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Abstract 

Critical scholarship on dystopia has conventionally been focused on totalitarian-type 

dystopias, commenting on the presence of repressive and authoritarian governments, 

tightly-structured social relations, and surveillance. Similarly, many definitions of dystopia 

emphasise the role of inter-human relationships and social organisation, marking the 

dystopia as a specifically anthropocentric genre, looking inward at human society. 

However, growing environmental concerns, and, most significantly, the emergence of 

global warming in the 1980s, demands that authors turn their attention outwards to the 

surrounding environment. Indeed, environmental disaster has become a staple feature in 

recent dystopian fiction. Yet the phenomenon of global warming poses a challenge to the 

representational capacity of a genre traditionally focused on the portrayal of specific 

human communities. Stretching over vast geographical distances and lengths of time, 

climate change is causing world-wide effects which exceed previous environmental issues 

and challenge humanity’s capacity to measure and understand it. Furthermore, climate 

change undermines the culture/nature divide by not only indicating humanity’s impact 

upon the environment, but equally demonstrating the environment’s influence upon 

humanity. 

This paper explores the challenges set by the emergence of global climate change to the 

representational capacity of the dystopian novel and the conventional features by which 

we recognise this genre. I argue that the environmental dystopia, evolving alongside the 

outpouring of ‘climate fiction’ in the late twentieth-century, takes up the challenge of 

remaking traditional narrative structures in order to represent the environment as a visible 

and relevant world actor. This shift in content away from anthropocentric visions of human 

society and towards a more encompassing vision of humanity as an embedded part of a 

global ecology demands new formal innovations. The focus of this paper thus explores two 

dystopias which attempt to address the challenges set by global warming: George Turner’ 

The Sea and the Summer and Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl. Published in 1987, The 

Sea and the Summer is one of the earliest examples of environmentally concerned 

dystopian fiction, positioned on the cusp of the initial wave of political and literary interest 

in the issue of global warming. Meanwhile, published in 2009, The Windup Girl is a much 

more recent attempt to grapple with the geopolitics of environmental change. Yet rather 

than dramatic visions of environmental apocalypse, both novels instead attempt to portray 

how the devastating environmental changes enacted by climate change are translated into 

equally disastrous consequences for the day-to-day functioning of the economy, society, 

and ethics of the modern world. This paper claims that in The Sea and Summer and The 

Windup Girl, Turner and Bacigalupi attempt to dramatize the conflicts and difficulties 

inherent in communicating and adapting to environmental change, illustrating how the 

structures of human society are inextricably linked to the surrounding environment. In 

particular, this paper discusses the similarities and differences in the approach to climate 
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change taken by these two dystopias written twenty years apart, focusing on the literary 

techniques employed by the two authors, including the use of narrative perspective and 

the descriptions of landscape, and how these techniques shape the reader’s encounter 

with climate change within the novel. Using this analysis, I argue that by using and 

disrupting the conventions of the dystopian novel, both Turner and Bacigalupi complicate 

the traditional dystopian opposition between oppressive hegemony and resistant freedom, 

and instead create ambiguous narratives which resist a didactic resolution.  

 

 

  


