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Abstract

As the realities of climate change occupy an increasingly prominent position in all spheres
of contemporary societies, the producers of cultural products grapple with these dynamics
in their work. Even in texts where the climate and environmental concerns are tangential to
the primary narratives, authors of contemporary fiction tend to make at least some passing
reference to these dynamics. Fiction offers a space of almost limitless possibilities where writers
can offer radically innovative modes of being in a world that is changing at an unprecedented
rate due to anthropogenic activities. The construction of agency and the capacity of agents to
engage meaningfully with a planet in crisis will serve as the focus points of this article. I will
demonstrate how contemporary fiction successfully draws readers’ attention to the ubiquity
of the climate crisis and the necessity of environmental engagement in various ways. However,
I also suggest that these texts fail to meet the demands of this historical moment by mostly
not moving beyond various articulations of the problem. In other words, they expose the
environmental and epistemological challenges presented by the age of the Anthropocene, but
they do not move much beyond this exposure to suggest meaningful modes of activisms. I
will refer to novels that were published in 2022 and 2023 to illustrate how climate concerns
are dismissed, relegated to the margins of conversations amongst primary protagonists, or
associated with characters on the fringes of society. The selected novels are The Rabbit Hutch
(2022) by Tess Gunty, Birnam Wood (2023) by Eleanor Catton, The Life of the Mind (2022) by
Christine Smallwood and Eleutheria (2022) by Allegra Hyde.
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INTRODUCTION

The selected texts in which I will embed my argument offer characters who suffer
from different forms of agentic paralysis. Some of these characters are immobilized
by the enormity of the crisis, others are aware of the problem but use it only as
an opportunity for exercising some form of existential angst, and the characters
who do attempt to act do so in ways that are ineffectual at best. Despite their
apparent awareness of the need to act decisively, urgently and effectively, authors
present us with characters whose agency are compromised in various ways. These
representations of compromised agency perpetuate a sense of futility, and the
authors thus squander the opportunity to explore some of the most pressing
questions of our time. Questions about what an effective change agent could look
like, and how to be in the world ethically in the face of growing climate injustice are
glossed over rather than interrogated in any meaningful way. While the selected
texts fail to respond to these questions, they do offer considerable insight into the
rhetorical mechanisms through which agency and action are compromised. In
some examples, characters’ voices are pre-emptively marginalized and discredited
by labelling them as terrorists and in other examples characters are represented
as fumbling, out-of-touch idealists whose utopian visions of society are so far
removed from the mainstream that they have no chance of attaining a critical
mass of popular participation. As a literary scholar who is invested in envisioning a
future of environmental justice, I argue that these representations of compromised
agency can be useful in terms of exposing the discursive mechanisms through which
activism is circumscribed and change is constructed as impossible. By interrogating
these strategic maneuvers to maintain the status quo, a close critical analysis can
open avenues for asking probing questions and for thinking differently about how
to construct effective environmental agency. For the purposes of this article, I draw
on Heidi Toivonen’s research on constructions of people’s climate change agency
and I use her definition of agency “as the discursive attribution of a variety of
aspects of being—ableness or the lack thereof both to oneself and to other humans
in relation to climate change” (2). Agency in relation to climate change has yielded a
rich and multi-faceted body of scholarship with climate itself being conceptualized
as a phenomenon with agency in its own right. Adeline Johns-Putra and Kelly
Sultzbach explore the complex dynamics of human and climatic agencies and posit
literature as a space where “new climate imaginings” can take shape in ways that
allow us to “come to terms with the dilemma of how to decentre ourselves from
old ideas of observing, utilizing, or exploiting climate, while calling to each other
to collectively act in ways that respect it” (7). With the reference to the call to act,
Adeline Johns-Putra and Kelly Sultzbach mobilize notions of human agency, with
literature allowing us to imagine how such agency could potentially be constructed
and deployed in service of a respectful relationship with the natural world. In this
article, I will demonstrate how the selected texts offer literary representations of
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agency in response to climate change. While the characters in these texts seek
do exercise their agency in service of the environment, they do not manage this
effectively, and constructive collective agency in particular remains compromised.

Contemporary fiction has moved on quite significantly from the time when
Amitav Ghosh asserted that “climate change casts a much smaller shadow within
the landscape of literary fiction than it does even in the public arena” (7). This
statement comes in his influential work, The Great Derangement: Climate Change
and the Unthinkable, in which he argues that so-called “serious” literary fiction
and journals avoid the topic of climate change. As an author and a scholar whose
ancestors came from a village “on the shore of the Padma River” in “what is now
Bangladesh” (Ghosh 3), he is particularly well-acquainted with the myriad ways
in which the developing world have faced, and will continue to be confronted,
disproportionately by the consequences of climate change. In his interrogation of
the relationship between “serious” literature and climate fiction, he finds it “difficult
to imagine a conception of seriousness that is blind to potentially life-changing
threats” (Ghosh 7-8). Climate change has become a topic that literary texts are
increasingly grappling with in various ways. While climate fiction (or cli-fi) is now
commonly referred to as a distinct literary genre, Johns-Putra convincingly argues
that “climate change fiction names an important new category of contemporary
literature and a remarkable recent literary and publishing phenomenon, though it
is not necessarily a genre” (269). She offers a definition of “climate change fiction
as fiction concerned with anthropogenic climate change or global warming as we
now understand it” (Johns-Putra 269). The novels in which I am anchoring this
analysis contribute to the corpus of texts that engage with climate change and they
constitute climate change fiction in line with Johns-Putra’s conceptualization of it
as a category rather than a genre. Adam Trexler’s 2015 monograph, Anthropocene
Fictions: The Novel in a Time of Climate Change, notes that the exponential
growth of novels engaging with climate change makes it impossible to provide
any exhaustive account of these works. Nevertheless, Trexler’s text constitutes an
invaluable resource as it tracks the trajectories of how the novel has responded to
the dynamics of a changing climate. For the purposes of this article, it is necessary
to recognize that Tess Gunty, Eleanor Catton, Christine Smallwood and Allegra
Hyde are part of a significant literary lineage of authors who have, in various
ways and via diverse genres, been addressing environmental and climate-related
concerns for decades. Octavia Butler and Kim Stanley Robinson are two pioneering
authors who have been mobilizing the genre of science fiction to grapple with
environmental damage since the 1970s. Doris Lessing’s The Grass is Singing (1950),
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid'’s Tale (1985) and Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight
Behavior (2012) are just some examples of well-respected texts that are concerned
with destructive anthropocentric impacts on the environment. My selected
authors should thus be regarded as part of a much larger and long-established
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literary response to climate change. They are, however, operating within a cultural
context where popular consciousness about climate change and its accelerating
effects are more acute than ever. Now, more than ever, readers are engaging with
texts from a place of awareness that our environment and the life it sustains are
under threat. I argue that this makes it all the more important to interrogate the
efficacy of the agencies that are represented in texts. Fictional narratives can be
an invaluable resource in our engagements with climate change, but this will
require radically innovative authorial interventions. Gesa Mackenthun notes that,
“[f]or a growing part of humanity, especially but not exclusively in the global south,
[climate] dystopia is not merely a narrative but a daily experience” (7). Reading
from the Global South infuses my engagement with the selected texts with a very
specific sense of epistemic attunement, urgency and impatience. I am located
in a space under urgent threat, and this positionality shapes my interrogation of
climate agency in all my reading. When I repeatedly find fictional representations
of agentic paralysis in the novels I read, the stakes thus feel particularly high, and
these dynamics inform my literary critique in the rest of this article.

Ursula K. Heise is another important scholar who explores the dynamics and
problematics of storytelling in the age of the Anthropocene. She notes that the

anxiety that existing narratives, especially in their fictional variants, might so far have
fallen short of truly persuasive forms and strategies in their engagement with the
magnitude of climate change (and also other dimensions of the Anthropocene such
as biodiversity loss and population growth), has remained a recurring concern among
literary and film critics. (280)

Heise also draws on Trexler’s work to argue that contemporary narratives cannot
offer substantive engagement with climate change if they continue to be “limited
by existing cultural story templates” (280). The need to challenge known symbolic
templates and representational strategies in service of future-orientated imaginaries
in the time of climate change is a central concern of Shelley Streeby’s Imagining the
Future of Climate Change: World-Making Through Science Fiction and Activism.
Streeby’s work is especially relevant to my argument as she draws explicit linkages
between literary imaginaries and agency through activism. Although Streeby
relates her arguments to science fiction texts, I agree with her larger argument that
“lo]ur answers about the future of climate change must not come solely from the
sphere of science and technology, or they will be too narrow, not capacious enough.
The work of imagination is critical, and culture is a crucial contributor to that
conversation” (30). Streeby offers important insights into how science fiction texts
create worlds where characters respond to climate change through activisms that
are shaped by collective action and social movements. My concern in this article
is how characters in non-speculative fiction fail to exercise substantive agency in

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 128-146 © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>



Murray / Climate Change and the Construction of Compromised Agency 129

their responses to climate change. While I contend that serious literary authors
are now increasingly engaging with climate change in “serious fiction” (Ghosh 9),
there is still a tendency to represent the characters who really try to bring about
environmental change as people who are not serious or whose environmental
activities are not serious modes of engagement. This amounts to a representational
dismissal that compromises the value of fiction’s attempts to offer alternative
modes of being in a world in crisis as much as these texts compromise the agency
of the characters to whom I will refer in this article.

Even as environmental care and activism are represented as the ineffective
actions of characters who are often shown as damaged people, those in power
display a keen interest in pre-emptively neutralizing any threat they may pose to the
status quo. One of the tactics employed in all the selected texts is the mobilization
of the specter of terror. By labelling a group or an activist as a terrorist, they can be
alienated and thus removed from the mainstream and kept at the fringes of society.
Characters who do engage in direct environmental activism are thus designated
as the proper objects of institutional control and the authors of the selected texts
signal that they may just constitute a serious enough threat to warrant the attention
of figures of social order, such as the police and politicians. The selected texts thus
seem to have an unstable and contradictory stance regarding climate change and
the characters who confront our new ecological reality. These authors clearly regard
the reality of climate change as significant enough to include it in their “serious”
works of literature, but they seem to be unable to imagine characters who are able
to respond to the challenges in serious ways that have any real hope of bringing
about change. The very idea of seriousness becomes something that is toyed with
as some climate change activists take themselves so seriously that they become
ridiculous. When authorities who have serious power to exert social control talk
about climate activists, they are often so far off the mark that they themselves
become ludicrous. Even as the authors bring the notion of seriousness into literary
play, the actual seriousness of the climate change threat becomes ever greater. When
authors diminish or completely negate the seriousness of their characters’ attempts
to engage with climate change realities, their literary decisions risk perpetuating
a paralysis of the popular imagination where it becomes impossible to imagine
ways to act in service of the environment. In the next section of the article, I will
tease out how the agency of characters is compromised in two ways simultaneously.
First, this is accomplished by foregrounding their status as damaged people and
second, their voices are pre-emptively removed from mainstream conversations
via the terrorist label.

In his attempt to deconstruct the concept of “eco-terrorism’, Michael Loadenthal
notes how the “linguistic re-framings of animal rights and environmental activism
span a spectrum from the insidious to the mundane” (94). His analysis is particularly
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relevant for the purposes of this article for its exposure of the political and strategic
impetus of these framings as well as the consequences that arise once something
has been framed as terrorist related. He argues that the

framing of such socio-political movements [those dedicated to environmental and
animal issues] within a veneer of terrorism serves a variety of causes for the State in
question. Not only does it aid in the regulation of dissent through the construction of a
“good protestor/bad protestor’, activist/terrorist dichotomy [...], it also serves to provide
an impetus and justification for State manoeuvres which require a constructed enemy.
(95)

For the survival of the neoliberal capitalist system, the real enemy must remain
invisible, such an integral part of the system that it seems a natural element of it,
or so powerful that it feels beyond reproach. Mauro J. Caraccioli identifies global
capitalism as this enemy that cannot be named, and he asks, “what it is about
climate catastrophe that downplays the power of mass politics while simultaneously
exonerating capitalism as if it were a kind of ghost that cannot be exorcised” (12). In
interrogating this question, Caraccioli deploys another form and meaning of terror,
namely that of extreme fear. His analysis of this terror related to climate change
also circles back to the ways in which its dynamics operate to forestall meaningful
action and change. I quote his argument at length below because it resonates
powerfully with the questions that the characters in my selected texts ask, albeit
sometimes tentatively. His analysis also usefully brings into play how the different
conceptual iterations of terror, as fear and as violence against the state, can work
together to serve the maintenance of existing power structures in contemporary
capitalist societies. He contends that

climate terror aims at something more than disempowering collective action against
the whimsical, near-fantastical desires of the rich and mighty. The terror of facing the
end of the world—both literally and as we know it—most ably destroys the vestiges of
critical thought that should lead us to ask “who benefits?” from the state of our world
as it is. Climate terror in this sense is no different in its effects from what catastrophic
terrorism in the wake of September 11, 2001, achieved: an anxious population beholden
to the dictates of corporate media and its managerial political class. What is different in
climate terror is the intention. Instead of propping up the security state, discourses of
planetary collapse prop up market mechanisms that claim some facets of commercial
life are nonnegotiable, even when the world itself is at stake. (Caraccioli 21-22)

In the first section of my close critical analysis of the selected texts, I show
how the protagonists identify “who benefits” quite clearly as global capitalism
and how their attempts to challenge this reality are dismissed as not serious or
effective by the authors. In addition, I note how the authority figures in their
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fictional worlds deem the threat they pose to the status quo as serious enough
to mobilize the “terrorism” label. I selected these texts because they represent a
range of ways in which climate change agency is compromised. All the texts offer
characters who should have the skills and competencies to exercise meaningful
agency. In addition to two academics (Dorothy in The Life of the Mind and Sylvia
in Eleutheria), the selected novels represent various highly articulate characters
who are able to identify the problems and the powerful actors who perpetuate the
destructive engagements with the environment. They demonstrate considerable
critical acumen and analytical sophistication as they interrogate the “algorithmic
predators” (Blandine in The Rabbit Hutch) and the consumerist “paradigm” (Tony
in Birnam Wood) that work to maintain the status quo. Despite their knowledge
and desire for change, they remain unable to exercise agency in ways that can bring
about that change. While I do not claim that the selected texts are representative
of all contemporary climate change fiction, I argue that their representations of
agentic paralysis are concerning and deserve critical attention. Tori Tsui asks:
“When was the last time you read a novel that was as realistic about the climate
crisis as it was inspiring?” (21). The selected texts are realistic about the seriousness
of, and the threat posed by, the climate crisis, but they fail to inspire action because
they do not represent characters who exercise their agency with any meaningful
chance of making a difference. By analyzing how the selected characters’ agencies
are compromised in the novels, the article contributes to our understanding of the
dynamics that undermine constructive challenges to the climate crisis. Although
I do not pretend to offer solutions to compromised climate agency in this article,
I believe that there is value in scholarly engagement with the ways in which these
authors fail to capitalize on the opportunity to represent effective agency.

The first novel I will use in my analysis is The Rabbit Hutch (2022) by Tess
Gunty. The main protagonist, Blandine Watkins, attempts to challenge a group
of developers and politicians who plan to turn the last bit of greenery in her area
into part of a new housing complex. Blandine is barely out of her teens, but she
has already suffered what social services refer to as “repeated trauma” (Gunty 119).
Blandine’s extreme disempowerment does not prevent her from seeing how she is
trapped in a larger system of structural and systemic exploitation. In a discussion
of social media with a flatmate, she explains that she does not use it because it
is designed to keep people distracted and susceptible so that the “algorithmic
predators of late capitalism can pounce, enticing you to partake in consumeristic,
financially irresponsible forms of so-called self-care, which is really just advanced
selfishness” (177). She is well aware of how compromised her agency is as she
responds to her predatory teacher in one of their arguments by noting: “I'm not
smart enough to lead a revolution, okay? I'm very aware of that. All I know is that
we fucking need one” (270). Blandine is not able to bring about any meaningful
change and, by the end of the novel, the reader is surprised that she has even
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survived. Yet, a newspaper article that describes one of her protest actions against
the “development” project, suggests that she has a great deal of power and that she
is wielding it in a way that should scare people. As a scholar from the Global South,
I am acutely aware of how development discourses have been used to perpetuate
very problematic power imbalances, and I read Blandine’s critique of development
as urgent and necessary. Blandine dumped fake blood, dirt, small animal bones,
and some voodoo dolls (29) onto the tables during a celebratory dinner held at a
country club. The article headline refers to this as a “disturbing act” and it repeats
the word “attack” as it quotes various experts who discuss “organized sabotage”
(30) and refer to this as an “act of aggression” (32) before a police detective raises
the specter of terrorism by speculating that this was the act of “an ecoterrorist” (32).
The criminalization of Blandine’s protest is confirmed when the article appeals to the
public to come forward with information by contacting “1-80o- CRIMEFIGHTER”
(33). The ineffectiveness of Blandine’s protest is encapsulated in the short, simple
final sentence that follows the hyperbolic references to the threat in the rest of
the article: “The revitalization plan will proceed on scheduled pace” (33). In other
words, despite spending four pages detailing how Blandine posed a threat to the
good people of the town, her actions made no difference at all.

In her work on women’s roles in climate change discourses, Nicole Detraz (2023)
offers a useful overview of how contemporary scholars conceptualize agency in
relation to climate change. While recognizing a past focus on the systemic nature of
the climate crisis and a concomitant emphasis on institutional agency, she notes that,
“[o]ver time, however, global environmental politics scholarship has focused more
on the individual and the ‘everyday’ in environmental action” (Detraz 135). This is an
important intellectual shift, but one that needs to be approached with caution and
nuance. On the one hand, an over-emphasis on institutional agency runs the risk
of either absolving individuals of responsibility or it risks compromising the very
possibility that individual agency can make any meaningful difference in the face
of larger, structurally powerful actors. This would create scenarios where futility
and disempowerment would feed into individual agentic paralysis. On the other
hand, overstating the potential agentic power of the individual risks depoliticizing
what is in fact a profoundly political issue while also perpetuating a problematic
“individualization of responsibility” (Maniates 33). Detraz draws on the work of
Karen O’Brien, who deftly navigates this fine line by articulating the need for both
individually and structurally effective agency:

because of the scope and scale of transformations needed to reduce climate change
risks and vulnerability, a more expansive view of political agency is required—a view
that captures an individual’s ability to contribute to transformations both by changing
behavior and by influencing structures and systems. (1170)
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Blandine’s resistance takes place in a context where the town has been decimated
by the effects of an economically and environmentally unscrupulous automobile
industry (Gunty 138-41) and a mayor who insists that the “back-to-back floods”
(190) in the area are unrelated to climate change and what he refers to as “so-called
global warming” (190). He responds to concerns about the climate with a “posture
[ ] of dismissal” (190) as he regards any “national plans to fight the climate crisis” as
“measures [that] will harm the economy” (191). The prioritization of the economy
over the environment is a dangerous and unsustainable strategy, and scholars from
the Global South are particularly aware of the intertwined nature of economic and
climate justice (see, for example, Gonzalez and Atapattu). The people in the town
are rightly afraid that this new development that Blandine is protesting will leave
them worse off. The developers recognize that fear and, despite all indications that
it will eviscerate the last bit of ecologically semi-healthy space, they assert that,
“when people realize how beneficial our work will be for them, their children, their
grandchildren, they won't be so scared” (33). The developers’ spokesperson even
addresses Blandine in his remarks by saying that, “if he could send one message to
the aggressors, it would be: “We’re on your side” (33). Here he again frames protestas
aggression and he firmly establishes sides with Blandine on one side and economic
progress on the other. Blandine, with her layers of damage and her recognition that
she does not have the capacity to “lead a revolution” (270), is disempowered even
further by this narrative that places her in a position of antagonistic dichotomy
against the rest of the town, the developers, economic prosperity and the very idea
of a future. All these dynamics operate to ensure that her agency remains severely
compromised.

Although there is only space in this article to refer to Blandine, Gunty’s novel
offers a number of richly developed characters and sophisticated representations of
the various ways in which contemporary society alienates people from each other
and from a sustainable future in service of one that is dictated by the interests of
unchecked capitalist notions of progress. Gunty thus succeeds in representing the
problem, but the text fails to imagine characters who can meaningfully challenge
the prevailing status quo. Caraccioli insists on the power of “human agency” (12)
and he argues that, “[i]nstead of lamenting the challenges of climate change, critics
and activists should reframe our collective futures as a reckoning over where
our political imaginaries have failed” (12-13). The Rabbit Hutch laments these
challenges but, in its inability to move beyond Blandine’s compromised agency, it
demonstrates how both our political and cultural imaginaries continue to fail us in
our engagements with the climate crisis.

Blandine’s isolation, and the role this plays in her compromised agency, is
somewhat different from the sense of community that is represented in Birnam
Wood (2023) by Eleanor Catton, which will be the second text in this close analysis.
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Some of the protagonists in this novel form part of an “activist collective” (Catton
4), known as Birnam Wood, that plants food crops on land that is not being utilised
optimally. I will mostly be focusing on three of these characters, Mira, Shelley and
Tony. Unlike Blandine who protests without any real plan, Birnam Wood functions
according to a well-thought-out charter (19) and most members do not recognize
the limitations of their agency. The ambition of the founder, Mira, is described as
“nothing less than radical, widespread, and lasting social change, which would be
entirely achievable, she was convinced, if only people could be made to see” (19)
how much land and resources were being wasted, how harmful the entire “concept
of land ownership” (19) was, and how different things could be. Unlike Blandine,
Mira feels capable of both conceptualizing and leading the revolution that is needed
to staunch the bleeding of a planet that, according to most respectable scientific
statistics, is hemorrhaging. However, very early in the novel, it becomes quite clear
that Mira’s agency is as compromised as that of Blandine and her connection with
like-minded members of her collective is not as solid as she believes, even if she is
not aware of this.

The novel is marketed as a “propulsive literary thriller” and the villain is Robert
Lemoine, a billionaire who manipulates the members of Birnam Wood to further
his goal of unlawfully extracting resources from a protected area of New Zealand,
where the novel is set. Lemoine epitomizes rapacious capitalist greed, and he
exploits the compromised agency of this environmental activist group. Within
the first few pages of the novel, it emerges that there are schisms within the
collective of Birnam Wood. As Mira is away on the intervention around which
much of the main plot will revolve, Shelley is planning her departure as she is
finally able to admit to herself that she “wanted out. Out of the group; out of the
suffocating moral censure, the pretended fellow feeling, the constant obligatory
thrift..” (16). When Shelley initially joined Birnam Wood, it was a “defection from
the conventional economy” (16) and she now wants back in by accepting a job
offer. Although these characters take themselves and their activism very seriously,
Shelley’s decision seems to align with her mother’s dismissal of the whole endeavor,
where she referred “to the collective as a ‘hobby; and to her daughter’s involvement
with it as a ‘phase” (11). By including the mother’s perspective early in the novel,
Catton positions it as an adult voice and allows the reader to consider the actions
of the collective as a type of childish play-acting that is neither serious nor lasting.
This decision to opt back into the status quo, as signified by the acceptance of a
job offer, is one I read with frustration and epistemic impatience as it is part of a
range of options that are simply not available to the vast majority of people who
are navigating the very real effects of climate change from the Global South. Both
Shelley and Mira’s seriousness as agents of change is perhaps most pointedly elided
by the fact that they are both enthralled by Lemoine, to such an extent that he can
easily use them as pawns in his extraction plans. Shelley notes that Mira “had a
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peculiar relationship with money. She was uninterested in profit and at the same
time obsessed by growth, and she opposed most mainstream economic policy not
only on moral terms, but also on the grounds that it was imaginatively limiting’
(20). Significantly for the purposes of this article, the imaginative limitations of the
forces governing contemporary societies are never challenged effectively enough
to offer viable alternatives.

4

Like Gunty, Catton offers a convincing and comprehensive literary
representation of the problems and the challenges that are plunging the climate
ever further into crisis, but she also fails to imagine characters with the agency
to effect meaningful change. Catton represents a temporal space that appears
to be ripe for the revolution that Blandine had argued was necessary and her
fictional work is populated by characters with the confidence and commitment
to play a significant role in conceptualizing a new world order. Shelley notes that
the “political rout of 2016 had brought with it a new mood of deference towards
the radically unforeseen. Around the globe, forecasters had been chastened and
experts maligned” (16). While “in their place had come the disruptors” (11), the
disruptions never moved outside existing capitalist neoliberal modes of structuring
the world. Environmental activism was simply co-opted and integrated into the
existing system as “authenticity’, which could be cleverly “manufactured’; became
“the world’s most influential brand” (16). There may have been a “perpetually new,
unsettled climate’, but the basics stayed the same: “A new vocabulary had come
into force: Birnam Wood was now a start-up, a pop-up, the brainchild of ‘creatives’;
it was organic, it was local; it was a bit like Uber, it was a bit like Airbnb” (16).
Catton’s characters echo a point made by Toivonen, whose research finds that “[t]
he construction of agency in relation to climate change is very detailed discursive
work, as people draw from multiple societal discourses to craft varied discursive
positions of experiencing, knowing, and doing in relation to it” (1). The character
who is most aware of the need for larger systemic change is Tony. He makes a
surprise appearance at one of the collective’s assemblies and the points he tries
to make to challenge the status quo are met with resistance, defensiveness, and
outright hostility. Catton’s representation of the meeting alerts the reader to the
dynamics that are at play in the group, and this is the space in which Tony speaks.
Rather than functioning in harmony, the members are defensive and so intent on
doing things in a way that seems egalitarian, that the whole scenario becomes
overly precious and infused with virtue signaling. The assembly is called a hui, a
term with its roots in the Maori language, the catering consists of a “ceremonial
bowl of soup, the ingredients sourced from Birnam Wood planting sites” (96), and
some of the members are so quick to take offense that Mira describes one of her
fellow activists as “[a]ddicted to martyrdom” (102). The entire description of the
group reads like a collection of the most annoying clichés about activists.
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Tony articulates the problem and the extent of the change that is needed as
follows:

“You're still inside the paradigm, Tony was saying. ‘Can’t you see? You're still treating
people as consumers, you're just saying that they should consume more responsibly
and consume less. But as long as you keep talking in the language of the market, you're
never going to address the root cause of the problem, which is the market itself — and
how we’ve all become so fucking individualistic and consumeristic that we can’t even
conceive of anything any more except in market terms. If we want to mount any kind of
serious challenge to neoliberalism at all, we have to go way deeper than just challenging
our spending habits. We have to change the way we actually think.’ (99-100)

Tony’s reference to the need for a “serious challenge” is important for the purposes
on my argument. He sees that the group’s agency is not serious, and he is arguing
for a much larger socio-economic, systemic overhaul of the system. The crux of
his critique is similar to Audre Lorde’s famous argument that “the master’s tools
will never dismantle the master’s house” By locating this argument in a space
that resembles an out-of-touch and severely compromised commune, Catton
pre-emptively undercuts the seriousness of Tony’s very valid comments. Tony
continues to tie his objections to the lack of effectiveness of the group by saying
that they are “all just sitting around scolding each other for doing too much or not
enough” and he asks where that leaves us in terms of “hope” or any type of viable
“vision for the future” (103). Tony’s argument gains no traction with the group and
the meeting degenerates into sniping, people feeling outraged and Tony’s warnings
about Lemoine going unheeded. Like Tony, Lemoine understands that agency
without real solidarity and a vision for a future that people can believe in will
remain ineffective and compromised. Lemoine notes his dislike of “environmental
sanctimony” and wonders when “conservationists [would] finally figure out [...]
that you could not simultaneously beg for someone’s help and berate them” (220).
As the novel nears its end, Lemoine continues with his plans and uses Birnam
Wood with contemptuous ease while Tony finds himself feeling as disempowered
to change anything as Blandine does. He describes “a familiar surge of grief and
helpless rage at the reckless, wasteful, soulless, narcissistic, barren selfishness of
the present day, and at his own political irrelevance and impotence” (333).

The only one with a viable plan in the novel is Lemoine and he mobilizes the
terminology and assumptions about environmental activism as terrorism “to
destroy [Tony’s] credibility pre-emptively” (394) in case Tony manages to release
the evidence of Lemoine’s true activities. Interestingly, Lemoine gains his initial
foothold in New Zealand by cynically using the idea of climate terror, in the sense
of extreme fear of an apocalyptic future scenario. Lemoine is able to buy the land
he plans to raid by pretending to be “just a billionaire looking for a bolthole” or a
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“status-symbol survivalist hedging his bets against any number of potential global
catastrophes” (79), with a particular nod to the imagined future climate crisis. He
convinces both the seller and Birnam Wood’s members that he is interested in

“doomsday-prepping” (87) and that he is “totally one of those apocalypse preppers
or survivalists” (114). He uses the terminology of extreme fear of a disastrous future
climate reality, and he even invokes the role of global capitalist greed in creating
this terrifying future to convince Mira of his supposed plans: “Oh, I know the world
is going to hell [...] I know it’s burning up. And all because we’re so incredibly
selfish and greedy and polluting” (194). He tells Mira that the land is where he
plans to “see it out” by explaining that “[cJome the apocalypse’, this is where his

“bunker” (194) will be. Ryan Katz-Rosene and Julia Szwarc express their “concern
about the growing embrace of ‘eco-survivalism” (111), which they describe as “an
environmental discourse motivated by the idea of ‘riding out’ what is seen as the
inevitable collapse of the global economy and human population caused by severe
environmental degradation” (111). The introductory paragraph of their article (111-
112) resonates powerfully with Lemoine’s fictional storyline, including how he uses
what Tony refers to as “New Zealand’s pathetically obsequious courting of the
super-rich” (238) and how New Zealand citizenship and having “a place to escape
to in the event of an apocalyptic global crisis” (Katz-Rosene and Szwarc 111) are
constructed as part of a package deal that even comes with “shipping ready-made
bunkers to rural areas of the country, burying them underground and covering
all traces” (111). Katz-Rosene and Szwarc convincingly argue that, for those who
are interested in finding ways to assert effective agency in the time of the climate
crisis, the main concern with eco-survivalism is the way in which it “seems to
be motivated by the idea that collapse is inevitable and thus preparing for it is
preferable to mitigating or avoiding it” (113). They direct their argument to the
environmentalist movement, “warning of the dangers of resorting to an insular and
depoliticized form of action at a time when major structural changes to the global
political economy are urgently needed” (113). Birnam Wood, with their public
profile “defined in carefully apolitical language” (93) to avoid alienating people,
does not even get close to conceptualizing modes of action with the potential to
bring about the type of structural and systemic change that this historical moment
demands of us. For the purposes of this article, it is important to note that Catton’s
novel is either unable, or uninterested, in constructing an imaginary world where
such agency is possible.

The only member that does not accept this narrative is Tony, so Lemoine uses
“terror” in a different sense to deal with that threat to his plans to expand his wealth.
He paints the relatively powerless Tony as a “threat against [his] life” (394) and he
invokes the specter of terrorism by repeatedly referring to Tony’s arguments in
favor of holding the rich accountable and insisting on “environmental responsibility”
(394) as a “manifesto” (395). In their research on the form of manifesto as a genre,
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Julian Hanna and Simone Ashby explain the positive, generative potential of
manifestos as follows: “Manifesto writing can act as a tonic to counter stagnation—
it can generate radical new ideas by freeing us from the confines of careful speech
and complacency in times of crisis. Where there is a need for urgent action and a
dramatic change of course, there is a need for manifestos” (23-24). They argue that
manifestoes can “serve as useful tools for uniting people and pushing new ideas
into the public sphere” (Hanna and Ashby 26). Mira knows this and she tries to
resist Lemoine’s alignment of manifestoes and terror by saying that “lots of people
on the left wing write things like that” (Catton 395). However, Lemoine knows
that he is operating within a contemporary public space where the lines between
legitimate protest and terrorism have purposefully been blurred by powerful figures
who seek to infuse conversations with fear so that disruptors can be silenced, and
agency can be compromised. He paints an image of Tony as a “disaffected, sexually
frustrated, isolated young man, socially downgraded and rejected from a group he
once belonged to” (397) who commits the “unspeakable atrocity” (398) of killing
the members of Birnam Wood as part of his imaginary plan to kill Lemoine. Tony
only wished to expose Lemoine’s illegal activities, but he never gets the chance
to do so because he could not mount an effective defense against Lemoine, who
has the resources to discredit him. The novel ends with all the main characters
dead and, while “Tony knew that he was about to die” (422), he could do nothing
more effective than praying that someone would see the literal and metaphorical
fires blazing around him and “that somebody would come to put it out” (423). My
analysis has demonstrated that, while selected “serious” contemporary novelists
have become adept at imagining the fires around us, they are yet to offer characters
with sufficiently uncompromised agentic capacity to put out these fires.

The limitations and ineffectiveness of environmental activism in an imaginary
world in trouble constitute a tangential storyline in Christine Smallwood’s The Life
of the Mind (2022). The novel revolves around the abortion and the concomitant
introspection of Dorothy, who is an English professor teaching, amongst others,
a course titled “Writing Apocalypse” (20). The novel received glowing reviews in
publications ranging from The New Yorker to The New York Times so its credentials
as serious literature is impeccable and, like The Rabbit Hutch and Birnam Wood,
the text makes repeated references to the urgency of the climate crisis. As with
the previous novels, Smallwood offers serious space to representing the problem,
but she fails to imagine serious characters who have either the will or the ability
to develop serious solutions. Dorothy is convinced that she is living in a time of
impending climatic endings, and she notes that “[e]veryone knew this and the
knowledge weighed on them and they went on acting more or less as before” (23).
Dorothy does not even pretend to be an agent of change, but the novel is included
in my analysis for what it reveals about the ways in which Dorothy views characters
who do attempt to bring about change, and how she compromises her own potential
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agency. Despite her relatively powerless position as an adjunct professor in the
American higher education landscape, Dorothy is still part of academia and she
works as a literary scholar, which should be a space where critical and imaginary
innovation is possible. She and her students are arguably particularly well-placed to
be constructed as serious subjects with meaningful agency. Yet Smallwood makes
a point of alerting readers that innovation and solutions are not to be expected
here. Dorothy circumscribes new modes of thinking by resorting to a “grading
rubric” with a “text [that] was boilerplate” and, when her students in this class on
apocalyptic writing challenges her, she silences critique by “pointing back at the
rubric and shrugging helplessly before its power” (21). Dorothy does not expect
change, and she actively looks for ways not to take any attempts at change seriously.
Without getting into a critique of contemporary academia, it is worth noting that
Smallwood’s novel offers denial, impotence, almost delusional ineffectiveness and
cliché when it comes to both Dorothy and the characters on the margins of the text
who try to exercise environmental agency.

Within the first five pages of the novel, Dorothy deploys some very dated clichés to
refer to people who opt for an environmentally friendly alternative to tampons. She
dismisses them as serious people by saying: “Hippies used them, vegans, people like
that” (17). She also distances herself from them through the terminological othering
inherent in the phrase “people like that” Her sense of isolation and her dismissive
attitude to environmental agency again emerge a few pages later when she describes
an email she receives from one of her students, Jessie. Jessie notifies Dorothy that
she will miss a class “because the leaderless environmental activist group of which
she was a member was doing an action with a group on another campus” (24).
She continues to note that the “student signed off with the word ‘together. As in
‘Together, Jessie’ Dorothy did not reply. She did not feel together with Jessie” even
though she admits that she “felt sympathy for Jessie’s principles” (24). The notion
that a leaderless organization will necessarily be ineffective is implied here and
resonates with Birnam Wood’s unsuccessful attempts to construct a group that
does not adhere to hierarchical ways of thinking and operating. While Jessie seems
to take her activism seriously, Dorothy clearly does not take her seriously and she
describes another encounter with environmental work when she is approached by
a canvasser as follows: “Do you have a minute for the environment?’ the moustache
asked. His tone was a master class of contradictions whose overriding effect was to
signal that he was aware of the absurdity of his performance and was, like Dorothy,
just trying to make it day by day in America” (29). Dorothy regards this man and
Jessie’s actions as performative and not serious enough to mean anything.

In another reference to a character’s attempts at dealing with the climate crisis,
Dorothyreferstoapodcast where her therapist talks about “an obsessive-compulsive
barista who had gone into debt outfitting a doomsday cabin” (189). As she reflects
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on this episode, Dorothy admits that “[t]hings were definitely not okay in the world;
the question was whether they were not okay in such a way that a cabin would make
a difference” (190). The novel offers a vision of the future in the form of imaginary
children that are living on rafts because the world has become uninhabitable.
These children visit Dorothy’s thoughts and ask “what she had done” (25) to protect
the earth. They mock the very notions of signing online petitions, composting,
and donating money to environmental groups as ludicrously inadequate. These
children “did not accept the possibility of an apolitical life” (30), yet Dorothy insists
that her “personality is all wrong for cooperative action. For action in general”
(31). Dorothy’s agentic paralysis resonate with Rosene and Szwarc’s description
of eco-survivalists who, they argue, “are not completely unlike many individuals
who recognize the risks brought about by environmental damage but do little
to advance the structural and revolutionary changes required to deal with these
problems” (117). In their analysis, Rosene and Szwarc draw on Eddie Yuen’s tellingly
titled chapter, “The Politics of Failure Have Failed: The Environmental Movement
and Catastrophism,” in which he warns against “catastrophe fatigue, the paralyzing
effects of fear, the pairing of overwhelmingly bleak analysis with inadequate
solutions and a misunderstanding of the process of politicization” (16). In Dorothy,
Smallwood has created a nuanced character who understands the problems and the
magnitude of the challenges the planet is facing, but she does not regard herself as
someone with the capacity to exercise meaningful agency in service of change. On
the final page of the novel, Dorothy briefly wonders whether the “point of Writing
the Apocalypse was to get beyond the frame of the apocalyptic” (200). The pursuit
of this line of thinking could have proven generative and could potentially have
yielded imaginaries of effective agencies. However, we see how Dorothy deals with
her students’ final essays with a lack of any real engagement “before dumping each
one carefully, respectfully, into the trash” (200).

In the final novel to which I will refer, Eleutheria (2022), Hyde represents several
of the dynamics that emerged in the other novels in which I embed my analysis.
Like Blandine in The Rabbit Hutch, the protagonist, Willa, comes from a severely
dysfunctional childhood and she devotes her young adulthood to fighting climate
change. The novel offers another university professor, this time tenured at Harvard
and named Sylvia Gill, who is trying to navigate a way forward, as well as terminology
associated with revolution, terror, and “visions of apocalypse” (Hyde 33). Willa’s
description of the desperation of the climate refugees to whom the media refer
as “boat people” (18) calls to mind the “raft children” (Smallwood 30) who haunt
Dorothy’s consciousness, and the reference to the “ultrawealthy” who “fortified
their doomsday hideaways in New Zealand” (178) echoes Lemoine’s cover story in
Birnam Wood. The specter of climate refugees is one that resonates powerfully for
a scholar who is reading from the Global South. Sanjay Chaturvedi and Timothy
Doyle interrogate Global North constructions of “imaginative geographies of
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millions of impoverished Afro-Asians being uprooted and displaced from their
habitat and crossing borders in search of the greener and securer pastures” (109).
While there are many moments of resonance between these four selected texts,
the next section of this article will focus on the ways in which Hyde represents
limitation and failure in her constructions of environmental agency, both at the
level of individual actors and of collective movements. I also end the analysis with
this text because it is the one that manages to signal some ideas towards a viable
way forward. The novel understands that, for people to invest in a future and to opt
into movements that work towards a different relationship with the environment,
there “must be an alternative. A new ship, not a life raft: an offer of salvation that is
at once familiar and improved. There must be the promise of more, not less” (67).
In Sylvia Gill, Hyde constructs a serious character who engages with the threat
of climate change in a serious, meaningful way. She can only do so anonymously
because her manifesto for a new future and her position at Harvard could not be
reconciled. She ends up losing everything and her neighbor has a ready narrative
to make sense of what happened to “[t]his respectable lady” who “quits her job at
Harvard” (318). The neighbor now insists that she “always knew [she] was trouble
... Consorting with terrorists and anarchists” (318). Hyde thus manages to offer her
readers cautionary warnings about how environmental agency is compromised
and some hope for future actions that contain the possibility of positive change.

Willa’s parents can be read as an example of Caraccioli’s (2012) argument about
extreme fear eradicating the ability to think critically and to act effectively. Willa
explains how they were so terrified of the end of the world that they tried to make
a life off the grid, but she understands that they were not “logical” (42). Their

“doomsday prophesies” (60) continue to seep into Willa’s thoughts to such an extent
that they “kept [her] awake at night, brittle with despair in daytime” (61). Willa is
drawn to a prototypical utopian society called Camp Hope that lives according to
a manual titled Living the Solution. Unlike her parents’ focus on danger and threat,
Camp Hope aims to “show an environmental future that does not appear punitive,
but rather appealingly liberatory” (75). They understand that, in order to move
from the margins to the mainstream, they “must appear respectable and familiar’
(68) and steer clear of the ways in which “other environmental movements have
failed again and again” by coming across as “freaks and nutjobs” (68). In the end,
Camp Hope turns out to have been built on a lie, and a stunning act of collective
violence makes it easy for the resulting “media frenzy” (298) to mobilize the label
of “ecoterrorism” (289) in their attempt to make sense of the deaths of a number of
the members. Willa’s reflections reveal how such terror can become a disciplinary
tool that shores up the power of authority figures who are invested in maintaining
the status quo. She describes how political parties gained “easy access to voters
made fearful in the face of wildfires, fracking earthquakes, a corn blight, disasters
arising one after the next” (268). She also explicitly links this denotation of terror to
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paralysis and a public that can be manipulated: “Climate change had become a new
bogeyman-—or, rather, a bogeywoman. The terror of Mother Earth, her kamikaze
revenges, made the public pliable” (268). Although they used this terror to appeal
to voters, “[u]dergirding the platform, the same principles applied: consolidation
of power, resources for the elite” (268). Climate terror here compromises agency
by dulling critical engagement and disempowering citizens to the extent of
immobilization.

Willa spends large parts of the novel epitomizing a damaged character who is
idealisticallyseekingawaytobeapartofacommunityandasolution. Asshe navigates
her way through a world her parents had taught her to fear, she exposes various
limitations in the environmental activism of Camp Hope. Through her focalization,
the reader is encouraged to critique the performative environmentalism of the
Camp Hope members in their “vegan-leather flip-flops, vegan-leather sneakers,’
slogan T-shirts, and bamboo toothbrushes (67). Sylvia’s critical voice shapes Willa’s
interrogation of the effectiveness of these strategies even when she is not there, as
Willa can imagine that “she likely would have said. Barba non facit philosophum. A
beard won’t make one a philosopher” (68). The use of the Latin here reminds the
reader of the space of immense privilege from which Sylvia speaks and, while Willa
is strongly influenced by Sylvia, she notes that a “beard helped, though” (68). Both
Sylvia and Willa are right about this, and through these different but complementary
viewpoints, Hyde signals the need for nuance and the embrace of complexity in
effective activism. Willa’s social marginalization and disadvantaged background
make her well located to interrogate the principles according to which Camp Hope
operates. For instance, some members note that only one member has access to
the internet and that he “reads all the bad news about climate change so [they]
don’t have to” and that this “is so important, because depression was a big issue
with past environmental movements. Everyone was hampered by despair—” (83).
The potential danger of filtering information through a single person is obvious.
This is another example of how Hyde offers an accurate account of a problem with
environmental activism while simultaneously inviting the reader to interrogate it
critically. The despair that comes from dealing with the enormity of the climate
change problem is a real phenomenon, but Willa’s experiences with her delusional
parents have taught her that being removed from the real world and trying to “live
in a beautiful bubble” (83) will not be a wise way to deal with the challenge of
despair. Willa’s parents died in their isolated “cabin in the woods ... so hopeless in
the face of the world’s challenges they’d given up on living” (90). Willa thus knows
that she needs to find a way to live with hope, meaning and connection and this
knowledge comes with a deep understanding that she should be skeptical of any
proposed way of accomplishing these things. When this understanding meets the
critical scholarly voice of Sylvia, Hyde constructs an imaginary agency that is both
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self-reflexively astute in terms of spotting gaps in solutions and invested in the
creation of a viable way forward.

Willa and Sylvia clash over Willa’s uncritical embrace of the Freegans, who
gather discarded food and other items from dumpsters. The description of the
Freegans as horizontally organized and communally led resonates strongly with
the ways in which protest movements are represented in the other novels. They
even resist being called a group in favor of a “grouping” with “no official doctrine,
no official leader, no official meeting times” (115). Similar to Birnam Wood’s focus
on utilizing space optimally and planting food crops in unexpected places, they
also regard “tearing up pavement and planting gardens in the streets” as part of the
“revolution” that centers around an “anti-consumerist lifestyle” (124). Willa regards
the Freegans as a “burgeoning social phenomenon” (125), and she wants Sylvia
to study them “for a scholarly paper”. Rather than capitalizing on the disruptive
potential of this group, Willa can only imagine them as effective by bringing them
into the respectable frame that comes with scholarly attention. This suggests that
Willa’s thinking is not as radical as the thinks it is. As the Freegans expand their
protests, they spark a backlash from the authorities, which include disciplinary
mechanisms like a “curfew;,” police “pat-downs and checkpoints” and the “official
stance” that these “riots were incited by a group of highly secretive decentralized
antiestablishment terrorists” (132) who are constructed as “radicals threatening
the fumes of the American Dream” (133). Willa describes Sylvia as “a merchant of
perspective” (175) and she wants her to mobilize the respectability that comes with
her academic position to rehabilitate the Freegans so that the public would realize
that they “weren’t a radical decentralized terrorist network” but “an amassing of
individuals awakened to what civilization could be” (175). Willa’s disappointment
is profound when Sylvia writes a newspaper piece in which she deconstructs the
potential of the Freegans as a source of change and dismisses them as “[d]esperate
dreamers” who “are mere pests to the powers that control our global order” (253).
The perspective Sylvia gives is to Willa as she demolishes her “fantasyland” (254)
and dismisses the Freegans’ ideals and revolution as “self-soothing gibberish” (254)
that has no chance of bringing about real change.

Through a close, critical analysis of selected contemporary novels, this article has
revealed the imaginary limitations that hamper the fictional creation of agents who
have the capacity to intervene effectively in the current climate crisis. Although the
authors all represent the realities and far-reaching implications of a rapidly changing
climate in their work, their characters do not possess serious environmental agency.
These characters are aware of the urgent need for meaningful action, but they
either fail to try to exercise their agency, as in the case of Dorothy, or they exercise
agency in ineffectual ways, as in the case of all the other protagonists. I have argued
that these examples of compromised agency constitute a significant gap in fiction’s
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response to and engagement with climate change. While I do not suggest that all
authors of fiction necessarily need to make climate change a thematic priority,
these texts all choose to represent various aspects of climate change and they all
offer characters who have something to say about environmental activism. By
interrogating what they say and how they say it, I have illustrated that there is a
severe lack of imaginary innovation, and the opportunity for literary disruption of
the status quo remains untapped. Representing the challenges that climate change
poses is an important discursive and creative exercise. However, this is a historical
moment that calls for effective solutions rather than endless articulations of the
problems. Literature is a space where worldbuilding can be radically different and
where characters who can make a difference can be imagined. Literary scholars
should be concerned when authors are either unable or unwilling to move beyond
representations of compromised agency in their fictional engagements with climate
change.
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