
Resumo

A ficção climática tem se tornado um gênero cada vez mais relevante para explorar os 
desafios ambientais que nosso mundo enfrenta atualmente. Este artigo reflete sobre a 
ausência de engajamento social e político com a crise ambiental e o papel potencial da 
ficção climática em gerar empatia e inspirar ação diante do problema. Além disso, o 
artigo analisa três obras de ficção climática— The Netherlands Lives with Water de Jim 
Shepard, Venice Drowned de Kim Stanley Robinson, e The Living Mountain de Amitav 
Ghosh. Através da lente dessas narrativas, o artigo explora como a ficção pode trans-
cender as limitações do discurso científico tradicional ao envolver emocionalmente os 
leitores. Essas histórias convêm a urgência da crise de uma forma mais relacionável 
e impactante. Por fim, argumenta-se em prol do valor da ficção climática como uma 
ferramenta crítica de conscientização para promover a ação climática.
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Abstract

Climate fiction has become an increasingly relevant genre for exploring the envi-
ronmental challenges facing our world today. This paper reflects on the absence of 
social and political engagement with the environmental crisis and the potential role of 
climate fiction to spark empathy and inspire action towards the issue. Furthermore, 
the paper examines three works of climate fiction—The Netherlands Lives with Water 
by Jim Shepard, Venice Drowned by Kim Stanley Robinson, and The Living Mountain by 
Amitav Ghosh. Through the lens of these narratives, the paper explores how fiction 
can transcend the limitations of traditional scientific discourse by engaging readers 
emotionally and imaginatively. These stories detail ways in which to provide a more 
relatable and impactful means of communicating the urgency of the crisis. Ultimately, 
it argues for the value of climate fiction as a critical tool in motivating climate action. 

Keywords: Urban Environments. Literature. Climate Change. Culture.

Paisag. Ambiente: Ensaios, São Paulo, v. 35, n. 54, 2024.

https://doi.org/10.11606/issn.2359-5361.paam.2024.232065

PROJEÇÕES FICCIONAIS, CATÁSTROFES ANTECIPADAS: O PODER DA FICÇÃO 
CLIMÁTICA NO ENFRENTAMENTO DA CRISE AMBIENTAL

FICTIONAL PROJECTIONS, ANTICIPATED CATASTROPHES: THE POWER OF CLIMATE FICTION IN 
ADDRESSING THE ENVIRONMENTAL CRISIS

Mariana Pereira Guimarães
Hermano Luz Rodrigues



2

Paisag. Ambiente: Ensaios, São Paulo, v. 35, n. 54, e232065, 2024Mariana Pereira Guimarães e Hermano Luz Rodrigues

1. Introduction

Despite the growing body of data projecting alarming trends related to 
climate and environmental change, these issues often fail to resonate 
with the general public, and the urgency for action remains largely un-
met. Rather than engaging with the problem, many continue to contribu-
te to its escalation through practices that harm the environment. Recent 
scholarship, however, has begun to emphasize the role of fiction—speci-
fically, climate fiction—as a means of connecting with the public in ways 
that factual data alone cannot. By leveraging narrative tools, climate fic-
tion has the potential to evoke empathy, challenge entrenched mindsets, 
and encourage action among non-expert audiences. This paper explores 
the intersection of climate change and climate fiction, offering an over-
view of how narrative storytelling can engage with environmental issues. 
It analyses the role of climate fiction in raising awareness and shaping 
perceptions while also examining three specific climate change-themed 
stories to highlight how these narratives can present complex environ-
mental challenges in relatable and compelling ways, fostering both un-
derstanding and action in the face of the crisis.

2. Evidence-Based Climate Catastrophe

The vast majority of the scientific community agrees that global climate 
change is caused largely by anthropogenic forces (Kintisch, 2014, p.21). 
According to Hartwell (1990), after farming, the 1750 Industrial Revolution 
marked the biggest break from traditional modes of life and production in 
human history. The efficient use of science and technology since the Indus-
trial Revolution—initially by Western countries and later transposed to the 
rest of the world—ignited a series of events, described as “development,” 
that has led to mounting emissions of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. 
By increasingly adding CO2 and other heat-trapping gases to the atmos-
phere (known as greenhouse gas emissions, or GHGs), human activity has 
created a global greenhouse effect that slowly warms Earth’s surface. The 
dramatic increases in land, ocean, and atmospheric temperatures, melting 
glaciers, rising sea levels, and greater variability in local climate and wea-
ther patterns are only a few of the observable and measurable symptoms 
of climate change.

Far worse than the current observable changes are the expected damages 

to the environment in the years to come, according to projections. The 
2018 IPCC report (IPCC, 2018) paints a detailed picture from a scientific 
viewpoint: “Human activities are estimated to have caused approximately 
1.0°C of global warming above pre-industrial levels, with global warming 
likely to reach 1.5°C between 2030 and 2052 if it continues to increase at 
the current rate.” Even today, climate change is already being felt and is 
affecting contemporary life on a large scale, as seen in the intense hurrica-
nes striking the Caribbean and the southwest United States (Pulver, 2024). 
Some of the other ongoing developments linked to climate change include 
species extinctions (Ceballos, 2015; Chalek, 2013), massive coral bleaching 
(Eakin et al., 2019), the disruption of island nations (Baruah, 2023), and 
the eviction of isolated indigenous communities (Ram and Shahzar, 2024).

In 1973, design theorists and planners Horst Rittel and Melvin M. Webber 
identified natural disasters as part of the “wicked problems” of modern 
societies: issues that are complex, intractable, open-ended, and unpredic-
table (1973). In 2007, the term “super-wicked problems” was coined by 
Kelly Levin, Benjamin Cashore, Steven Bernstein, and Graeme Aul. They 
argued that “super-wicked problems” represent a new class of global en-
vironmental challenges where the window for taking meaningful action on 
a global scale is rapidly closing (Levin et al., 2007). Furthermore, the scale 
and complexity of these issues mean that we might never fully unders-
tand their future impacts on contemporary societies. Climate change falls 
squarely within this category due to its vast ramifications and the scale and 
complexity of the risks it poses.

The atmospheric science concerning climate change is extensive. With the 
concentration of greenhouse gas emissions at current levels, global tem-
peratures will continue to rise over the next ten, thirty, fifty, and even a 
hundred years (Matthews and Weaver, 2010). In terms of geological time, 
the rate of change in modern civilization is unprecedented (Garric, 2024). 
However, from an individual’s perspective, this change may feel like a slow 
process and can often go unnoticed. Nevertheless, whether perceivable 
by the senses or not, the shift is occurring. Even if emissions were halted 
today, the inertia of the climate system would still cause above-normal 
warming, melting polar ice caps, and rising sea levels. 

With abundant and accessible information from credible sources, one 
could expect ubiquitous understanding and advocacy of the crisis. But that 
is not the case. Despite the plethora of alarming reports, many non-ex-
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perts struggle to comprehend or make sense of abstract figures and data 
-- such as the implications of a 1.5°C temperature increase in everyday 
life. Even worse, is the surge of climate change deniers and the inaction 
from particular governments. Author Mike Hulme explains that, although 
climate change is a global phenomenon, people tend to connect mostly to 
what happens at their local level, such as in their neighbourhood or city 
(Hulme, 2009).

3. Climate Impacts And The Urban

If Hulme is correct, urban life may be a key component in shaping percep-
tions of global environmental change impacts. Urban life may also be an 
essential topic to rethink what it means to inhabit, be part of the environ-
ment (and alter it), and navigate the many relationships between human 
and nonhuman life (Mączyńska, 2020).

What we define as “urban” is a historical process that has intensified 
and accelerated since the early twenty-first century (Lefebvre, 2003). 
Following World War II, increased urbanization shifted development pat-
terns, creating a world that predominantly revolves around urban lifestyles 
and consumption. Today, cities are at the center of resource trading, pro-
cessing, and consumption (United Nations, 2004). Although the built en-
vironment occupies only two percent of the world’s landmass (Schneider, 
Friedl, and Potere, 2009), its climate impact is enormous. 

In 2014, the WRI, ICLEI, and C40 Cities Program collaboratively launched 
the Global Protocol for Community-Scale GHG Emission Inventories 
(GPC) to help local governments measure and report urban-related GHG 
emissions more precisely and reliably. Recent reports indicate that the 
world’s cities emit 70 percent of all global carbon dioxide and consume 
over two-thirds of the world’s energy (World Resources Institute, 2014). 
This figure can rise to nearly 80 percent when emissions from the con-
sumption of products and services are included. These statistics position 
cities as the primary drivers of global climate change, yet they are also 
among the most heavily impacted.

Traditionally, human settlements have benefitted from the proximity of 
water bodies for the consumption of natural resources, easiness of trans-
portation, or lucrative port activities. Now, over 90 percent of all urban 

areas are in coastal regions, putting most cities at risk of flooding from 
rising sea levels and more frequent and intense weather events (Kulp and 
Strauss, 2019). Droughts and desertification processes will be more com-
mon, causing water shortages in densely populated regions. Additionally, 
cities will become hotter.1 Besides the well-known summer heatwaves, 
the heavily paved and constructed environment, alongside anthropogenic 
heat sources such as traffic and air conditioning, causes cities to absorb 
and retain heat during the day. This phenomenon is called the Urban Heat 
Island (UHI) effect. Extreme heat causes several health impacts, affecting 
mostly children and older adults (Petkova, Morita, and Kinney, 2014). He-
atwaves can be especially deadly and according to the World Health Or-
ganization (WHO, 2016), they rank amongst the disasters that cause more 
deaths in northern parts of the globe, on an early basis. If no actions are 
taken, the cities of the near future will be hot and mostly flooded.

Studies show that most cities are slower in adapting to and preparing for 
heat waves than other threats such as floods (Mehrotra et al., 2009). Adap-
tive capacity can vary between regions and is strongly linked to local politi-
cs and governance (Engle, 2010). From the citizen’s perspective, every day 
and immediate problems at an individual level are the most overwhelming: 
increased rents, higher living costs, and fluctuating job markets, for exam-
ple, make it hard to take into consideration problems that are non-imme-
diate or of a larger scale. According to research rooted in psychology and 
behavioral economics, this phenomenon is known as temporal discounting 
(Frederick, Loewenstein, and O’Donoghue, 2002). 

Scholars have suggested a connection between one’s decision-making of 
distant events (e.g. life-planning or retirement savings) and their ability to 
identify and assimilate themselves within such events. (O’Donoghue and 
Rabin M, 2000) Hal Hershfield, a psychologist aiming to investigate such a 
connection, conducted experiments in 2011(Hershfield,2011) by showing a 
group of participants a virtual-reality image resembling an older version of 
themselves. Then, he asked that group and a control group about distant 
future decision-making tasks, such as retirement savings.  He concluded 

1 In the climate fiction book “Odds Against Tomorrow” (2013) the author Nathaniel Rich describes an 
unusually hot summer in New York City: “The city had been spared blackouts, but during a particularly 
strong heat wave in July, when the temperature hit 106, cars broke down in the streets and city worke-
rs watered the George Washington Bridge with fire hoses to prevent it from locking when its plates 
expanded”. These scenes are corroborated by IPCC’s research on intensifying extreme heat events.
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that those exposed to their “older self” images were “more likely to allo-
cate money toward hypothetical retirement savings” than those who were 
not (Hershfield, 2011, p.37). Such a finding shows that depicting an abstract 
and distant scenario in a more relatable fashion may configure an effective 
way of conveying understanding towards it, which in consequence may 
lead to more proactive decision-making.

4. Climate Change Narratives And 
Storytelling

Imaginative storytelling and narratives are more than pure entertainment: 
they can be effective tools to engage people with real problems. Philoso-
pher Catherine Elgine likens literary fiction, when effective, to “extended, 
elaborate thought experiments” (2017). In her view, similar to experi-
ments, fiction provides “epistemic access” because it “selects and isolates, 
manipulating circumstances so that particular properties, patterns, and 
connections, as well as disparities and irregularities, are brought to the 
fore” (Elgin, 2017). 

Such narrative ‘tools’ can also be shaped to address the climate crisis. 
Writer Margaret Atwood suggested that literature makes use of a “me-
gathinking” approach by envisioning radical future scenarios in which, for 
example, oceans and biosphere have completely collapsed (Morris, 2015). 
Such focus becomes relevant in a time where action on climate change is 
needed from both individual and global scales. After all, people will only 
take action if they understand first the potentiality of climate change. 
Atwood proposed that literary imaginations play a role in helping huma-
nity see climate impacts beyond quantitative data and empirical obser-
vation. In her view, the solutions that science provides are in themselves 
insufficient to create change (Morris, 2015). Kathryn Yusoff and Jennifer 
Gabrys also argue that in imagination lies the bridge to connect culture and 
science (2011). Jacquelyn Gill, a University Professor and author of a blog 
called “The Contemplative Mammoth”, believes that besides the values of 
scientific knowledge embedded in these fictional writings, they describe 
and cast insights into how people act, feel, and understand in these futu-
re worlds—an understanding that can only be obtained through fictional 
narratives and storytelling (Hijazi, 2020) For Gill, fiction has the power to 

make “problems real for people” through narratives and constructs (Gill, 
2020 quoted in Hijazi, 2020).

Fiction revolving around the cataclysmic effects of climate change is not 
new. James Graham Ballard’s novel “The Drowned World”, for example, 
was written early in 1962. The field of climate fiction research, however, 
is largely younger than the genre it seeks to study. Despite this, scholars 
have already consolidated the field’s importance. The German literary 
scholar Ursula K. Heise’s publication “Sense of Place and Sense of Planet” 
(2008) marked a milestone in recent studies on Western climate fiction, 
listing a series of publications, short stories, art documentaries, and films 
that directly address global warming. In 2018, scholar Matthew Schnei-
der-Mayerson conducted a qualitative survey of 161 American readers to 
examine the role of climate fiction in impacting behavior and contributing 
to positive outcomes (2018). Schneider-Mayerson observed that while 
it would not convince extremists (i.e. climate-change deniers), it might 
effectively shake young moderates and remind concerned liberals of the 
urgency of climate impacts (2018). This is important data for the emerging 
field of empirical ecocriticism -- a subfield focused on “the empirically 
grounded study of environmental narrative and its influence on various 
audiences” (Weik Von Mossner, 2024) -- because it can guide future rese-
arch in a new field.

5. Three Cases of Powerful Climate Fiction

Stories

Three stories from the climate fiction genre that portray apocalyptic sce-
narios are “The Netherlands Lives with Water” (2011) by Jim Shepard, “Ve-
nice Drowned” (1981) by Kim Stanley Robinson, and “The Living Mountain” 
by Amitav Ghosh (2022). These texts illustrate the possibilities and chal-
lenges of reimagining urban spaces stricken by climate disasters. In Jim 
Shepard’s short story, a hydraulic engineer from Rotterdam sees the city 
encroached by water from an epic storm surge from the North Sea and a 
riverine flood running down from the rain-soaked mountains of Europe. In 
“Venice Drowned”, the depicted city of Venice in the 2040s is submerged 
following apocalyptic flooding, and intense storms are common. The city 
is portrayed as a fragmented landscape of towering remnants and ruins, 
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where the few remaining inhabitants who have not abandoned the sunken 
city survive by guiding wealthy tourists. These visitors dive into the sub-
merged buildings, sometimes also engaging in the controversial activity 
of retrieving statues and works of art from the depths of the sea. In “The 
Living Mountain”, a land held sacred by an indigenous community is seized 
and colonized by an oppressive foreign group.

6. the netheRlAnds lIves wIth wAteR And

venIce dRowned

Jim Shepard wrote “The Netherlands Lives with Water” after being asked to 
contribute to an issue of McSweeney’s (McSweeney’s Issue 58: “2040 A.D.”) 
in which all stories were set just a few decades in the future (around the 
year 2040). The story is vivid with technical details from Shepard’s resear-ch 
on Dutch culture, history, and water management. Shepard’s narrative of 
failure prepares the ground for further discussions on the limits of engi-
neering and gives readers a peek into a future catastrophe:

“But there’s always that moment in a country’s history when it 
becomes obvious the earth is less manageable than previously 
thought. Ten years ago, we needed to conduct comprehensive 
assessments of the flood defenses every five years. Now safety 
margins are adjusted every six months to take new revelations 
into account. For the last year and a half, we’ve been told to 
build into our designs for whatever we’re working on features 
that restrict the damaging effects after an inevitable inundation. 
And there won’t be any retreating back to the hinterlands, ei-
ther, because, given the numbers we’re facing, there won’t be 
any hinterlands.”

No engineering solution is free from the risk of failure, and a problem 
with the current technocratic mindset is that it may foster a false sense of 
security. This, in turn, can lead to human casualties and further instability. 
For example, Dutch water management and coordination are ingrained in 
a collective sense of survival that led to the creation of some of the most 
innovative and efficient anti-flooding measures. But even these are not 
intact against the predictions of sea-level rise. On all accounts, they are not 
sufficient. Shepard’s character ponders: “It’s the catastrophe for which the 

Dutch have been planning for fifty years,” he tells us. “Or, really, for as long 
as we’ve existed. We had cooperative water management before we had a 
state.” On the other side of the Atlantic, in the United States, cities such as 
New Orleans, Miami, New York, Sacramento, and Norfolk, Virginia, face 
the threats of rising waters and extreme weather events, coupled with an 
insistent denial (especially about climate change) regarding the increasing 
risk and gravity of flooding in these regions. Northeast Brazil’s coast is 
also no stranger to rising tides that have caused abandonment and degra-
dation in seaside villages.

Shepard’s tale of the end of days, from the point of view of a husband and 
wife in Rotterdam struck by a disastrous combination of sea storm and 
river flood, is followed by the main character’s own personal catastrophe: 
an announced divorce after years of slowly drifting apart. In an interview 
with Bomb magazine (Hodgen, 2011), the author mentions that what mo-
ved him to tell this story was the deep sadness he felt from witnessing that, 
despite the Netherlands’ admirable proactive intelligence and ingenuity 
in devising “solutions (e.g. marvelous dykes and sea-level protection sys-
tems), all their measures were still assumed to be not enough to prevent 
incoming disaster. This perspective underscores the precarious balance 
between human agency and the overwhelming scale of climate risks.

The fact that Shepard parallels the personal catastrophe with the environ-
mental one humanizes the story, emphasizes human-to-non-human con-
nections to the readers, and creates a sense of “belonging to this world” 
for his characters. The narrator, a taciturn hydraulic engineer, tells us of 
his personal journey: when he first met his wife, when his son was born, 
and why he decided to study and pursue a career in hydraulics. As he gets 
more involved with his career (and as things get more difficult on the cli-
mate planning front), everyday indifference and the hurdles of the task, a 
sentiment which he disguises, slowly lead to the end of his marriage:

“What sort of person ends up with someone like me?” he asks.

“What sort of person finds that acceptable, year after year? We 
went on vacation and fielded each other’s calls and took turns 
reading Henk to sleep and let slip away the miracle that was 
there between us when we first came together. We hunkered 
down before the wind picked up. We modeled risk management 
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for our son when instead we could have embraced the freefall 
of that astonishing Here, this is yours to hold. We told each other 
I think I know when we should’ve said Lead me farther through 
your amazing, astonishing interior.”

For the readers, as observers, it’s somewhat clear that the pressures are 
enormous and tangible. “Climate anxiety” and “eco-anxiety” began to 
be documented in several studies (Hickman et al., 2021; Schwartz et al., 
2022). Shepard’s meticulous and thorough research lends a vivid authen-
ticity to the account of disasters in the narrative. His attention to detail 
allows readers to experience these events as if they were unfolding before 
their eyes. One striking example is the depiction of Rotterdamers evacua-
ting the city; Shepard draws on actual emergency plans and protocols to 
construct a scene that is both gripping and eerily plausible. The evacuation 
unfolds in a calm and orderly manner, reflecting for an instant the author’s 
insight on Dutch culture.

Beyond the broader disaster narratives, Shepard interweaves intimate ac-
counts of characters who have lived through similar events, grounding the 
story in personal and emotional experiences. For example, the narrator’s 
mother, a survivor of the 1953 North Sea floods (Watersnoodramp), recou-
nts her own experiences. These individual perspectives provide a human 
dimension to the catastrophic scenarios, offering insight into the resilience, 
fears, and sacrifices of those directly impacted. By merging these meticu-
lous research findings with deeply empathetic storytelling, Shepard not 
only imagines how such events might occur but also captures the profound 
human stakes embedded within them.

Reality can be scarier than fiction: Climate change’s effects are already felt 
and seen in certain places hit by extreme tides and unstable weather. Less 
imagination in describing catastrophes is needed when these events are al-
ready becoming part of our communal storytelling culture. This is the case 
in Kim Stanley Robinson’s “Venice Drowned”, a short story nominated 
for a Nebula Award in 1981. The story is set somewhere between 2040 
and 2050 in a Venice which is further underwater than at present. What is 
fascinating is that the story builds on the reader’s imagery and knowledge 
of an already at times flooded Venice (acqua alta). Thus, the story does not 
require much of the reader to imagine such possibility of a completely sub-
merged Venice, since, for visitors and residents, it’s a story coming true.

The main character, Carlo Tafur, is a sailor who takes visitors to submer-
ged churches and monuments, where they can explore sunken treasures. 
Carlo’s attachment to his city’s culture and history comes into conflict with 
his job, forming the source of the main tension in the story. Carlo sails 
through the remains of the city, and as he journeys, the author describes 
apocalyptic scenes. The toll is not only physical but also social and psycho-
logical (Akyol, 2020):

“Now he was beside the wreck of Burano. Against the black 
sky, he could see only the drunken campanile, and suddenly he 
realized why he hated the sight of this abandoned town: it was 
a vision of Venice to come, a cruel model of the future. If the 
water level rose even three meters, Venice would become nothing 
but a big Burano. Even if the water didn’t rise, more people 
were leaving Venice every year... One day it would be empty.”

The story delves deeply into themes of culture, its destruction, and the 
struggle for its preservation. At its heart lies the narrative of a once-thri-
ving city now on the brink of ruin. It portrays the inevitability of change and 
the profound hardships it imposes on communities. Central to the narrati-
ve is the powerful symbol of the mosaic of the Blessed Virgin on the island 
of Torcello, which serves as a poignant metaphor for Venice’s historical 
and cultural grandeur. This mosaic, now submerged beneath rising waters, 
mirrors the city’s decline—both literally and figuratively—as a symbol of 
its diminished standing. The mosaic embodies the tension between the 
preservation of cultural heritage and the forces that threaten to erase it, 
serving as a reminder of what is at stake when cultural and environmental 
catastrophes converge.

A recurring theme in this story and Robinson’s other novels is that inac-
tion on climate change leads to a dystopian setting, despite technological 
advances. This outcome goes in the opposite direction to the commonly 
held view in Western culture that such advancements will lead to ideal and 
dreamlike scenarios. In subsequent novels, such as 2312 (2012), the author 
explores a future devastated by a 7-meter sea level rise that drowns major 
coastal cities, condemning humanity’s inaction during the period he calls 
“the Dithering” (the decades between 2005-2060, when humanity could 
have acted to mitigate climate change). Similarly, New York 2140 (2017) 
envisions a partially submerged New York City grappling with a 50-foot 
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sea level rise, symbolizing the profound consequences of environmental 
neglect. Such depictions relate to Sheryl Hamilton’s statement that: “The 
evident failures of science over the course of the twentieth century have 
tended to undermine utopian promises of progress; certain knowledge and 
rational control over nature have given way to a permanent sense of anxie-
ty, as people contemplate the potential failure of globalized technological, 
scientific, and economic systems” (Hamilton, 2003, p. 267).

Robinson’s future Venetians live in a world collapsed by rising seas and in-
tense storms triggered by actions taken by humans centuries before them. 
By depicting so intensely their emotions, their difficult lives, and the sad 
attack on their cultural heritage and identity, the author creates a connec-
tion with readers. According to Heise, the imaginaries of climate fiction 
have to discuss difficult questions and prognostics in an attempt to make 
“a paradigmatic exercise in ‘second-hand nonexperience’” for readers. 
Thus, climate fiction could be a “safe” intermediate platform for readers 
to discuss and imagine what climate impacts mean in future and present 
everyday life.

7. The Living MounTain And deepeR

AccountAbIlIty

Amitav Ghosh’s The Living Mountain tells a story centered on a land consi-
dered sacred by an Indigenous community. This land becomes the target 
of an invasive foreign group, which seizes and exploits it to mine its natural 
resources— which they refer to merely as “valuable trade goods” (Ghosh, 
2022, p. 12). The plot unfolds with the colonizers enslaving the locals, 
sparking large-scale conflict between the two groups, and inflicting devas-
tating harm on the environment. This exploitation culminates in a series of 
environmental catastrophes that render the land uninhabitable.

While the theme of land exploitation is not uncommon, Ghosh’s narrative 
stands out for the lens it offers on our own (mis)conceptions of and atti-
tudes toward the environment. Similar themes have appeared in popular 
culture—the film Avatar comes to mind—but often without serving as 
effective catalysts for change. If such stories can achieve widespread po-
pularity without driving meaningful action, one must question whether 
politically charged fiction often fails to critically interrogate its narratives. 

Paisag. Ambiente: Ensaios, São Paulo, v. 35, n. 54, e232065, 2024

For example, how is it that Star Wars’ depiction of a diverse rebellion figh-
ting an oppressive empire has been interpreted and appropriated by both 
left- and right-wing politics? (Honestly with Weiss, 2024)

In engaging with stories, readers too easily and uncritically align them-
selves with the “good guys”, without interrogating their complicity in the 
systems critiqued. In The Living Mountain, however, Ghosh disrupts this 
tendency by offering no easy resolutions, challenging its audience to recon-
sider their relationship with the environment. This is powerfully conveyed 
in a climactic moment: after widespread destruction and looming environ-
mental collapse, an Indigenous woman performs a ritual that brings signs 
of life back to the land. The group of colonizers, witnessing this, proclaims 
their newfound and seemingly earnest intention to “look after the poor, 
dear mountain” and “care for it” (Ghosh, 2022, p.35). In many stories, this 
might signal a redemptive ending. However, Ghosh subverts this trope. 
In the story’s following and final paragraph, the ritual performer rebukes 
their remarks as patronizing and perpetuating colonial attitudes: “How 
dare you speak of the Mountain as though you were its masters, and it was 
your plaything, your child” (Ghosh, 2022, p. 35). This confrontation leaves 
readers questioning their assumptions about stewardship and control over 
nature.

This critique is further reinforced by The Living Mountain’s use of a frame 
story structure. As Malewitz defines, a frame story is “a narrative that fra-
mes or surrounds another story or set of stories” (Malewitz, 2020) In this 
case, the fantastical tale of the mountain is encased within a contempo-
rary, urban setting: a book club where two individuals with everyday jobs 
and ambitions grapple with the term “Anthropocene” in their readings. 
This framing serves two purposes. First, it makes the characters relatable 
to the readers who are new to such concepts, by situating it in a relatable 
scene. Second and most important, it highlights that the characters’ (and 
perhaps the readers, too) engagement with the material often stems not 
from genuine concern but from self-serving motives. For instance, Maansi, 
who suggests discussing the Anthropocene, does so because her fashion 
design company sees the term as a thematic opportunity. This dynamic is 
also humorously illustrated when the group looks up how to pronounce 
“Anthropocene” and almost renounces the topic due to the way the word 
phonetically sounds. Maansi also admits her expectations of climate fiction 
to be “nice and science-y, with lots of numbers and charts,” and is displea-
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sed when learning of its grim and unsettling depictions (Ghosh, 2022, p.5). 
This hegemonic and privileged perspective is comparable to the gaze of 
the antagonists in the central narrative, drawing perhaps a subtle parallel 
between the book club members and the colonizers from the tale.

Through this framing device, Ghosh illustrates how data and storytelling 
are often consumed passively or opportunistically. Simply correlating 
data with storytelling does not necessarily inspire action or shift attitudes 
toward climate change. Readers may engage with such topics intellectually 
or grasp their implications, yet still maintain neutral or unchanged stances. 
Ghosh’s narrative subtly exposes these hypocrisies, urging readers to re-
flect critically on their assumptions. While “nice and science-y” data, as 
Maansi puts it, may inform climate fiction, the genre’s potential also lies in 
its ability to challenge worldviews and encourage alternative approaches. 
Storytelling with data is, in itself, insufficient as a driver of change—it can 
be politicized or stripped of context. Ghosh’s storytelling emphasizes the 
need for deeper critical engagement that challenges audiences to confront 
uncomfortable truths and explore alternate perspectives.

8. Conclusion

In conclusion, climate fiction emerges as a potent and invaluable medium 
for engaging with the pressing environmental crises of our time. Through 
the examination of works like The Netherlands Lives with Water by Jim She-
pard, Venice Drowned by Kim Stanley Robinson, and The Living Mountain by 
Amitav Ghosh, we observe how these stories uniquely combine research, 
detailed environmental contexts, and deeply human narratives to commu-
nicate the urgency of climate change. Traditional scientific communication 
presents compelling data and findings. However, it lacks the ability to make 
the data relatable or to highlight the urgency of climate issues in a way that 
connects with people’s values. The emotional and imaginative engagement 
that climate fiction offers is crucial in a world overwhelmed by informa-
tion. In the face of a “crisis of imagination,” as highlighted by scholars like 
Heise (2020), climate fiction creates a space for reflection and empathy, 
helping to reframe how we understand our relationship with the environ-
ment. It not only depicts the destructive forces of climate change but also 
presents possibilities for collective action, challenging readers to confront 
their complicity in global environmental issues.

Ultimately, climate fiction serves as a bridge between knowledge and ac-
tion, urging readers to reconsider their role in the future of the planet. By 
leveraging storytelling to humanize complex scientific issues, these works 
provide an alternative to passive consumption of climate data and become 
a call to action for more engaged, thoughtful responses to the climate cri-
sis. Thus, climate fiction is not just a genre for entertainment but a critical 
tool for reflection and activism in the face of climate disaster.
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