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Abstract 

Barbara Kingsolver, an American writer, is best known for her writings focusing on 

the relationship between human beings and the environment, social systems and justice. Her 

works center on women discussing the boundaries imposed by society, family, and 
circumstance. Her novel, Flight Behaviour, explores the female identity which is shaped by 

economic adversity, environmental disaster, and patriarchal society. Through the life of the 

protagonist, Dellarobia, the writer explores social changes, traditional systems, gender roles, 
and human relationships. Though she is controlled by early marriage, limited education, and 

severe gender expectations, she later exists in a state of quiet resignation. She encounters her 

own intellectual awakening and she begins to sense her identity. Her transformation 
challenges constricted definitions of female identity which restrict the role of women that to 

merely being based on marriage and motherhood alone. Her identity becomes formed by 

awareness, choices she take for her life, and engagement with the world. Her journey in this 

work shows that women’s empowerment does not need extraordinary situations but it needs 
to recognize one’s own value and potential. Her journey towards self-realization portrays the 

need for taking responsibility for transformation. The novel advocates for personal agency 

by suggesting transformation in the social system. This article analyses Dellarobia’s 
transformation as a gradual process of conscious choice.  
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Introduction 

Literature being a mirror of lives portrays various social structures and cultural 

practices. It deals with the characters as active and passive figures in the society. Modern 

and contemporary literature plays a significant role in presenting women as active agents 
who are ready to question authority, come forward to resist oppression, and take the role to 

fight against injustice and unlawful practices. Portraying women characters from passive and 

submissive to active and strong personalities marks a crucial development in literary history.  

Barbara Kingsolver, an American writer, is best known for her writings focusing on 
the relationship between human beings and the environment, social systems and justice. Her 

works center on women discussing the boundaries imposed by society, family, and 

circumstances. They survive their life with the barriers given by the family and the society 
they belong. In Flight Behavior, Kingsolver explores the struggle faced by a woman in a 
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rural setting. The protagonist, Dellarobia Turnbow, a young woman has a life which makes 

her to lead her life as a confine and submissive wife as a result of her earlier marriage, 

poverty, and poor intellectual potential. 

 Simone De Beauvoir rightly states that one who is not born a woman, but becomes 

one to explain that gender is not biologically created or constructed but it is often socially 
and culturally developed and practiced. She further argues for woman who is defined as the 

"Other” where the woman is seen as the passive object against the man who sees himself as 

the active subject. It shows the necessity of woman to move from a state of passivity to active 

agency. 

Kingsolver’s novel, Flight Behaviour, explores the female identity which is shaped 

by economic adversity, environmental disaster, and patriarchal society. Through the life of 

the protagonist, Dellarobia, the writer explores social changes, traditional systems, gender 
roles, and human relationships. The novel is set in a small rural Appalachian setting, explains 

the struggling life of Dellarobia and her personal awakening. The novelist also describes the 

migration of monarch butterflies as a result of climate change. She connects Dellarobia’s 
personal transformation with ecological upheaval. Her emotional and intellectual awakening 

reflects a growing environmental consciousness, showing how ecological displacement 

prompts self-discovery. Her growing awareness of the climate crisis signals a broader human 

understanding of environmental degradation. As a result, nature becomes the vehicle for her 
character transformation. Her physical, emotional, and intellectual displacement reveals how 

transformation is mandatory in the personal life. 

Focusing the life of the protagonist, Dellarobia, at her age of 28, gets into the life of 
marriage. She is expected to fulfill her cultural expectations. Her pregnancy stops her from 

following upon her dreams of academic achievement. She dreams of a different life. But her 

stage as a mother and wife forces her to do her role in raising her children. It makes her to 
feel that her dreams and desire are replaced with the traditional and cultural demands. This 

shows as the sigh of displacement in the life of Dellarobia. She is expected to have this sort 

of displacement in her life. She is no more there to dream her wishes and she is occupied 

with her duties as a mother to her children. This displacement leads her to have a 

transformation in her reaction towards her life in this novel. 

At the beginning of Flight Behavior, Dellarobia is portrayed as a character who is 

deeply controlled by her circumstances. Her early age makes her to lead her life as dependent 
with her husband Cub. She is emotionally restricted by the expectations of her in-laws and 

community. Her domestic life is portrayed as a routine, isolated, and suppressed one. She 

has had no opportunity to have her education or improve self-development. The confinement 
Dellarobia feels is not merely physical but also psychological. It makes her to believe that 

her ambitions are impractical and cannot attain by her in her life anymore. It also reinforces 

her to feel a sense of invisibility in the society.  

The displacement, Dellarobia experiences, is not seen just as an internal 
displacement but also as a social displacement. The society and community expect her to 

give importance to social values, cultural values, spirituality, and especially prefer to play 
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the traditional gender roles. She is unable to find any situation or circumstance to express 

her. It isolates her from the society and environment. Through Dellarobia’s growing 
alienation, the novelist portrays the emotional and intellectual displacement experienced by 

individuals.  

Focusing the environment, the butterflies, which have abandoned from their 
traditional grounds due to climate disorders, have arrived to Tennessee for their shelter. The 

community sees butterflies as a sign from God rather than a symptom of environmental 

degradation. It demonstrates the belief and resistance that the culture and society have and 
that become the root cause of challenges they face in their life and environment. It makes 

them fail in understanding changes. It happens when Dellarobia gets into her new, current 

life path which has so many series of accidents and compromises. In that situation and 

circumstance, the butterflies, which are seen as a note of beauty and approachable 
transformation, are represented as a sign of ecological crisis and a chance for Dellarobia’s 

own rebirth. 

With the arrival of the monarch butterflies, Flight Behaviour introduces a dual 
narrative that unfolds on parallel yet intricately connected lines: the disrupted migration of 

the butterflies and Dellarobia’s growing desire to escape the confines of her domestic life. 

These two trajectories mirror one another, each driven by forces beyond immediate control—

climate change in the natural world and emotional and intellectual stagnation in the human 
realm. The roosting of the butterflies on the Turnbow farm in Feathertown, Tennessee 

becomes more than just an ecological anomaly; it symbolizes a rupture in both environmental 

and social systems. The natural order is disturbed, as evidenced by the butterflies abandoning 
their traditional wintering grounds in Mexico due to deforestation, erratic weather patterns, 

and habitat loss. On the other hand, Dellarobia's life is marked by a personal upheaval as she 

begins to question the cultural and familial expectations that have kept her confined in an 

unfulfilling marriage and rural isolation. 

Dellarobia wonders the monarchs’ migration as an act of “fight or flight,” observing 

that, like herself, they seem to have no third option. This line of thought captures the 

existential tension at the heart of both her story and the butterflies’ journey. Just as climate 
change forces the monarchs to seek new, unpredictable destinations in search of survival; 

Dellarobia is driven to reimagining her life in order to reclaim agency and purpose. The 

Turnbow farm, therefore, becomes the intersection of two types of displacement—ecological 
and emotional—offering a potent symbol of the broader gap. Thus in this novel, the 

appearance of the monarch butterflies becomes a sign of ecological transformation and 

anguish. Their displacement from Mexico to Tennessee is shown as an interruption in the 
environment caused by global climate change. In this novel, this environmental 

transformation happens in the living area of Dellarobia and it becomes a global issue and it 

leads to personal problem.  

Kingsolver weaves the narrative of personal transformation with ecological crisis, 
illustrating how environmental instability often reflects and amplifies human struggles. 

Dellarobia’s journey of life does not have any immediate and sudden change but has a 
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gradual and steady awakening. Her transformation begins with her encounter with the 

monarch butterflies. It becomes the reason for her transformation from the confinement to 
conscious choice. Her journey from confinement to conscious choice reflects a detailed 

portrayal of female identity and transformation. Through her character, Kingsolver explores 

how a woman moves from emotional bonding to self-awareness and explains the need for 
women’s empowerment in marginalized communities. The novelist also explores how the 

knowledge and awareness help women to get their experiences and have choices in their 

future. 

The arrival of the butterflies carries varied meanings for different characters. For 

Dellarobia, the phenomenon initially appears as a divine sign—a warning from God to 

abandon her sinful path and begin anew. After getting confidence and self-awareness, 

Dellarobia starts to evaluate her married life and her role as a mother. To her, the butterflies 
symbolize personal transformation, reflecting her internal desire for change and renewal. In 

contrast, her in-laws, Bear and Hester Turnbow, interpret the butterflies in economic terms. 

Viewing them as a potential source of income, they envision their farm becoming a tourist 
attraction, planning to charge an entrance fee for visitors eager to witness the spectacle. For 

them, the butterflies represent financial salvation, a means to alleviate their mounting debts. 

This divergence in interpretation highlights how individuals project personal, spiritual, or 

material meanings onto natural events, revealing the complex interplay between ecological 

crisis and human response. 

The moment Dr. Ovid Byron, a Trinidadian scientist, arrives, becomes a turning 

point in this novel, especially in the life of Dellarobia. There is a transformation both in 
environment and in the life of Dellarobia. He investigates the unprecedented migration of 

monarch butterflies, asking why “a major portion of the monarch population that has 

overwintered in Mexico since God set it loose… would instead aggregate in the Southern 
Appalachians, for the first time in recorded history” (FB 87). His inquiry reveals the fragile 

balance of the ecosystem and the far-reaching consequences of its disruption.  

Ovid’s commitment to environmental truth isolates him; he becomes a man whose 

“life was now at the whim of a livid ecosystem” (FB 264), fully immersed in the chaos of a 
changing planet. When he explains the ecological implications of the monarchs’ migration 

to Dellarobia, she internalizes the gravity of the situation. In a moment of silent realization, 

the word “devastation… that one she got, devastation” (FB 103) echoes through her thoughts, 
marking the beginning of her environmental awakening. The irony lies in the butterflies’ 

instinctive flight from deteriorating conditions, only to arrive in a new habitat equally 

inhospitable—a migration driven not by choice but by necessity, mirroring the broader theme 
of survival amid ecological collapse. He also makes people to think and forces them to 

analyze the changes with science.  As a result Ovid becomes a mentor to learn about the 

butterflies. He also educates Dellarobia. He says “a perfect female that had their full 

complement of parts… a perfect female is the lady that can go out and start a new colony by 
herself.” She slowly understands life in different perspective.  Science provides her a new 

way of understanding both about the world and herself. 
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The novelist describes the environment in a way where there no more deeply about 

catastrophe, but she pictures how environmental transformation is complex, unreadable, 
misunderstood, and also she explains how it deeply intertwined with social and economic 

factors. In this novel, common people cannot understand the climate science as their lives 

depend on conventional seasons and steady ecosystems. Their resistance is taken as their 
ordinal way of life and practice of survival rather than showing as ignorance. But as the novel 

progresses, climate change is described as something that touches the lives of common 

people. 

Dellarobia’s personal transformation plays a vital role in this novel. At the beginning 

she is noted for her suffering and restlessness. But in the progress of the novel, she begins to 

question the assumptions that ruled her life. Her involvement with the scientists helps her to 

understand the environment and its crisis. She works with the research team, takes notes, 
handles specimens, and asks many questions to get clear understanding of environment. She 

understands the changes in the nature and attains her own potential. This involvement gives 

her an awakening and enhances her intellectual curiosity and sense of self-worth.  

Dellarobia’s journey of discovery in the matter of her marriage pulls her to question 

the authority of her in-laws, and she starts to express her wishes and desires. She says to her 

husband that their marriage life is almost over. She gives her explanation for her decision. 

She says that she takes that decision not out of cruelty, but from an acknowledgment that she 
is no longer acting as if she were someone who she is not. Like butterflies’ journey from 

Mexico to Tennessee for survival, she travels from ignorance to emotional clarity and gets 

courage to express herself. Both migrations are fueled by instinct, impulse, change, and the 
search for survival.  Kingsolver draws a strong parallel between Dellarobia’s internal 

transformation and the external transformation of monarchs. Butterflies undergo a notable 

transformation to get flight, and in the case of Dellarobia, she undergoes drastic change from 

former life to achieve her new possibility. Her discovery is her choice. 

By the end of the novel, Dellarobia becomes increasingly restless, yearning to 

understand why the monarch butterflies chose her mountain at this particular moment in her 

life. Neither scientific explanations nor spiritual interpretations fully satisfy her deeper 
longing for meaning. Her conversation with Josefina offers a moment of clarity when she 

learns that, in Mexican belief, “a monarch is the soul of a baby that’s died” (FB 359). This 

cultural interpretation resonates with Dellarobia, who subconsciously associates the 
butterflies with the soul of her own lost child. This symbolic connection intensifies her 

emotional transformation and deepens her sense of purpose. Ultimately, Dellarobia makes a 

decisive break from her stagnant life—she leaves her marriage, returns to school, and 
resolves to pursue knowledge and personal fulfillment. Her journey mirrors the monarchs’ 

disrupted migration: a search for survival and rebirth in an uncertain world. The butterflies, 

as both biological phenomenon and spiritual metaphor, become a catalyst for Dellarobia’s 

self-discovery and liberation. 
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For Dellarobia, discovering the reason for climate change is interconnected with 

discovering the truth about herself. She learns the importance of transformation and its 
requirement in gaining awareness. The novelist, through the life of the protagonist and the 

arrival of butterflies, explains that nothing is sustainable forever and there can be 

transformation plays a vital role in any survival, either for human being or in environment. 
Kingsolver also explains that conditions like poverty, lack of education, and conditioned 

traditions, strong cultural practices, etc., make transformation difficult. 

Thus, Flight Behaviour does not merely deals with nature, but connects with its 
crises and challenges. The novelist interconnects the personal and environmental 

transformation. Dellarobia Turnbow’s journey from confinement to clarity mirrors the 

monarch butterflies’ own disrupted migration, revealing that awakening may begin when 

there is a displacement from the place. Dellarobia’s shift from confinement to conscious 
choice explains the gradual, but difficult process of self-realization experienced by many 

women in the society who lead a life controlled by social and economic forces. Thus, in this 

novel, Dellarobia’s life journey has a shift from social and emotional limitation to self-

awareness and agency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

Kingsolver, Barbara. Flight Behaviour. HarperCollins Inc, 2nd ed., 2013. 

Mohajeri, Faezeh.“The Portrayal of Weird Weather as a Psychological Trigger to Act  

Against Climate Change: An Exploration into the Concept of ‘Anthropocene 

Uncanny’ in Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior” Anglo-saxonica. E-ISSN:2184-6006 
Volume: 22 Issue: 1. Aug, 2024. DOI: 10.5334/as.150. 

Phukan, Baby Ritu. “Exploring Female Empowerment and Environmental Activism in  

Barbara Kingsolver's Flight Behavior”. International Journal Of Innovative Research 
In Technology Volume 12 Issue 2 ISSN: 2349-6002 July 2025 P.1195-1201. 

Rao,T Eswar. “Woman and Climate Change in Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behaviour”. The  

Creative launcher, vol. 5, no. 6, 2021. P.70-77. DOI:10.53032/TCL.2021.5.6.10. 
 

 


