Science Fiction Reflects Our Anxieties 
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The 1930s saw numerous science fiction films centered around apocalyptic, sometimes climatic, destruction: “La Fin du Monde” (France, 1931) predicted a comet’s collision with the Earth; “Deluge” (United States, 1933) was the story of a giant tsunami resulting in a worldwide flood; “Things to Come” (England, 1936) predicted world war and a civilization-destroying plague; “S.O.S. Tidal Wave” (United States, 1939) showed the destruction of America’s East Coast by massive tidal wave. 

All these films were not as much forward-looking predictions of real apocalypse as they were metaphorical responses to the widespread economic and political crises of the day. Floods and plagues became stand-ins for contemporary upheaval, in this case a way to address the anxieties that attended the Great Depression and post-World War I shock.

Science fiction does not detail the realities of specific problems so that we might avoid them, but rather represent our most pressing cultural fears.

This is what our genre films tend to do best — not detail the realities of specific problems so that we might avoid them, but rather represent our most pressing cultural anxieties. If a solution is presented by a science fiction film, it is seldom workable, immediately possible, or even logical in real-world application. 

And as elements of narrative entertainment, that really isn’t their function. While science fiction films and novels often, and quite naturally, raise awareness of — or stimulate discussion about — scientific and technological issues including climate change, they seldom function as primers for the solutions we need for these very knotty problems. More often, they make us feel better about our ability to survive them.

As some of the more recent apocalyptic climate films filter into college curriculums — works like “Waterworld” (1995), “The Day After Tomorrow” (2004) or the more recent “Snowpiercer” (2014) — they are not typically included in the conventional study of film or science fiction. 

More commonly, they are being appropriated by scientists or climatologists as lures — attractive, non-textbook ways of introducing students to issues that can be terribly resistant to narrativization. These professors are prodding students to see the films as more than just exciting stories in order to start hopefully profitable discussions of what sort of responses might or might not be appropriate for addressing global warming. 

And such an outcome, a start of discussion rather than a solution to the problem, is probably the best we can expect. 

Personal Stories About Global Warming Change Minds


 

Heidi Cullen is the chief scientist for Climate Central, a visiting lecturer at Princeton University and the chief science adviser for Showtime's "Years of Living Dangerously." She is on Twitter. 

Updated July 30, 2014, 12:54 PM

As a climate scientist, I’m acutely aware that facts are not enough to reach most people when it comes to global warming. The so-called deficit model of science communication — “If you only understood the facts, you’d understand that climate change is an urgent threat” — doesn’t work to make people act. For many, climate change simply feels too distant, both in time and space.

That’s where storytelling comes in.

In his book “Thinking, Fast and Slow,” Daniel Kahneman outlines two parallel but interacting modes of information processing: an emotional system (thinking fast) and a rational system (thinking slow). His research suggests that emotionally derived knowledge is more effective than rational knowledge in influencing behavior. In other words, personal growth and understanding require the heat of emotion. 

It is personal stories that make the issue of climate change hit close to home for many people.

This duality was driven home for me in working on the Showtime global warming documentary film series “Years of Living Dangerously.” Our goal was to take viewers on a transformational journey by telling personal stories about climate change with the help of Hollywood A-listers like Harrison Ford and Arnold Schwarzenegger. My job was to make sure each episode got the science right. 

But I’ll be the first to admit it: It was the personal stories that made the issue of climate change hit close to home for many viewers.

The best films and novels have always tackled the most compelling issues of the time. “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” and “The Jungle” moved people to demand action because of their unique ability to weave together the emotional, rational and moral threads around fraught topics like slavery, poverty and dangerous working conditions. When done right, true stories are explosive. They provide us with new ways of seeing the world and our place in it. 

The facts themselves may be unable to make global warming feel psychologically proximate, but we still need them to make informed decisions. Climate change and its associated effects — rising seas, acidifying oceans, species extinction and increasingly extreme weather — can evoke strong feelings including anxiety, fear, denial and even despair. 

While we need those feelings in order to take action, documentaries and science fiction allow us to safely grapple with the concept and reflect on the consequences that come with burning fossil fuels. In that sense, works of fiction have the potential to help us not only understand our impact on the planet more fully, but also to demand a sustainable path forward. 
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Hollywood Global Warming Dramas Can Be Misleading
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Science fiction prepares us for thinking about the future: many of the sciences and technologies we take for granted today were predicted well ahead of time in sci-fi stories. It can help us imagine deeply changed worlds — like the technology-empowered surveillance state of George Orwell’s "1984" that most of us would want to avoid, or the more optimistic post-scarcity future of Star Trek, where principles of equality are deeply engrained. 
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Yet the science fiction visions of both the near and distant future have limitations we shouldn’t forget. Writers and directors are above all storytellers. The scenarios they envisage will usually be biased toward those that allow a good story to be told: Not all developments that await us as the world changes will be dramatic, or act as a perfect setting for an action thriller. It’s important to remember that while sci-fi can broaden our horizons, it can also cause us to see a biased subset of possible futures.

At worst it may mislead us. Hollywood’s most notable stab at a “cli-fi” film was “The Day After Tomorrow,” which depicted a sudden and cataclysmic climate shift that scientists have described as "extremely unlikely.” Films like this risk providing ammunition to climate change deniers when reality doesn’t follow the fast-moving template of Hollywood fictions. 

Thankfully, recent cli-fi novels have been much more sophisticated and rooted in science. They focus on the more subtle, early impacts of climate change (as in Barbara Kingsolver's "Flight Behavior" and Saci Lloyd's "The Carbon Diaries 2015"), on the lives of scientists, activists and others working on climate-related challenges (as in Ian McEwan's "Solar" and Nathaniel Rich's "Odds Against Tomorrow"), or on how life will change for ordinary people in the future as the effects of climate change slowly and relentlessly become more severe (as in Hamish MacDonald's "Finitude" or Paolo Bacigalupi's "The Windup Girl.")

In the end, the greatest contribution of this subgenre may be to cause us to care. Great writing draws us into the lives and circumstances of people we will never, ever meet. We know on an intellectual level that we are the caretakers of the world our great-grandchildren will inherit, a world that will be affected by our present-day actions or inactions. However, it’s another thing to care enough to change our actions now, and to pressure our governments and corporations to do the same. If cli-fi causes us to think both with our heads and our hearts about our responsibility to future generations, it may yet change the world.

Imagination Will Help Find Solutions to Climate Change
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An old tale has come down through the centuries, first by word of mouth and in song, and then, much later, in writing. It was a story of a people stolen from their families in Africa, sold and shipped across the ocean, to arrive on shores where they were never meant to be free. 

There is power in fantasy, especially in stories that urge us to face the impossible or find ways to survive.

The tale describes a proud people chained but not yet broken, who looked into the faces of their captors, saw the uncertain future that lay ahead, and magically walked back across the ocean’s surface to return to their native land. As with any folktale, there are variations. Some tell of a great magic bird that whisked the people back to their homes. The most famous is that the people could fly, that they broke their chains and simply flew away.

There is power in fantasy, especially in stories that urge us to face the impossible or find ways to survive. And sometimes if we wait long enough, what is imagined on the page or the screen comes true. Before our nation elected President Obama twice, science fiction writers like Philip K. Dick and Irving Wallace penned novels that featured black presidents. Comedians like Bill Cosby, Richard Pryor, Paul Mooney and Eddie Murphy took on the role satirically, and the actors James Earl Jones, Morgan Freeman and Dennis Haysbert all acted as president in television and film. What looked like fantasy decades before was made more possible because we imagined it.

This is all to say: Good science fiction and fantasy take what is imaginary and treat it as if it’s real. The best stories take us inside of storytelling so seamlessly, that when we emerge, the impossible is easier to imagine. This fiction creates a space in our minds to consider other perspectives and adopt new solutions.

Climate change may have a global impact, but in reality its effects will be experienced unevenly. Marginalized communities with fewer resources will continue to be hit hardest. And like climate fiction, this climate change gap is not new. It is already the poorest communities that have the worst air quality, the dirtiest water and the highest vulnerability to extreme weather. 

As we look to the future, it will become increasingly important to explore how climate change may have an impact on people across cultures and socioeconomic backgrounds. As we learned from Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy, it is not enough to simply predict extreme weather. To survive and thrive, we will need to have the fortitude and the commitment to imagine community-based solutions as part of our shared future. 

Climate Fiction Will Reinforce Existing Views
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Climate change is an exceptionally ambiguous threat. There is no external enemy with an intention to cause harm. The personal impacts of ever more bizarre weather are still intermittent and open to biased interpretation. And when scientists speak with professional caution about uncertainties and effects far off in the future, we distance ourselves further from an issue that — let’s face it — we were already all too willing to ignore.

Stories are vitally important for us to make sense of climate change. The rational side of our brain can readily accept that this is a problem. But it needs the alchemy of stories to turn that cold data into the emotional gold it needs to mobilize. 

The unconvinced will see these stories about global warming as proof that the issue is fiction, exaggerated for dramatic effect. 

The problem is that stories are also the means by which people define their personal identities. This means that every story about climate change presupposes social values that might lead some people to reject the information it contains. The dominance of the liberal environmental viewpoint on stories of climate change -- the polar bears, consumer guilt and calls for greater government controls -- is a major reason why it has become so toxic to conservatives. 

I predict that “cli-fi” will reinforce existing views rather than shift them. The unconvinced will see these stories as proof that this issue is a fiction, exaggerated for dramatic effect. The already convinced will be engaged, but overblown apocalyptic story lines may distance them from the issue of climate change or even objectify the problem. 

There is too much silence on the topic and cli-fi is a welcome addition that could help people talk about climate change more, but to build conviction this genre would need to contain stories about a successful struggle to defend shared values with a resolution in a world that is stable, secure and, in some ways, better. I am not sure that many writers will get excited about writing that!

Movies Like ‘Snowpiercer’ Can Sound the Alarm
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“Cli-fi” movies and novels have the power to change minds. That's their mission. Have they sparked any change in society at large? Maybe not. But the potential of this genre is apparent in some of its storylines.

A scientist takes a moral stand against the way the media trivializes and misreports climate issues facing humankind in Barbara Kingsolver's novel "Flight Behavior." The movie “Snowpiercer” gives a sense of climate change’s effects on the developing world when a planetary catastrophe plunges the world into an ice age and the last members of humanity live on a train with the haves separated from the have-nots.

As the novelist Sarah Stone wrote in a recent review of Edan Lepucki's post-apocalyptic novel "California”: If we survive, “it will be in part because of books like this one, which go beyond abstract predictions and statistics to show the moment-by-moment reality of a painful possible future, the price we may have to pay for our passionate devotion to all the wrong things."

