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Abstract: Since its institutionalization in the 1990s, ecocriticism has been defined as
providing a critical response to ‘environmental crisis,’ thereby identifying the present
as a transitional period characterized by a sense of threat and uncertainty. The field
has only recently begun to fully engage with another concept that equally responds
to environmental threat and uncertainty: the concept of risk. This chapter traces the
emergence of risk research within ecocriticism, in particular in its focus on the chal-
lenges of global environmental risk. Drawing on sociologist Ulrich Beck’s model of
the world risk society and on the concept of the Anthropocene, it shows how liter-
ary and cultural studies have begun to contribute to interdisciplinary risk studies by
identifying the specific and indispensable contribution of fictional risk narratives to
current environmental risk discourses.
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It is the accumulation of risks — ecological, terrorist, military, financial, biomedical and informa-
tional — that has an overwhelming presence in our world today. (Beck 2009b, 291)

Since its institutionalization in the 1990s, ecocriticism has typically been defined as
providing a critical response to ’environmental crisis,’ thereby identifying the present
as a transitional period characterized by a sense of threat and uncertainty. In its
initial stages, the field did not engage with another concept that equally responds
to environmental threat and uncertainty: the concept of risk. Only fairy recently has
environmental risk become a category of ecocritical analysis — first and foremost
in the work of Ursula Heise, whose monograph Sense of Place and Sense of Planet.
The Environmental Imagination of the Global, published in 2008, was not only the
first sustained study of ecocritical risk research, but in addition can be regarded as
a pioneering work of risk research in literary and cultural studies in general. Heise’s
focus on globality, moreover, responded to the growing number of voices within the
field that called for a more rigorous investigation of the planetary implications of
environmentally relevant texts. It indicated the emergence of a new critical project
that applies, in the words of Lawrence Buell (2007), an ecoglobalist perspective to
the study of literature and culture. This project has gained additional urgency in the
context of theorizing the Anthropocene, the concept of a new geological age created
by human intervention into the planetary ecosphere.

Environmental risks such as the nuclear risk, biochemical risks, or, most sig-
nificantly as it marks their global reach most obviously, the risk of climate change
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caused by anthropogenic global warming were central to the emergence of risk theory
and risk research in the social sciences in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Arguing
from different theoretical perspectives, sociologists such as Ulrich Beck and Anthony
Giddens, cultural anthropologists such as Mary Douglas, and psychologists such as
Paul Slovic have shown that key social, political, and cultural transformations occur-
ring since the second half of the twentieth century can be understood as responses to
risk perception, risk assessment, and risk communication. Risk research in the social
sciences has demonstrated that pervasive risk awareness, both environmental and
non-environmental, has increasingly reconfigured societies, politics, and cultures in
our period of late (or reflexive) modernity — a sociocultural moment Beck conceptual-
izes as world risk society.’

This chapter traces the emergence of risk research within ecocriticism in order
to delineate how literary and cultural studies have begun to contribute to interdis-
ciplinary risk studies. It will first position ecocritical risk analysis in the contexts of
risk theory and risk research in the social sciences. In doing so, it puts particular
emphasis on global environmental risks and on Ulrich Beck’s model of the world risk
society. It will, moreover, link the insights of risk theory to the concept of the Anthro-
pocene and outline how an ecocritical risk approach can contribute to meet the con-
ceptual and representational challenges this concept poses. Secondly, by focusing on
the relevance of the imagination in risk discourse, it will address the relationship of
fact, fiction, and narrative in order to substantiate the claim that fictional risk nar-
ratives participate in a unique and indispensable way in current environmental risk
discourses. Finally, in the last section, it will use the example of the climate change
novel to briefly exemplify how literary texts have participated in the current discourse
on the risk of global climate change (7115 Conciliation and Consilience).

1 Risk Theory and Risk Research in the Social
Sciences and in Ecocriticism

Environmental risks that result from processes of scientific-technological moderni-
zation have been at the heart of contemporary public risk discourses, including the
risk discourse in the social sciences. In addition to a rapidly growing body of studies
on the nuclear risk that marked the immediate aftermath of World War II, publica-
tions such as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) or The Club of Rome’s The Limits to
Growth (1972), in their focus on the risks of toxicity, population growth, and resource
scarcity, indicated an increasing risk awareness in the second half of the twentieth
century. It was, however, the late 1970s and the 1980s that mark the historical moment
when risks were fully recognized as fundamentally social and cultural phenomena
that cannot be reduced to probability calculus in an economic context. Seminal risk
studies in the social sciences such as Mary Douglas and Aaron Wildavsky’s Risk and
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Culture. An Essay on the Selection of Technological and Environmental Dangers (1982)
and Ulrich Beck’s Risikogesellschaft. Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne (1986; Risk
Society. Towards a New Modernity, 1992) were published in part as responses to the
partial nuclear meltdown at Three Mile Island, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, in 1979, and
to the Bhopal chemical disaster in 1984. Beck’s study, moreover, was published only
weeks before — and in many of his claims substantiated — the nuclear power catastro-
phe in Chernobyl in 1986. The results of the rapidly growing body of risk research
in such disciplines as sociology, cultural anthropology, and cognitive psychology,
linked to risk research in economics and political sciences, have by now identified
and analyzed a multiplicity of risks, both environmental and non-environmental,
which shape contemporary societies (for a survey from the perspective of the social
sciences see Arnoldi 2009; Lupton 2012; Zinn 2008; for an ecocritical perspective
see Heise 2008, ch. 4). Echoing the epigraph of this essay, Ulrich Beck’s (2009b, 291)
claim that an “accumulation of risks [...] has an overwhelming presence in our world
today,” sociologist David Garland (2003, 49) argues that “[t]he idea of risk has come
to appear indispensable for understanding our time,” substantiating this claim by
drawing attention to the multiplicity of meanings the word “risk” reveals, a multiplic-
ity ranging from chance and promise to danger and threat:

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 con-
structed. 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 modern world spinning out of control. (Garland 2003, 48)

Human communities have always had to engage with a future that is marked by
uncertainty and insecurity. The concept of risk, however, emerged only in the early
modern era. In the context of colonial, capitalist business ventures, it was 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 terms such as ’calculation,’ ‘commodity,’
and ’capital.’ In contrast to such definitions, calling risk “a problem, a threat, a source
of insecurity” indicates the rather striking shift in meaning that has strongly char-
acterized our period of late modernity. When Jakob Arnoldi (2009, 36) in his survey
of contemporary risk research in the social sciences claims that we are faced with a
“crisis of risk,” he refers to the observation that at least in today’s highly industrial-
ized, increasingly globalized 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 human decision-making and to the
calculation of profits and losses; there are, moreover, specific cultural practices of
risk taking that promise ’pleasure,” ’thrill,” and ’freedom‘ to their practitioners (for
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instance, in so-called extreme sports). At the same time, however, the belief that prob-
abilistic calculation on the basis of statistical insight is capable of minimizing and
thus managing especially large-scale technological risks has considerably waned.
Garland’s use of the term ’risk society’ reflects this shift of meaning. It refers to Ulrich
Beck’s groundbreaking study of the mid-1980s, which developed a new model of con-
temporary society that is founded on a definition of risk as threat. Beck’s model has,
arguably, become the best-known sociological concept developed in this context to
date — a model that, over the years, he expanded into the model of the world risk
society.

Beck (2009a, 4) regards risk as a productive force that “represents the percep-
tual 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.” The risk society, he argues, “designates a developmental phase of modern
society in which the social, political, economic and individual risks increasingly tend
to escape the institutions for monitoring and protection in industrial society” (Beck
1994, 5), the institutions of government, industry, and science. This latest develop-
mental phase of modern society in which the risk society and the world risk society
have emerged Beck calls ’reflexive modernity,” a modernity which is compelled to
respond to the forces of modernization, to the "'unforeseen consequences or ’side-ef-
fects® of the scientific and technological successes of an earlier, industrial modernity.
The risk society, moreover, is defined by a qualitatively new type of risk. It is defined
by risks such as the nuclear threat, the dangers of genetic engineering, or anthropo-
genic global warming, which are the results of technological innovation marked by
an unprecedented degree of complexity and by an ultimately global scale. These new
risks are “manufactured uncertainties” (Beck 2009a, 50), human-made risks that are
largely intangible and latent in their effects and thus can no longer be fully calcu-
lated or minimized by traditional forms of risk management and insurance. In the risk
society, “the very idea of controllability, certainty or security collapses” (Beck 1999, 2)
since it is marked by radicalized uncertainty, by a loss of trust in scientific knowledge,
and by an unprecedented degree of non-knowing. Anthony Giddens (1991, 3), whose
work on late modernity also pivots on the notion of risk, and who regards contempo-
rary culture as a “risk culture,” concurs with Beck by describing a society increas-
ingly dominated by doubt and the loss of belief in notions of progress through science
and technology. As a result, both sociologists have observed transformations of social
structures, of political institutions, and of political processes of decision making
that have in turn affected subjectivities and changed processes of identity formation.
These transformations have, moreover, occurred not simply on the national, but on a
transnational, global scale.

In World at Risk, his last book publication on the world risk society, Beck (1991,
81) argues that “risk society, thought through to its conclusion, means world risk
society.” Especially the three key types of global risks he addresses in this study —
global environmental threats, global economic threats, and the threat of global terror-
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ism — demonstrate that “humanly generated, anticipated threats cannot be restricted
either temporally, spatially or in social terms” (81). Global risks such as climate
change defy calculation in conventional time scales and, as deterritorialized risks,
transcend traditional boundaries of the local, regional, or national scale by insisting
on the impact of — more often than not unpredictable — global forces. Their study thus
demands a transnational perspective. Attempts to deal with them in a sufficiently
successful way, Beck argues, require developing a politics and an ethics that acknowl-
edge these factors and indicate awareness of the new difficulties, as well as the new
possibilities of transnational social, political, and economic organization. For the
world risk society, Beck identifies a “cosmopolitan moment” that can bring about the
transformation of the traditional nation-state’s domestic and foreign policies in terms
of a transnationalism that recognizes diversity and cultural otherness as constitutive
social forces (56-57). He is aware that such a “cosmopolitan form of statehood” (66;
emphasis in the original) has yet to be achieved, but he insists that only such trans-
formation can adequately respond to the current situation of radicalized uncertainty.

Beck’s theorizing about risk has been a point of reference for ecocritical schol-
arship for several years, for example in studies like Frederick Buell’s (2003) From
Apocalypse to Way of Life and in introductions to the field by Lawrence Buell (2005),
Timothy Clark (2011) and Greg Garrard (2012). It is, however, in particular the global
dimension of his thought — which already characterized the early publications on
risk society — that has inspired a more sustained ecocritical engagement. In 2007,
Lawrence Buell (2007, 227) refers once again to Beck’s ideas in order to demand an
ecocritical stance that takes into consideration the necessity “to think of environmen-
tal belonging and citizenship in planetary terms.” Buell calls for the development of
an “ecoglobalist” perspective, or, more precisely, for the study of the “ecoglobalist
affect” in environmental texts that are characterized by “an emotion-laden preoccu-
pation with a finite, near-at-hand physical environment defined, at least in part, by
an imagined inextricable linkage of some sort between that specific site and a context
of planetary reach” (232). Such an ecoglobalist perspective would involve, most cen-
trally, a reconsideration of ecocriticism’s key analytical categories of place and space.

Ursula Heise’s Sense of Place and Sense of Planet, published the following year,
undertakes just such a reconsideration. Heise (2008, 9) extensively draws on globali-
zation theory and on risk research in the social sciences “to point to ways of imagin-
ing the global that frame localism from a globalist environmental perspective.” The
risk perspective she considers particularly valuable since “risk scenarios crucially
affect forms of inhabitation, and because the idea of a coming ‘world risk society’
has recently emerged as one of the most important ways of imagining global con-
nectedness” (2008, 11). In its focus on globality, Sense of Place draws in particular on
Beck’s work, but it also incorporates the results of risk research in cultural anthropol-
ogy and cognitive psychology, thereby demonstrating that ecocritical risk study must
engage with risk research in the social sciences as an interdisciplinary project. Cul-
tural anthropology in the tradition of Mary Douglas has, most significantly, pointed
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toward the meaning of (moral) values in risk perception and risk assessment, toward
their functioning as cognitive frames, and toward their relevance for the creation and
reproduction of a community’s cultural order. This kind of work has increasingly
influenced work in cognitive psychology, which focuses on the study of factors that
mark the risk perception and risk assessment of the individual. The two disciplines
have indispensably contributed to our understanding of risk as a cultural phenome-
non and as a shaping force on the diversity of individual and collective risk percep-
tions and risk assessments. By engaging with the results of this scholarship, Heise’s
work marks the beginning of a more comprehensive and in-depth study of environ-
mental and technological risks in the field of ecocriticism. In Sense of Place, but also
in Nach der Natur (“After Nature”) and in several essays (Heise 2002a, 2002b, 2009),
she has begun to outline how ecocritical literary and cultural studies can contribute
to interdisciplinary risk research.

Heise (2008, 131) regards environmental risk “as a concept that encompasses far
more than its technical or actuarial definitions to include complex cognitive, affec-
tive, social, and cultural processes without which it cannot be conceived, defined, or
investigated.” Moreover, risks conceived as social and cultural phenomena can only
be fully understood via their narrative articulation: risk perception, risk assessment,
and risk management rely on historically and culturally specific discourses of risk
communication — to which both fictional and non-fictional texts, in various media,
contribute significantly. In Sense of Place and in her essays, Heise (2008, 138) ana-
lyzes a number of primary texts (literary and non-literary printed texts, film, elec-
tronic texts, and installation art) that address such risks as toxic pollution, nuclear
contamination, population growth, and species extinction, thereby substantiating
her claim that “[n]arrative genres [...] provide important cultural tools for organizing
information about risks into intelligible and meaningful stories.” In her theoretical
discussions as well as in her textual analyses, she pays particular attention to the
functions of narrative templates such as ‘apocalypse’ and ‘pastoral’ in order to inves-
tigate how “ecological and technological risk scenarios are shaped and filtered ... in
both visual and verbal artifacts” (122).

Finally, Heise develops the concept of an eco-cosmopolitanism as an ethically
adequate response to planetary environmental risk — a concept directly related to
BecK’s theorizing on the ’‘cosmopolitan moment* that the shared risk experience of the
world risk society has brought about. Eco-cosmopolitanism, Heise (2008, 61) argues,
is “an attempt to envision individuals and groups as part of planetary ‘imagined com-
munities’ of both human and nonhuman kinds.” Moreover, going beyond Beck’s con-
ceptualizations at the time by incorporating central insights of environmental justice
scholarship and postcolonial ecocriticism (cf. 210 Ecocriticism and Postcolonial
Studies), she insists that such an attempt must take cultural otherness and socioeco-
nomic diversity into account:
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[A]n environmentally inflected cosmopolitanism needs to combine sustained familiarity and
fluency in more than one culture with a systemic understanding of global ecology that goes
beyond environmentalist clichés regarding universal connectedness and the pastoral under-
standing of ecology that informed earlier kinds of modern environmentalist thinking. The merit
of environmental justice activism along with Beck’s more sweeping vision of new forms of soli-
darity emerging out of global risk scenarios is their analysis of how such an eco-cosmopolitan-
ism might link experiences of local endangerment to a sense of planet that encompasses both
human and nonhuman worlds. (Heise 2008, 159)

Ecocritical studies of global risk that account for cultural otherness and socioeco-
nomic diversity can, moreover, contribute to current attempts to more fully compre-
hend and draw attention to the representational challenges of yet another concept
of planetary connectedness: the concept of the Anthropocene. In 2000, atmospheric
chemist Paul J. Crutzen and ecologist Eugene Stoermer first argued that toward the
end of the eighteenth century, with the onset of industrialization and an ever increas-
ing reliance on fossil fuels, humans became a geophysical force and ushered in a new
geological age, the Anthropocene (cf. Crutzen and Stroemer 2000). More recently, Will
Steffen, Crutzen, and John R. McNeil (2007, 616—618) proposed to distinguish between
two stages of the Anthropocene: stage one, the ‘Industrial Era’, which they date from
ca. 1800-1945, and stage two, the so-called *Great Acceleration’, which they date from
1945 to ca. 2015. While both stages are characterized by a massive increase in carbon
dioxide concentrations in the atmosphere, the stage of the Great Acceleration marks
a “pressure on the global environment” that is “sharply intensifying” (617). Due to
the accelerating globalization of economies, the last 50 years, they claim, have seen
humans change “the world’s ecosystems more rapidly and extensively than in any
other comparable period in human history” (617). The concept of the Anthropocene
is still debated and has not yet been officially acknowledged in the sciences. It has,
however, already inspired critical work in the environmental humanities (cf., e.g.,
Chakrabarty 2009). In the context of this emerging field of study, ecocritical risk study
can contribute significantly. The fact that the world risk society and the stage of the
Great Acceleration have developed simultaneously invites employment of the prem-
ises and analytical categories of an interdisciplinary risk theory and risk research in
order to expand a concept that is exclusively defined by the sciences into one that is
more fully aware of its sociocultural implications.

Echoing Beck’s thinking about modernity, Timothy Clark (2014, 86) regards the
Anthropocene as indicating “the advent of a kind of new, totalizing reflexivity as a
species.” For the first time, he argues, there is “the demand made upon a species
consciously to consider its impact, as a whole and as a natural/physical force, upon
the whole planet” (86). The Anthropocene poses a conceptual challenge that is
simultaneously a representational one. It insists on conceptualizing and represent-
ing “humanity” as an agent — while not losing sight of diversity and (cultural) other-
ness, both human and non-human, an issue that especially postcolonial ecocriticism
and animal studies have correctly identified as crucial to the ecocritical project (cf.
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710 Ecocriticism and Postcolonial Studies and 713 Animal Studies). It insists on a
new way of historicising, on conceptualizing and representing unprecedented time
scales — both in terms of the past and the future — ultimately widening the scope
towards geological time scales. And it insists on ways of conceptualizing and repre-
senting spatial globality that acknowledge both the materiality of place and space
and the impact of processes of deterritorialization. Ecocritical risk studies can con-
tribute to meeting these challenges by reading the Anthropocene as the age of manu-
factured uncertainties, as an age of radicalized uncertainty that is inevitably marked
by a degree of non-knowing and unpredictability. By investigating its narrative artic-
ulation both in factual and fictional texts across media, it can use the analytical cat-
egory of risk to address the various cognitive, affective, social, and cultural implica-
tions of living in the Anthropocene.

2 The Imagination and the Reality of Risks: Fact,
Fiction, Narrative

In more recent publications on the world risk society, Ulrich Beck increasingly paid
attention to the role of the imagination and of narrative. The reality of a risk, he argues
in World at Risk, depends on its “staging.” It needs the discursive representation and
communication of risks to make them real, to create awareness of a threat that might
result in catastrophe. Beck (2009a, 16) thus maintains that risks are collective cultural
constructions: “the staging of global risk sets in train a social production and con-
struction of reality.” Central to the staging of risk is the imagination, which figures in
a variety of speculative practices, thereby linking such seemingly categorically differ-
ent practices as probabilistic calculation and fictional literature: “People have always
tried to fill by imaginative means this irrevocable uncertainty regarding the spaces
of the future. These ‘imaginaries’ include religious conceptions of the cosmos, the
worlds of literature, and, of course, the sophisticated rationalities of probability and
risk calculation” (Beck 2009b, 292). The central role of the imagination, moreover, has
him introduce a new conceptual distinction in his definition of risk. He 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 spa-
tio-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. (Beck 2009a, 9-10, emphasis in the original)

The reality of risks, their influence on our subjectivities and on our personal and
collective notions of self, strongly relies on the imagination in its concretization as
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anticipation. It is risk scenarios, the creation of possible future worlds through narra-
tive, in which the anticipation of a possible future catastrophe expresses itself. Risk
scenarios come in the form of factual and fictional texts, in the graphs and statistics
of scientific modeling as well as in works of literature, film, and art. Moreover, risk
as the anticipation of catastrophe is marked by controversy, by differences in risk
perception and risk assessment that reflect the impact of a variety of factors. Risk
perception depends on the specific socioeconomic, political, geographic, and cul-
tural 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 society may be regarded as a perfectly calculable phenomenon in another, or
it may not even figure as a risk at all. Only if represented, narrated, and communi-
cated can the ‘controversially real,” the anticipated, be 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, narration, and communication, risk
research and theorizing about risk can certainly benefit from the study of fictional risk
narratives which have participated in the various risk discourses of the last decades.

As the emergence of ecocritical risk studies has begun to show, fictional risk
narratives do, in fact, contribute very specifically to risk discourses, both in terms
of theme and form (in addition to Heise’s work see the more recent essays in Mayer/
Weik von Mossner 2014). Their essentially unlimited imaginative and formal range
allows them to explore the complexity, and diversity, of individual and collective risk
experiences in ways that work with and at the same time transcend, and thus com-
plement, factual, scientific representation. They make use of a variety of knowledges
that mark the diversity of human perceptions and experiences of environmental risk,
including differences in vulnerability and adaptability to risk due to socioeconomic
inequality. Formally, a central critical concern has to be the question of genre and
narrative mode: What genres and modes have lent themselves to the representation of
environmental risk? Has the representation of risk generated new genre conventions?
Can an environmental risk narrative be considered a genre in its own right? Heise
(2002, 367), for instance, has drawn attention to the question whether it is “estab-
lished templates” or “new, experimental ones” that are chosen in single risk narra-
tives — a question that indicates the texts’ “cultural and ideological implications” and
thereby sheds light on the texts’ more general participation “in social and cultural
processes of risk communication.”

Moreover, the intellectual and affective appeal of fictional risk narratives may
succeed in making the various cultural, social, political, economic, and psychologi-
cal factors that figure in specific risk experiences more easily perceptible, intelligible,
and concrete than factual, scientific narratives could. Fictional risk narratives engage
their audiences both intellectually and emotionally and thus participate effectively in
the communication of risk which, as Paul Slovic has shown, relies on both analytical
and emotional responses. Risk perception, according to Slovic (2000, xxxi), does not
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exclusively depend on analytical reasoning, but also and indispensably “upon intui-
tive and experiential thinking, guided by emotional and affective processes” (cf. 727
Environmental Narrative, Embodiment, and Emotion).

All these features, finally, substantiate the argument that fictional environmental
risk narratives may contribute more successfully to the development of an eco-cos-
mopolitan environmental ethical stance than factual, for instance scientific or phil-
osophical, narratives which have to follow very different informational and rhetor-
ical rules. Philosophers like Martha Nussbaum, whose work puts emphasis on the
importance of language and narrative in the creation of the moral spaces in which
our subjectivities are constituted and in which our sense of self develops, often work
with literary texts. It is there, they claim, where a morally particularly rich language
can be found - a claim that ultimately defines literature as an indispensable site of
moral deliberation, as a specific mode of ethical inquiry. Nussbaum attests a reduc-
tionist quality to moral philosophical thought that is preoccupied with universalizing
theories about rights, duties and obligations, while neglecting the concreteness of
human moral experience. She argues that literary language — its formal structures, its
stylistic features and generic conventions — is able to express this concreteness much
more fully, that it is able to articulate moral notions, problems and dilemmas in a way
that the language of what she calls ‘schematic’ philosophy lacks:

Schematic philosophers’ examples almost always lack the particularity, the emotive appeal, the
absorbing plottedness, the variety and indeterminacy, of good fiction; they lack, too, good fic-
tion’s way of making the reader a participant and a friend; and we have argued that it is precisely
in virtue of these structural characteristics that fiction can play the role it does in our reflective
lives. (Nusshbaum 1990, 46)

Fictional environmental risk narratives thus tell stories about the anticipation of envi-
ronmental catastrophes. They develop risk scenarios that demonstrate what it means
to inhabit the world risk society, an inhabitation marked by a deterritorialized sense
of place, by controversy, and by the “sense of entrapment, unpredictability, and fra-
gility” (Clark 2014, 84) that characterizes the Anthropocene. In short, they work with
the multiplicity of meanings the term risk involves, from its technical or actuarial to
its diverse cognitive, affective, social, and cultural meanings. The anticipatory char-
acter of risk scenarios, moreover, marks the centrality of the conceptualization of time
in risk narratives. As Heise (2008, 142) has pointed out in her discussion of the rele-
vance of the apocalyptic and pastoral modes for risk narratives, risk scenarios differ
from apocalyptic scenarios “in the way they construe the relation between present,
future, and crisis. 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.” She, furthermore,
argues that apocalyptic narratives tend to “include an ideal socioecological coun-
termodel,” its representation usually relying on the pastoral. Risk narratives lack
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such a countermodel. They, in contrast, illustrate what Frederick Buell (2003, 76) has
described as “dwelling in crisis,” a state of being in which environmental crisis “has
become part of the repertoire of normalities in reference to which people construct
their daily lives” and which recognizes risks as the “sources of anxiety woven into
more and more facets of daily life” (2003, 198). Heise (2008, 141) claims that risk nar-
ratives “tend to emphasize persistent uncertainties” and often employ “high modern-
ist patterns of narrative [...] in their (implicit or explicit) emphasis on indeterminacy,
uncertainty, and the possibility of a variety of different outcomes” (142). In terms of its
temporal setting, finally, the environmental risk narrative can draw attention either
to the present — the moment of uncertainty when awareness of a risk figures promi-
nently and controversially in a culture, but has not yet led to catastrophe — or it can
draw attention to the future when a catastrophe has materialized; the period that
precedes this catastrophic future may also be 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. We can thus distinguish between risk narratives
of anticipation and risk narratives of catastrophe (Mayer 2014).

3 Environmental Risk Narratives: The Example of the
Climate Change Novel

One of the major global risks we are confronted with today is the risk of climate
change. As the latest IPCC report (2013) once again confirmed, decades of research —
and controversy about its results — have culminated in a by now overwhelming sci-
entific consensus that current global warming has anthropogenic causes. Climate
change modeling envisions drastic ecosystemic changes that involve a variety of
far-reaching geographical and biological transformations and pose a threat to exist-
ing life-support systems for the planet’s species. The melting of the polar ice caps,
of glaciers, and permafrost, the acidification of the oceans, the increase in extreme
weather phenomena, may result in large-scale migrations — not only of humans but
also of other species — and in large-scale species extinction. Such ecological changes
obviously also imply dramatic transformations of established economic, social, polit-
ical, and cultural orders.

Politics and public opinion in countries around the globe by now predominantly
acknowledge the existence of this risk. At the same time, however, engagement with
the specific threats climate change poses has, as of today, been inadequate. Fear of
the economic costs of drastic climate legislation and of the loss of political power
this might involve accounts in part for this inadequacy. Yet, inadequacy is also the
consequence of the fact that climate change is in many ways ‘intangible’ (Moser).
Greenhouse gas emissions are invisible, and their accumulation has occurred on a
temporal and spatial scale that not only eludes the individual’s direct perception,
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but in its effects also goes far beyond the life-time experience of any single gener-
ation. The effects of global warming are defined by latency, since cause-and-effect
relations, developing globally at a fairly slow pace, are hidden. Moreover, intangibil-
ity is also the result of global power relations. Manifestations of climate change that
have already been recognized are rendered invisible by reducing, or even eliminating,
their presence in media coverage and thus in processes of national and transnational
political decision-making. A case in point are migrant populations, climate refugees
that have had to leave their home environments due to, for instance, sea-level rise,
extreme weather events, or drought and water scarcity. They become “unimagined
communities” (Nixon 2011, 150-174) whose neglected presence illustrates that an
acknowledgement of the reality and possible future consequences of climate change
is firmly linked to socioeconomic privilege. Finally, it is the sciences that also account
for a sense of intangibility. Despite the overwhelming scientific consensus on the
anthropogenic causes of global warming, there is still, and has to be, a certain degree
of scientific uncertainty. Computer models of climate change are by definition only
approximations of future developments that occur on a global scale and manifest
themselves locally or regionally in very different ways. They are approximations, not
predictions. Scientific uncertainty thus remains a major source for hesitation — and
manipulation by vested interests — in terms of the acknowledgement that there is a
risk in the first place, in terms of its possible future effects, and in terms of the devel-
opment of national and international climate policies that would curb greenhouse
gas emissions more effectively.

Invisibility and latency of effect, the necessity to acknowledge and respond to
elusive temporal and spatial scales, global power constellations, and the issue of sci-
entific uncertainty: they all point toward the complexity of the risk of climate change,
illustrate the difficulties of relating individual or collective experiences to processes
of global ecological transformation, and indicate the representational challenges
climate change presents for both factual and fictional texts. With respect to the genre
of the climate change novel, they may also serve as an explanation of why this growing
corpus of texts has emerged fairly late. As Adam Trexler and Adeline Johns-Putra have
pointed out in their 2011 survey on Anglophone climate change literature, it is only in
the 1990s that the publication of climate change novels began to noticeably increase.

Climate change novels can be distinguished by their focus in terms of tempo-
ral setting. Drawing on Beck’s definition of risk as the anticipation of catastrophe,
a climate change novel can put emphasis either on a present that still anticipates
global collapse, or on a future when global collapse has already occurred. They can be
categorized as risk narratives of anticipation or as risk narratives of catastrophe. Risk
narratives of anticipation concentrate on developing a fictional world that is marked
by the cultural moment of uncertainty in a late twentieth/early twenty-first century
present, when awareness of the risk figures prominently in a society, when the first
symptoms of climate change in deterritorialized local places can be detected, but
have not yet led to full-scale, global climate catastrophe. By orchestrating a variety of
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different risk perceptions and by developing characters that respond differently to the
threat of climate change, the novels explore various subjectivities and processes of
identity formation in the world risk society. They demonstrate, in Beck’s words, how
risk shapes people’s expectations, lodges in their heads, and guides their actions.
The novels focus on the strong sense of uncertainty and controversy caused by the
intangibility of climate change — by its invisibility and latency of effect, its depend-
ence on national and global power constellations, and the contested claims of climate
science — and they explore the variety of responses triggered by it, responses ranging
from denial through apathy to activism. Future full-scale global catastrophe is envi-
sioned, but only rather briefly. While climate change is certainly under way in the
novels, while it is transforming the fictional worlds ecologically, socially, politically,
economically, and culturally, it still remains a process with an open outcome.

A few examples for climate change novels that can be categorized as risk nar-
ratives of anticipation are Susan Gaines’ Carbon Dreams (2001) Kim Stanley Robin-
son’s Science in the Capital trilogy, the novels Forty Signs of Rain (2004), Fifty Degrees
Below (2005), and Sixty Days and Counting (2007), Ilan McEwan’s Solar (2010), Iliya
Trojanow’s EisTau (Melting Ice, 2011), and Barbara Kingsolvers’s Flight Behavior
(2012). Formally, these novels rely largely on the realist mode, searching for a plau-
sibility of representation that comes close to their contemporary audience’s realities
and may thus be able to make the risk of climate change more concrete and tangible.
A striking feature of these risk narratives is their strong reliance on scientist charac-
ters. These characters serve several purposes: they introduce scientific information
on global warming and climate change, they address the controversy and uncertainty
that mark scientific knowledge, and they draw attention to the complex connec-
tions between science, politics, the economy, and the cultural realm. The novels also
employ the dystopian mode, first and foremost to depict the first destructive signs
and the ominous prospect of a changing climate. The use of the dystopian mode is,
however, often qualified by other modes, such as irony or the comic — modes that are
especially useful for highlighting complexity, ambivalence, uncertainty, controversy,
and openness.

Climate change novels that can be categorized as risk narratives of catastrophe
concentrate on creating a future fictional world when the risk has turned into catastro-
phe; when what used to be a climate change risk scenario has eventually materialized
in global climate collapse, spawning ever new risk scenarios. The novels envision and
explore worlds in which climate change has caused drastic, 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 and by attempts to create new kinds of civilization. The period that
precedes this future, the stage of anticipation, is often (sometimes very briefly) also
introduced in these narratives, usually by plotlines that alternate between the char-
acters’ present and their lives before climate collapse. In imagining a diversity of indi-
vidual and communal experiences of climatically changed futures, in exploring what
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it means intellectually, emotionally, and spiritually to live in a dramatically changed
dystopian world, these novels, too, make the risk of climate change more concrete
and tangible. Their focus, however, is on exploring the implications of drastic ecolog-
ical and cultural transformation — transformation that puts into stark relief that the
natural and the cultural are inextricably linked to each other.

Some American examples for this type of climate change novel are Octavia But-
ler’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 (2009),
and Dale Pendell’s The Great Bay: Chronicles of the Collapse (2010). In their focus on
future settings, these risk narratives of catastrophe deal in particular with the rep-
resentational challenge of the elusive time scale climate change implies. They employ
episodic, often fragmented, narration and explore their characters’ experiences of
various stages of climate collapse in terms of its multiple environmental, socioeco-
nomic, political, and cultural implications. The novels employ the dystopian mode of
representation rather than the apocalyptic mode; they offer representations of a con-
tinuing ’dwelling in crisis‘ rather than end-of-the-world scenarios. While the novels
by Butler, Boyle, and Amsterdam choose future settings that are still fairly close to
their readers’ present and move only a few decades into the future, Pendell’s novel
works with a timeline that goes far beyond conventional time scales. The Great Bay
covers millennia, thereby implicating human history in natural history and suggest-
ing the need to think within geological time scales (cf. Weik von Mossner 2014).

4 Conclusion

The example of the climate change novel shows that analysing fictional texts as risk
narratives reveals the complex ways in which they participate in the global risk dis-
course on climate change. Climate change novels, as well as fictional climate change
risk narratives in other media, probably most importantly in film, go far beyond pro-
viding information that factual scientific or journalistic texts are able to communi-
cate. They are free to explore the full range of experiences the world risk society has
generated in its diverse and historically changing manifestations across the planet,
taking into consideration the various cognitive and affective implications of these
processes. The fact that climate change fiction is, in general, much more easily acces-
sible than factual texts and reaches a much larger audience strongly suggests that this
form of risk communication must have played an important role in climate change
discourse, a role that has not yet been fully understood in its narrative articulations
and in its cultural effects.

As part of the ecoglobalist project of the environmental humanities, ecocriti-
cal literary and cultural risk studies will therefore continue to develop very specific
knowledge on the narrative articulation, the thematic, formal, and genre features of
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global risk fiction. It will provide insights into how it responds to the representational
challenges that global risks such as the climate change risk pose. It will reveal and
assess how these responses reflect and contribute to shape our awareness of what
constitutes global connectedness in the Anthropocene. By doing so, ecocritical risk
studies will significantly broaden the scope of interdisciplinary risk theory and risk
research.
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