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Abstract: Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behaviour (2012) is a clarion call for the 

forestalled eco-apocalypse – climate change or global warming. Unlike the post 

apocalyptic novels like Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), Maggie Gee’s The Ice 

People (1999), Jeanette Winterson’s The Stone Gods (2007), Flight Behaviour does not 

focus on the aftermath of any global disaster.  Rather, it concentrates on the growing 

urgency for the need of a bond with nature. To Kingsolver, not elaborating the 

catastrophe is one way of focusing on the challenges of interpretation and reception 

posed by the environmental crisis. In such a way, she offers insight into the exodus 

Monarch Butterflies, thereby linking their cocritic to the conduct of humans.  The 

present paper aims to focus on the impending effects of climate change, the ignorance of 

reality, and the challenges in acknowledging the truth about climate change on the basis 

of individual, environmental, economical, and political grounds.   
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We need to ask not what we can do for climate change, but to ask what climate change 

can do for us.       -   Mike Hulme 

Climate change is the defining challenge of our age.  The science is clear; climate change 

is happening, the impact is real.  The time to act is now. -   Ban Ki-moon 

The present-day world is prone to myriad atrocities like war, and terrorism. 

Environmental degradation is yet another burning transgression that remains dormant in the 

hidden pages of history.  Though it is not an age old affair that seeks attention at the very minute, 

it is equally undeniable that only in the past few decades the need for restoring the harmony 

between nature and humans are paid heed. Ecocriticism, an emerging field in contemporary 
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literary and cultural theory delineates the relationship between literature and environment in 

broader perspectives.   

Richard Kerridge rightly asserts that, “ cocriticism seeks to evaluate texts and ideas in 

terms of their coherence and usefulness as responses to environmental crisis” (5). It is also an 

irrefutable fact that the perception of any environmental risk differs from person to person, 

culture to culture, or from community to community.  In this vein, an ecocritical approach 

towards a literary text offers insights, if not an exact remedy, to revamp the global cataclysms 

like climate change, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, hurricanes, and flood.  

Among the environmental disasters, climate change, a global phenomenon, for example, 

is considered as one of the “wicked problems [which] afflict open, complex and imperfectly 

understood systems, and are beyond the range of mere technical knowledge and traditional forms 

of governance” (Hulme).  By introducing climate change into fiction, an author dares to get 

acquainted with the minds of people in a way even the scientists cannot. “Fiction,” rightly asserts 

Judith Curry, “is an untapped way of… smuggling some serious topics into [the readers’] 

consciousness” (“So Hot Right Now”).   

Barbara Kingsolver, a contemporary American novelist, short story writer, poet, and 

essayist who is renowned for her socially committed literary creations, proclaims that fiction is 

her mouth piece where she can verbalize the ‘scary subject’ climate change (“Climate”). Having 

penned six novels The Bean Trees (1988), Animal Dreams (1990), Pigs in Heaven (1993), The 

Poisonwood Bible (1998), Prodigal Summer (2000), and The Lacuna (2009) Kingsolver has also 

authored two nonfiction works: Holding the Line: Women in the Great Arizona Mine Strike of 

1983 (1989), and Animal, Vegetable, Miracle (2007). She has composed a poetry collection 

named Another America/Otra America (1993), three essay collections: HighTide in Tucson 

(1995), Small Wonder (2002), and Last Stand: America’s Virgin Lands (2002), and a short story 

collection: Homeland and Other Stories (1989).   

Flight Behaviour (2012) Kingsolver’s most recent novel is a clarion call for the 

forestalled eco-apocalypse, climate change. Apart from that, the novel also deals with 
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multifarious themes like identity, communication, class, poverty, community, and religion. 

Unlike the post apocalyptic novels like Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), Maggie Gee’s The 

Ice People (1999), Jeanette Winterson’s The Stone Gods (2007), Flight Behaviour does not focus 

on the aftermath of any global disaster, rather, it concentrates on the growing urgency for the 

need of a bond with nature. The aim of the present study is to expose Kingsolver’s unique way of 

converting experience into insights, i.e. science through fiction. 

Like her previous novels, Kingsolver in Flight Behaviour opens her forum with an array 

of questions so much like that of those from a scientist. The novel asks: How do we make our 

choices? Why is it tough to initiate a talk about climate change? What is worth believing when it 

comes to climate change? And why does the belief about climate change vary from one another? 

Kingsolver aims to focus on these possible choices an individual can make, and relates it to the 

change that an individual can spread to a community through the choices he/she makes. In the 

end, Kingsolver leads her discovery towards a new perception on how people arrive at their 

belief system, and the actual truths about the world.   

Having climate change in the background, the need for a realization or consciousness 

towards the natural world is brought to discussion via: the impending effects of climate change; 

the ignorance of reality; and the challenges in acknowledging the truth about climate change.  

Kingsolver instigates the impending effects of climate change through the unexpected 

appearance of the Monarch butterflies in the fictional background of rural Tennessee. Similarly, 

she blows so much life into the natural world, to make the readers visualize nature as one of the 

chief characters in her novel.  Kingsolver offers the spectacle of the butterflies as: 

Unearthly beauty had appeared to her [Dellarobia], a vision of glory to stop her in the 

road. For her alone these orange boughs lifted, these long shadows became a brightness 

rising. It looked like the inside of joy, if a person could see that. A valley of lights, an 

ethereal wind.  It had to mean something….  It was a lake of fire, something far more 

fierce and wondrous than either of those elements alone.  The impossible. (Kingsolver 

21-22) 
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Kingsolver begins projecting the differences in perception from Dellarobia, the female 

lead of the novel. Dellarobia on her way to uphill in search of an illicit pleasure finds the 

butterflies which seemingly alarms her to stop her pursuit. Whereas to the residents of 

Feathertown, the coming of the butterflies has got something to do with the rebirth of the Lord, 

or a symbol of resurrection, and to some they are the objects of annoyance. To Dellarobia’s 

father-in-law the butterflies are a means to allure tourists and eco-sightseers through which he 

can amass money to pay his debts.  To Ovid Byron, the entomologist, the butterflies appear to be 

a symptom of changing weather patterns.  

Presenting the conflicts as such, Kingsolver effectively brings in the varied divides: 

scientists and non-scientists; rural and urban; economy and ecology; religion and science; 

individual and community.  In spite of altering the daily routine of many inhabitants in 

Tennessee, the actual significance of the butterflies, a “disastrous manifestation of a changing 

climate,” remains unrevealed (“Climate”). Such an ignorance of reality leads to no introduction 

or brings in no conclusion to the talk about climate change. Ultimately it only travels to the 

impossibility of analyzing the truth.  

To Kingsolver, not elaborating the catastrophe is one way of focusing on the imminent 

effects, ignorance, and challenges induced by environmental crisis. In the words of Mike Hulme, 

“the novel [Flight Behaviour] moves away from the abstractions of apocalypse and [moves] 

toward the challenges of interpretation and reception posed by environmental crisis” (qtd. In 

Lilley).  Late in the novel, Dellarobia recounts the number of Monarchs: “Orange clouds of the 

undecided hovered in the air space above them…. She was wary of taking her eyes very far from 

her footing, but now she did that, lifted her sights straight up to watch them passing overhead….  

The numbers astonished her.  May be a million” (Kingsolver 596-597).  It is in this way she 

provides an outline of the environmental problems indirectly, and helps the characters to redraw 

the perceptions by themselves.   

The complexities posed by climate change do not end with the outer world. It has a 

considerable part in its depiction in fiction as well. If climate change is a controversial 

phenomenon in the outer world, it demands the same in fiction too. For example, an author has to 
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draw the complexities of the climatic conditions towards the difficulties in drawing its impact on 

a character or plot. This wilderness is evidently seen in the characters Dellarobia, and Ovid 

Byron where Kingsolver intend to be concrete about the environmental crisis.  

In order to provide an insight into the exodus Monarch butterflies, Kingsolver brings in 

the difficulties or challenges in addressing the circumstances through Dellarobia’s dual vision. 

One part of Dellarobia admires the Monarchs as a miracle, whereas the other shows her 

reluctance to accept the seriousness of the ambiance the butterflies has brought. Tom Cohen 

stresses on this state of flux as the “perpetual cognitive disjunctures that come up against the 

ecocatastrophic present” (17).  

Humans are the first one to become conscious of the diminishing ecology, and also they 

would be the last to talk about it.  After realizing that there is no use of saving the world that has 

any soul left in it, Dellarobia begins to amend her belief on climate change.  She “comprehended 

the terms of what she saw, [and] couldn’t turn away from it…. This time she had to see” 

(Kingsolver 594-597).  Accordingly, she determines to herself to lead her journey of life, 

ecologically conscious, though extinction is her destiny. Flight Behaviour reinstitutes what 

Frederick Buell has wrote about Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, that “the world (as of the writing 

of this sentence and presumably also the reading of it) has not ended; eco-apocalypse hasn’t 

happened” (ix). The novel thus parallels the ecological concerns of the real world towards 

fiction, so as to relate the need for consciousness in humans towards ecology. The present study 

concludes that Kingsolver’s Flight Behaviour is undeniably a journey towards eco consciousness 

that sheds light on the mysterious interplay of the natural world, and humans’ conflicted hearts. 

The study also offers scope for future researches in cli fi aka climate fiction as a separate genre 

in fiction writing.  
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