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Abstract:

This paper examines the representation of eco-anxiety in 21st-century British
fiction as a literary response to the escalating global climate crisis. Eco-anxiety,
defined as the chronic fear of environmental doom, is increasingly recognized as a
widespread psychological condition shaped by the Anthropocene's uncertainties.
Through close readings of key novels—Ian McEwan’s Solar, Jeanette Winterson’s
The Stone Gods, and Ali Smith’s Seasonal Quartet—the study explores how
contemporary British authors deploy narrative strategies to evoke environmental
consciousness and emotional engagement. The analysis focuses on three key
dimensions: the thematic portrayal of climate collapse and ecological loss, the use of
metaphor, voice, and setting to translate environmental dread into personal
experience, and the broader critigue of consumerism, capitalism, and political
inaction. Each novel offers a distinct narrative mode—satire, dystopia, and lyrical
realism—that captures the multifaceted nature of ecological anxiety. These works
not only reflect the emotional and ethical tensions of living in a time of environmental
crisis but also function as affective interventions that challenge dominant socio-
political structures and cultivate eco-empathy.

Keywords: Eco-anxiety, Ecocriticism, Climate fiction (cli-fi), Environmental
consciousness, 21st-century British literature, Anthropocene

Introduction

The term eco-anxiety has gained traction in psychological, environmental,
and literary discourse over the past two decades, describing a persistent fear or
distress caused by environmental degradation and the perceived inaction surrounding
climate change (Clayton et al., 2017). The American Psychological Association
defines it as “a chronic fear of environmental doom” that affects individuals
emotionally, mentally, and physically (APA, 2017). As the reality of ecological
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collapse becomes more immediate—with rising sea levels, extreme weather events,
and biodiversity loss—such anxiety has become not only a personal but also a
generational and global phenomenon.

In parallel, 21st-century British fiction has increasingly turned toward
environmental concerns, producing narratives that reflect society’s collective unease
and uncertainty about ecological futures. British authors like lan McEwan, Jeanette
Winterson, Sarah Hall, and Ali Smith have explored environmental collapse,
climate change, and human-nature alienation through diverse narrative forms,
including satire, dystopia, magical realism, and eco-speculation. These literary works
go beyond depicting the environment as a mere backdrop; they engage with it as an
active, often sentient, force that shapes human emotion, identity, and action.
Literature, in this sense, becomes a powerful lens through which the psychological
experience of living in an era of ecological crisis—what some call the
Anthropocene—can be examined (Garrard, 2012).

Eco-Anxiety in British Fiction: Key Themes

The thematic exploration of eco-anxiety in 21st-century British fiction
reveals a complex interplay between personal emotion, social responsibility, and
planetary crisis. Novels frequently depict characters grappling with feelings of
helplessness, guilt, and dread in the face of ecological collapse—offering a literary
reflection of the psychological turmoil associated with global environmental change.
Representation of Climate Crisis and Ecological Collapse

British fiction increasingly foregrounds the climate crisis not just as a
backdrop but as an active force within the narrative structure. For instance, lan
McEwan’s Solar (2010) satirizes the scientific and political stagnation surrounding
climate change, revealing the moral ambivalence and denial often tied to
environmental inaction. The protagonist's personal failings parallel the larger societal
failure to address ecological destruction, creating a layered critique of human ego
and environmental irresponsibility (Trexler, 2015).

In contrast, Jeanette Winterson’s The Stone Gods (2007) presents a dystopian
cycle of planetary destruction, underscoring humanity’s repetitive ecological
failures. Through speculative world-building, the novel addresses both the
inevitability and preventability of environmental collapse—evoking a sense of
intergenerational anxiety and loss (Ghosh, 2016).

Human-Nature Relationships in Urban vs. Rural Settings

Another important theme in British eco-fiction is the tension between urban
disconnection and rural entanglement with nature. Works like Sarah Hall’s The
Carhullan Army (2007) highlight the alienation caused by industrial urban
environments while portraying rural spaces as sites of resistance and ecological
intimacy. However, these rural spaces are not idealized; they are fragile and
contested, reflecting the precariousness of both natural ecosystems and human
survival within them.
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Urban settings often serve as metaphors for ecological numbness, where artificiality
and hyper-consumerism mask the unfolding crisis. In Ali Smith’s Seasonal Quartet
(2016-2020), fragmented urban lives are subtly interwoven with natural cycles and
seasonal change, suggesting the possibility of renewal despite disconnection.
Climate Futures and Speculative Narratives

Speculative fiction has become a vital mode for articulating eco-anxiety in
British literature. Through dystopian or post-apocalyptic scenarios, authors project
climate futures that function as both warnings and emotional provocations. These
imagined worlds amplify present anxieties, making the intangible future feel
viscerally immediate (Johns-Putra, 2019). For example, in The Stone Gods,
Winterson constructs a planetary collapse that mirrors our current ecological
trajectory, blending climate fiction (cli-fi) with philosophical reflection on time,
history, and loss.

Such narratives allow readers to confront the environmental consequences of
present-day actions while also exploring possible paths of resilience, adaptation, or
despair. They challenge readers not only to imagine catastrophe but also to
emotionally engage with its meaning.

3. Narrative Strategies and Affective Engagement

The affective force of eco-anxiety in contemporary British fiction emerges
not only through plot and theme but also through narrative strategies—particularly
the use of metaphor, setting, and voice. These formal techniques serve to translate
environmental crises into emotional experiences, allowing readers to feel the weight
of ecological loss and urgency. In this sense, literature acts as both a mirror and a
medium for fostering ecological consciousness.

Use of metaphor, symbolism, and setting

Metaphor and symbolism are central to articulating the otherwise abstract
and overwhelming realities of climate change. In Solar, lan McEwan uses the
metaphor of entropy—not only as a physical principle but as a symbol of the
protagonist’s moral and emotional decay. The personal failures of Michael Beard
reflect the thermodynamic unraveling of the planet, creating an ironic parallel
between individual and planetary dysfunction.

Jeanette Winterson’s The Stone Gods is rich in environmental symbolism.
The recurring image of ruined landscapes, scorched earth, and genetically altered
flora serve as symbols of lost ecological harmony and the violence of technological
hubris. The planet Orbus, a fictional mirror of Earth, serves as a setting that
externalizes the consequences of unsustainable growth and denial.

Ali Smith’s Seasonal Quartet employs seasonal changes—autumn’s decay,
winter’s dormancy, spring’s rebirth, and summer’s vitality—as both structural and
symbolic devices. Nature becomes a rhythm that contrasts with the fragmentation of
human society, subtly reminding readers of cycles that extend beyond the human
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scale and offering metaphors of potential renewal amid political and ecological
precarity.
Narrative Voice and Emotional Resonance

Narrative voice plays a crucial role in conveying the psychological
dimensions of eco-anxiety. In Solar, the third-person limited narration amplifies
Beard’s self-deception, exposing the dissonance between intellectual recognition of
climate change and ethical engagement. The use of irony and detachment in the
narration enhances the satirical critique but also distances the reader emotionally,
reflecting societal disengagement from ecological urgency.

In contrast, The Stone Gods adopts a more intimate and fluid narrative voice
that traverses time and identity, creating a sense of continuity between past, present,
and future selves. This narrative strategy evokes environmental memory and
trauma, enabling emotional resonance with lost ecosystems and vanished worlds.
The fragmented yet poetic narration builds a cumulative emotional weight that
mirrors the deep-time scope of ecological collapse.

Smith’s use of free indirect discourse and stream-of-consciousness in the
Seasonal Quartet creates a porous boundary between narrator and character,
allowing emotional states—grief, confusion, wonder—to be shared directly with the
reader. Her lyrical voice draws readers into the experience of time passing and nature
changing, fostering a quiet but persistent ecological sensibility.

Reader Engagement and Environmental Consciousness

These narrative techniques are not merely aesthetic choices—they also serve
a political function. By immersing readers in the emotional realities of environmental
breakdown, these texts promote affective engagement rather than didacticism. As
Buell (2005) and Heise (2008) argue, environmental literature must overcome the
challenge of “environmental apathy” by invoking empathy, intimacy, and a sense of
ethical responsibility.

Metaphor and voice become tools for building eco-empathy—a mode of
identification with nonhuman life and planetary futures. Through affective
storytelling, readers are invited to feel loss, imagine collapse, and consider alternative
forms of coexistence. In doing so, these narratives expand the boundaries of
environmental consciousness from scientific abstraction to emotional and moral
imperatives.

Eco-Anxiety as Political and Cultural Critique

While eco-anxiety is often explored as a psychological and affective
response to environmental degradation, it also serves as a powerful lens for political
and cultural critique in contemporary British fiction. Through narrative form and
thematic content, authors expose the structural roots of ecological crisis—namely,
consumer capitalism, systemic inequality, and political inaction—and reposition
literature as a space for ecological resistance and imaginative intervention.
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Fiction as a Medium for Ecological Awareness

In the face of abstract scientific discourse and often inaccessible climate data,
fiction emerges as a narrative bridge between emotion and understanding.
Literature can give shape and voice to the intangible affects of the Anthropocene—
fear, guilt, denial, and mourning—and render them comprehensible at a human scale
(Ghosh, 2016). British novels such as Solar, The Stone Gods, and the Seasonal
Quartet play a critical role in making ecological crisis visible and emotionally
palpable, contributing to the growing public awareness of planetary vulnerability.
Fiction not only reflects eco-anxiety but amplifies it as a socially productive force,
compelling readers to recognize their embeddedness within ecological systems. By
personalizing climate change and dramatizing its consequences, these texts
counteract the emotional detachment and fatigue often associated with environmental
discourse.
Critique of Consumerism, Capitalism, and Governmental Inaction

A recurring target in eco-anxious fiction is the ideology of consumerism
and late capitalism, which is often portrayed as incompatible with environmental
sustainability. In Solar, lan McEwan skewers the hypocrisy of green capitalism,
where climate solutions are commodified and moral urgency is overshadowed by
profit motives. Michael Beard’s opportunism becomes a satirical embodiment of how
capitalist logic reduces the climate crisis to an economic opportunity rather than an
ethical emergency (Trexler, 2015).

Winterson’s The Stone Gods takes this critique further by presenting a
dystopian society in which corporate power, genetic engineering, and environmental
exploitation go unchecked. The novel suggests that technological optimism and
market-driven “solutions” are merely continuations of extractive logic, leading
to recursive planetary collapse. Similarly, Ali Smith’s Quartet—while less overt—
subtly critiques the aestheticization of crisis and the apathy of political institutions
through its interweaving of seasonal change with social fragmentation.

These texts reflect Raymond Williams’ notion of “structures of feeling”—
that literature can capture emergent social emotions, including climate dread, before
they are fully articulated in political terms. Through eco-anxiety, they challenge
dominant paradigms of growth, consumption, and state inaction.

Role of Literature in Mobilizing Ecological Action

Although fiction might not offer direct solutions, it can catalyze a re-
imagining of values, priorities, and responsibilities. Literature encourages
imaginative identification with both nonhuman life and future generations—
expanding the moral imagination required for long-term ecological thinking (Buell,
2005). By creating spaces of empathy and reflection, eco-anxious narratives promote
slow activism—a form of awareness and attentiveness that precedes and supports
concrete political action.
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Moreover, by unsettling readers—emotionally and ethically—these novels
break through the complacency that often surrounds climate discourse. As Heise
(2008) argues, literature's ability to connect local affect with global ecological issues
helps foster a more nuanced and interconnected environmental consciousness.

In sum, British eco-anxious fiction acts as a literary ecology of resistance:
diagnosing the failures of current systems while cultivating new ethical possibilities
and political sensitivities.

Conclusion

This study has explored how eco-anxiety, as both an affective state and a
cultural condition, is expressed and mediated through 21st-century British fiction.
Through the examination of key texts—Solar by lan McEwan, The Stone Gods by
Jeanette Winterson, and Ali Smith’s Seasonal Quartet—it has become evident that
British novelists engage deeply with environmental concerns, using narrative to trace
the psychological, ethical, and political dimensions of the climate crisis.

The analysis reveals that these authors employ diverse narrative strategies,
including metaphor, symbolism, temporal structures, and affective voice, to convey
the lived experience of ecological uncertainty. Each text offers a unique lens:
McEwan’s satirical critique of climate ethics, Winterson’s speculative dystopia
grounded in environmental memory, and Smith’s lyrical engagement with seasonal
change and renewal. Collectively, these works illustrate how fiction can act as a
conduit for environmental awareness, emotional engagement, and cultural critique.
In terms of its contribution to eco-critical and literary discourse, this paper
emphasizes the evolving role of literature in the Anthropocene—not merely as a
reflection of crisis but as a form of ecological consciousness itself. It aligns with the
broader field of ecocriticism by demonstrating how fiction fosters eco-empathy,
interrogates systemic failures, and reimagines human-nature relationships in
emotionally compelling ways. Furthermore, it advances the discourse by positioning
eco-anxiety not only as a symptom of environmental collapse but also as a narrative
force with transformative potential.

Future research could expand this inquiry by exploring:

e How eco-anxiety is represented in other national or postcolonial
literatures, especially from the Global South.

o Comparative studies between literary and non-literary media (e.g., film,
visual art, digital storytelling) in portraying environmental distress.

e The role of gender, race, and class in shaping experiences of eco-anxiety
within fictional narratives.

e How young adult and -children’s literature are preparing future
generations to emotionally and ethically respond to the climate crisis.
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