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The philosopher Theodor W. Adorno said once, regarding the analysis of poetry, that a great poem could serve 
as a “sundial in the philosophy of history,” i.e. it could show us what hour the clock of history had struck. This is 
of course a metaphor. What it tries to depict, namely the elements of a Zeitgeist, of intersubjectively shared emo-
tive components that could indicate the impact of certain material developments on collective and individual 
experience, was later described by cultural studies pioneer Raymond Williams as “structures of feeling.” Such 
structures are of course not infrastructures in the material sense; they are closer to what classic sociology had 
called “norms,” or structural functionalism, on a more general level, “pattern variables” (a kind of meta-norm, 
like achievement vs. ascription, etc.). But while these concepts aimed (but only partially succeeded) to explain 
behavior, I understand the concept of affective structures more as an attempt to interpret it – or even more 
carefully put: as reconstructing how actors might interpret behavior themselves. Behavior of their own, but 
mostly of others: role models, heroes, and “losers” come to the mind, i.e. stylized actors themselves, but also 
quests, chances, and dilemmas, i.e. situations. And while these interpretations always involve evaluations as well, 
it is not the “value” – an abstraction so dear to the social sciences and their popular understanding – which is 
the most interesting aspect to them, not in the sense at least of generating a label of degrees of expressed af-
firmation or rejection. What is truly informative is rather the particular constellation of sensibilities discovered 
through the interpretative act. 

Not only poetry, but art in general – and, contrary to Adorno’s elitist tastes, also and perhaps in particular its 
popular, mass-oriented manifestations – is a source that can provide us with important clues on contemporary 
ways of self-interpretation, clues that are very hard to obtain through other channels. There is of course the 
method of attitudinal research, of asking people what they think and feel – but this research often struggles 
with response sets, biases, and with finding words that would equally apply to all the different social groups 
in question. The validity question – if the words represent properly the emotional attitudes they pretend to 
measure – is often tricky to answer. Observing people’s actions, on the other hand, provides data that are more 
“solid,” but often equally obscure as to the feelings that might be the basis of said actions. The more the so-
cial sciences, anthropology included, try to get to the core of what certain words or actions “mean,” the more 
they will have to rely, themselves, on interpretation, which is never conceivable without an element of specula-
tion. The structure of feeling will be much more polyvalent, contradictory and nuanced than any measurable 
statement of “values.” This fact, abhorrent to fetishists of scientific objectivity but nevertheless irrefragable, 
explains, again and again, the necessity of research that makes the interpretation of cultural manifestations its 
center: the humanities, or, as we say in German, die Geisteswissenschaften.

When we look at art works, we do not, of course, look at direct intentional manifestations of single actors or so-
cial groups. We look at complex products in whose creation multiple and heterogeneous intentions and interests 
have interacted – from the purely commercial calculation to individual vanity, and from certain requirements 
of peers and tradition to idiosyncratic impulses that might be hardly known even to the artists themselves. 
Disentangling these heterogeneous factors is not easy, but not impossible either. There are certain deployments 
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of analysis and comparison at the disposal of humanities scholars that help identifying patterns and regulari-
ties, trends and reactions. The reading of the aforementioned idiosyncratic impulses that transcend traditions 
or even individual (conscious) intentions is somewhat harder and, again, more speculative. It is endangered by 
reading ‘into’ the piece of art something that we had already conceived beforehand, i.e. by the reproduction of 
prejudices. Through aesthetic judgment, though, as we have known since Kant, comes also the possibility to 
free ourselves from prejudice, to enter a conversation oriented toward the “sensus communis,” which is not only 
common sense, but also the sense of the commons.

For the new genre or tradition that emerges in art and forms the contested field of studies called “climate fic-
tion” or “cli-fi,” the relation to a particular commons, namely a global climate in danger of trespassing bounda-
ries of human safety, is constitutive. This is a point of departure for the IASS, the reason why we are hosting 
Julia Leyda as a Senior Fellow, and the impulse that led us and her to collaborate with the Freie Universität 
Berlin on the realization of the Cli-Fi Workshop in May 2016. But it is not this thematically driven constitution 
of the field per se that is of primary interest to us when examining it. The interesting elements are rather those 
which Julia names in her contribution to this Working Paper, namely: What kind of families and affective rela-
tions are imagined when reaction to climate change? Who are the heroes; who are the villains? How is politics 
envisioned, and what allegories of the economy appear? Which ambiguities come into play (and which don’t) 
when depicting societies in transformation?

When reading and interpreting these texts and images that are already born out of interpretation, there is of 
course the impulse of asking: And how will this retroactively influence people’s attitudes and even behavior? 
Will these books, will these movies “make a difference?” While this question might be legitimate, and it figures 
in the discussions with students that found their way into this paper, it is not the most important one. In a way, 
it runs the risk of missing the point. As it is not the “actual intention” (of the artist) which explains the artwork’s 
content, it isn’t the “actual reception” either. Even when the message remains widely unread, it might still be 
there, as in the famous image of the message in a bottle. Opening the bottle is the challenge, but we need to 
meet it with hermeneutic sensitivity, patience, and the openness for discussions that will not have an immediate 
result. Instead, they will slowly help to improve our self-understanding.

For it is not primarily the manifest meaning attached to actions, actors, and situations in art, that will teach us 
something new about imaginations relating to something as crucial as climate change. Rather, it is the latent 
significance, the room for potential interpretations that is opened up through a screening or a lecture, which is 
interesting, albeit perhaps sometimes frustrating, too. When, just to give an example, the film Snowpiercer ends 
with an Asian woman and a child of African descent – apparently the only human survivors of the narrative’s 
catastrophe – facing a polar bear, the power of the allegory is as strong as the number licit interpretations is 
manifold. What is engrained in such an image, is a profound complexity of inter-human and human-nonhuman-
nature relationships; a complexity that remains to be newly addressed and interpreted in the Anthropocene 
epoch. The responses to that image, a mixture of fear and longing, are ethically ambiguous. But that this com-
plexity already forms part of the Zeitgeist’s consciousness (or its unconscious?) is a fact that we may not have 
known by other means than by watching the movie. Its point of departure is a – rather shallow, one might  
say – fantasy about climate engineering. But its purview makes us think much further, and what is more: it con-
nects us to other sensibilities also thinking – or rather, feeling – further. As the poet Marina Zwetajeva once put 
it, 90 years ago, literary critique can convey “the absolute pitch on the future.” We’d have to take the risk of truly 
listening, though.
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As the co-lead of the IASS’s current research program “Economics and Culture,” it is my honor to introduce this 
Working Paper on Cli-Fi, as a joint venture between my institute and the John F. Kennedy Institute for North 
American Studies of the Freie Universität Berlin. I hope it is just the beginning of many more collaborations in 
the discovery of sustainable development’s traces and auguries in popular culture.

This working paper is adapted from the “Cli-Fi Workshop” that was held at the John F. 
Kennedy Institute for North American Studies at the Freie Universität Berlin on 13 May 2016, 
and co-sponsored by the Institute for Advanced Sustainability Studies (IASS), Potsdam.  
The workshop was a joint event bringing together two M.A. seminars, taught by  
Dr. Kathleen Loock and Dr. Alexander Starre at the John F. Kennedy Institute at the Freie 
Universität Berlin during the summer semester 2016. We designed the event to include input 
from both sides: the seminars’ instructors and students and the two researchers from the 
IASS – Prof. Dr. Julia Leyda and Thiago Pinto Barbosa. That day of multi-directional  
intellectual exchanges and inspiring discussions from the different perspectives we all bring 
to climate fiction, or cli-fi, provided the starting point for this paper.



1. Cli-fi and the 
Dystopian Tradition

dystopias have reacted to their immediate historical 
circumstances, generally projecting a dark future for 
mankind. 

Dystopias’ principal technique is that of de-fa-
miliarization (or, what Darko Suvin has called “cog-
nitive estrangement”): Distant settings and shocking 
scenarios serve to de-familiarize the fictional world 
from the known world, thereby foregrounding and 
commenting on the social, political, and cultural 
conditions of their time of production. In this sense, 
dystopias also fulfill a didactic function and are often 
cautionary tales or warnings that imagine possi-
ble futures for a society on the basis of contem-
porary preoccupations and in response to utopian 
thought and to social, political, and scientific theories 
or movements. The cultural work of dystopias thus 
consists of sensitizing readers to critically analyze 
their environment, to empower alternative modes 
of thought, and to communicate plans for radical 
change. Dystopias, in short, have transformative 
power: they participate in and shape reality. 

In the typical utopian narrative, a traveller goes on 
a journey through space or time to a distant, ideal 
society that is presented and explained to the travel-
ler by a guide. As the journey reveals the differences 
between the utopian society and that of the travel-
ler, it simultaneously indicts the society and politi-
cal system of the contemporary reader. Dystopias, 
in contrast, typically begin in medias res, i.e. in the 
dystopian environment. Textual estrangement arises 
from the main character’s questioning the society he 
or she lives in. The protagonist moves from apparent 
contentment to alienation and a growing awareness 
of things that are wrong to taking action and attempt-
ing to flee or change the society. Despite a variety of 

In the summer term of 2016, M.A. students at the 
John F. Kennedy Institute for North American Stud-
ies could enroll in the seminar “Dystopian Visions of 
America.” The seminar explored the concept of dys-
topia within an American studies context and traced 
its historical development in the USA and Canada 
from the late nineteenth century to today. After ad-
dressing a number of theoretical concerns and ex-
amining the cultural work dystopias perform, we 
studied influential literary and cinematic dystopias in 
historical context, and analyzed and discussed their 
forms and themes in class. Among the primary texts 
we took up were novels such as Ignatius Donnelly’s 
Caesar’s Column (1890), Sinclair Lewis’s It Can’t Hap-
pen Here (1935), Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953), 
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), Cor-
mac McCarthy’s The Road (2006) as well as the Ter-
minator film franchise. With the rising popularity of 
dystopian novels and films in recent years, the semi-
nar addressed a timely topic and met with great inter-
est among the students. The growing number of texts 
that specifically negotiate possible climate change, 
natural disasters, and their effects made it a logical 
and necessary choice to include cli-fi on our syllabus 
and to study it as part of the dystopian tradition.

Dystopian fiction grew out of the utopian tradition 
and first emerged as a response to the unfulfilled 
promises of the political and scientific revolutions of 
the Enlightenment and the radical changes brought 
about by industrialization and urbanization. Utopian 
beliefs in technological progress and the potential for 
the improvement or perfectibility of human beings 
gave way to a bleak vision of human nature centered 
around exploitation, poverty, unequal distribution 
of wealth, riots, strikes, violence, political unrest, 
and corruption. Since the late nineteenth century, 

Kathleen Loock
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different themes, dystopias thus usually combine 
a narrative of hegemonic order and a counter-
narrative of resistance. Themes range from class 
struggles and the rise of totalitarian regimes to global 
nuclear warfare, overpopulation, genetic engineer-
ing, pandemic diseases, the impact of new media and 
social media, and also climate change. When study-
ing dystopian fiction today, it is therefore impossible 
to ignore the dystopian impulse of cli-fi and the the-
matic and formal similarities it shares with dystopian 
fiction more generally.
 
If we accept that cli-fi is a thematic variety or sub-gen-
re of dystopian fiction, it still remains a special case in 
comparison to political, feminist, or techno-dystopias 
because in contrast to these examples, cli-fi is almost 
always set in the very near future or even in the 
present and the idea of “cognitive estrangement” is 
less important than the effects of climate change that 
inform the setting and plot. Even though cli-fi tends 
to treat climate change as a global threat, narratives 
often remain on a local level when exploring the 
impact of natural disasters, foregrounding the surviv-
al of the nuclear family and its ways of coping with the 
crisis. This focus on the nuclear family – consisting 

of father, mother, and child(ren) – speaks to the het-
eronormative anxieties that many examples of both 
cli-fi and post-apocalyptic fiction articulate and to 
the traditional values of patriarchy, family structures, 
and gender roles these texts seem to promote in the 
face of crisis – as if to provide stability and a moral 
compass for the impending end of the world. These 
aspects need to be critically examined, especially 
since cli-fi, just like dystopian fiction more generally, 
fulfills a didactic function.

In the workshop (see Appendix 2 for the program ma-
terial), M.A. students attending “Dystopian Visions of 
America” brought their knowledge about the dysto-
pian tradition, dystopian forms and themes, and the 
cultural work dystopias perform to the discussions 
and their analyses of the background reading and the 
five cli-fi films we selected: 

 The Day after Tomorrow (Roland Emmerich, 2004)
 Take Shelter (Jeff Nichols, 2011)
 Snowpiercer (Bong Joon Ho, 2013)
 Interstellar (Christopher Nolan, 2014)
 Mad Max: Fury Road (George Miller, 2015)
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In the aftermath of the workshop, many students felt 
the need to continue the conversation about cli-fi so 
that we dedicated a large part of the session follow-
ing the workshop to discussing the political potential 
of cli-fi films and novels. While some students were 
convinced that a Hollywood blockbuster like Roland 
Emmerich’s The Day after Tomorrow led audiences 
to engage with the topic of global warming despite 
the faulty portrayal of science and scientific data in 
the film, others were more pessimistic regarding the 
transformative power of a Hollywood-produced film 
that was clearly aimed at entertaining people and not 
making them ponder what they saw on screen. Other 
discussions centered on the question of whether cli-
fi novels or films could encourage people to actually 
change their daily behavior or if consuming cli-fi in 
itself might be enough to feel better about oneself (a 
discussion that came up in the New York Times debate 
about cli-fi we had provided as background read-
ing for the workshop). More broadly, students were 

curious to know how popular treatments of climate 
change in novels and films intervened in ongoing de-
bates in the political arena and how they influenced 
scientific research and vice versa.

In the end, many students pointed out that the work-
shop had been a highlight of the summer term, that 
they particularly valued the co-operation with the 
IASS, and that they felt they had profited from the 
extensive discussions of a topic that concerned them. 
Two students of the seminar “Dystopian Visions of 
America” decided to write their term papers about 
cli-fi: one examined climate anxiety and the uncer-
tainty of knowledge in Take Shelter, and the other 
discussed the climate change discourse surrounding 
Darren Aronofsky’s film Noah (2014), analyzing the 
debate between environmentalists and the evangeli-
cal Christian right within the larger culture of neolib-
eralism.
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The Standing March (www.thestandingmarch.com), a public art event by artist JR and filmmaker 
Darren Aronofsky, projected on l'Assemblée Nationale in Paris during the 2015 COP21 talks.  
© Pierre Suu/Kontributor (Getty Images)
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As a second focus, my students and I explored contem-
porary cultural theories of ecology by such authors as 
Timothy Morton, Jane Bennett, Bruno Latour, and 
Donna Haraway. Though stemming from different 
academic fields and traditions – literary studies, po-
litical science, sociology, and feminist science studies, 
respectively – these four authors represent the broad 
interdisciplinary appeal of ecological approaches 
in the realm of social and cultural theory. At the 
risk of painting with too broad a brush, we may per-
haps say that today’s critical theorists are searching 
for ways to think and ways to express the lessons of 
Barry Commoner’s famous ecological law that “eve-
rything is connected to everything else.” Timothy 
Morton’s provocative claim, as voiced in The Ecologi-
cal Thought, is that we need to let go of “nature” as 
a critical concept in order to develop an ecological 
understanding of the interrelationship of humans and 
their environment. Jane Bennett and Bruno Latour 
both vehemently oppose models of the social that 
differentiate between human “subjects” and nonhu-
man “objects.” Bennett’s work has been especially 
influential in formulating a political philosophy that 
encompasses the extended alliances of human and 
nonhuman bodies, as well as the distributed nature of 
agency in arenas of political discourse and practice. 
Latour’s seminal work on actor-networks is likewise 
deeply linked to the blurring of the nature-culture 
divide. In We Have Never Been Modern, part of the re-
quired reading for my class, Latour accordingly coins 
the term “nature-cultures” to denote this level play-
ing field of multiple agencies. In Donna Haraway, we 
finally encountered an approach that fuses historical 
insight into the workings of science with the critical 
potentials of feminist theory so as to illuminate the al-
liances and the forms of kinship between humans and 
animals. On the latter topic, our class was able to host 
an additional guest lecture by J.V. Fuqua (CUNY). Her 

2. Cli-fi and 
American Ecologies

While preparing our syllabi for the summer term 
2016, Kathleen Loock and I became aware early on 
that the genre of “climate fiction” usefully connected 
the interests of both of our courses. Cli-fi partakes 
in the literary and cultural history of dystopian nar-
rative and also engages the long-running tradition 
of nature writing, mobilizing such timeworn cul-
tural tropes as wilderness, pastoral, or ecological 
apocalypse.
 
Building on a capacious understanding of ecology as a 
mode of describing the interdependence and interac-
tion of living organisms (including humans) and their 
environment, my M.A. seminar “American Ecologies” 
touched on three distinct areas of cultural inquiry. 
First, it was concerned with the wide-ranging theo-
retical, historical, and cultural scholarship produced 
in the burgeoning field of ecocriticism. Established in 
the 1980s as an academic outgrowth of the environ-
mental movement with a specific interest in so-called 
“nature writing,” ecocriticism has evolved through 
various stages and now encompasses a wide variety 
of artistic media and theoretical variants with vari-
ous degrees of political engagement. As Greg Garrard 
has usefully outlined, the main currents of ecocriti-
cal scholarship and practice can be grouped into five 
categories: cornucopia, environmentalism, deep ecol-
ogy, ecofeminism, social ecology/eco-Marxism, and 
Heideggerian ecophilosophy. While the first two of 
these roughly correspond to mainstream positions 
that either doubt the possibility of environmental 
catastrophe (cornucopia) or seek to avert it through 
officially sanctioned channels and methods (environ-
mentalism), the latter four modes constitute more 
sustained and mostly also more radical attempts to 
rethink the human place in nature.

Alexander Starre
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Based on the heavy arsenal of theory covered in 
class prior to the Cli-Fi workshop, my students and 
I sought to find out whether cli-fi narratives mobilize 
innovative understandings of the human place in an 
expanded ecosphere or whether they perhaps fall 
back on more simplistic social scenarios that use ris-
ing sea levels or barren deserts merely as a backdrop 
for telling Americans their preferred stories about 
themselves. Sweeping notions like “climate change” 
or “global warming” describe such distributed spa-
tiotemporal phenomena that it is almost impossible 
to think of verbal or iconographic representations to 
adequately express their complexity. So it is probably 
fair to say that seen through the eyes of experts, most 
popular cli-fi novels and films fail to “accurately” 
render ecological science and thinking. Yet this is 
where cultural scholarship comes in, as it offers the 
critical tools to analyze how specifically cli-fi fails. 
While several points of criticism were raised during 
the workshop discussions (see section below), the fi-
nal research papers submitted by students showed 
that the immersive and often captivating reading or 
viewing experience of dystopian cli-fi narratives may 
function not only to raise awareness on climate is-
sues but also to open up new ways to affectively and 
ethically connect these global matters to one’s private 
life (cf. a student paper on scientific truth claims in 
Roland Emmerich’s The Day after Tomorrow). Other 
papers, such as a thesis about the ecological thought 
of the 18th-century Quaker preacher John Woolman, 
historicized cli-fi’s contemporary interest in notions 
of dwelling and apocalypse. In our concluding discus-
sions, we indeed found that while climate change as a 
global crisis will necessitate global political actions, it 
will also spawn more area-specific cultural narratives.

talk “Interspecies Friendship: The Queer Affinities of 
the Peaceable Kingdom” built on the theories of Don-
na Haraway and others and discussed the portrayal 
of benign human-animal relationships in popular on-
line animal videos as well as in interactive multimedia 
art. Taken altogether, this strong theoretical footing 
of my class diversified the students’ understanding of 
the term “ecological,” which is often merely used as a 
synonym for “environmentalist.”
 
As a third and final focus, my course traced the idea of 
the interconnection of so-called nature and so-called 
culture through a selection of primary texts span-
ning four centuries. We set out with an early colonial 
rendering of the supposed American “wilderness” 
in Mary Rowlandson’s A Narrative of the Captivity 
and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson (1682). Stu-
dents also revisited some canonical texts by Ameri-
can transcendentalist writers, including Ralph Waldo 
Emerson’s Nature (1836) and Henry David Thoreau’s 
“Walking” (1862). Further material included writ-
ings by Rachel Carson, Gregory Bateson, and Leslie 
Marmon Silko, paintings by Thomas Cole, Frederic 
Edwin Church, and Georgia O’Keeffe, and the mov-
ies Wall-E (2008) and Beasts of the Southern Wild 
(2012). By studying the rhetorical and aesthetic forms 
used in these productions, students were able to con-
front contemporary theoretical approaches to ecol-
ogy with the ecological descriptions, metaphors, and 
symbolisms that permeate American cultural history.
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3. The Cultural 
Affordances of Cli-Fi1

However, the US remains mired in indecision and 
inaction, thanks in part to its economic and political 
commitments to fossil fuel industries. Public support 
for political action to ameliorate climate change in 
the US also lags behind other countries, although the 
reasons for that are becoming clearer: a recent study 
shows that over the past two decades, corporate 
funding has directly supported the promotion of cli-
mate skepticism, even as transnational corporations 
such as Exxon have knowingly suppressed knowl-
edge about the dangers of, for example, fossil fuels. 
Given this increasingly dire scenario, I have been 
investigating the role of cultural production in sus-
tainability formations, namely the newly prominent 
genre of cli-fi in fiction, film, and television.

As the study of climate change-related fiction and 
screen texts progresses and finds new directions, it 
will reveal much about how people imagine their own 
cultures, value systems, beliefs, and futures. Asking 
these questions can lead to insight not only into the 
topic of climate change but also the “structures of 
feeling” that circulate around it. Structure of feeling 
is a concept devised by cultural theorist Raymond 
Williams, in which he emphasizes that affects, emo-
tions, and feelings are not only individual cognitive 
and/or psychological events, but also often intricately 
connected to the social and historical world. He meant 
this expression to signify as a set of shared sensibili-
ties and values held in a particular time and place, 
most often articulated in artistic forms and con-
ventions such as the novel or the cinema. The role 
of cinema in the production of structures of feeling 
is obvious; Steven Shaviro rightly calls moving-image 
media “machines for generating affect.” The dual role 

My IASS research project explores the cultural work 
of literary and screen media in shaping and reflecting 
popular notions of anthropogenic climate change. 
Drawing on current research in the environmental 
humanities, film and media studies, and American 
studies, I am researching the circulation of sustain-
ability discourses within contemporary culture, tak-
ing up the recent explosion of climate change nar-
ratives in fiction and film, as well as the media and 
academic conversations about them. 

The timeliness and relevance of this project is unde-
niable, taking place the year after the United Nations 
Conference on Climate Change in Paris – known as 
COP21 or, as Rebecca Solnit dubbed it, “the End-of-
the-World’s Fair,” and the accompanying worldwide 
mass demonstrations and global media free-for-all. 
One might think, too, that the urgency of the issue 
is not in question; indeed, the power of images to ex-
press concern about government inaction asserted 
itself in “The Standing March,” the large-scale sound 
and image projection by Darren Aronofsky onto the 
grand façade of the Assemblée Nationale in Paris, 
which was exhibited in public spaces around the city 
throughout the COP21 meetings. Another power-
ful symbolic action during COP21 took the form of 
a silent “shoe” protest, in which over 20,000 people 
(including Pope Francis and UN Secretary General 
Ban-Ki Moon), forbidden to demonstrate in person 
in Paris as a result of the November 13 terror attacks, 
voted with their feet, arraying thousands of empty 
pairs of shoes in the Place de la République. These 
public artistic statements and the solidarity marches 
around the world left no doubt that large numbers of 
global citizens are concerned about climate change. 

Julia Leyda

1  Parts of this paper draw on a piece co-authored with Dr. Susanne Leikam (University of Regensburg) for the 
  journal Amerikastudien/American Studies, which grew out of a Cli-Fi Roundtable that we co-organized at the 
  European Association for American Studies in April 2016 in Constanta, Romania.
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mate change and fictional engagements with cata-
strophic results as well as less spectacular but equally  
damaging structural social and environmental injus-
tices – termed “slow violence” by Rob Nixon – closely 
imbricated with anthropogenic modifications of the 
global climate. Cli-fi texts are also contemporary 
in the sense that they are overwhelmingly set in the 
present or very near future, which distinguishes them 
from (nevertheless important) precursor texts such 
as Dune (Frank Herbert, 1965/David Lynch, 1984) 
which usually rely on distant futures and outer space 
settings. With examples including popular Holly-
wood films like The Day after Tomorrow or Interstellar, 
novels such as Kim Stanley Robinson’s Green Earth 
and Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior, and hybrid 
science/fiction formats such as historians of science 
Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway’s The Collapse 
of Western Civilizatiozn: A View from the Future, cli-fi 
has been particularly prolific in recent North Ameri-
can literatures and cultures, which is why a closer 
examination of this newly emerging genre from the 
interdisciplinary vantage point of American cultural 
studies is warranted. 

Cli-fi boasts its own controversial origin story. Cli-
fi as a term was purportedly coined in 2007 by the 
Taiwan-based North American activist and blogger 
journalist Dan Bloom, who continues to actively pro-
mote it. Indeed, Bloom has not only publicized it, but 
also vehemently (and vainly) attempted to maintain 
some degree of control over its meanings and usages. 
Like most creations, however, the expression cli-fi has 
entirely escaped the control of its self-proclaimed cre-
ator. The term cli-fi has not only been proliferating at 
recent international conferences, but also within uni-
versity curricula as educators in many disciplines em-
brace the recent spate of fiction and film dealing with 
climate change in humanities courses and beyond. 
While I acknowledge Bloom’s role in early discus-
sions, I do not defer to his sense of ownership. Rather, 
in my study of cli-fi I consider the proliferation of the 
term and theorize about its usefulness. If the novelty 
of the term itself provokes discussion, perhaps that 
too makes it an asset in generating interest climate 
change-related fictional and screen texts. 

Practically speaking, from a standpoint within film 
and media studies, the term is preferable because it 
is more intuitively comprehensible as transmedial 

of the film scholar in this regard, then, is to produce 
close readings of particular films that interpret and 
analyze the way they generate affect and to develop 
a wider sense of the prevailing structures of feeling 
that permeate and inform contemporary cinema. To 
study film and television as generators of affect, in the 
context of anthropogenic climate change, I select a 
wide range of primary texts, some that explicitly in-
volve climate change in their scenarios and stories, 
and others for which it functions more as an “climate 
unconscious,” not overtly mentioned in the text yet 
arguably informing the structures of feeling in the 
early twenty-first century.

3.1. Key Elements of Cli-Fi 

For my own research, I chose to use the term “cli-fi” 
precisely because it provokes discussion of the disci-
plinary and didactic usefulness, the creative poten-
tials, and the conceptual limits of the current scholarly 
inquiries into climate-conscious works from various 
interdisciplinary and intermedial perspectives. The 
key premise behind my use of this neologism is that 
our current moment, in which humans face pivotal 
changes in our climate, demands new categories and 
vocabulary (a point to which I return below in my dis-
cussion of the generic). By way of outlining a provi-
sional definition for cli-fi, I identify seven keywords 
that help to explain its unique cachet. 

CLI-FI keYWorDS 

 contemporary
 controversial
 transmedial
 transnational
 didactic
 generic
 political

Recent years have seen a remarkable flourishing of 
cultural texts that work to articulate the implications 
of anthropogenic climate change. While narratives 
of human interferences with the weather have a long 
tradition, we are seeing a significant contemporary 
surge in production marked by the foregrounding  
of the human role in causing (and adapting to) cli-
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than “climate fiction” or “climate change fiction,” al-
though those may be perfectly appropriate for works 
that primarily consist of the written word, such as 
literature and popular fiction. For screen media, how-
ever, “fiction” can cause confusion as it frequently 
refers to a text-based medium rather than moving 
image media such as film, television, and video. Cli-
fi thus serves my purposes because most people hear 
the echo of “sci-fi” (itself a contested term), another 
transmedial phenomenon encompassing text-based 
as well as visual and moving-image narrative forms. 
The term’s implicit reference to science fiction thus 
underscores the fact that it is not medium-specific: 
cli-fi does not immediately connote a single kind of 
text, but rather a (loose) category that may encom-
pass printed media such as fiction and comics, as well 
as moving-image media including film and television 
as well as live performances and theater. Thus, impor-
tantly, it acknowledges a debt to the genre of science 
fiction – there are significant overlaps between the 
two, although I would not reduce cli-fi to merely a 
subgenre of science fiction.

For scholars within American studies and film and 
media studies, too, engaging with cli-fi’s emergent 
archive offers up pathways to transnational frame-
works. While the US – in its hegemonic roles as pro-
ducer of carbon emissions and exporter of cultural 
texts – occupies a central place in climate change nar-
ratives for obvious reasons, the global phenomenon 
of climate change is fostering a worldwide outpour-
ing of creativity that frequently urges the crossing 
of national boundaries in content, production, and 
audience. The collective engagement with the topic 
of climate change by artists in recent years means 
that films and television series are arriving on screens 
in multiple countries, through innovative as well as 
traditional media channels. For example, with the 
widening global access to digital entertainment via 
streaming services such as Netflix, many subscribers 
can watch the first season of the “quality television” 
series Okkupert [Occupied] (2015-) – the most expen-
sive Norwegian production ever. The political drama 
portrays a realistic, contemporary scenario in which 
an incumbent green party prime minister announces 

the abrupt shutdown of Norway's oil industry, result-
ing in immense pressure from the EU and Russia, cul-
minating in a de facto Russian invasion and occupa-
tion of Norway. The series’s interest in the geopolitical 
implications of climate change-related energy trans-
formation has clear implications for our own world, 
in which the Russian petrostate continues to pursue 
power through its control of oil and gas markets, most 
recently in its territorial ambitions in Georgia and the 
Crimea. Moreover, the series Occupied also breaks 
new ground in the transnational distribution of cli-fi. 
Even a few years ago, this kind of saturation release 
was reserved primarily for mainstream and premium 
US television series; with the proliferation of online 
entertainment platforms, viewers around the world 
have access to what could be the first cli-fi series in 
global distribution.2 So while cli-fi can easily work 
within a given disciplinary boundary such as Ameri-
can Studies or Media Studies, a scholarly interest in 
the contemporary reach of the topic also encourages 
the blurring of those boundaries.

3.2. Didactics, Genre, and Politics

Students and scholars of literary history know that 
didactic fiction can harness the emotions and ap-
peal to the morality of its readers, compelling them 
to recognize the injustices in their midst. The power 
of literature can make a strong impact on society 
by winning over large reading audiences to support 
movements that foster change: in the past, Harriet 
Beecher Stowe’s best-selling novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin 
(1852) swayed US public opinion against the legal in-
stitution of chattel slavery, while Upton Sinclair’s The 
Jungle (1906) played an important role in garnering 
public support for regulations in the American meat-
packing and processing industries. Similarly, most of 
us assume that raising awareness of climate change 
is an important result of the increasing popularity 
of works of climate-focused ecofiction such as, for 
example, Sarah Crossan’s young adult novel Breathe 
(2013) and Claire Vaye Watkins’s critically acclaimed 
Gold Fame Citrus (2015), and films such as those we 
focused on in the workshop (listed above by Kathleen 
Loock). 

2  In addition to distribution to broadcast outlets in Europe (including Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France
  Germany, Iceland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Sweden, Poland, Ukraine, and the UK), the series has been  
  available on Netflix in dozens of countries in the Europe, the Americas, Africa, and Asia.
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cultural texts in this project. Each of these terms is, 
of course, entangled within its own specific critical 
traditions and ideological frameworks, yet they at-
test collectively to a demand for new categories in 
what we must admit is a new era. 

As mentioned above, cli-fi has the advantage of refer-
encing science fiction at the same time it demarcates 
a new subject; as an adjective, it can also, like science 
fiction, modify both film and fiction equally well. 
Subordinating cli-fi to simply one variety of science 
fiction (SF), however, does not apply at all to the con-
temporary literary fiction such as Nathaniel Rich’s 
Odds Against Tomorrow (2013) or Paolo Bacigalupi’s 
The Water Knife (2015); not only are these novels un-
concerned with key SF themes of advanced technol-
ogy or space travel, but they also conspicuously po-
sition themselves in a dystopian present day rather 
than, as most SF, a dystopian future (as Kathleen 
Loock mentions in section 1 of this paper). The long-
running, contested conversations about the literary 
canon also come into play here, as SF has tradition-
ally been relegated to the less prestigious position of 
“genre” fiction, connoting (however falsely) less edu-
cated readers, formulaic plots, and mass-marketed 
fiction with lurid cover art; the recent ventures of 
elite authors and filmmakers into cli-fi has prompted 
a welcome reevaluation of these hierarchies of taste. 

My project argues that studying cli-fi cultural texts 
offers useful insights into the “structures of feeling” 
around this topic within the general public, with a 
view toward better gauging their political impacts 
(and here I include politics of inequality such as gen-
der, race, nationality, and sexuality along with more 
conventional definitions of social organizations such 
as government). Mainstream movies, of course, 
tend to appeal to the common denominator in their 
audiences, and thus cannot be expected to offer po-
litically innovative representations; they do however 
frequently fulfill a kind of baseline “liberal” man-
date in some areas, while at the same time opting 
for more conservative or traditional conventions 
in others. For example, several cli-fi movies center 
around heroic father figures who (attempt to) rescue 
not only their families but the world from climate dis-
aster, reinforcing traditional patriarchal values.3 In The 
Day after Tomorrow, the heroic climate scientist sets off 
to walk from Washington DC to New York City to res-
cue his teen son, now imperiled by the rapid-onset po-

The cinema can be a potent player in the contest for 
public attention, as the many studies of environmen-
talism and film attest, by offering plot- and charac-
ter-driven engagement. Moreover, cli-fi movies and 
novels can have still more overt didactic power when 
assigned and studied in educational contexts, where 
they allow teachers to combine the analysis of cultural 
texts with researching and discussing real-life climate 
change. As film scholar J.P. Telotte points out, cli-fi 
films can be usefully adopted in the classroom as “at-
tractive, non-textbook ways of introducing students 
to issues that are terribly resistant to narrativization.” 
Similarly, the study of cli-fi novels provides emo-
tional connections with characters dealing with the 
impacts of climate change, pushing readers to “care 
enough to change our actions now, and to pressure 
our governments and corporations to do the same.” 
Engrossing audiences in filmic and fictional narrative 
means allowing them to process emotionally the 
implications of what they may well already know 
via facts and figures. Various and volatile combina-
tions of fear, anxiety, confusion, anger, and hope mark 
the reception of literary and film texts and other cul-
tural phenomena dealing with climate change, while 
academics and intellectuals seek to understand, and 
contribute to, discussions around the framing of the 
issue in interdisciplinary field formations such as ec-
ocriticism and environmental humanities.

Many scholars, writers, and theorists contend that the 
new visibility of climate change in popular culture de-
mands new categories, which brings up questions of 
genre. The terminological spectrum of the often hot-
ly debated new terms comprises substantially distinct 
approaches, extending from established literary and 
film genre designations such as speculative and sci-
ence fiction, disaster film, or nature writing to newly 
coined expressions and neologisms such as, to name 
but a few: eco- everything (-fiction, -poetry, -drama, 
-media, -cinema); literary rubrics such as petrofiction, 
the risk novel, and Anthropocene fiction; and cinema 
and media studies monikers including eco-genres 
(such as eco-horror, -thriller, -disaster, even -anime) 
and eco-trauma cinema. Environmental humanities 
offer further conceptions of interdisciplinary critical 
approaches that address climate change narratives, 
such as ecocriticism, petrocriticism, extinction nar-
ratives, and energy humanities. Many of these con-
tested keywords and concepts intersect with discus-
sions of cli-fi, lending precision to the analysis of the 

14_IASS Working Paper
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lar ice storm that will, it appears, destroy large portions 
of the US and the northern hemisphere. The machismo 
on display in his physical acts of bravery is tempered by 
his allegiances to “liberal” causes like environmental-
ism, his devotion to family providing impetus for his 
feats of daring while simultaneously proving his hu-
manity. Similar paternal motivations animate the main 
character in Take Shelter, a tall, rugged man whose ex-
treme protectiveness of his wife and fragile daughter 
feeds into what appears to be a form of mental illness in 
which he foresees a catastrophic storm that threatens 
the whole town.

On the other hand, in their deeply flawed female pro-
tagonists, both Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior 
(2012) and Claire Vaye Watkins’s Gold Fame Citrus 
(2015) provide readers with complex characters in 
the realist mode, showcasing individual anxieties, 
(heteronormative) family crises, and conflicting re-
sponses to their own place in the Anthropocene. 
Far from ecofeminist utopias, yet not devolving into 
nihilism, both novels portray women in the process 
of coming to terms with climate change while also 
struggling with traditional heterosexual partner-
ships, motherhood, and sexual autonomy. Yet most 
of the woman-authored and woman-centered nov-
els, even when they display an awareness of feminist 
issues, frequently lack complexity when it comes 
to race or sexuality (along with the majority of the 
male-authored ones).4 In her best-selling Washington 
Post Book of the Year, Kingsolver’s characterizations 
are both progressive and at times sadly familiar: the 
white, rural, working-class protagonist’s admiration 
for the African American scientist disrupts class and 
race stereotypes, yet his character frequently “mans-
plains” to her the unusual phenomena that drew them 
together (a mass migration of butterflies led astray by 
climate change). 

Inquiries into gender politics as well as sexuality are 
beginning to surface in the scholarly publications 
within the humanities that take up climate change. 
Queer theorists such as Nicole Seymour offer trench-
ant critiques of the heteronormative assumptions 
about futurity that are embedded in much popular 
discourse about nature and environmentalism, which 
my study interrogates as part of its remit in analyzing 
the role of politics in cli-fi fiction and film. Cli-fi is a 
good example of how the rhetorical use of the child 
is emotionally effective in narratives about sustain-
ability and climate change. Yet, if we engage with 
the critical concept of reproductive futurism, 
questioning the “naturalness” of what we think of as 
Nature and of “natural” institutions of heteronorma-
tive coupling and families, it becomes clear that the 
figure of the child oversimplifies our ethical obli-
gations by reducing them to blood relations that 
have been historically privileged over other kinds of 
bonds, including those of child-free adults as well as 
legally unrecognized LGBT families. These discours-
es of reproductive futurism circulate rampantly in the 
news media, as just in April 2016 Secretary of State 
John Kerry created a photo opportunity by signing 
the Paris Agreement on Climate Change with his 
granddaughter in his lap. Concern for the survival of 
life on Earth need not center on concerns over im-
mediate family members, yet cli-fi films frequently 
reduce it to such narrow parameters. As Natasha 
Lennard argues, the dominant political rhetorics of 
“reproductive futurism” that claim that the moral 
obligation of civil society is to protect the future for 
“our” children invoke the very heteronormative and 
patriarchal assumptions that got us in this mess to 
begin with: “I’m not fighting for the children. I’ll go 
further — I’m on the side of those not fighting for the 
children.” My project finds that scenarios of the fam-
ily and the characterizations of parents in particular 

3  To name only a few: Beasts of the Southern Wild, The Day after Tomorrow, Interstellar, Noah, Sharknado, and Take 
  Shelter. A rare exception is the German film Hell, set in a dystopian near future when humans can no longer endure 
  minimal exposure to the sun’s rays; in this film, two sisters fight for survival with shifting alliances with various  
  male characters. Along similar lines, Mad Max: Fury Road and Snowpiercer present critiques of patriarchal power 
  structures. 

4  Most of the novels in my study resort to these traditional heteronormative formations for their protagonists, 
  including those by Bacigalupi, Crossan, Gee, Greenfeld, Jensen, Juchau, Kingsolver, Moss, Rich, Robinson,  
  Trojanow, Tuomainen, and Watkins (see Appendix for full citations). The important exception is Sarah Hall’s The 
  Carhullan Army, whose dystopian rural England is home to a militant separatist colony of women led by lesbian 
  conservationists. Interestingly, lesbian militants are demonized as persecutors of the embattled black male  
  protagonist in Maggie Gee’s The Ice People. The disabled heterosexual female protagonist in Liz Jensen’s 
  The Rapture presents another kind of challenge to the taken-for-granted reproductive futurity in many dystopian 
  and cli-fi novels. 
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geographer Matthew Huber, environmental humani-
ties scholar Stephanie LeMenager, art historian Ross 
Barrett, and literature scholar Daniel Worden, Yaeger 
argues that petroleum has been a dominant cultural 
force since the twentieth century, even when not 
overtly thematized in cultural texts (as it is in Occu-
pied). In a similar vein, and drawing on the critical 
foundations of Jameson and Yaeger, I suggest that film 
and television studies could productively seek out 
textual and visual traces of a “climate unconscious” in 
popular “quality” series such as Game of Thrones, The 
Walking Dead, and others that are not, at first glance, 
“about” climate change.

The attention to weather in HBO’s blockbuster series 
Game of Thrones, with its opening episode entitled 
“Winter is Coming,” points to American (and global) 
audiences’ readiness to consider extreme weather 
and climate change as a threat. Even though the ap-
proaching ice age in GoT is not designated as anthro-
pogenic, the series builds tension by juxtaposing the 
fear of the coming long winter – accompanied by the 
undead army of White Walkers – with most govern-
ing powers’ utter lack of political will to prepare for 
it. This series, renowned for its innovative willingness 
to kill off major characters in acts of politically-moti-
vated violence, portrays the banality of ruling classes 
scrabbling for power instead of preparing for war 
with the White Walkers. 

I am not the first to make this connection, however, 
so I employ Game of Thrones as an example of the cli-
mate unconscious that has already been interpreted 
and debated in the public sphere, from the prestigious 
Atlantic magazine to popular websites like IFLScience 
as well as in YouTube videos. Political scientists are 
also researching this notion, as we see in Charli Car-

frequently employ traditional tropes of reproductive 
futurism in cli-fi texts.

The question of politics in larger social and govern-
mental contexts also play a role in my project, from 
examining the numerous critiques of US government 
inaction – almost a cliché in cli-fi, well illustrated in 
The Day after Tomorrow – and contrasting them with 
the portrayal of the disastrous results of hasty govern-
mental decisions in the Norwegian series Occupied, to 
unpacking the allegorical implications at the heart of 
speculative cinema like Snowpiercer and Take Shelter. 

3.3. A Climate Unconscious?

The critical etymology of this expression – climate 
unconscious – extends back to the Freudian notion of 
the individual, psychological unconscious, and its radi-
cal reworking in Fredric Jameson’s groundbreaking 
book, The Political Unconscious (1981). Jameson argues 
that not only individual people, but also texts can be 
said to have an unconscious; he delineates a Marxist 
framework for incorporating “History” into a politi-
cal interpretation of cultural texts to tease out what 
makes up that unconscious. Jameson’s claim that the 
political is “the absolute horizon of all reading and all 
interpretation” drew criticism, predictably, yet the 
contours of his argument that “narrative [is] a socially 
symbolic act” continues to influence literary and cul-
tural studies to this day.

Thirty years later, in proposing the very Jamesonian-
sounding concept of the “energy unconscious,” Pa-
tricia Yaeger’s 2011 presidential address to the Mod-
ern Language Association speculated on the idea of 
naming the literary eras of the Anthropocene after 
their dominant fuels (coal, whale oil, etc.). Along with 
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Figure 1:  
Cli-fi overlaps with  
established genres  
in literature, mapped  
provisionally here,  
as well as in cinema. 

Source: IASS
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penter’s article in Foreign Affairs, and Manjana Milko-
reit’s study of the online political behavior evidenced 
in fan blogs that draw parallels between the inaction 
and denial of today’s real-world political leaders and 
the fictional rulers of Westeros, most of whom deny 
or ignore the coming crisis. Milkoreit argues that the 
popularity of the series allows bloggers to easily com-
municate their political points about climate change 
through references to the pop culture text that so 
many of their readers know and love, the show that 
“create[es] a shared set of ideas, stories, images, and 
emotions” (22). These examples of journalistic and 
scholarly interpretation prove that a baseline aware-
ness of climate change can drive critical thinking 
in relation to “entertainment” texts like Game of 
Thrones. A logical next step, then, is to ask: what if 
we performed a thought experiment looking for evi-
dence of a climate unconscious, even in popular cul-
ture texts that don’t mention climate at all? Would 
it be productive to revise Jameson and ask if cli-
mate change could be the horizon of all reading 
and all interpretation?

The blockbuster series, AMC’s horror dystopia The 
Walking Dead, mobilizes visual images and affective 
scenarios that articulate many of the structures of 
feeling that mark cli-fi texts. The series portrays the 
steamy American Deep South in what we could call 
the post-air-conditioning era. After the collapse of 
social institutions and energy infrastructures caused 
by the zombie pandemic, the ensemble cast of The 
Walking Dead traverse the cities, towns, and rural ar-
eas of the southeastern US. Fans on the Internet have 
also noticed the significance of the heat imagery in the 
series: Reddit threads have already asked questions 
like “Why is Rick always so sweaty?” and “Why is it 
always summer in The Walking Dead?” An article on 
the Weather Channel website focuses on the difficul-
ties posed by the subtropical heat – usually over 90F 
or 32C – for the show’s mostly on-location shooting 
process, including the challenges for makeup artists 
and the cast. The balmy setting and mise-en-scene re-
call many of the enduring stereotypes of “the South”: 
its subtropical climate, its sparsely populated rural ar-
eas, and its undercurrent of violence and danger. The 
hot weather in the south has served as a metaphor 
for primitive and animalistic attributes, often taking 
the form of overactive sexual energy or the brutish 
violence of racism. Here, it serves as an echo of those 
previous associations and builds on them a new, post-

apocalyptic meaning in the form of the aimless herds 
of zombies as well as the threat posed by other, non-
zombie humans. 

The Walking Dead reanimates conventional meta-
phorical interpretations of the zombie genre as social 
criticism that originated with George Romero’s Night 
of the Living Dead (1968). Among these conventions 
is its sense of an irrevocable future: the gradual 
realization of the inevitability of our transformation. 
In the zombie storyworld, we would all be merely 
pre-zombies, just delaying the horrible moment when 
we die and are resurrected as undead “walkers.” The 
horror of post-Romero zombies is that they are us 
in the future tense. This sense of the future, tinged 
with dread and resignation, also resembles some of 
the most common emotions associated with climate 
change: as we pass one tipping point after another, 
we must avoid surrendering completely to the admit-
tedly bleak outlook and adopt a contingent optimism 
in order to survive and adapt. 

Another standard trope of zombie lore also makes up 
part of the climate unconscious of The Walking Dead: 
the fact that although zombies are terrifying, they can 
often be managed, avoided, or destroyed, while the 
real enemies are other humans. The survival of non-
zombie humans in the series is continually threatened 
by other bloodthirsty non-zombie humans. As Kath-
leen Loock discussed above, many cli-fi texts fall into 
the category of the dystopia, which is usually marked 
by a cautionary impulse to warn humans not to self-
destruct. The series depicts the protagonists strug-
gling to protect their at times utopian communities 
from hostile outsiders, championing the humane and 
embattled values of generosity and care. Charli Car-
penter identifies Game of Thrones as a “collective action 
story,” which clearly also describes The Walking Dead, 
in which humans must rely on one another to survive.

Moreover, the ostensibly human-created virus that pro-
duces the zombies and the continual threat of hostile 
non-zombie people point to human culpability for their 
own demise. In these ways, the series alludes to a col-
lective responsibility for having caused, as well trying 
to survive, the coming catastrophe: behind the zombie 
apocalypse, we can discern the growing fear of, and for, 
the warming planet, the need to pull together and work 
as a team, and the dire consequences awaiting future 
generations if we don’t act soon and decisively.



risk minimizing or localizing the issue, yet they also 
bear the potential to allegorize broader societal re-
sponses to the challenges of climate change. 

Cli-fi’s potential to drive social change was another 
topic that surfaced often in our discussions, whether 
in the context of questioning the audience’s expecta-
tions of a work of popular culture, or in terms of the 
effectiveness of cli-fi in the classroom as a motivation 
to active debate and even to action. Under discussion 
here was the distinction between raising awareness 
as a relatively passive result, and motivating action in 
a more direct way. Some discussants raised the con-
cern that the resulting higher awareness could lead 
audiences to feel self-satisfied and over-confident 
without making changes in behavior or political ac-
tion. We discussed the need for realistic expecta-
tions, in that no single work of cinema or even group 
of films can credibly claim responsibility for solving 
the problems of climate change.

The discussion also revolved around the political 
and social consequences climate change and ex-
treme weather phenomena have in all the movies 
and which the students identified as dystopian ele-
ments of cli-fi in their group presentations. Some of 
these issues involved the portrayals of global politics 
and environmental justice in The Day after Tomor-
row, which featured meetings at the UN in which US 
representatives cast doubt on the warnings of climate 
change, as well as a poignant reversal of geopolitical 
power relations as Americans flock across the Mexi-
can border hoping to escape the coming ice storm. 
Natural resources and power were a key theme in 
Mad Max: Fury Road, which centers around the con-
trol of scarce water resources in a desertified world 
by a tyrannical leader figured as a perfect avatar of 
toxic masculinity. We discussed at length the image 
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4. Summary of the 
Workshop Discussion 

The workshop raised many important themes and 
questions in the discussions following Julia Leyda’s 
keynote as well as during and after the student group 
presentations on the cli-fi films. Some of the most 
productive topics that came up in the lengthy discus-
sion at the workshop included cli-fi aesthetics, its po-
tential as an agent of social change, its portrayal of the 
social and political consequences of climate change, 
considerations of its representation of science and 
technology, among a range of critiques of cli-fi.

4.1 Narrative Form and Social Change 

Aesthetics of narrative form played a prominent 
role in our discussions of the films during and after 
the student presentations. We noted the inevita-
ble fragmentary nature of cli-fi narratives and 
theorized that it stems from the fact that they can-
not portray the entire scale of the problem – neither 
spatially nor temporally. To remedy this issue, such 
films make use of ensemble casts and focus on the 
family as a microcosm. Thereby, they often ex-
plore anxieties, fear and other emotions implicated 
in gender-roles expectations and children-parents 
relationships, which, as we discussed, resorts to the 
representation of heteronormative nuclear families. 
In any case, the distinction between, on the one hand, 
individual characters and their personal feelings and, 
on the other, the wider structures of feeling around 
climate change permeate cli-fi movies. Insofar as they 
individualize and focalize the perhaps overwhelming 
enormity of the implications of catastrophic climate 
change into a smaller cast of characters and a more 
manageable array of situations, cli-fi texts can be seen 
as inherently less political in that they cannot directly 
express the scale of, nor the collective responsibility 
for, anthropogenic climate change. By focusing on a 
limited cast of characters and situations, cli-fi texts 

Thiago Pinto Barbosa, Julia Leyda, Kathleen Loock, Alexander Starre
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of a future society and its inherent social inequality in 
Snowpiercer, as well as the way the train (and its never-
stopping engine) serves as a metaphor for capitalism. 
The critique of the US health care system’s rationing 
of mental therapy was a starting point for the discus-
sion of Take Shelter, as well as its condemnation of 
status quo-preserving groupthink in the small rural 
Midwestern town – itself a microcosm for the United 
States and its climate change deniers. In this film, 
the protagonist Curtis’s urgent predictions of a cata-
strophic storm fall upon deaf ears, as his wife, friends, 
and neighbors (and he himself) increasingly question 
his sanity, placing him in a Cassandra-like position 
of seeing (what he believes to be) the future yet be-
ing unable to convincingly warn anyone. As pointed 
out by some IASS scientists in the discussion about 
the film, Curtis's  situation is in many ways analogous 
to that of climate scientists who have labored in vain 
because their research, complex analyses, and predic-
tions similarly fail to elicit adequate social and politi-
cal responses.

4.2 Knowledge, Science, and Technology

The workshop also brought to light a range of cri-
tiques of cli-fi in relation to knowledge about climate 
change. The paradigmatic case study in that conver-
sation was The Day after Tomorrow, which was widely 
criticized at the time of its release for its inventive, 
yet utterly improbable portrayals of a rapid-onset ice 
age. In addition to potentially misleading audiences 
about the likelihood of an ice age within our lifetimes, 
the obvious exaggeration runs the risk of allowing 
viewers to easily dismiss the “catastrophe” of climate 
change and thus turn their backs on the issue entirely. 
The students pointed out that the question of scientif-
ic accuracy matters and that the criticisms of the film 
on that count risked invalidating its well-intended 
message that climate change constitutes a real threat. 
In fact, some students mentioned that, at the time of 
its release, The Day after Tomorrow had played into the 
hands of climate change deniers who found it easy to 
dismiss the science and scenario as grotesque exag-
gerations. Students also called attention to the enor-
mous expenditures of energy and other resources in-
volved in producing and distributing the blockbuster 
film, although we discussed whether it mattered that 
filmmaker Roland Emmerich paid $200,000 to an 
organization called Future Forests to effectively re-
duce the carbon footprint of the movie. Future For-

ests planted trees to offset the approximately 10,000 
tons of carbon dioxide generated by the production 
of The Day after Tomorrow, making it perhaps the first 
carbon-neutral Hollywood film. Other objections to 
this film arose on aesthetic grounds, given that it is a 
high-concept, big-budget film designed as mass en-
tertainment and thus, to some critics, lacking in ar-
tistic value. Regardless of such objections in terms of 
aesthetic and artistic value, the film’s high production 
values and wide distribution enabled The Day after 
Tomorrow to break down the complex issue of cli-
mate change in ways that made it palatable and easy 
to understand for global audiences. The Hollywood 
blockbuster thus reached many more people than any 
scientific text on climate change, or even a documen-
tary, could ever hope for.  

A provocative thread in the workshop traced the rep-
resentations of technology and science through 
several of the films, from utopian fantasies to the 
disastrous failures of climate engineering. Students 
uniformly criticized Interstellar for its cynical politics. 
Like the recent Disney film Tomorrowland with its 
retrograde celebration of an SF-inspired techno-fix 
for the survival of humanity facing climate disaster, 
Interstellar’s superficially hopeful ending only dem-
onstrates that the people of the Earth (portrayed by 
predominantly white American and British actors) 
still possess the bootstraps ingenuity to find an es-
cape route after they have ruined their home habitat. 
The film repurposes for the space age the masculinist, 
expansionist, and imperialist rhetorics of the Ameri-
can past, reviving a valorization of American (inter-
stellar) mobility for its own sake. The film’s protago-
nist, Cooper, a NASA pilot sums up the essentially 
anti-environmentalist politics of the film in a single 
line: “Explorers, pioneers, not caretakers. … We’re 
not meant to save the world. We’re meant to leave 
it.” Instead of harnessing the creative potential of sci-
ence fiction to produce cli-fi that pushes us to take 
responsibility for climate change and imagining ad-
aptation strategies to ensure our future survival here, 
Interstellar presents us with what George Monbiot 
identifies as “[t]echnological optimism and political 
defeatism: this is a formula for the deferment of hard 
choices to an ever-receding neverland of life after 
planetary death.” In the classic hero dad role, Cooper 
celebrates the space program’s mission to discover 
new habitable planets – we have destroyed our planet 
and must relocate to another – by reviving the tradi-



artistic, to mobilize political-ecological transforma-
tion. When approaching films in relation to climate 
change, there is a strong temptation to evaluate 
them based on how well they are able to deliver 
a particular message to their target audience – the 
long legacy of didactic novels and the frequent ten-
dency of dystopian fiction and film to serve as warn-
ings only reinforce this impulse. Certainly, cli-fi has 
been adopted widely in pedagogical contexts to 
encourage students to engage with the real-world 
challenges ahead, and many champion the ability of 
climate change-related fiction and film to draw out 
emotional connections with scenarios and characters 
that scientific knowledge and news reports fail to do. 
In this context, the participants of the cli-fi workshop 
traced a comparison between, on the one hand, Hol-
lywood’s climate-themed movies as part of popular 
mass entertainment and, on the other, alternative 
forms of visual narratives about climate change such 
as more focused, often independently produced 
documentaries. While documentaries, similar to sci-
entific texts, are likely to be an efficient communica-
tion vehicle of accurate, objective facts (although of 
course they too are constructed, in particular ways 
and with particular aims), it is also clear that Holly-
wood movies reach larger audiences that might be 
less familiar with the topic, and that they can present 
controversial dialogues about climate change and 
related social issues, which audiences must consider 
and may choose to continue. 

In this sense, beyond the question of its function or 
“message,” cli-fi texts present complex scenarios of 
imagined future or present societies, articulating rep-
resentations of different social settings that are worth 
considering in more depth, for instance when it comes 
to issues related to gender, science, and politics. Thus, 
as the discussions we had in our cli-fi workshop and 
that resulted in this working paper show, engaging 
with cultural products in the field of cli-fi can indeed 
foster insightful reflections, making us – academics, 
scientists, students, and other readers – engage our 
knowledge and emotions to imagine the planet’s cli-
mate future – and think and talk about issues in our 
own present societies.

tional American mobility myth once more, this time 
describing the colonization of space as our manifest 
destiny, even a final frontier, as immortalized in sci-
ence fiction precursor text Star Trek. In contrast to 
The Day after Tomorrow, the Interstellar screenwrit-
ers worked with a science advisor in order to portray 
the science accurately (especially the quantum phys-
ics of time travel and the black hole). The workshop, 
however, concluded that this film fails precisely in its 
uncritical view of science. Despite visually impressive 
representations of scientist-astronauts traveling in 
space-time, Interstellar presents science in an uniron-
ic resurrection of the very expansionist ideologies 
that in large part contributed to the environmental 
situation we find ourselves in today. That is, the film 
mobilizes the mindset of heroic explorers and sci-
entists as driving forward the teleological progress 
narratives from the Enlightenment through the Cold 
War and beyond, calling to mind the ways in which 
these narratives have not only permeated the prac-
tices of science, but also justified colonialism, slavery, 
and the instrumentalization of nature throughout the 
past four centuries.

On the other hand, rather than simply replicating 
them, the film Take Shelter poses important chal-
lenges to rationalist epistemologies, as well, sug-
gesting that Curtis’s intuitive forms of knowledge 
– nightmares, feelings of dread and anxiety, contem-
plation of the weather, and visions often involving 
other animals – could be a valuable alternative or 
complement to empirical, scientific methods of veri-
fying and interpreting the natural world. Representa-
tions of technology in other films also fostered a more 
critical and complex interpretation of science’s role 
in society. Snowpiercer is set on a frozen Earth, the 
result of a climate engineering attempt gone wrong, 
where a self-powered train endlessly circumnavigates 
the planet. Already in the premise, the film cautions 
against overly optimistic trust in science and technol-
ogy to right the wrongs of climate change; the politi-
cal allegories we can draw from the film extend its cri-
tique to hierarchical, capitalist society more generally. 

4.3 Critique of Cli-Fi: Limitations,  
Potentials, and Beyond

Due to the urgent need for political action imposed by 
the planetary environmental crisis, we build up high 
expectations upon the potential of texts, scientific or 
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6.2. Appendix 2: Cli-Fi Film and Television 
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6.3. Appendix 3: Workshop Program and Poster 

ABOUT THE WORKSHOP 

This workshop on climate  fiction  is a cooperation 
between the M.A. seminars “Dystopian Visions of 
America”  (Kathleen  Loock)  and  “American 
Ecologies”  (Alexander  Starre)  at  the  John  F. 
Kennedy Institute for North American Studies and 
the  Institute  for  Advanced  Sustainability  Studies 
(IASS) in Potsdam.

Since  the  new  millennium,  a  growing  canon  of 
dystopian  literature  and  film  centers  around 
climate  change,  natural  disasters,  and  environ‐
mental  catastrophes.  These  texts  have  been 
labeled “climate change fiction,” “climate fiction,” 
or  short  “cli‐fi.”  Notable  examples  of  North 
American  cli‐fi  are  the  novels  of  Barbara 
Kingsolver,  Paolo  Bacigalupi,  Margaret  Atwood, 
Nathaniel  Rich  and  others,  as well  as Hollywood 
films such as The Day after Tomorrow, Interstellar, 
and  Mad  Max:  Fury  Road.  The  aim  of  this 
workshop  is  to  critically  engage  with  the 
aesthetics and the cultural work of cli‐fi.

INVITED GUESTS

Julia  Leyda  is an American Studies  scholar based 
at the  IASS, where she  is working on a project on 
cli‐fi  following  her  research  on media  represent‐
tations of extreme weather, most  recently  in her 
co‐edited collection Extreme Weather and Global 
Media (Routledge, 2015).

Thiago Pinto Barbosa  is an anthropologist at  the 
IASS, where he  researches environmental aware‐
ness  and  coordinates  projects  of  dialogue 
between science and arts.

PROGRAM 

10:15   Workshop Opening 

Speakers:  
Kathleen Loock (JFKI), Alexander Starre (JFKI), 
Thiago Pinto Barbosa (IASS) 

PART I: The Politics and Cultural Work of Cli‐Fi 

10:30   Keynote Lecture 

Julia Leyda, “The Cultural Affordances of Cli‐Fi” 
Moderator: Thiago Pinto Barbosa 

11:00  Discussion 

12:00   Catered Lunch 

PART II: Contemporary Cli‐Fi Films 

13:00  Group Presentation 1 

The Day after Tomorrow (R. Emmerich, 2004) 

Speakers:  
Miye Hong Thomé de Moura, Leonie Mainx, 
Angelika Reiss, Bahar Senotay, Mara Goldwyn  

13:25  Group Presentation 2 

Take Shelter (Jeff Nichols, 2012) 

Speakers:  
Christoph Baer, Karl Imdahl, Astrid Zimmermann, 
Matti Kuivalainen, Frantiska Zezulakova 
Schormova, Christin Oswald 

13:50  Group Presentation 3 

Snowpiercer (Bong Joon‐ho, 2013) 

Speakers:  
Samira Franzel, Fatemeh Nourollahy, Yujie Wu, 
Jens Langheinrich, Cameron Seglias, Solveig 
Raschpichler 

14:15  Group Presentation 4 

Interstellar (Christopher Nolan, 2014) 

Speakers:  
Saskia Chelmowski, Jennifer Pechhold, Alexandra 
Veronica Vescan, Nils Partha, Saskia Heike 

14:40   Group Presentation 5 

Mad Max: Fury Road (George Miller, 2015) 

Speakers: 
Philipp Nagel, Jenny Rossi, Philip Scheidemann, 
Eloise Millard, Daniel Sorenson, Emily Taylor, 
Fabius Mayland, Timothy Palma, Felicitas 
Behrendt 

15:05  Final Discussion & Farewell 

The  event  is  free  and  open  to  the  public.  If  you 
plan to attend, we ask you to register  in advance 
(alexander.starre@fu‐berlin.de). 
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