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Abstract: 
Climate change is among the most urgent issues of the 21st century, impacting ecosystems, 

economies and human life globally. In response to this growing crisis, the literary genre of 

climate fiction, or "cli-fi," has gained prominence, using narrative storytelling to explore the 

consequences of environmental degradation and climate shifts. Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight 

Behavior explores the interplay between climate change and environmental resilience, using 

the struggles of displaced monarch butterflies as both a literal and metaphorical narrative 

device. This paper examines how Kingsolver uses the monarch butterfly as a complex symbol 

for climate instability, human agency, and the vulnerability of ecological systems. Through an 

ecocritical perspective, the study highlights how the narrative sheds light on the effects of 

global climate instability on both nature and society, emphasizing the interconnectedness 

between the two. 

The narrative also critiques the gap between scientific knowledge and rural life, 

illustrating the tensions between faith, denial, and scientific understanding in grappling with 

environmental crisis. The paper further explores how Kingsolver personalizes climate change 

by weaving it into the personal struggles of her characters, creating a relatable narrative that 

goes beyond traditional climate discussions. 

This research argues that Flight Behavior encourages readers to rethink humanity’s 

relationship with nature, advocating for a move towards ecological awareness and collaborative 

solutions. In doing so, the novel establishes itself as an important work in the climate fiction 

genre, bridging the divide between scientific discourse and literary storytelling to inspire 

environmental consciousness. 

Introduction: 
Climate change is among the most urgent issues of the 21st century, impacting ecosystems, 

economies  and  human  life  globally.  Scientific  studies  have  persistently pointed out the 

rising rate of extreme weather events, rising global temperatures, and loss of biodiversity 

caused by human-induced climate change (IPCC, 2021). However, while scientific  data  is  

crucial  for  understanding  climate  change,  yet literature has become an effective tool for 

expressing its emotional and ethical aspects. In response to this growing crisis, the literary 

genre of climate fiction, or "cli-fi," has gained prominence, using narrative storytelling to 

explore the consequences of environmental degradation and climate shifts. Scholars argue that 

cli-fi is instrumental in shaping public perceptions, since it translates dry scientific theory into 

experiential human narrative.  According  to Schneider-Mayerson (2018), "climate fiction can 

serve as a bridge between scientific discourse and public engagement, making climate change 
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more tangible, immediate, and emotionally resonant." By employing elements of dystopia, 

speculative fiction, and eco-conscious realism, cli-fi fosters empathy and a deeper 

understanding of the urgency of environmental sustainability. 

Barbara Kingsolver‟s Flight Behavior illustrates how cli-fi engages with climate discourse by 

blending ecological science with human narratives. The novel reflects what Goodbody and 

Johns-Putra (2019) describe as "the intersection of literary imagination and environmental 

ethics, where storytelling becomes a catalyst for climate awareness and action." As a genre, 

cli-fi often critiques societal inaction, explores climate anxiety, and highlights the ethical 

dilemmas of environmental sustainability. Kingsolver‟s portrayal of displaced monarch 

butterflies serves as both a literal consequence of climate change and a metaphor for disrupted 

ecological balance, and thus reinforces the novel‟s broader environmental message. Research 

suggests that cli-fi has the potential to shape cultural attitudes and influence policy discussions, 

as it personalizes the climate crisis through the lens of human struggle and resilience (Trexler 

& Johns-Putra, 2011). 

 

By examining Flight Behavior within the framework of cli-fi, this study highlights the role of 

literature in raising ecological awareness and promoting sustainable solutions to the climate 

crisis. 

Objective of the Research 
This paper aims to explore the intersection of literature and environmental sustainability by 

analyzing Barbara Kingsolver‟s Flight Behavior as a narrative that both reflects and critiques 

the ecological challenges posed by climate change. By examining the novel‟s depiction of 

climate change denial, ecological displacement, and the socioeconomic factors influencing 

environmental awareness, this study seeks to highlight how literature serves as a powerful 

medium for fostering ecological consciousness. Barbara Kingsolver‟s Flight Behavior serves 

as both a metaphor and a critique of climate change and environmental resilience by depicting 

the complex intersection of ecological disruption, scientific discourse, and human experience. 

Through the symbolic displacement of monarch butterflies, the novel captures the concrete 

consequences of climate change as well as the social attitudes regarding environmental 

sustainability. Kingsolver critiques climate skepticism and socio-economic barriers to 

ecological awareness and thus portrays the challenges of bridging the gap between scientific 

knowledge and public perception. By placing climate change within a highly personalized 

context, Flight Behavior not only raises awareness of environmental crises but also emphasizes 

the urgency of collective action and sustainable solutions in the face of ecological uncertainty. 
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Barbara Kingsolver as a Cli-fi writer 
Barbara Kingsolver is an acclaimed American novelist, essayist, and a poet known for her 

works that explore themes of social justice, environmental sustainability, and the intersection 

of science and human experience. Born in 1955, Kingsolver has a background in biology, 

which deeply influences her literary writing in which she blends scientific attitude with 

compelling storytelling. As Goodbody and Johns-Putra (2019) note, “Kingsolver‟s writing 

exemplifies the growing field of eco-fiction, where literature serves as both a form of activism 

and an exploration of humanity‟s relationship with nature.” Kingsolver has actively promoted 

sustainable living, particularly in her nonfiction book Animal, Vegetable, Miracle (2007), 

which chronicles her family‟s attempt to live sustainably by consuming locally grown food. In 

discussing this work, Bloom (2020) highlights that "Kingsolver‟s commitment to 

environmentalism extends beyond storytelling; she actively engages with sustainability 

practices, reinforcing the themes she presents in her fiction." 

 

Kingsolver‟s inspiration for Flight Behavior stemmed from real-life ecological concerns, 

particularly the impact of climate change on monarch butterfly migration patterns. As 

Schneider- Mayerson (2018) explains, “climate fiction has the power to translate abstract 

environmental crises into personal and emotional experiences, making them more relatable to 

the public.” The novel was conceived during a time of growing scientific alarm over global 

warming, and Kingsolver sought to explore how climate change affects both ecosystems and 

human lives, especially in rural communities. The book received widespread recognition for 

its attempt in making the topic of climate change come to the forefront. While 

environmentalists and climate activists praised its urgent message of the book, some critics 

suggested that its strong ecological themes might overshadow the personal narrative or 

storytelling. Nonetheless, the literary field acknowledged Flight Behavior as an essential work 

of climate fiction (cli-fi), reinforcing the genre‟s role in bridging the gap between science and 

storytelling (Trexler & Johns-Putra, 2011). Noting the contribution of Barabara Kingslover as 

a cli-fi writer Rejani G.S (2018) notes that, “Climate change is a global phenomenon, by 

introducing climate change into fiction; Kingsolver portrays the complexities that lie behind it. 

„Alarmism‟ is the commonly used term for climate change. Kingsolver‟s Flight Behaviour 

reflects the actuality of this „alarmism‟ and the migration of monarch butterflies.” 

Overview of Flight Behavior by Barbara Kingsolver 
Flight Behavior (2012) by Barbara Kingsolver is a novel that delves into the intersections of 

climate change, human behavior, and ecological crises. Set in the rural Appalachian Mountains, 
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it follows the story of Dellarobia Turnbow, a young woman who feels trapped in a life defined 

by poverty, disillusionment, and the confines of her marriage to a man named Cub. Her world 

changes dramatically when she stumbles upon a breathtaking and mysterious sight: millions of 

monarch butterflies have migrated to her family‟s farm, instead of their usual wintering 

grounds in Mexico. 

This phenomenon, which is a direct consequence of climate change, sets off a series of personal 

and social transformations. Dellarobia's discovery attracts the attention of scientists, media, 

and the local community, leading her to confront the broader implications of environmental 

change and her own role in addressing them. As the novel progresses, Dellarobia grapples with 

questions about faith, family, and environmental responsibility, all while navigating the 

tensions between rural life and the growing awareness of global ecological issues. 

Kingsolver uses the monarch butterflies as a symbol of climate change and environmental 

imbalance, emphasizing the delicate balance of ecosystems and the far-reaching consequences 

of human actions. Through her portrayal of Dellarobia‟s journey toward understanding and 

action, Flight Behavior underscores the importance of recognizing and responding to 

environmental threats, highlighting the personal, social, and scientific dimensions of climate 

change. The novel is a blend of fiction and environmental consciousness, thus offering both a 

personalized narrative and a call for environmental awareness. 

Climate Change and Dellarobia’s Growth as an Individual 
Dellarobia's first reaction to the appearance of the monarch butterflies is a mix of awe and 

confusion. “She had never seen anything like it,” Kingsolver writes, capturing Dellarobia‟s 

sense of wonder. Yet, the butterflies‟ arrival represents more than just a strange spectacle; they 

symbolize the broader disruption in her life and the natural world. As Dellarobia learns about 

the scientific reasons behind the butterflies' migration, she reflects, "I know I‟m supposed to 

see this as a sign. But I just don‟t know what it means." This moment marks the beginning of 

Dellarobia's inner journey from ignorance to understanding, as she begins to confront both the 

environmental changes occurring around her and the dissatisfaction with her own life choices. 

 

Dellarobia‟s marriage to Cub, marked by a lack of emotional connection and a sense of 

entrapment, is another focal point of her journey. She feels disconnected from her husband, 

both in their day-to-day existence and in their aspirations. Kingsolver reveals Dellarobia‟s 

disillusionment through her reflections: "She had married Cub for a simple reason: he was a 

body to take to bed, a body to have children with, a body to sign papers on the farm." This 
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sentiment captures the limited scope of her hopes and dreams before the arrival of the 

butterflies. 

 

While her marriage represents stability, it lacks passion or mutual intellectual engagement, 

leading Dellarobia to question the role it plays in her life. 

 

Her children, especially her son Preston, add to her internal conflict. Dellarobia is determined 

to offer him a better future, yet feels powerless within the confines of her socio-economic 

situation. The novel subtly critiques the cycle of poverty, with Dellarobia caught between her 

dreams and the reality of her limited options. As she begins to engage with the scientists 

studying the butterflies, her ambition begins to shift. "I used to want something more than this," 

she admits, recognizing that the life she had resigned herself to may not be her only path. 

 

Through Dellarobia‟s journey, Kingsolver presents Flight Behavior as a treatise on the dangers 

of climate change, emphasizing both personal and environmental transformation. As 

Dellarobia begins to understand the ecological significance of the monarchs‟ migration, she 

confronts the broader implications of climate change. According to Schneider-Mayerson 

(2018), “Kingsolver uses the monarchs as a tangible representation of climate change, showing 

how a single environmental disturbance can cascade into a broader crisis.” Dellarobia's 

awakening parallels the environmental crisis she is now aware of. She moves from seeing the 

butterflies as an oddity to understanding them as a harbinger of ecological imbalance, much 

like how humanity is beginning to recognize the severity of global warming. Through 

Dellarobia, Kingsolver critiques the societal reluctance to acknowledge climate change and the 

dangers of remaining passive in the face of such a pressing issue. 

 

Dellarobia‟s transformation is also reflected in her changing perspective on her role in both 

her family and the world. In the early parts of the novel, she views herself as a powerless figure, 

constrained by societal and familial expectations. However, as she learns more about the 

monarchs and engages with Ovid Byron, a scientist studying the butterflies, her view of the 

world expands. Her intellectual growth is highlighted in her conversations with Ovid, where 

she grapples with the scientific explanations for the butterflies' migration and the implications 

of climate change. She recognizes that her choices, like those of others, impact the environment 

and future generations. 
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Dellarobia as a Symbol of Environmental Awakening 
Thus, Dellarobia's personal journey serves as a microcosm of the larger environmental crisis. 

Through her growth, Kingsolver illustrates the importance of environmental awareness, while 

also highlighting the challenges faced by individuals living in rural, economically 

disadvantaged communities. Dellarobia‟s awakening, sparked by the appearance of the 

monarch butterflies, symbolizes a broader societal need to recognize and address climate 

change. As Schneider- Mayerson (2018) notes, "Dellarobia‟s transformation from ignorance 

to understanding mirrors the shift required in society to effectively combat climate change." 

Through her journey, Kingsolver urges readers to confront the urgency of ecological issues and 

consider how personal actions contribute to the collective environmental future. In the words 

of Rejani G.S. (2018), “The novel concludes that the monarch butterflies open the heart of 

Dellarobia as well as the readers to take a step to protect something big and fragile - the earth. 

The gorgeous enchanted view of the migrated Monarchs is no more spectacular, it is an 

enormous consequence of global warming.” 

 

 

Systemic barriers that hinder environmental consciousness 
Ignorance about climate change 

Barbara Kingsolver‟s Flight Behavior powerfully critiques the ignorance of climate change 

and the absence of an eco-centric vision in society, particularly through its depiction of the 

residents of Feather Town. By setting the novel in a rural Appalachian community, Kingsolver 

effectively illustrates how misinformation, economic struggles, and ideological biases shape 

environmental perceptions, ultimately leading to a lack of meaningful action against climate 

change. As noted by Goodbody and Johns-Putra (2019), “Climate fiction serves to expose the 

societal and cultural mechanisms that perpetuate climate skepticism, often rooted in economic 

and political interests rather than scientific debate.” In Flight Behavior, this skepticism 

manifests through the townspeople‟s varying interpretations of the displaced monarch 

butterflies. Rather than recognizing them as indicators of climate change, the community 

members project their own beliefs and desires onto the phenomenon. Some interpret the 

butterflies as a religious sign, as seen when Dellarobia‟s church congregation considers their 

arrival a divine miracle: "The Lord has sent us a sign," one churchgoer claims, demonstrating 

how religious fundamentalism often overrides scientific reasoning in the town (Kingsolver, 

2012). Others, like Bear and Hester Turnbow, Dellarobia‟s in-laws, see the butterflies as an 

economic opportunity, hoping to attract tourists and eco-tourists to alleviate their financial 
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struggles. Even Tina Ultner, a television reporter, reduces the ecological event to a media 

spectacle, focusing on ratings rather than the scientific implications of climate change. 

Kingsolver thus exposes how self-interest and misinformation fuel environmental apathy. 

Economic Disparities 

Furthermore, Kingsolver critiques the sociopolitical dimensions of climate change by 

exploring how economic disparities influence environmental awareness and action. Ovid 

Byron, the scientist studying the butterflies, embodies the frustration of experts attempting to 

communicate climate realities to resistant communities. In a particularly telling moment, he 

expresses his exasperation, stating, "Science doesn‟t have a chance against the way people feel. 

And the problem is, the truth about climate change isn‟t something people feel every day" 

(Kingsolver, 2012). This reflects how the abstract nature of climate change makes it easy to 

dismiss, especially in communities more concerned with immediate economic survival than 

long-term environmental consequences. Rao, T Eswar. (2021) notes another instance where, 

“Byron becomes angry that the local high school is uninterested in sending student volunteers 

to learn and study the butterflies. After all, it's a great opportunity to see science in action and 

build valuable skills. But the school only wants to know if it pays minimum wage because, 

truthfully, the students aren't going into science fields and they aren't going to college. A 

mindless minimum wage job is more useful.” These incident exemplifies that how economic 

disparities impact environmental awareness and action. As Schneider-Mayerson (2018) argues, 

“Kingsolver‟s novel demonstrates how climate change denial is often not rooted in a rejection 

of science itself, but rather in economic vulnerability and cultural resistance to change.” 

 

This socioeconomic critique is particularly evident in Dellarobia‟s journey, where she grapples 

not only with her limited knowledge of climate change but also with her sense of entrapment 

in a system that prioritizes economic survival over environmental consciousness. Dellarobia, 

the protagonist, represents a rural, working-class community that feels disconnected from 

environmental discourse, a sentiment rooted in the economic hardships they face. As 

Jones(2012) observes, “The novel presents a nuanced critique of how economic instability 

prevents rural communities from engaging meaningfully with environmental issues, revealing 

the intersection of poverty and ecological ignorance.” Kingsolver thus highlights the 

importance of addressing economic inequities in the fight for sustainability, arguing that 

environmental awareness cannot be separated from social justice. As McKie (2012) observes, 

“Flight Behavior does not simply depict climate change as an abstract global issue, but as a 

deeply personal, socioeconomically layered crisis.” Through this critique, Kingsolver 
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underscores the necessity of inclusive environmental action, which recognizes the role of 

socioeconomic factors in shaping attitudes toward sustainability. 

Conclusion 
Barbara Kingsolver‟s Flight Behavior serves as both a poignant narrative and a powerful 

critique of climate change denial, illustrating how misinformation, economic struggles, and 

ideological biases hinder environmental awareness. Through the journey of Dellarobia 

Turnbow, the novel highlights the personal and societal transformations necessary to confront 

ecological crises, while Ovid Byron‟s scientific perspective underscores the urgent need for 

bridging the gap between science and public understanding. The novel‟s depiction of the 

displaced monarch butterflies as both a literal consequence of climate change and a metaphor 

for human inaction reinforces its relevance to discussions on environmental sustainability. As 

Gausvami and Patel (2024) note, “The novel stresses upon the harmony between human and 

non-human world and therefore tries to reconstruct the harmony of the earth.” Flight Behavior 

thus exemplifies and demonstrating that literature can be a catalyst for climate consciousness 

and societal change. 

 

Kingsolver blends scientific discourse with narrative to bring climate change to life, effectively 

making it a relatable and pressing issue. As Schneider-Mayerson (2018) argues, “Kingsolver‟s 

portrayal of environmental science is not didactic but woven into the character‟s development, 

allowing the reader to understand climate change through both emotional and intellectual 

engagement.” This seamless integration of science and fiction is crucial to the novel‟s message, 

as it allows readers to grasp the implications of environmental change without feeling alienated 

by technical jargon. In the words of Kapoor and Saraswat (2024), “Through this novel, 

Kingsolver tries to convey the negative impact of materialistic culture. She believes that people 

have forgotten the importance of forming a connection with nature.” 

The novel thus ultimately calls for greater ecological awareness, urging readers to reflect on 

their own role in sustainability efforts. As climate change continues to threaten global 

ecosystems, literature‟s role in advocacy becomes increasingly significant. Kingsolver‟s novel 

challenges both individuals and communities to move beyond skepticism and inaction, 

emphasizing that meaningful environmental change requires both awareness and collective 

responsibility. 

Thus, by analyzing the novel‟s portrayal of climate change skepticism, environmental 

disruption, and the economic factors shaping public perception of ecological issues, this study 

emphasizes the role of literature as a compelling tool for cultivating environmental awareness. 
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Through the symbolic journey of the displaced monarch butterflies and the transformation of 

the protagonist, Dellarobia Turnbow, this research draws parallels between fiction and real-

world environmental issues, emphasizing the role of storytelling in shaping public 

understanding of climate change. Ultimately, this paper underscores the significance of literary 

narratives in bridging the gap between scientific discourse and societal action, and thus 

advocates for a more inclusive and accessible approach to environmental sustainability. 
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