Risk Narratives: Climate Change, the American
Novel, and the World Risk Society

Sylvia Mayer

Risk awareness has become a cultural force that permeates
contemporary societies. The need to deal with a future that is marked
by uncertainty, contingency, and insecurity is frequently expressed in
risk discourse. Environmental risks, often closely related to
technological risks, have been at the heart of contemporary risk
discourses, including risk theory and risk research in the social
sciences.! This essay focuses on a part of environmental risk discourse
that has largely been neglected in risk theory and risk research:
fictional texts. By exploring the contribution of a number of US
American novels to the risk discourse of global, anthropogenic climate
change it demonstrates that fictional texts play an important role in
risk discourse and risk communication.

The novels addressed can be regarded as representatives of an
emerging genre, the climate change novel. They will be read as “risk
narratives,” that is as narratives that can be defined according to
central insights developed primarily by the social sciences. The essay
starts out by introducing the concept of risk, and, in particular, Ulrich
Beck’s concept of the world risk society, in order to define the term
risk narra-

1 Ulrich Beck’s Risikogesellschaft (1986; Risk Society, 1992), published shortly after
the Chernobyl nuclear catastrophe, can, arguably, be regarded as the study that
launched the rapidly growing interest in risk in sociology and in other disciplines of
the social sciences. His concept of the risk society was centrally developed on the
basis of connecting environmental and technological risks. On the role of
environmental risks for current risk theory and risk research in the social sciences
see Jakob Arnoldi’'s chapter “Risk, technology and nature,” 67-83.
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tive. It will then provide a short discussion of the challenges that the
novelistic engagement with climate change has to face, and then
suggest a generic distinction between two types of climate change risk
narratives: risk narratives of anticipation and risk narratives of
catastrophe. The remainder of the essay will provide several brief
readings of both types of climate risk narratives in order to outline
some of the features that mark the emerging genre of the American
climate change novel. Eventually, reading these climate change novels
as risk narratives will add to our understanding of what geographers
Stephen Daniels and Georgina H. Endfield have called the complex
“matrix of narratives” (222) that currently addresses the issue of
climate change.

Risk, the World Risk Society, and Fictional Risk Narratives

In his 2004 essay “The Rise of Risk,” sociologist David Garland argues
that “[t]he idea of risk has come to appear indispensable for
understanding our time” (49). He substantiates this claim by drawing
attention to the multiplicity of meanings the word “risk” reveals:

Today’s accounts of risk are remarkable for their multiplicity and for
the variety of senses they give to the term. Risk is calculation. Risk is a
commodity. Risk is a capital. Risk is a technique of government. Risk is
objective and scientifically knowable. Risk is subjective and socially
constructed. Risk is a problem, a threat, a source of insecurity. Risk is a
pleasure, a thrill, a source of profit and freedom. Risk is the means
whereby we colonize and control the future. ‘Risk society’ is our late
modem world spinning out of control. (48)

This “variety of senses” points toward the fact that the meanings of
risk have changed, that they have accumulated over time, now, even
including meanings that seem to contradict each other. At the same
time, it points toward the trajectories of current risk theory and risk
research as it has developed since the 1980s.2 Historically, risk is a
concept of the

2 For asurvey of the emergence and striking growth of contemporary risk theory and
risk research in the social sciences since the 1980s see Arnoldi, Lupton, and Zinn.
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modern era. While human beings have always engaged with
uncertainty, while they have always tried to control the future in the
sense of avoiding harm or losses, the term and the concept of risk
emerged only in the early modem era. In the context of colonial,
capitalist business ventures, the concept of risk began to be defined by
economic decision making, by the calculation of profits and losses. The
simultaneous emergence of the insurance industry—with its reliance
on probability calculus and its goals of risk minimization and risk
management—mark this economic origin of the concept and illustrate
why risk is linked to the terms “calculation,” “commodity,” and
“capital.” The last sentence of the quotation, however—*“'Risk society’
is our late modem world spinning out of control”—indicates a striking
shift in meaning that has characterized our period of late modernity, the
period beginning in the aftermath of World War Il. When sociologist
Jakob Arnoldi claims that we are faced with a “crisis of risk” (36), he
refers to the observation that, at least in today’s developed, highly
industrialized societies, the meaning of risk in public discourse has to
a large extent been narrowed down to a discourse centering on risk as
threat. To be sure, in an economic context, risk still refers to the
calculations of profits and losses, and there are, moreover, specific
cultural practices of risk taking that promise “pleasure,” “thrill,” and
“freedom” to their practitioners (for instance, in so-called extreme
sports). At the same time, however, the belief that probabilistic,
statistical calculation is capable of minimizing and thus managing
especially large-scale technological dangers has considerably waned.
As a result, sociologists such as Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens
have argued that risk must be acknowledged as a factor that has
transformed societies and their institutions to such an extent that we
have entered a new phase of modernity: late or reflexive modernity.

The most well known sociological concept in this context is Beck’s
risk society, which has expanded over the years to the world risk
society. Beck regards risk as a productive 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” (World at Risk 4). 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” (“Reinvention” 5), i.e. the institutions
of government, industry, and
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science. Similar to Anthony Giddens, whose work on late modernity
also pivots on the notion of risk and who regards contemporary
culture as a “risk culture” (Modernity and Self-ldentity 3), Beck
identifies a range of new risks, most prominently environmental risks
such as radioactivity or global warming/climate change, that are the
“unintended” consequences of scientific and technological
modernization. These new risks are “manufactured,” human-made,
risks that are often intangible and latent in their effects and thus can
no longer be fully assessed by science or controlled and minimized by
traditional forms of risk management and insurance. The world risk
society turns out to be a society in which “the very idea of
controllability, certainty or security collapses” (World Risk Society 2),
a society which is increasingly dominated by doubt and the loss of
belief in notions of progress through science and technology. As a
result, we can observe transformations of social structures, political
institutions, and political processes of decision-making—ultimately on
a transnational, global scale.

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.3 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 also introduces a distinction
between risk and catastrophe that will be- come important for my own
distinction between two types of climate change risk narratives. 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

3 On the criticism that has been levelled against the very influential theories of Ulrich
Beck, as well as on his response to this criticism, see, more recently, Sorensen and
Christiansen 123-40.
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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 in risk scenarios, possible
future worlds that in their creation involve narrative and the
imagination, that the anticipation of a possible future catastrophe
expresses itself. Risk scenarios, therefore, come in the form of factual
and fictional texts, in the graphs and statistics of scientific modeling
as well as in works of fiction.

Risks as the anticipation of catastrophe are marked by controversy,
by differences in risk perception and risk assessment that reflect the
impact of a variety of cultural factors. Work in cultural anthropology,
in the tradition of Mary Douglas (Douglas and Wildavsky), has, most
significantly, shown how strongly risk perception is connected to the
reproduction of a community’s cultural order. Furthermore, 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 different societies. What is perceived as
a major risk in one community or society may be regarded as a
perfectly calculable phenomenon in another.

The reality of risks, moreover, depends on what Beck in World at
Risk calls the “staging” (10) of risk. It requires 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 also subjective or
collective cultural constructions. The *“controversially real”, the
anticipated must be represented and communicated in order to
become 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, narration, and communication, risk
research can certainly benefit from the study of fictional risk
narratives of the last decades.

Fictional risk narratives have, in fact, contributed very specifically
to risk discourses. Their essentially unlimited imaginative and formal
range allows them to explore the complexity and diversity of
individual and
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collective risk experiences worldwide. They work with—and at the
same time transcend—factual, scientific representation. Fictional risk
narratives make use of a variety of knowledge that marks the diversity
of human perceptions and experiences of risk, including differences in
vulnerability and adaptability to risk due to social inequality.
Moreover, their intellectual and affective appeal may succeed in
making the wvarious -cultural, social, political, economic, and
psychological factors that figure in specific risk experiences more
easily perceptible, intelligible, and concrete. Ultimately, they may thus
contribute more successfully to the development of a more sustainable
environmental ethical stance than non-fictional, for instance,
scientific, risk narratives.4

The Challenges of Representing Climate Change

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 effects of global warming
have anthropogenic causes, that they are predominantly human-
made. The authors of the latest 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-twentieth
century” (“Summary” 12). Some scientists go as far as to proclaim the
advent of a new geological age that is characterized by historically
sustained human intervention into the planetary ecosphere. They
proclaim that humanity has become a geological force so that today
we live in a new geological age, the Anthropocene (Crutzen and
Stoermer).

Climate change refers to the fact that the planet’s oceans and
atmosphere have undergone a process of warming up, caused by a
carbonbased, fossil fuel economy whose rate of greenhouse gas
emissions has, since the beginnings of industrialization, rapidly
grown—thereby trans-

4 For a more comprehensive introduction to these points, see Ursula Heise's
pioneering chapter “Narrative in the World Risk Society” in Sense of Place (119-59);
for the affective impact of fiction films that address the risk of climate change, see,
in particular, Weik von Mossner.
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forming ecological systems on a global scale. Climate change modeling
envisions ecosystemic changes that involve a variety of far-reaching
geographical and biological transformations around the world and
ultimately pose a threat to existing life-support systems for the
planet’s species. The melting of the polar ice caps, of glaciers and
permafrost in several parts of the world, the acidification of the
oceans, and the increase in extreme weather phenomena may result in
large-scale migrations, not only of humans but also of other species,
or in large-scale species extinction. Such large-scale ecological
changes obviously also 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. At the same time, however, the failure to develop
policies, technologies, and socio-economic practices that could
effectively curb greenhouse gas emissions indicates inadequate
engagement with the specific threats climate change poses. Fear that
the economic cost of climate change legislation will be too high and
undermine economic competitiveness has characterized probably all
national politics; it certainly has been central to US national climate
policies since the 1990s (Falke).

Inadequate response to the risk of climate change must, however,
not simply be explained as a consequence of conflicting economic
and/or political interests. It is also the consequence of the problem of
comprehending the phenomenon of anthropogenic climate change in
its historical, cultural, and psychological complexity. Climate change
can be regarded as an issue that is in many ways “intangible.”
Greenhouse gas emissions are basically invisible, and their
accumulation has occurred on a temporal and spatial scale that not
only eludes the individual’s direct perception but also goes beyond the
lifetime experience of any single generation. The effects of global
warming are defined by latency, since cause-and-effect relations,
developing globally at a fairly slow pace, are hidden.

Moreover, intangibility is also the result of global power relations
that render already visible effects of climate change invisible, simply
by reducing, or even eliminating their presence in media coverage. A
case in point are climate refugees, migrant populations forced to leave
their home environments once they have been made uninhabitable
dueto



104 Sylvia Mayer

rising sea-levels, extreme weather events, or drought and water
scarcity. Climate refugees are national and transnational “unimagined
communities” whose neglected presence illustrates that an
acknowledgement of the reality and possible future consequences of
climate change is firmly linked to socioeconomic privilege.5 The richer
parts of the world, at least their elites, can still afford to deny the
effects of global warming: They are less vulnerable to climate change
risk since they still have the means to protect themselves against
many of the consequences. The poorer parts of the world do not have
this privilege. They are much more vulnerable to environmental risk
in general, and to the risk of climate change in particular.

Finally, and maybe somewhat paradoxically, it is the sciences that
also account for a sense of intangibility. Despite the existence of the
vast body of climate science data that has been collected over the last
decades and despite the overwhelming scientific consensus on the
anthropogenic causes of global warming, there is still a certain degree
of scientific uncertainty. Prediction of future scenarios that illustrate
the results of a changed climate is difficult; in fact, it is ultimately
impossible. 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—in terms of acknowledging that there is a risk in the first
place, in terms of its possible future effects, and in terms of the
development of national and international climate policies that would
curb greenhouse gas emissions more effectively (Hulme 72-108).

Invisibility and latency of effect, the necessity to acknowledge and
respond to elusive temporal and spatial scales, global power
constellations, and the issue of scientific uncertainty: all of these
factors point toward the complexity of the issue of climate change.
They illustrate why it can be difficult for the individual and for social
communities to

5 The phrase “unimagined communities” is borrowed from Rob Nixon, who in Slow
Violence uses it in his discussion of the concrete and imaginative displacement of
populations in processes of national economic development (150-74). While Nixon,
retaining Benedict Anderson’s focus on nationalism, limits the meaning of the
phrase to communities within the borders of the nation-state, | extend its meaning
to the transnational.
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relate their experiences to processes of global ecological
transformation, and they show that climate change is a global risk
whose perception depends on the willingness and the ability to engage
with forces that spell destabilization and a changing future.
Furthermore, they also explain why it has been difficult to develop
what Ursula Heise calls an “eco-cosmopolitan stance”, an
environmental ethical position whose planetary scope recognizes the
impact of global forces on the local. Such an ethical environmental
position is indispensable when it comes to devising and implementing
wide-ranging economic, political, and cultural practices that would
mark the transition to a more energy-efficient, post-carbon global
economy.

As Susan Moser has shown in a study of non-fictional texts, the
intangibility of climate change directly translates into problems of its
communication. Her argument also pertains to fictional explorations
of climate change. Literary critics such as Heise (205-10), Daniels and
Garrard, and Trexler and Johns-Putra (185) have begun to point out
that fictional texts, too, are confronted with the intangibility of the
risk and have to grapple with the question of how to turn it into
aesthetically pleasing and morally effective narration.

The Climate Change Novel:
Risk Narratives of Anticipation and Catastrophe

Fiction addressing contemporary anthropogenic climate change is a
fairly recent phenomenon. As Adam Trexler and Adeline Johns-Putra
have pointed out for Anglophone climate fiction in general, “literary
portrayals of worldwide environmental change” do have a “pre-
history” (186), especially when we look at science fiction texts. But the
corpus of texts addressing current human-made climate change
consists largely of novels published since the 1990s. For these novels,
climate change is a central theme in terms of its ecological, scientific,
socio-economic, political, and cultural implications.

Despite the fact that the climate change novel is still an emerging
genre, it is already possible to distinguish between two different types
of novels—a distinction that can be made if we approach climate
change novels as risk narratives. Drawing on Ulrich Beck’s definition
of risk as the anticipation of catastrophe, lregard the state of
anticipation and the
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state of catastrophe as temporal markers that characterize all climate
change novels, but do so in conspicuously different ways: The risk
narrative of anticipation, on the one hand, concentrates on developing
a fictional world that is marked by the anticipation of climate collapse,
by the cultural moment of uncertainty in a late twentieth/early
twenty-first century present when awareness of the risk figures
prominently in a culture, but has not yet led to full-blown climate
catastrophe. It focuses on the strong sense of uncertainty and
controversy about how to respond to the various threats—and possible
first signs—of the global risk of climate change. Future large-scale
catastrophe is envisioned only briefly, as a possibility, usually signaled
by the representation of weather anomalies and their socio-economic
and cultural consequences (Mayer). The risk narrative of catastrophe,
on the other hand, concentrates on developing a future fictional world
in which the risk has turned into catastrophe, in which what used to
be a risk scenario has in fact materialized in climate collapse. It
envisions and explores a world in which climate change has caused
dramatic and devastating changes in the global ecosystemic, socio-
economic, political, and cultural orders. Life in these narratives is
marked by dramatic experiences of displacement, toxic pollution, and
species extinction. The period that precedes this future, the stage of
anticipation, is often, sometimes very briefly, introduced in these
narratives, usually by means of flashbacks that delineate the
characters’ world before the onset of catastrophe.

The climate change novel can thus be defined as made up of risk
narratives that either put emphasis on the state of anticipation or on
the state of catastrophe. The following two sections will now briefly
introduce several US American climate change novels that can be
categorized as risk narratives of catastrophe or as risk narratives of
anticipation to show how they tackle the intangibility of climate change
and how they address living in the world risk society more generally.

The American Climate Change Novel as Risk Narrative of
Catastrophe

The following novels can be categorized as climate change novels and
as risk narratives of catastrophe: Octavia Butler’'s Parable of the
Sower (1993) and Parable of the Talents (1998), T. C. Boyle’s A Friend
of the Earth (2000), Steven Amsterdam’s Things We Didn't See
Coming
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(2009), and Dale Pendell's The Great Bay: Chronicles of the Collapse
(2010). Butler's Parable novels trace the story of a young African
American woman, Lauren Olamina, who grows up in the L.A. area of
the American West Coast—in a future American society that has
radically disintegrated as a consequence of climate change. The novels
consist of diary entries spanning the time between 2024 and 2035.
Parable of the Sower describes how the security of the gated
community in which Lauren grows up is destroyed, how she travels
north with a few other survivors to start a new agrarian community,
and how she matures as an intellectual and spiritual leader. Lauren
develops a new religion, Earthseed, which becomes the basis for the
creation of “Acorn”-a community that in Parable of the Talents is,
however, destroyed by an authoritarian, Christian fundamentalist
government. Ultimately, the hope of the Earthseed community lies in
colonizing outer space.

Boyle’s Friend of the Earth tells the story of Ty Tierwater, who
lives at the age of 75 in the year 2025 as the keeper of a pop star’s
private zoo, again on the West Coast. In this future American society,
the basic ecological structures of civilization have heavily deteriorated
due to climate change. By having its protagonist look back at his life as
a radical environmentalist in the 1980s and 1990s, the novel
explores—often satirically—the inadequacies of dealing with the
climate risk in Ameri- can society during these decades, even among
American environmentalists.

Steven Amsterdam’s Things We Didn’'t See Coming traces the
experiences of an unnamed narrator-protagonist who has to cope with
the effects of climate catastrophe during what are, roughly, the first
four decades of the twenty-first century. The first of nine episodes that
make up the novel starts on New Year’s Eve 1999, when the narrator
as a boy is confronted with the risk of the Y2K computer meltdown
and its potential disastrous global consequences. In the following
eight episodes of this picaresque novel, the threats the protagonist is
confronted with are all closely linked to dramatically changed weather
patterns that signal the devastating effect of climate change on the
sociopolitical and economic orders of his future world.

Dale Pendell’'s The Great Bay: Chronicles of the Collapse, finally,
starts out in the year 2021, when the climate collapses, when
conspicuous rising sea levels signal the onset of climate catastrophe
and when a global pandemic begins to kill most of the world’s
population. In twelve
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sections, the novel “chronicles” nothing less than the planet’s
development in terms of its ecologies, geographies, and various types
of civilization over the next 16.000 years. At the same time, the novel
returns again and again to the geographical space that today is called
California, where a “great bay” gradually forms and over the millennia
continually spreads in its Central Valley.

As risk narratives of catastrophe, these climate change novels
demonstrate that fictional scenarios of a changed future climate go far
beyond the information developed by scientific risk scenarios. In
imagining a diversity of individual and communal experiences of
climatically changed futures and in exploring what it means
intellectually, emotionally, and spiritually to live in a dramatically
changed dystopian world, the novels make the risk of climate change
more tangible. Climate change is represented as involving both drastic
ecological change and drastic cultural transformation, thereby putting
emphasis on the fact that the natural and the cultural are inextricably
linked to each other. On the political level, moreover, the novels develop
scenarios of a radically deteriorated American democratic system—
Pendell's novel even does away with the nation-state as such.
Interestingly, socioeconomic class privilege still plays a role in the
novels by Butler, Boyle and Amsterdam. While in these novels
vulnerability to environmental risk has vastly spread after climate
collapse, there are still small governing elites that are not as utterly
exposed to the diversity of environmental threats as the vast majority
of an impoverished American population.

In their focus on future settings, these risk narratives of
catastrophe tackle in particular the representational challenge of the
vast time scale climate change implies. In this context, Butler, Boyle,
and Amsterdam choose future settings that are still fairly close to their
readers’ present in the 1990s or in the first decades of the twenty-first
century respectively. This choice may be read as an attempt to
illustrate that climate change is after all not simply a matter of a
distant future that can be ignored or neglected in the present, that it is
instead an ongoing process of transformation and destabilization that
will soon have an impact on the readers’ lives—or on the lives of the
generations that follow.

Pendell's novel addresses the challenge of representing the temporal
scale in a different way. In the first of the twelve sections of his novel, he
establishes such a near-future connection between reader and fictional
world by dating the “Collapse” in the year 2021. From then on, how-
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ever, the sections cover ever vaster periods of time, first decades, then
centuries, then millennia. What this narrative strategy ultimately
accomplishes is to embed “our” anthropogenic climate change of late
modernity within a geological time scale. The twelve sections of the
novel open with short reports on the characteristics of the period at
stake, with so-called “panoptics.” These panoptics provide information
about how the US West Coast around the Great Bay as well as various
other regions of the planet develop in terms of their ecologies and
civilizations. About 10,000 years after the “Collapse”, the reader
learns in one panoptic, the interglacial, i.e. the warm period between
two ice ages, was coming to an end and a new ice age was beginning. It
becomes clear that the comparative shortness of this interglacial
(which is, in fact, the one we live in) was caused by the continuing
effects of anthropogenic climate change as it had developed since the
beginnings of industrialization in the late eighteenth century: the
greenhouse gas emissions of the Anthropocene, once in the
atmosphere, had stayed there and in a multiplicity of feedback loops
had continued their warming effect.

It is important to note at this point, that none of the novels
presents an end-of-the-world scenario, not even Pended’s rather
drastic future vision. The mode of narration defining these novels is
the dystopian mode—not the classic apocalyptic mode. Risk narratives
of catastrophe illustrate Heise’s argument that there is a difference
between apocalyptic narratives and risk narratives: While the
apocalyptic narrative works with the idea of “utter destruction,” the
risk narrative works with the idea of crisis. Heise argues:

In the apocalyptic perspective, utter destruction lies ahead but can be
averted and replaced by an alternative future society; in the risk
perspective, crises are already underway all around, and while their
consequences can be mitigated, a future without their impact has
become impossible to envision. (142)

The climate change risk narrative of catastrophe thus embraces
Frederick Buell’s argument that we “dwell in crisis,” that “dwelling in
crisis” characterizes the contemporary world risk society, or, in Buell's
words: “Environmental crisis [...] has become part of the repertoire of
normalities in reference to which people construct their daily lives”
(76).

Only one of the five novels discussed here introduces the stage of
anticipation, the period of time preceding the catastrophes of climate
col-
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lapse, at some length: Boyle’s A Friend of the Earth. In the chapters
that are set in the 1990s, the novel addresses the period of time when
climate change was still a controversially debated risk. These chapters
orchestrate the contrasting voices of environmentalist characters and
characters that oppose any environmentalist stance. Moreover, a closer
look at individual characters reveals in detail the impact of
environmental risk on their subjectivities and identities, thereby
shedding light on what it means to live in the world risk society. It is
the risk narrative of anticipation, however, that imagines the
controversial character of the risk of climate change and its impact on
subjectivities and identities in the world risk society in much more
detail.

The American Climate Change Novel as Risk Narrative of
Anticipation

The following novels can be categorized as climate change novels and
as risk narratives of anticipation: Susan Gaines’'s Carbon Dreams
(2001) Kim Stanley Robinson’s Science in the Capital trilogy, the
novels Forty Signs of Rain (2004), Fifty Degrees Below (2005), and
Sixty Days and Counting (2007), and Barbara Kingsolver’'s Flight
Behavior (2012). The novels focus on our cultural moment of late
modernity that is characterized by uncertainty and controversy about
the climate risk. Moreover, risk narratives of anticipation attribute a
much more important role to the sciences than the narratives of
catastrophe discussed in the previous section.

Susan Gaines's Carbon Dreams can also be categorized as “lab
fiction” (“laboratory fiction”), as science-in-fiction literature. The
novel tells the story of a young, female scientist, Tina Arenas, who is a
specialist in geo-chemistry and does work in paleo-climatology. It is
set in the early 1980s, at a point in time when climate change had only
begun to become a fiercely debated scientific and political issue in the
US and abroad; a point in time when the effects of industrial
greenhouse gas emissions were, especially in terms of media coverage,
still rather invisible. The reader is acquainted with the details of Tina’s
scientific work—data gathering, hypothesis testing and theory
formation, and controversial discussions of scientific results among
scientists—, and also learns about the struggles of a young, very
committed and very gifted scientist to get funding for her work and
attain a permanent posi-
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tion in academia. In the course of the novel, Tina develops new,
important insights into the role of atmospheric carbon dioxide in the
“paleo-climate” that dates back as far as 3.8 billion years. In this way
the reader is familiarized with the larger time scales that must be
taken into consideration when it comes to understanding climate
change—relating the current anthropogenic climate change to the
many climate changes that have occurred over geological time.

With its scientist protagonist, Carbon Dreams highlights several
points that characterize the world risk society and the complexity of
the climate change issue. It presents the risk of climate change as a
controversial issue—within the scientific community, within the realm
of politics, but also within the realm of the family. When some of the
results of Tina’'s work become known in the scientific community, she
has to learn that scientific work cannot easily be discussed and
developed beyond the vested interests of the economy. A co-scientist,
working as a lobbyist for the petroleum industry, for instance, refers
to her results in an article published in The New York Times, using
them to argue that there is no such thing as human-made global
warming. What Tina regards as inconclusive results, the other
scientist uses—much to her dismay—to make wide-ranging claims.
Moreover, Tina has repeated discussions on the political status of very
specialized scientific work and on the meaning of scientific
uncertainty with her environmentalist boyfriend. In these discussions,
she is reminded that the sciences cannot be regarded as an activity
isolated from wider cultural, economic, or political realms. In the
course of the novel, she learns that even as a scientist whose field of
research targets periods of time that, at least for the layperson, seem
unfathomable, she has responsibilities to her own time, to the present,
as well.

The importance of climate science in Kim Stanley Robinson’s
Science in the Capital trilogy is also immediately defined by the choice
of its protagonists, who are, with few exceptions, scientists, science
administrators, or scientific political consultants. In contrast to
Gaines’s novel, however, Robinson’s novels ultimately focus on the
realm of politics. Set predominantly in Washington D.C. in a very near
future, the novels explore, as Roger Luckhurst has argued, the
“complex matrix of institutional forces that lie at the heart of the
American political machine,” “contradictory forces,” that drive the
“social and ecological relations” (172) in the United States.



112 Sylvia Mayer

The trilogy covers a period of about two years in which several severe
weather irregularities occur, culminating in a temporary stalling of the
North Atlantic Gulf current. These weather irregularities 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,” a
scientific risk scenario delineating 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
closely and plausibly interlinked with the present moment and thus
particularly capable of making the contemporary risk experience
concrete and tangible.

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;
Anna’s husband Charlie works as a science consultant for the liberal
senator Phil Chase, who in the third novel has become US president
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 and the implications of its
global reach, including its dependencies on global political power
relations. Frank, Anna, and Charlie, moreover, 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.

While in Barbara Kingsolver’'s Flight Behavior the realms of science
and politics are no longer central, climate science still plays an im-
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portant role in this novel. It is important in terms of its protagonist’s
development. Set in contemporary rural Tennessee, Flight Behavior
tells the story of twenty-eight-year old Dellarobia Tumbow and her
family. The Tumbows are sheep farmers, members of the local
Christian community of Feathertown, and—like their neighbors—are
preoccupied with battling poverty. The novel opens on the day when
Dellarobia, out of deep frustration with what she regards as the dead-
end situation of her life, decides to run away and leave her family,
including her two small children. When she is walking up a mountain,
she is suddenly confronted with the appearance of millions of
monarch butterflies on a mountainside owned by her 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 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.

The encounter with the butterflies becomes a turning point in
Dellarobia’ s life. Once the news about the appearance of the
butterflies spreads, she becomes involved in the question of what to
do with the forest where the animals 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 the family’s desperate economic
situation. Moreover, she starts to meet various kinds of people that
come to their place to visit the butterfly site, among them
environmentalists from all over the world, media people, 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 the formal education that
had 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 people from her local community, she gradually becomes aware
of the controversial scope of conclusions it would be possible to draw
about the appearance of the butterflies on the mountainside. While it
is clear to the scientists that the changed migratory route of the
butterflies indicates a “continental ecosystem breaking down,” most
likely “due to climate change” (228), other characters reject any such
interpretation. They
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bring up opposing scientific voices or insist 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, who 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 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 Dellarobia’s encounter with representatives of the
various groups of people, the reader, together with the protagonist, is
made aware of the role that socio-economic status as well as
educational background have on the development of different stances
toward climate change. Most importantly, perhaps, the novel here
explores the psychological complexities of climate change denial. As
Axel Goodbody has shown, Kingsolver's novel addresses at some
length the prevailing skepticism, especially in the United States,
towards acknowledging scientific findings that provide evidence of the
reality of anthropogenic climate change. The attitudes several
characters show point toward what sociologists and environmental
psychologists have identified as central factors for climate change
denial: fear of destabilization, fear of a loss of control, and guilt.
Climate change denial may thus have less to do with the invisibility of
greenhouse gases, the latency of their effects, or elusive temporal or
spatial scales, than with the active psychological process of blocking
information and knowledge that is at least experienced unconsciously
as a manifest threat.

6 Goodbody draws on the work of sociologist Kari Norgaard, who in her study Living
in Denial: Climate Change, Emotions, and Everyday Life, studies “the disjuncture
between the collectively constructed sense of normal everyday life and the troubling
knowledge of climate change and our contribution to it” and insists that this type of
denial is an active process of evading “feelings of fear, guilt, and helplessness”
(Goodbody 43).
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Conclusion

The novels introduced here indicate that the emerging genre of the
American climate change novel has begun to explore the complexity
and diversity of individual and collective experiences of the global risk
of anthropogenic climate change. Both the risk narratives of
catastrophe and the risk narratives of anticipation participate in the
American—and ultimately Anglophone—discourse on climate change.
They draw attention to what it means to live in the world risk society
in which the anticipatory and controversial character of risk unfolds a
shaping power in the realms of society, politics, economy, and culture,
a shaping power that extends to our subjectivities and to our
constantly developing sense of self. They thus successfully meet the
challenges of representing and communicating climate change; they
transcend—while also drawing upon—scientific modeling, and make
climate change perceptible, intelligible, and tangible. With a focus on
US American spatial settings, the novels nevertheless develop notions
of deterritorialized American spaces, of spaces that are impacted by
and contribute to global forces and thus signal both a sense of place
and a sense of planet. By doing so, they allow for readings that
develop an eco-cosmopolitan environmental ethical stance.

While both types of risk narratives share all these features, they
differ most prominently in the following points. While the narratives
of catastrophe, which focus on future settings, emphasize larger time
scales in order to make the temporal scale of climate change more
tangible, the narratives of anticipation, which focus on the late
twentieth/early twenty-first century present, explore in more detail
what it means to live in the world risk society, in which uncertainty
and controversy dominate our confrontation with anthropogenic
climate change. Addressing uncertainty and controversy is often
firmly linked to a critical exploration of the topic of climate science, an
exploration that more often than not reveals a rather high degree of
trust in both the scientist and in the knowledge he or she creates.

Finally, these climate change risk narratives overcome any
dualistic conceptual notion that might posit the realms of nature and
culture as separate: Echoing the idea of the Anthropocene, they insist
that this separation is untenable, that climate change is just as much a
cultural
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phenomenon, and to be addressed as such, as it is a phenomenon that
must be studied by the natural sciences.
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