third novel to argue that the trilogy presents a
“traditional, human scale comedy” (170) in which various conflicting issues
are resolved. Moreover, he draws on Joseph Meeker’s arguments in The
Comedy of Survival to claim that Robinson’s novels ultimately develop a
“comic ecological vision,” that is a vision that relies on socio-economic and
cultural “compromise formations, mitigations that will restore an equilibrium
between culture and nature” (179). Gib Prettyman, moreover, in his wide-
ranging analysis of the modification and functionalization of various genres in
the trilogy, sees the latter as another manifestation of Robinson’s goal as a
writer to “inspire critical theories of utopian thought” (182). Most
significantly in the context of this essay, he regards the novels as
representative of what he calls the “fortunate crisis genre,” a genre that
presents crisis - here the sense of crisis created by an awareness of the risk of
global climate change - as a chance for improvement and that therefore insists
on an open future. The fortunate crisis genre, according to Prettyman, serves
the following functions: “it liberates people from their ordinary habits and
modes of thought; it reminds people of the ecological big picture; it shows the
ultimate contingency and vulnerability of the present order of things; it causes
people to reassess their true needs ... it serves as a catalyst for experiment and
for adoption of new habits” (192).

The arguably most important genres the novels draw on in order to
achieve this kind of catalytic or even utopian effect may well be the genres of
domestic novel, picaresque novel, and political thriller. The impact of the
domestic novel figures in the essential role of the motif of community
building in the novels. First and foremost the centrality of the Quibler family,
but also the large Buddhist community from Khembalung that has to resettle
in the U.S, the homeless war veterans and the ferals, the three couples that get
married in the end, and the international community of countries that begin to
finally cooperate in environmental matters, point towards the central cultural
work the domestic novel performs: to address critically socially relevant
issues and to develop new values and practices by means of envisioning the
core units of a society, single families or communities, engaging with these
issues. In Robinson’s novels, it is the impact of the risk of climate change that
these families and communities engage with; they struggle to come to terms
with the question of how to respond more adequately to conditions of living in
a world that is increasingly transformed by the effects of global warming.

Frank Vanderwal, finally, can be read as a picaro figure that signals the
impact of the picaresque novel, but also of the political thriller on the
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trilogy’s attempts to point toward uncertainty and an ultimately open future as
characteristics of a world impacted by the global risk of climate change. Frank
is a traveler, both literally and spiritually. He not only develops a more
complex understanding of doing science, but in his restless movement from
one home to another - from an ordinary apartment to a self-built tree house in
a former city park to a room which he shares with a Buddhist monk - he
becomes the picaro who encounters and provides insights into how different
individuals and social groups assess and cope with the social, economic,
political, and cultural meanings the risk of climate change entails. In his
travels, moreover, he has to deal with and overcome the criminal
maneuverings of a politically subversive group that tries to manipulate the
American political system and the world markets. When the novels here
employ genre conventions of the political thriller, they on the one hand draw
attention to the fragility and corruptness of the political and economic system;
on the other hand, however, this fragility can also be read as flexibility that
allows for transformation that would accommodate environmentally necessary
political and economic measures.

Narrating Climate Change: The Cultural Functions of Risk Narratives

In her study Illness as Narrative, an investigation of autobiographical and
fictional risk narratives, Ann Jurecic reflects on the pervasiveness of the risk
experience in late modernity. She points out that “[b]eing ‘at risk’ constitutes
a newly recognized social, cultural, and psychological position that must be
made meaningful in order to be endured” (29). In her summary of the
functions of these narratives she argues that they are able to personalize, and
to an extent also normalize, the risk experience by going beyond statistically
founded general risk assessment. It is in particular the employment of literary
means that make a more adequate representation of the personal risk
experience possible. Ultimately, she argues, risk narratives “must balance the
responsibility to remain true to a scientific view of the world with the desire to
give meaning to lives lived in uncertainty” (42).

The literary explorations of environmental risk undertaken by the
emerging genre of the climate change novel equally reveal that it is
indispensable to go beyond the knowledge provided by scientific scenarios
and statistical, probabilistic risk assessments in order to capture and express
facets of the complex, diverse, and controversial reality of living with the risk
of climate change. Similar to the illness narratives Jurecic analyses, climate
change novels as risk narratives insist that identities and subjectivities in late
modernity, in the world risk society, are crucially inflected, to use Ulrich
Beck’s words once again, by the openness, uncertainties and obstructions of
our self-created future. To articulate this experience in a meaningful and more
accessible way, climate change novels
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develop narrative structures that often draw on existing formal conventions
and shape them in ways that fit their particular purposes.

The type of risk narrative this essay has focused on in its discussion of the
novels by Kingsolver and Robinson, the risk narrative of anticipation, is one
specific narrative form that is able to capture the complex, diverse, and
controversial experience of climate change and what Hulme has called the
multiple meanings of climate. Its specific contribution to contemporary
climate change discourse can be seen in its focus on the present moment,
which is not yet characterized by full-blown climate catastrophe, but by the
anticipation of catastrophe. This moment needs glimpses of a possible
catastrophic future to create awareness of the environmental threats our
contemporary socio-economic and cultural systems may ultimately bring
about. More importantly, however, it needs exploration of exactly these socio-
economic and cultural systems of the present in order to clarify how they
translate into ethical concepts and psychological and emotional dispositions
that underlie the various kinds of human engagement with their environment.
By engaging the controversially real experience of climate change in the
present, the risk narrative of anticipation sheds light on, and makes more
easily perceptible and intelligible, what may be called an environmentally
precarious, certainly indeterminate and unstable cultural moment.
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