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Abstract 

 

The dispersal of global warming across time and space challenges humanity’s capacity to 

measure and understand it, creating a deterritorialized and elusive crisis which overflows the 

boundaries of normal human perception. Indeed, within literary ecocriticism, scholars have 

argued that the material and cultural crisis of climate upheaval has in turn provoked a crisis 

of representation. Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior (2012) is a novel that attempts to 

confront these distortions of perspective and scale. Described as ‘both intimate and enormous’ 

by the New York Times Book Review, it is a novel that weaves together the personal and 

planetary in order to illustrate the connections and currents across a global ecosystem.1 The 

environmental crisis in the novel is symbolised by the arrival of a mysterious swarm of Monarch 

butterflies. However, these beautiful visitors are their own form of disaster, and the novel uses 

their representational ambiguity in order to underline the challenges and contradictions in how 

we understand environmental crisis. 

 

Taking the intertwining of the local and global as a central focus, this paper will analyse the 

ways in which Kingsolver uses literary depictions of the Monarch butterflies to explore the 

disrupted flows and migrations within an unravelling natural world. In particular, this analysis 

focuses on the use of flood and fire imagery, which are used throughout the novel to depict 

the butterflies. Significantly, through the monarch butterflies Kingsolver not only explores the 

physical flows within a changing ecosystem, but also the migration of cultural meanings. 

Finally, this paper addresses the novel’s ambiguous ending and considers how the cycles of 

loss and rebirth represented in the narrative begin to formulate a response to the climate 

crisis. 
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