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Abstract 

The accelerating environmental crisis has forced 

literature into a position of cultural witness, where 

narratives are no longer mere reflections of human 

struggles but active mediations of ecological 

survival. Contemporary American fiction 

increasingly grapples with climate change, species 

extinction, and environmental injustice, 

demonstrating that ecological devastation cannot be 

separated from social inequalities of race, class, and 

gender. This paper explores how four novels—

Richard Powers’ The Overstory, Jesmyn Ward’s 

Salvage the Bones, Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight 

Behavior, and Louise Erdrich’s Future Home of the 

Living God—represent eco-justice and climate 

consciousness as interconnected struggles. Drawing 

from ecocriticism, posthumanism, and the 

environmental humanities, the discussion 

demonstrates that these texts reveal the ethical 

obligation of storytelling in an era of climate 

emergency. Fiction emerges not only as cultural 

record but also as ecological witness, urging 

collective responsibility and reimagining 

sustainable futures. 
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The climate emergency of the twenty-first century has 

unsettled long-standing narratives of progress, human 

mastery, and limitless growth. Rising global 

temperatures, intensifying storms, and collapsing 

ecosystems have revealed that the environmental crisis 

is inseparable from social inequality and cultural anxiety. 

Literature in the American context has historically 

celebrated the frontier and the human conquest of 

nature, yet contemporary fiction demonstrates a 

profound reorientation. Instead of narrating the 

domination of landscapes, novelists bear witness to 

ecological fragility and the intertwined fates of human 

and non-human life. This study examines how selected 

American novels—Richard Powers’ The Overstory, 

Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones, Barbara Kingsolver’s 

Flight Behavior, and Louise Erdrich’s Future Home of the 

Living God—interrogate ecological devastation through 

the lens of eco-justice, insisting that climate 

consciousness cannot be separated from broader 

struggles for racial, social, and gender justice. 

 

Eco-criticism provides a starting point for examining 

these works, but it is important to recognize how 

literature’s contribution differs from scientific or political 

discourse. While science documents atmospheric 

change and policymakers debate solutions, literature 

makes the crisis tangible through story, character, and 

voice. The cultural work of fiction lies in its ability to 

humanize abstract data and embody ecological collapse 

in lived experience. Lawrence Buell suggested in The 

Environmental Imagination that literature enables 

societies to imagine sustainable futures. More recently, 

scholars like Matthew Schneider-Mayerson and Antonia 

Mehnert have argued that climate fiction (cli-fi) 

translates planetary processes into narratives of moral 

urgency. In American literature, this translation has 

taken a distinctly justice-oriented form, emphasizing 

that environmental harm disproportionately impacts 

marginalized communities. 
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Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones exemplifies this link 

between ecological crisis and inequality. Set in 

Mississippi during Hurricane Katrina, the novel portrays 

the lives of a poor Black family confronting both natural 

disaster and systemic neglect. The hurricane is not 

merely a weather event; it is a revelation of racialized 

vulnerability and governmental abandonment. Eco-

justice here is not abstract but embodied in the lives of 

characters who lack adequate shelter, healthcare, or 

mobility. The novel insists that climate consciousness 

must account for who suffers most, foregrounding that 

environmental destruction compounds preexisting 

injustices. In doing so, Ward’s narrative bridges the gap 

between ecological devastation and social inequality, 

making the novel a powerful articulation of 

environmental witness. 

 

Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior similarly renders 

climate science intimate through storytelling. The novel 

centers on Dellarobia Turnbow, a rural Appalachian 

woman who stumbles upon a valley filled with monarch 

butterflies displaced by global warming. Scientific 

discourse about migration patterns and climate 

anomalies becomes meaningful when filtered through 

the voice of a woman grappling with poverty, family 

obligations, and constrained choices. Kingsolver 

demonstrates that environmental crises are never 

detached from human lives but mediated through 

culture, class, and identity. By portraying climate change 

as lived reality rather than distant abstraction, the novel 

positions literature as a vital form of ecological 

communication. It demonstrates how narrative mediates 

between the global and the local, offering readers not 

only awareness but also emotional investment in 

ecological futures. 

 

Richard Powers’ The Overstory pushes further by 

decentering the human altogether, presenting trees as 

characters with histories, agency, and memory. The 

novel insists that non-human life forms possess intrinsic 

value and narrative weight. Through interconnected 

human stories tied to forests, Powers dramatizes how 

ecological destruction erodes both natural and cultural 

heritage. The novel draws upon posthumanist thought, 

undermining anthropocentrism and foregrounding 

interconnectedness. Trees are not background scenery 

but protagonists whose longevity and resilience expose 

human shortsightedness. Powers reimagines 

storytelling itself as a collective act that transcends 

species, suggesting that literature can become an 

ecological witness by speaking for those who cannot 

speak in human language. This reorientation reflects 

posthumanist commitments to acknowledging non-

human agency and destabilizing human exceptionalism. 

 

Louise Erdrich’s Future Home of the Living God 

approaches ecological crisis through speculative fiction. 

The novel imagines a future where evolutionary 

processes reverse and biological instability threatens 

human survival. For Erdrich, climate collapse is 

inseparable from political authoritarianism, reproductive 

control, and Indigenous dispossession. The novel links 

ecological breakdown with histories of colonial 

exploitation, reminding readers that environmental 

crisis is not a rupture but an intensification of long-

standing injustices. Eco-justice emerges here as both 

environmental survival and cultural survival, particularly 

for Indigenous peoples whose land, traditions, and 

sovereignty remain under assault. Erdrich’s speculative 

lens underscores the urgency of ecological witness by 

portraying collapse not as future possibility but as 

immediate threat already unfolding. 

 

Together, these four novels reveal how contemporary 

American fiction functions as environmental witness. 

Each illustrates that ecological consciousness is not only 

about saving ecosystems but also about confronting 

systems of inequality and exploitation. Fictional 

narratives thus expand climate discourse beyond policy 

and science, enabling readers to confront the ethical 

dimensions of ecological collapse. By humanizing and 

contextualizing environmental change, these novels 

mobilize empathy, moral reflection, and potentially 

activism. 

 

 

The theoretical scaffolding for this argument draws 

upon three major frameworks. Eco-criticism remains 

essential for understanding how texts represent 

environmental issues, but the environmental humanities 

broaden the lens by linking ecological narratives with 

cultural and political structures. Jesmyn Ward’s novel 

demonstrates this by connecting natural disaster with 

structural racism and poverty. Posthumanism further 

complicates the picture by challenging human-centered 

perspectives, as Richard Powers’ arboreal narrative 
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makes clear. Together, these approaches reveal that 

literature not only represents ecological crises but also 

reimagines the very terms of coexistence. 

 

It is also important to note that American climate fiction 

does not exist in isolation. The global nature of 

ecological crisis requires transnational perspectives. 

However, American literature is uniquely positioned 

because of the United States’ economic power, 

environmental footprint, and history of frontier 

mythologies. Contemporary American writers transform 

the tradition of wilderness and manifest destiny into 

narratives of fragility, interdependence, and 

responsibility. Whereas nineteenth-century American 

literature often celebrated nature as resource or sublime 

spectacle, twenty-first-century texts emphasize its 

vulnerability and agency. This shift signals a broader 

cultural transformation toward ecological 

consciousness. 

 

The ethical function of literature, then, lies in its capacity 

to bear witness. Witnessing is more than recording 

events; it involves testifying to suffering, demanding 

recognition, and calling for accountability. In an age 

when climate denial and political inaction remain 

obstacles, literature serves as an alternative archive of 

ecological truth. Novels can convey the urgency and 

scale of crisis in ways that statistics and policy reports 

cannot. They embed climate change in human and non-

human lives, insisting on the inseparability of justice and 

ecology. 

 

To conclude, contemporary American literature reveals 

that eco-justice and climate consciousness are not 

peripheral themes but central to the cultural 

imagination of the present. Through Ward, Kingsolver, 

Powers, and Erdrich, fiction assumes the role of 

environmental witness, documenting not only 

ecological degradation but also the social injustices 

entangled with it. These narratives demand that readers 

confront the ethical dimensions of climate change, 

expanding empathy beyond human communities to 

include non-human life and future generations. 

Literature thus emerges as both cultural record and 

moral compass in a time of planetary emergency. By 

translating ecological crises into stories of lived 

experience and collective struggle, American fiction 

asserts its indispensable role in shaping ecological 

awareness and inspiring sustainable futures. 
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