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1. Introduction

Australia has been plagued by bushfires for years. Throughout history, these bushfires
have been part of Australian folklore and culture: from early traces in Aboriginal paintings to
special museum collections, from children’s literature to comics, bushfires have left their mark
on this continent. However, the last few decades seem different because bushfires have
changed. Year on year, they have become much more frequent and more damaging. There no
longer seems to be a bushfire season as they start earlier and earlier. Bushfires are spreading
faster and faster, getting more and more out of control and lasting longer and longer. Some of
these recent bushfires have been so devastating that they have become historical milestones
that have been given names such as Ash Wednesday in 1983, Red Tuesday in 1988, Black
Christmas in 2001, Black Saturday in 2009 or more recently Black Summer in 2019-2020.
Each of these bushfires was on an unprecedented scale. Yet, the frequency and intensity of

these bushfires are expected to worsen over time.

Bushfires are just one of the most visible and sensational aspects of climate change.
According to Lesley Head, the continent has also warmed more than the global average, has
experienced record-breaking temperatures, and has seen its annual precipitation fall over the
last 30 years (Head, 177-178). Australia has not only suffered from drought and bushfires, but
also from rising waters and flooding in coastal cities, which are home to 80% of Australia’s
population (Head, 175). If this continues, Australia is only at the beginning of a long series of
bushfires and consequences of human-induced climate change. These historic bushfires thus
are merely wake-up calls demonstrating the effects of climate change in Australia. Yet, the
problem of climate change is not unique to the Australian situation, but this context provides
an extreme version of a problem that all humans will eventually experience. These bushfires
are therefore also wake-up calls to the worldwide consequences of climate change.
Consequently, fictions about bushfires appear to be a way of raising awareness of climate
change and making human beings as a whole feel concerned by this phenomenon, which is

why this thesis focuses on a literary analysis.

Although Europeans generally tend to regard climate change as a distant and abstract
problem for the future generations, the concrete case of Australia shows us that climate change
consequences are a problem that is firmly rooted in the present. This tendency to think that it
only affects others is well illustrated in one of the books chosen as the literary corpus for this

thesis and entitled the Living Sea of Waking Dreams: “And when the first famines began, they



were elsewhere, and the growing numbers of wars were elsewhere, the atrocities and horrors
were elsewhere, and elsewhere is always the fault of others, and others were always less able
and more stupid than them, and so they didn’t worry too much about these things either, nor
were they overly concerned when refugees fleeing these horrors were turned away from their
borders or incarcerated” (Flanagan, 233). This quotation illustrates quite well the denial of the
urgency of the ecological situation; it only affects others; it is everyone else’s fault and other
people do not have the same capacity to cope. The repetitions of the terms “elsewhere” and
“always” might suggest that it is something humans repeat to themselves in an attempt to
convince themselves, probably to preserve themselves from the anguish of this climate crisis

and avoid having to take binding measures.

This mindset tends to be reinforced by post-apocalyptic fiction, which generally sets its
scenarios of brutal catastrophe in a hypothetical future. Yet, contrarily to popular assumptions
transmitted through these post-apocalyptic fictions, there will be no sudden, annihilating
catastrophe, but rather a gradual erosion of our world. This erosion is in fact already underway,
but its effects are uneven. As the case of Australia shows, some countries are undoubtedly more
vulnerable than others and this has nothing to do with their contribution to the ecological crisis.
As the scholar Rob Nixon argues, the nations at the forefront of the ecological crisis may be
those which have barely contributed to global warming and have no weight on a global scale
(Nixon, 264). This is for example the case of the Maldives which are currently at risk of being
completely flooded (Nixon, 265). The fact that the dramatic plight of the Maldives is not further
discussed in the public sphere is indicative of what Rob Nixon calls slow violence, i.e.
attritional violence that unfolds “gradually and out of sight,” and is generally not even
perceived as violence (Nixon, 2), but we will come back to this concept later. The degree of
vulnerability of countries depends simultaneously on their exposure, the extent to which
populations depend on their ecosystems for their livelihoods (e.g., farmers vs lawyers) and the
society’s capacity to adapt to cope with these difficulties. It is a matter of geography and wealth.
Many countries are thus even more vulnerable than Australia as they suffer from extreme

climate events but also lack the resources to adapt and recover from such events.

The case of Australia is particularly interesting as it is suffering the direct consequences
of climate change but is one of the most developed countries in the same way as the United
States or Europeans countries. It thus appears as a wise case-study, since the similarity of living
conditions could encourage Europeans to gradually identify with Australians and feel more

concerned by their struggle, which seems to reflect the future that awaits the whole world. The



tendency of Europeans to perceive these problems as distant has already slowly begun to
change since they now find themselves directly affected by the same problems linked to climate
change. In recent years, more and more natural disasters have been reported in Europe such as
the wildfires that ravaged the Iberian Peninsula in summer 2022 or, more recently, the floods
in northern Italy. From the precipice of climate change, humans might thus all be considered
as climate refugees one day, even if some are and will be less visible than others. As one of the
characters from the chosen literary corpus realises in Anchor Point, “the natural world had no
master plan. There was no God, no log or ledger for who was good and deserving, who needed
punishment. Things just happened. Sometimes you got lucky. Sometimes you burned”
(Robinson, 1206). This quote reinforces the sense of danger weighing on the shoulders of every
human being in the face of the immensity of the environmental crisis. Only the luckiest will be
spared, not those who are deserving. While some benefit from a better starting position
stemming from their birthplace and financial assets, this quote implies that, faced with the

immensity of the climate crisis, all humans appear insignificant and devoid of agency.

This quote brings us to the main point of this thesis. The exploration of the narratives
that constitute the corpus therefore focuses on the condition of being trapped in a system that
the different characters feel unable to change. This leads us to question human’s agency, or
rather lack of it, in the Anthropocene. Research on the topic has already been carried out, but
it has mainly focused on the scale of destruction and casualties caused by these bushfires. The
theme of agency in the Anthropocene has been the subject of less research, but has already been
addressed, notably by researcher Bruno Latour. Bruno Latour has opposed the dream of total
mastery of the earth and the belief in the supremacy of humans, who could act autonomously
without being subjected to the vagaries and reactions of other agents (Latour, 5). He asserts
that there is no such thing as “one that is inanimate and has no agency, and one which is
animated and concentrates all the agencies” (Latour, 14). He argues that, in the face of
ecological threat, agency must be redistributed between animate and inanimate objects, and
that humans must submit to the realm of material necessity (Latour, 15). Latour’s thesis
therefore deals mainly with the agency of the non-human world. What I propose in this thesis
is to return to the problem of human agency. As those responsible for the environmental crisis,
humans are the only ones who can reverse course and attempt to mitigate the crisis. Yet, in the
corpus, human beings no longer seem to have any real agency in the face of the climate crisis
and a form of paralysis generated by the awareness of human insignificance seems to be

increasingly overwhelming the population. It seems interesting to address the absence of



human agency through fiction because, as Bruno Latour argues in his actor-network theory,
literature serves as a means of comparison and juxtaposition (Felski, 748). Literature can
therefore account for the fact that reality is an actor-network made up of both human and non-
human actors. Turning to fiction thus enables us to better understand human agency in the
context of vast and complex networks of actors that escape our individual control. Literature
becomes ‘“a matter of relativizing the force of belonging” (Felski, 757). This leads me to the
following questions: how does human agency manifest itself in the face of the challenges posed
by the Anthropocene era? What impact do the media and eco-emotions on this sense of agency?
How is this human agency represented in climate fiction, more specifically in Australian

bushfire fictions?

I'have decided to tackle the theme of human agency in the Anthropocene through fiction
for several other reasons. Fictions are first and foremost a way that can help humans apprehend
things as big and important as climate change. According to scholar Marco Caracciolo, a whole
new imaginary has developed in literature alongside the Anthropocene and growing concern
about climate change, given rise to what is known as climate fiction or cli-fi in short
(Caracciolo, 10). Writer and essayist Amitav Ghosh points out that such works of fiction
dealing with climate change are still rarely considered serious literature (Ghosh, 7). Despite
this, Ghosh claims that climate fiction is precisely what helps raise awareness that "these
unimaginable events are overwhelmingly, urgently, astoundingly real" (Ghosh, 27). In addition,
Caracciolo claims that climate fictions are never told in a neutral way and, on the contrary,
becomes entangled with various cultural issues, reinforcing or criticising circulating values and
ideas (Caracciolo, 5-6). By adopting a committed perspective, they can get people to question
or reassess some individual, collective or political decisions through criticism or
commendation. Climate fictions can even create a sense of community and shared
responsibility among readers as narratives are known to create interpersonal bonds (Caracciolo,
5). The main stake of climate fiction is that it can help people grasp the scale of climate change
and its consequences by presenting certain scientific issues in an entertaining way through
storytelling. According to the scholar Topp Kieran, mixing entertainment and education —
edutainment in other words — is a strategy that has proved effective in raising public awareness
of science (Kieran, 697). That is why more and more movies have begun to feature climate
change over the last few decades and have succeeded in drawing public attention on the subject.
The key to disseminating scientific information lies in getting the readers to engage with the

content. The more readers feel engaged in the narrative, the more likely they are to accept the



challenge of acquiring new knowledge on a scientific subject (Kieran, 696). Besides, as scholar
Nicole Rogers states, even if fiction lacks the authority and accuracy of scientific discourse, it
can still give readers insights into climate-related issues, enabling them to grasp the scale of
the climate crisis, influencing readers’ opinion, and encouraging them to act by gaining some
form of better understanding of the subject (Rogers, 23). In addition to disseminating scientific
information, academic Adeline Johns-Putra asserts that climate fiction allows us to explore "the
relationship between climate change and humanity in psychological and social terms," allowing
us to analyse the ways in which the ecological crisis infiltrates human mental health (Johns-
Putra, Trexler, 196), and how the legacy of environmental degradation becomes a burden for

human beings (Johns-Putra, 277).

As Axel Goodbody points out, fiction is a good way to address the problem of the
irrepresentability of climate change, which is essentially invisible and only “exists as an
aggregate of scientific facts” (Goodbody, 235). As described by scholar Timothy Morton,
climate change can be considered a “hyperobject”, existing “beyond and independently of the
reality of humans” (cited in Bricker, 359). As described in one of the books in the chosen
corpus entitled The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, “it’s like a war the enemy is attacking the
city we don’t see where the enemy is” (Flanagan, 102). In fact, while bushfires are one of the
clearly visible aspects of climate change, many others cannot be perceived by humans (global
warming, rising sea level, etc). Fiction is thus a means of making apparent what cannot be
perceived by humans’ immediate senses and of counteracting the previously mentioned
tendency to believe that climate change will only affect others or future generations. As the
scholar Adam Trexler argues, climate fiction “shifts our understanding of climate change from
something that ought not to exist to something that already does” (cited in Rogers, 130).
According to Marco Caracciolo, the fact that climate change is invisible makes it a rich terrain
for storytelling; “the failures of more finegrained predictions leaves ample room for anxieties,

what-if scenarios, and speculation” (Caracciolo, 53).

Taking all this into account, I decided to focus my research on three contemporary
works of literature and a mini-series released in 2021 dealing with several aspects of the
bushfires experienced in Australia; The Living Sea of Waking Dreams written by Richard
Flanagan, Anchor Point written by Alice Robinson, 4 Constant Hum written by Alice Bishop
and Fires produced by Elisa Argenzio. All these narratives are fiction but were inspired by real
bushfires in Australia (Black Summer, Black Saturday or not specified). Due to their

recentness, few research has looked at these works to address bushfires and climate change.



Yet, it makes sense to analyse recent works on the subject since, as mentioned above, bushfires
have changed in terms of intensity, frequency and damage they cause. These works have all
been produced or written by Australian writers and producers, who have therefore directly or
indirectly experienced bushfires and have been confronted with their consequences on a
continent scale. Two of the chosen fictions are single-protagonist narratives (The Living Sea of
Waking Dreams and Anchor point) and the two others are multi-protagonist narratives (4
Constant Hum and Fires). They all depict the crisis as it is unfolding, with the exception of 4
Constant Hum, which describes it via a retrospective form of narration. The plurality of sources
enables me to approach different media (series, short stories, novel) dealing with the same
subject through different techniques. The aim is therefore to compare and contrast these
different climate fictions in order to analyse their representation of human agency in the

specific context of Australian bushfires and in the Anthropocene more generally.

I will now provide short plot summaries of the climate fictions and mini-series that
constitute the corpus of this thesis. These summaries serve as an introduction to my discussion

of the concept of agency in the Anthropocene.

1.1.Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams

The Living Sea of Waking Dreams was written by Richard Flanagan and published in
2020. The plot focuses on the distress of a Tasmanian family whose story is linked to the
ecological cataclysm of the Australian Black Summer in 2019-2020. Readers follow the
character of Anna, who is constantly called back from Sydney to her hometown to look after
her sick mother. The 86-years old mother suffers from various illnesses and constant relapses,
but Anna and her elder brother refuse to stop the heavy medical treatments and let her die. This
is a point of contention with their schizophrenic younger brother Tommy who initially stayed
in their hometown as their mother’s caretaker. The story revolves thus around the ups and
downs of the mother’s health and the difficult decision to keep her alive regardless of her
condition. The story also revolves around the fact that Australia is burning. Anna apathetically
contemplates the disaster from the screen of her phone, where she is constantly reminded of
the desolation by sensational images and alarming reports drowned out by various Instagram
post on trivial subjects. This results in intense distress, which could be described as an
exacerbated form of eco-anxiety. This is reflected in the frenetic rthythm and absence of

punctuation in a style of writing that resembles stream of consciousness. Beside her vanishing



mother and the vanishing continent of Australia, Anna is also slowly fading away as parts of

her body are painlessly vanishing and being replaced by blurs that nobody seems to notice.

1.2.Alice Bishop’s A Constant Hum

A Constant Hum 1is a collection of short stories written by Alice Bishop in 2019 that
focuses on the distress experienced by various people after the Black Saturday cataclysm ripped
through Australia in 2009. Through fiction, she depicts the stories of very young survivors
facing a catastrophe whose scale they cannot grasp, of elderly people who cannot abandon their
land despite the trauma and the possibility of it happening again, of people who barely survived,
of people who have to get on with their lives despite the loss of a loved one, of people who
have lost everything and do not know what future they are offering their children, etc. 4
Constant Hum also tackles the issue of the media’s relentless pursuit of sensationalism through
controversial speeches by politicians, intrusive questions put to survivors, the appropriation of
other people's tragedies, the prioritisation of feel-good stories, etc. Each story is unique and
offers a different perspective on the event to cover the variety of voices of survivors and the
deceased. By focussing on bodily sensations such as smell, touch, sight and hearing, Alice
Robinson succeeds in giving the reader an insight into the terror of the aftermath of the Black

Saturday and making the narratives as immersive as possible.

1.3.Alice Robinson’s Anchor Point

Anchor Point was written by Alice Robinson and published in 2015. It tells the fictional
story of Laura, from childhood to adulthood, until her untimely death in the flames of a bushfire
that ravaged the capital of Melbourne. The story revolves around the burden of a mother who
abandoned her family when Laura was just 10 years-old, and the farm life that forced Laura to
grow up fast in an environment reeling from the effects of the climate crisis. As she grows up
and heads off to university, Laura discovers a new world where greener and more sustainable
alternatives exist. She will be greatly influenced by her student boyfriend Luc who is very
involved in the ecological movement; he takes part in demonstrations, looks for sustainable
solutions and ends up studying law to become a politician because he believes it is the only
way to change things. Laura gradually becomes aware of her responsibilities, understands that
she 1s bound to the land and increasingly questions her father’s decisions regarding the farm,
in particular his decision to clear the entire acreage to expand the farm. Through fiction and an

emphasis on bodily sensations, Alice Robinson succeeds in immersing the reader in her story,



depicting a land increasingly affected by human-induced climate change, which echoes our

contemporary world and calls into question our way of life.

1.4.Fires by Elisa Argenzio

Fires is a six-part mini-series produced by Elisa Argenzio and released in 2021, which
depicts the story of the survivors of the devastating Black Summer in Australia in 2019-2020.
Each episode features different characters whose stories are unique but overlapping, and who
must take agonizing decisions as the fires draw closer. Through fiction, viewers get a glimpse
into the dreadful journey of volunteer firefighters who take risks to save the lives of people
caught in the flames, the difficult grieving process for lost relatives, the growing tension and
fear as bushfires get closer, the difficulty for young adults to recover from the trauma of
bushfires and the intergenerational solidarity that is spontaneously created when it comes to
survival. Visual aspects, such as the play of colours and aerial perspective play a part in
engaging viewers in the story, but the non-visual aspects such as the work on sounds that build
to a crescendo play an equally important role. The series also offers viewers an interesting
perspective on the media and its impact on the sense of distress already felt by many of the
characters. These stories thus offer a preamble to the horror of the situation that has already

occurred in Australia on several occasions and may well become the future for Europeans.

1.5.Methodology

As presented above, I have decided to focus my thesis on one of the particular aspects
that this corpus highlights and which is specific to the context of Australian bushfires, the
representation of human agency and, more precisely, of a paralysis generated by the awareness
of humans’ insignificance in the face of an ever-worsening environmental crisis and political
stalemate. To explore this question further, I decided to divide my thesis into several parts, the
first being the table of contents and the second this introduction. The third part is a literature
review of research already carried out on the subject of bushfires and related themes in order
to define the theoretical framework of my research. This third part therefore calls on several
scholars who have worked on subjects related to bushfires, climate change and bushfire
fictions. The following parts establish a link between the various themes addressed in the
literature review and each of the case-studies that composes the corpus of this thesis. Each of
the following sections focuses on one of the case-studies making up the chosen corpus. While

some themes are recurrent, others are addressed in only one of the climate fictions in this



corpus. In this way, the specific characteristics of each climate fiction can be highlighted. In
these following parts, various scenes and quotations from the chosen corpus are analysed in

detail.

The third part therefore explores a number of themes in greater depth to establish a
theoretical framework, which is necessary to understand the problematic of agency in the
Anthropocene, and more precisely in the Australian bushfire context. The concept of the
Pyrocene coined by the scholar Stephen J. Pyne is first defined. This new geological era,
characterised by uncontrollable wildfires, forms the terrifying backdrop to stories in which
powerless characters fight for survival. Given the disaster, it is not just humans who are in
danger; animals are also powerless in the face of bushfires. This brings us to the subject of the
sixth extinction, as defined by Elizabeth Kolbert. The chapter then introduces the concept of
flagship species as defined by Paul Jepson. Biodiversity extinction also plays a part in creating
the terrifying backdrop to stories and illustrates the powerlessness of animals in the face of
bushfires. The chapter then focuses on the theme of eco-emotions, which establishes a link
between the physical state of the earth and the psychological well-being of human beings.
Analysing the concepts of eco-anxiety as defined by Panu Pihkala, solastalgia as coined by
Glenn Albrecht and anticipatory grief as defined by Lindsey Gillson, gives us an insight into
the sense of paralysis and lack of agency felt by some in the face of the scale of the climate
crisis. The chapter then turns to the theme of the media, and more specifically the media
coverage of the Australian bushfires, insofar as they also have an impact on the psychological
well-being and feeling of lack of agency of human beings. After looking at the shift from text-
based to image-based content, the themes of infowhelm as defined by Heather Houser and
doomscrolling as described by Sharma Bhakti are explored. The chapter then examines the
agency of some young adults, both in real life and in literature, before turning to self-help in
climate fiction, as defined by Janet Fiskio. Plunged into a terrifying context created by the
Pyrocene and the ongoing extinction of biodiversity and affected by intense eco-emotions and
overwhelming media coverage, this theoretical background therefore serves as the basis for
illustrating the characters' sense of paralysis and lack of agency in the face of an ever-
intensifying ecological crisis. Yet, rather than offering an exclusive perspective on the absence
of human agency, [ nuance my statement by proposing a counterpart that can be found in young

adult characters and the intergenerational mutual aid they can benefit from.

The fourth part focuses on Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams. This

case-study takes a closer look at media coverage of the climate crisis and bushfires raging in



Tasmania. My argument focuses primarily on the experience of the main character, Anna, who
is greatly affected by this media coverage that invades her daily life via her cell phone and
social media and leaves her feeling powerless. The chapter then briefly examines a reference
to Indigenous communities that sheds light on the issue of animal extinction, feeding her sense
of lack of agency. It then explores the metaphor of the gradual disappearance of Anna’s body,
which seems to reflect the state of the earth and the strong climate denial of part of the
Australian population, once again amplifying her sense of helplessness. Finally, the chapter
analyses the form of the text itself, which resembles the stream of consciousness technique and

reflects Anna’s state of emotional distress.

The fifth part focuses on 4 Constant Hum, written by Alice Bishop. My argument
centres mainly on the rather negative representation of bushfires and the climate crisis in the
media, showing how ubiquitous they can be and how much of an impact they can have on
human mental health. Still related to eco-emotions, the chapter then looks in more detail at the
concepts of solastalgia and anticipatory grief, which in this case seem to indicate a profound
sense of lack of agency. The chapter then turns to the writing of the text itself, which is imbued
with physical sensory perceptions such as hearing, smell, sight, touch and taste. This focus on
physical sensations enables the author to describe the character’s trauma in detail, immersing
the reader in the story and conveying the feelings of utter helplessness felt by these characters

during their bushfire experience.

The sixth part focuses on Alice Robinson’s Anchor Point. In this case-study, my
argument centres primarily on the description of an altered nature that suffers the extreme
consequences of climate-change as a result of human intervention and behaviour, leaving
humans totally powerless in the face of what they have engendered. The chapter then briefly
analyses the reference made to Indigenous communities, once again conveying a sense of lack
of agency in the face of repeated ignorance of their ancestral knowledge. The chapter then turns
to the writing of the text itself, which is imbued with physical sensory perceptions such as
hearing, smell, sight, touch and taste. Once again, the writing helps reader to become immersed
in the narrative and conveys the main character’s sense of helplessness in the face of the
bushfires. Finally, the chapter looks at the characters of Laura and Luc, whose willingness to
take action to make things better contrasts sharply with the eco-paralysis and sense of

powerlessness of the characters encountered so far in the two previous climate fictions.

The final part focuses on the mini-series Fires produced by Elisa Argenzio. In this case-

study, we begin by examining the media coverage of the bushfires, which once again plays a

10



role in the characters’ mental health and conveys a sense of powerlessness in the face of the
climate crisis. The chapter then focuses on the audiovisual aspect of the series, which seems to
mirror the literary description of the physical sensory perceptions present in other climate
fictions (hearing and sight). The chapter then turns to the portrayal of young characters who
show their willingness to make a difference, which again contrasts with the sense of lack of
agency felt by most of the other characters encountered in the other climate fictions. Finally,
the chapter looks at the intergenerational collaboration between these young adults and other
characters, again suggesting a form of agency in the face of bushfires.

11



2. Theoretical Framework

As mentioned above, to carry out his thesis and analyse in detail the issues of human
agency in the Anthropocene, it is necessary to explore a number of themes and establish a

theoretical framework.

2.1.Pyrocene and Wildfire Fiction

First of all, the concept of the Pyrocene coined by the emeritus professor Stephen J.
Pyne and that of the Anthropocene need to be defined. Looking back at Earth’s history, it has
been scientifically divided into geological eras. The first of these has been called the
“Pleistocene” and began millions of years ago. It is characterized by the cooling of the earth
and alternating periods of freezing and thawing. Scientists subsequently agreed on the name
“Holocene” to describe the current warm interglacial period. However, according to some
scientists, the Holocene has now given way to the Anthropocene since the current geological
period is increasingly marked by human footprint on the earth. This period is unprecedented in
history as geological traces will be left for the first time from human-induced changes such as
nuclear exploitation, monoculture, ocean acidification, clearings, global warming, ice melting,
... Author Elizabeth Kolbert briefly discusses the Anthropocene in her book. She adds a few
details about the beginning of the Anthropocene, saying that it is still unclear, but that it is
generally thought to have started either with the Industrial Revolution, or with the strong
demographic growth after the Second World War (Kolbert, 234). She argues that it was the
introduction of modern technology and the rapid industrialisation of our societies that enabled

human beings to become world-altering forces (ibid.).

Stephen J. Pyne argues that Earth’s relationship with fire has also evolved in parallel
with the transition from the Holocene to the Anthropocene (4eon, 2019, n.p.). The current
geological period is increasingly characterised by accelerated climate change, intense wildfires,
and destruction (ibid.). The bushfires are yet of such a scale that Pyne has proposed renaming
the Anthropocene the Pyrocene to characterise this new era of fire (ibid.). The fact that the
geological period is significantly characterised by these frequent, violent and damaging fires,
to the point of being renamed after them, creates a climate of intense anxiety, where nature
seems to be reclaiming its rights over mankind (ibid.). This is reflected in the very etymology
of the name’s suggestion Pyrocene. From anthropo-, meaning human, the name changes to
pyro-, meaning fire. It decentralizes the human and its claim to be at the heart of attention, and

refocuses attention on the earth itself, which is suffering most from climate change. This means
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that fires have overpowered humans. It also suggests that humans no longer possess agency in
the face of such a devastating force and have become (or become again) insignificant compared
to nature. The Pyrocene corresponds thus to a period in which fires have got out of human
control despite its management over millions of years. The change has become so drastic that
Pyne believes humans have created the equivalent of an ice age (ibid.). The Pyrocene serves

thus as a terrifying backdrop to the various stories depicted in the corpus.

Professor Lindsey Gillson adds some interesting aspects to this in her article since she
describes the history of fire and the evolution of related practices to the detriment of Australia’s
ecosystems. She argues that fire has been part of Earth history for 40 million years and has
been more or less controlled by humans for about 600,000 years. Fire has been used by human
beings for entertainment, worship, heating, lightning, cooking, protection, and more. The use
of fires has become more extensive as populations became more sedentary and turned more to
agricultural activities (Gillson, 2). Fire has been part of healthy ecosystems when managed by
Indigenous people to conserve grasslands, facilitate their agricultural activities and to reduce
the potentiality of unplanned fires (Gillson, 5). Their practice is known as fire-stick-farming or
prescribed burning and has been defined by the researcher Malcolm Gill as “the deliberate use
of fire to achieve an explicit outcome under specified conditions of fuel, weather, and ignition
in a designated area” (Gill, 446). However, the frequency of fires has accelerated as its use has
become utilitarian for agriculture, charcoal production and industrialisation in general to the
point where it no longer corresponds to a healthy rate. In Australia, the phenomenon accelerated
further with colonisation in the 18 century and the massive forest clearance, plantations, non-
native plants’ introduction, and urbanisation that have followed (Gillson, 3). This began to
significantly increase the greenhouse gas emissions, which created new climate conditions that
are increasingly fire-prone and favourable to an increasing number of unplanned fires that
easily get out of control. However, the problem is not quite as simple as that; even if it was
possible, it would not be enough simply to stop using fire. In fact, the practice of prescribed
burning cannot be completely abandoned as it is needed for healthy ecosystems. Gillson indeed
explains that the practice of prescribed burning is necessary to restore native ecosystems and
heterogeneity to come back to more manageable fires. Land exploitation has created
homogeneous landscapes and this homogenisation has led to ever-increasing fires in these
regions. The difficulty therefore lies in striking a balance between prescribed burning and the

human tendency to use fire too extensively for industrial purposes. This balance, which seems
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almost impossible to strike in a capitalist context of constant striving for development and

profitability, leaves human beings with a feeling of powerlessness (Gillson, 10).

From a literary point of view, researcher John Schauble asserts that bushfire fiction
“remains largely absent from the nation’s fictional narratives” (Schauble 143). He states that
“while fire finds expression in the visual arts, poetry, and particularly children’s literature,
bushfire novels aimed at an adult audience remain rare” (ibid.). He argues that bushfires had
already become a dominant marker of Australian children’s literature by the 1960s, but that the
opposite is true of adult fiction (Schauble, 144). Bushfires were addressed in adult literature in
the mid-nineteenth century to depict life in Australia, but more for an American or British
readership than for a domestic one (Schauble, 144). These books illustrated the dangers of
living in bushfires but were rarely characterised by a real understanding of the phenomenon
(Schauble, 145). “Rarely was this early storytelling other than one of tragedy and disaster,
tempered with tales of heroism* (ibid.). The subject of bushfires was hardly the subject of
fiction during the twentieth century in Australia either, despite the severity of those that affected
Australia at the time. Authors had other preoccupations and other subjects to deal with, notably
the two world wars or the Great Depression (Schauble, 147). It is as if bushfires had
disappeared from the landscape of Australian fiction and remained absent for a few decades
(Schauble, 147). Bushfires became an “occasional plot device, adding either incidental color
or heightening fictional drama” (Schauble, 151). Even the biggest bushfires, like Ash
Wednesday for example, did not give rise to much adult fiction. Instead, bushfires rather found
expression in factual accounts or poems (ibid.). Schauble suggests that poets were perhaps
better able to depict the ephemeral nature of wildfires and that it would have been more difficult
to translate it into prose (Schauble, 155). The start of a new century has been marked by even
larger fires, new dimensions in fire management and new debates related to climate change
(Schauble, 152). Yet, “few significant fictional accounts have been spawned” since (Schauble,
154). Schauble suggests that the absence of fictional accounts of bushfires in the past may be
due to the fact that writers preferred to avoid the subject because of its harrowing nature

(Schauble, 154).

Scholar Hannah Duffus also briefly explores the subject in her article and defines
wildfire fiction as “a branch of contemporary eco-fiction focussed on the theme of wildfire
[that] challenges mainstream political discourse and social norms around fire in deep and
diverse way”’ (Green Agenda, 2021, n.p.). She claims that a growing number of authors affected

by wildfires and living in fire-prone areas are using fiction as a means of revealing how human
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behaviours are entangled with the natural phenomenon of wildfires. She argues that recent
years have seen an explosion of fiction that tackles the theme of bushfires in order to challenge
the way humans live in the Anthropocene. She also claims that women are leading this wave
of fiction, with Australian authors such as Alice Bishop, Alice Robinson, Alexis Wright, Eliza
Henry-Jones, Evie Wyld, Mireille Juchau or their American counterparts Shruti Swamy, Anne
Marie Wirth Cauchon or Yxta Maya Murray. She argues that one of the most striking features
of this corpus is the denunciation of human beings’ role in these devastating wildfires,
challenging the climate denial of the political leaders of these fire-prone regions. The aim of
wildfire fiction would therefore be to re-establish the link between human practices and natural
phenomena, to make human face up to their responsibility and stop making them believe they
are above nature (Green Agenda, 2021, n.p.). The climate fictions that make up the corpus of
this thesis therefore seem to fit in with the current explosion of wildfire fictions, tackling the

theme of human responsibility and the political stalemate linked to the denial of climate change.

2.2.Biodiversity Extinction

Bushfires and climate change cause considerable damage, affecting not only human
populations but also biodiversity as a whole. The scale of the impact on biodiversity is such
that the scholar Elizabeth Kolbert has come to speak of a sixth mass extinction. According to
her, “warming today is taking place at least ten times faster than it did at the end of the last
glaciation, and at the end of all those glaciations that preceded it. To keep up, organisms will
have to migrate, or otherwise adapt, at least ten times more quickly” (Kolbert, 162). Kolbert
points out that such mass extinctions have only occurred five times in the 3.5-billion-year
history of life on Earth and that they have never been triggered solely by human agency and its
transformation of the ecological landscape before. The other five first extinctions were
triggered by sudden climate change due to collisions between the earth and some extra-
terrestrial objects (Kolbert, 267). At a time when species are being forced to migrate and adapt
ten times faster to cope with current climate change (Kolbert, 162), industrialised societies are
constantly creating more barriers such as cities, roads, walls, landfills, cleared forests, etc that
prevent these species from doing so (Kolbert, 189). This obviously plays a part in the number
of species in danger of extinction. In addition, increasingly frequent and uncontrollable
wildfires also playing a role in the status of endangered species as they tend to be more frequent
in the tropics, where most species live (Kolbert, 150). The problem is not just one of animals,
but of biodiversity as a whole since vegetation, trees, plants, etc are also impacted. Yet, Kolbert

highlights the fact that trees structure ecosystems as much as corals structure reefs. “Certain
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types of insects depend on certain types of trees, and certain sort of birds depend on those
insects, and so on up the food chain. The reverse is also true: animals are critical to the survival
of the forest. They are the pollinators and seed dispersers, and the birds prevent the insects from
taking over” (Kolbert, 169). Biodiversity as a whole is on the brink of extinction as a result of
this growing disharmony. Biodiversity extinction creates a deeply worrying context that serves
as a terrifying backdrop to the stories that constitute the corpus of this thesis, in which the
characters find themselves powerless and lacking agency in the face of the catastrophe they

have created.

To give an example of the scale of the disaster, the biologist Rachael Gallagher
identified nearly 600 plant species at risk of decline or local extinction following the Black
Summer (Gallagher, 1175). She explains that plant species are not only endangered by the fires
that have already occurred, but also by the threat of further fires during the recovery phase
(ibid.). With the increasing number of fires and the shorter intervals between them, many
species are unable to regenerate sufficiently to maintain their populations. Slow-growing and
slow-regenerating trees do not have time to become large enough to survive bushfires and are
either in decline or on the brink of extinction (Gallagher, 1168) Hundreds of species are
therefore having their conservation status reviewed because of this bushfire season alone. Yet
flora is an essential component of ecosystems, providing animals with food, shelter from
predation and nesting sites. The whole system is therefore disharmonised and under threat
(Gallagher, 1167). The issue is all the more worrying on a global scale because the Australian
continent is home to rare flora and fauna that exist nowhere else (Gallagher, 1167). The species

lost to recurring bushfires in Australia are therefore in danger of becoming irretrievably extinct.

Scholar Ursula Heise has also worked on the subject of the sixth mass extinction and
claims that it “may eliminate up to 50 percent of currently existing animal and plant species,
according to the predictions of some biologists” (Heise, 51) This definitely does not correspond
to the normal evolutionary process observed over millions of years (Heise, 50). Heise also adds
an interesting literary dimension to the question of the extinction of biodiversity. She argues
that the sixth extinction has been culturally crystallized by the creation of a profusion of varied
popular works (documentaries, paintings, travel writing, movies) that deal with both the
individual fate of these species and the overall panorama of biodiversity loss (Heise, 52). She
argues that “the endangerment of culturally significant species turns into a vehicle for the
expression of unease with modernization processes or for an explicit critique of modernity and

the changes it has brought about in humans’ relation to nature” (Heise, 60). The tale of
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endangered or extinct species often stands for a broader sense highlighting the loss of bonds
between human beings and nature, and, more generally, the vanishment of nature (Heise, 69).
These texts are generally referred to as “extinction narratives” and tell the tale of all the species
in danger of extinction as a result of human-induced climate change. Extinction narratives
highlight the uniqueness of species and the interdependence of human beings with these
endangered species in an attempt to make people more attentive to non-human species.
Extinction narratives thus blend both biological and cultural concerns, as human beings worry
about the future of nature, but also about their own future in a world where species continue to

disappear and where they find themselves powerless in the face of it (ibid.).

Yet, it is important to nuance the very concept of extinction. Professor Dolly Jargensen
has also worked on the subject of extinction narratives and stresses the difficulty of proving the
extinction of a species. In fact, it relies on the assumption that if humans do not see signs of
the living species, then it must be extinct. However, as she says, “the presence of absence is
not always equal to the absence of presence. Rediscovery of supposedly extinct species has
become a regular occurrence” (Jorgensen, 53). Jorgensen then highlights the powerful role of
extinction narratives; “by narratively confirming that the last individual of a species has died,
the animal should then change status; it should become a non-being that is lost for all time”
(Jorgensen, 54). Extinction narratives have the power to determine which species are extinct
and which are not, since extinction only becomes real for humans through the stories they are
told. The presence or absence of a species is therefore determined by extinction narratives. “In
these stories, storytellers search the record to identify the last in order to come to grips with the
finality of extinction, even if it ends up not so final after all” (Jorgensen, 55). Despite this
interesting perspective, we must not believe that extinction does not occur simply because we
occasionally find one or two individual animals. If we cannot find them immediately, it means

that their numbers are limited and that these species are functionally extinct as biologists say.

Apart from extinction narratives, endangered species are also brought to human
attention by what scholar Paul Jepson has called flagship species. Jepson defines flagship
species as “high profile, charismatic, or ambassadorial species that act as symbols and rallying
points for conservation projects, issues, campaigns, and the wider conservation movement”
(Jepson, 95). Such species are assumed to be able to spur action and galvanise interest in the
environmental cause because of their proximity to humans and the compassion they arouse
(ibid.) To be more precise, Paul Jepson states that “the humanoid facial expressions of

orangutan and evolutionary proximity to humans, bridge with frames relating to compassion,
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brotherhood, and human rights such that the species comes to be perceived as a relative among
certain publics” (Jepson, 98). Yet, the proximity of human beings to these flagship species and
the intense emotions that can be aroused by seeing them killed, burned, or suffer can play a
part in humans’ sense of powerlessness. Scholar Ursula Heise has identified the patterns of
these species that represent the biodiversity crisis and the sixth mass extinction in the public
debate (Heise, 60). She claims that flagship species are usually exclusively large mammals or
charismatic birds. Plants, amphibians, invertebrates, fish and reptiles are hardly ever
represented as flagship species, even though they are equally affected by the environmental
crisis and are sometimes more crucial to ecosystems (ibid.). She also argues that flagship
species are particularly good tools for raising public awareness of the biodiversity extinction
and raising funds for conservation movements (ibid.). In fact, flagship species succeed in
attracting public support and funding for conservation projects in a way that could not have
been mobilised otherwise. The fact that people are more inclined to donate money to
conservation efforts after seeing images of these flagship species gives an insight into how
humans can be emotionally affected by the fate of these animals, reminding them of their sense

of powerlessness in the face of the ecological crisis.

2.3.Eco-emotions: Eco-anxiety, Solastalgia, Anticipatory Grief

Given that human agency is closely linked to the emotions that can be aroused by the
ecological crisis, we are now going to take a closer look at the concept of eco-emotions. Berry
et al. have studied the different ways in which climate change can affect human mental health.
They have asserted that there is a clear link between extreme weather events and anxiety
reactions such as post-traumatic stress disorder, mood disorders, physical and psychological
exhaustion, exacerbated anxiety, depression, and so on (Berry, 124-126). They have established
three categories of potential impacts of climate change on mental health. The first category is
that of direct impacts of climate change and corresponds to anxiety- or depression-related
disorders caused by the experience of a natural disaster. The second category is that of indirect
impacts linked to the economic, societal and/or demographic consequences of climate change.
The final category is that of vicarious impacts, corresponding to the distress felt “simply by

being aware of the global environmental crisis” (cited in Léger-Goodes, 2).

2.3.1. EcO-ANXIETY
Eco-anxiety is generally considered as resulting from vicarious impacts of climate

change and has become a key concept over the last few decades. The term has nowadays
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become widely used despite the fact that it does not fully capture the wide range of emotions
that can be experienced (anger, worries, sadness, guilt, grief, hopelessness, decreased feeling
of agency, ...) and only refers to anxiety. Professor Pihkala Panu has defined eco-anxiety as “a
general term for difficult feelings because of the ecological crisis” and links the state of the
earth to people’s emotional well-being (Pihkala, 122). Factors such as young age, high
exposure to distressing information about the ecological crisis, or direct confrontation with
ecological problems influence who is likely to suffer from eco-anxiety (Pihkala, 123). Eco-
anxiety may affect people in two completely different ways: on one end, eco-anxiety can lead
people to activism, giving them a sense of efficacy; on the other hand, eco-anxiety can lead
people to helplessness in the face of the immensity of the problem (Pihkala, 11). In the first
case, eco-anxiety can thus become a resource (Pihkala, 126) that succeeds in getting people to
reassess their actions and mobilise for climate actions (Pihkala, 127). In the second case, eco-
anxiety can turn into eco-paralysis. Eco-paralysis corresponds to “the difficult psychological
impacts of environmental problems, [...] that can be so heavy that they paralyze people and
hinder sustainability efforts” (Pihkala, 119). It is this eco-paralysis that leads people to feel a

lack of agency in the face of the ecological crisis.

2.3.2. SOLASTALGIA

Australia eco-philosopher Glenn Albrecht has developed the concept of “solastalgia,”
which refers to the distress caused by environmental change, and thus corresponds to a type of
eco-emotion (Albrecht, 95). This term describes the diminished sense of belonging or solace
that people feel when undergoing profound environmental changes (Albrecht, 35). It is a
compound word from the Greek word ‘algos’ meaning pain and the word ’solace’ (Albrecht,
96). The word solace can either refer to the comfort one receives in difficult time (consolation)
or to what brings strength to a person (Albrecht, 96). A person as well as a landscape might
bring solace to someone (ibid.) Lack of solace connects psychological and physical states as it
can threaten people’s physical as well as mental well-being. Humans’ physical well-being can
be affected by landscapes contaminated by pollutants. Humans’ mental well-being can be
affected by the severing of their connectedness to the land and the cultural significance
associated with it (Albrecht, 95). In other words, the physical desolation of the landscape can
affect people’s mental health (Albrecht, 35). The term ‘solastalgia’ is reminiscent of ‘nostalgia’
which can be defined as the melancholy felt by people who are far from home and long to
return (Albrecht, 96). Distress similar to nostalgia can therefore be felt by people who are not

displaced, but who are undergoing profound environmental changes. Solastalgia is therefore a
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feeling of homesickness experienced while still at home, giving rise to a sense of injustice,
powerlessness and of lack of agency (Albrecht, 96). Solastalgia can be caused by various
physical transformations of the earth, such as processing technologies, epidemics, diseases,
drought, fires, dust storms, floods, wars, terrorism, land clearing, climate change, animal

extinction, mining, rapid institutional change, noise, explosions or pollution (Albrecht, 35).

2.3.3.  ANTICIPATORY GRIEF

Anticipatory grief can also correspond to a type of eco-emotions linked to the feeling
of powerlessness in the face of the challenges posed by climate change. In fact, although
climate change is generally understood in terms of changes that have already occurred, it can
also be understood in the sense of changes to come or in the process of happening. As scholar
Linda Reynold reports, the concept of anticipatory grief or proleptic mourning was introduced
in 1944 by Lindemann. It was introduced after Lindemann discovered that soldiers’ wives had
disengaged themselves from their husbands on their return from the Second World War. “In
response to the threat of the death of their loved ones, the wives went through all the phases of
grief. It was thought that this reaction would form a safeguard against the impact of a sudden
wartime death notice” (Reynold, Linda, 16). A proper definition of anticipatory grief might

therefore be “the grief process that a person undergoes before a loss actually occurs™ (ibid.)

In her study comparing the covid pandemic and the environmental crisis, scholar
Juliane Prade-Weiss applies the concept of anticipatory grief to the ecological crisis. She states
that disaster anticipation generally “aims at identifying vulnerabilities to either prevent
damage, to be prepared and quickly return to a pre-crisis state, or to adapt to threats”
(Philosophy World Democracy, 2022, n.p.). Yet, in the context of the ecological crisis, another
meaning can be given to this notion of anticipation, which is no longer aimed “at prevention
by prediction, but at the preparedness for managing loss (ibid.). In other words, it is a way of
anticipating future losses as inevitable and certain (ibid.). Although anticipatory grief is
supposed to help cope with future loss, it can also plunge people into a state of deep distress in
the face of a looming fatality and a world without prospects for the future. This state of mind
thus influences the sense of powerlessness that humans may feel in the Anthropocene. As she
claims, “the anticipated loss of familiar customs and forms of life does not only entail that
things must be done otherwise from now on, but deprives of orientation and is, therefore,

tantamount to a loss of agency” (ibid.).

From a literary point of view, climate fiction lends itself quite well to illustrating the

concept of anticipatory grief since it tackles the theme of climate change through a fictional
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representation of future catastrophes. Fiction thus offers a form of anticipatory grief for a future
Earth fictitiously decimated through reading. As researcher Ben De Bruyn asserts, “typical cli-
fi narratives preemptively mourn our present world from the perspective of a degraded future

299

via what Stef Craps calls ‘the art of anticipatory memory’” (De Bruyn, 8). To be more precise,
Stef Craps argues that climate fiction tends to address the environmental crisis “through a
fictional future history of the present” (Craps, 484). These narratives thus aim to address the
problem of the irrepresentability of the climate crisis, already discussed above, by making it
visible and tangible (ibid). Craps argues that this future-history approach to climate change
aims “to ward off the imagined catastrophe by sensitizing readers to the enormity of the losses
they or later generations will face if the current state of affairs continues, by making them feel
ashamed about their inaction, and by inviting them to consider how they could prevent the
apocalyptic outcome” (Craps, 487) By leading readers to mourn their world in anticipation,
these narratives are supposed to spur them into action to prevent the anticipated catastrophe
from becoming reality and actually occurring (Craps, 488). The film The Age of Stupid is a
great example that Craps has chosen to illustrate his point. The film’s release date was carefully
chosen to precede the Copenhagen climate summit, as it was intended to mobilise people for
the climate cause. The film was therefore planned in advance of the summit to motivate viewers
to exert pressure on political leaders to take meaningful action to alleviate the climate crisis
(Craps, 487). Yet, while these climate fictions may indeed spur some individuals to take action,
they can also convey a sense of total powerlessness in the face of the fatality that seems to hang

over the natural world and the perception that it might be too late to intervene.

2.4.Media: Sensationalism, Doomscrolling and Infowhelm

The media can also play a role in intensifying these eco-emotions. In fact, the media
are probably the most influential source of information on bushfires and climate change for the
general public. They therefore play a role in shaping people’s perception and understanding of

bushfires and climate change.

2.4.1. SENSATIONALISM

The media can sometimes amplify human’s sense of powerlessness in the face of the
ecological crisis by resorting to sensationalism and hard-hitting images. Scholar Terra Léger-
Goodes points out that climate change has only become a topic of interest since the 1960s
(albeit in a very different way from today) and has become increasingly important over the

decades (Léger-Goodes, 2). She argues that 2019 can be seen as a turning point as it is the
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moment when the media started to devote much attention to natural disasters as well as to
climate talks and climate strikes (ibid.). The Media and Climate Change Observatory (MCCO)
claims that this renewed media interest in environmental discourse and climate change
coincides with some major climate disasters and the emergence of influential climate
movements (Léger-Goodes, 2). Léger-Goodes goes on to explain that 2019 is the year when
large numbers of people have become intensely concerned about the future of the earth, and
natural disasters have become increasingly frequent. It is also the time when the impacts of
climate change on physical and mental health have been recognised and legitimised (ibid). So
it is not a random phenomenon, but rather a reflection of the media’s penchant for topics that
generate sales and attention. Even if, in this case, it proves beneficial, this is not always the
case. This tendency of the media to favour content that boosts ratings is indeed illustrated time
and again in the corpus of narratives that constitute this thesis, sometimes in the absence of

more fundamental information on the climate situation bushfires.

This shift in media coverage contrasts sharply with the traditional media treatment of
climate change if we go by what scholar Rob Nixon describes in his book on slow violence.
Nixon describes slow violence as “a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence
of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is
typically not viewed as violence at all” (Nixon, 2). He asserts that media have often tended to
cover only events “immediate in time, explosive and spectacular in space, and as erupting into
instant sensational visibility” (ibid.) He argues that climate change does not fall into this
category as it corresponds to “violence that is neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but rather
incremental and accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing out across a range of temporal
scale” (ibid.). The environmental crisis is slow-moving, gradual, long in the making, abstract
and thus does not fall within the scope of the media, which favour sensationalism and spectacle
(Nixon, 3). As already mentioned, the Maldives, for example, has received little media attention
despite the significant threat posed by rising oceans. In his view, this is because the changes
are too gradual and slow to constitute breaking news or a topic for daily coverage (Nixon, 263).
He therefore denounces the “inattention to calamities that are slow and long lasting, calamities
that patiently dispense their devastation while remaining outside our flickering attention spans”
(Nixon, 6). If Nixon’s argument is several respects, it must now be nuanced in the light of what
has just been explained above. Now that climate change has become tangible through
spectacular natural disasters such as hurricanes, cyclones, wildfires, etc., the ecological crisis

is receiving greater media attention. Yet, this tendency towards sensationalism in media
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coverage of climate change seems to contribute to people's sense of eco-anxiety, since the
disasters covered seem to strip humans of their agency by constantly underlining their

insignificance in the face of nature.

Scholar Janna Fadler also asserts that environmental issues have taken on a prominent
role in media coverage in recent years (Fadler, 3). To explain this evolution, she points to an
important change observed in social media: the shift from text-based to image-based content
(Fadler, 15). Horrific images have exploded on people’s timelines and viral content has become
largely popularised through this shift (ibid.). Images and videos have become an essential
component of interactions on social media platforms (ibid.). Studies have shown that “social
media posts with images consistently lead to higher engagement than do ones without” (Fadler,
17). For example, an image of a burned and nearly alive koala clinging to a branch in a burning
landscape will elicit intense reactions, whereas a print media source about endangered
Australian species will conversely elicit far fewer reactions (ibid.). The problem is that this
new visual content can be spread by anyone without needing to be referenced and can therefore
be shared inaccurately while attracting viral attention (Fadler, 16). For example, an image of a
koala from ten years ago can be massively shared and associated with a hashtag about the 2020
bushfire crisis, without the accuracy of the information having had time to be questioned by
any venue or newspaper (Fadler, 17). Fadler asserts that most visuals posts that go viral without
accuracy-checking in this type of disaster all include “some aspect of landscapes and scenes
that are jarring and shocking and trigger emotional responses of varying degrees” (Fadler, 36).
Although sometimes necessary to raise awareness of the urgency of the climate crisis and the
need for immediate action, confrontation with hard-hitting, even shocking images can also lead
to a form of paralysis linked to a feeling of powerlessness in the face of the scale of this

ecological crisis.

Despite all this media coverage, it is important to note that denial of the climate crisis
remains strong in Australia even though the effects of climate change are being severely felt.
Scholar Lesley Head asserts that “denialism is closely associated with conservative think
tanks” as in the United States (Head, 182). According to her, “most Australians [now] accept
that climate change is happening (about 75%), depending on the wording of the questions, but
only 50% think human activity is the main driver” (ibid.). Most are convinced that climate
change is only partly human-induced (ibid.). Scholar Nicole Rogers also draws attention to the
denial of the climate crisis in Australia and criticises the attitude of some politicians who claim

that climate change is a joke in order to downplay its critical nature (Rogers, 25). For example,
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in 2017, the treasurer Scott Morrison “passed around a piece of coal [in the Australian
Parliament] as a demonstration of the innocuous nature of coalmines and coal-fired power
stations” while Australia was suffering from extreme heatwaves. Photos of politicians laughing
while holding the piece of coal went viral (Rogers, 25). The fact that the climate crisis is still
not being taken seriously by those best placed to take meaningful measures and decisions to
alleviate it can greatly affect people’s mental health and leave them feeling powerless. In the

face of political stalemate, a profound sense of lack of agency can indeed be felt.

2.4.2. INFOWHELM

Individuals can also feel overwhelmed by the amount of information available and
accessible on the internet, causing them to lose their ability to discern and reinforcing their
sense of powerlessness. In fact, scholar Heather Houser has developed the concept of
infowhelm and defined it as the emotional inundation resulting from “the abundance and ready
availability of information as well as its contestation” (Houser, 1). Houser argues that the
exponential increase in data related to environmental issues in today’s digital world has the
power to engulf humans rather than enlighten or empower them (Houser, 41). It can sometimes
as easily be considered as an obstacle to knowledge as an access to it (Houser, 248). For
example, she explains that it can be really challenging to deal simultaneously with “color map,
time and bar charts, and legend” since viewers have to “check [simultaneously] the time stamp
in the lower corner while accounting for seasonal fluctuations displayed in the left-hand time
chart, correlate the colors to the legend, and compare zonal averages” (Houser, 41). Despite
some exceptions, infowhelm has thus mostly led to a form of paralysis and a sense of

powerlessness.

Houser therefore stresses the importance of a narrative to give meaning to database,
rather than simply juxtaposing information. One of the aims of literature is thus to enable
readers to become data processors through a process that Houser has called coming-of-mind
(Houser, 16). Through this process, readers are “invited to produce interpretations in tandem”
with the protagonists of the narratives “through the same visual objects that instigate” the latter
(Houser, 91). In other words, narratives convey information to readers through the minds of
their characters for the readers to process (Houser, 75). By blending scientific information with
the embodied, multi-sensory, emotional experience of the characters, narratives can succeed in
making difficult environmental science data more tangible for a non-specialist audience
(Houser, 23). Storytelling is thus a means of transforming non-tangible scientific facts into

concern for people (ibid.) Storytelling is also a way of avoiding this feeling of infowhelm. This
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underlines the importance of narratives for the dissemination of scientific information that does
not engulf, and thus once again highlights the value of analysing the agency of humans in the
Anthropocene through fiction. Houser also seems to suggest that the adoption of embodied,
multisensory and emotional writing can become an effective means of achieving this goal,
which seems to have been precisely put into practice in the various narratives that constitute

the corpus of this thesis.

2.4.3. DOOMSCROLLING

Scholar Sharma Bhakti has identified another practice that can lead people into a state
of deep emotional distress and helplessness: doomscrolling. The term doomscrolling was
coined in 2018 and became popular in early 2020 in the specific context of US election and
Covid-19 pandemic (Bhakti, 2). Bhakti describes doomscrolling as follows: “a state of media
use typically characterized as individuals persistently scrolling through their social media
newsfeeds with an obsessive focus on distressing, depressing, or otherwise negative
information” (Bhakti, 1). It arises “as a result of wanting to stay updated with the latest news,
especially negative news, and evolves into a compulsive, excessive scrolling through
newsfeeds” (Bhakti, 10). It thus originates in the desire to find information on a specific subject,
but becomes automatic, subconscious and unintentional over time. Like similar passive uses of
social media, doomscrolling is characterised by long scrolling sessions and a loss of time
consciousness (ibid.) It can thus be assumed that when this obsessive need to find information
concerns climate change and bushfires, the practice of doomscrolling can sometimes lead to a

feeling of utter powerlessness, as one of the characters in the corpus of this thesis illustrates.

2.5.Young Adult Activism

While the arguments raised so far all point to a loss of human agency in the
Anthropocene, this statement can be nuanced to some extent when we examine the specific
case of young adult characters. According to scholar Terre Léger-Goodes et al, children and
young adults are among the most vulnerable to the vicarious effects of climate change (Léger-
Goodes, 3). In a survey of 600 Australian children aged 10 to 14, around 44% said they were
worried about their future in the context of climate-change (ibid.). Their studies have shown
that certain factors can increase eco-anxiety in these young adults: “being a girl, not having the
possibility to take action, having a strong connection to nature [...] and believing that the
government responses are unsatisfactory” (Léger-Goodes, 7). However, the study also reveals

that three differing coping strategies seem to have been put in place by these young people to
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deal with the feeling of eco-anxiety: “(1) problem-focused coping, which is actively trying to
do something about climate change by doing something concrete [...]; (2) emotion-focused-
coping, which is developing strategies to get rid of the negative emotions caused by the
problem, such as de-emphasizing the threat, denial, distancing oneself from the problem
through distraction and avoidance, finding social support, and hyperactivation of emotions; and
(3) meaning-focused coping, which is evoking positive emotions through beliefs and values
while acknowledging the problem of climate change and finding meaning in a difficult situation
when the problem cannot be solved at once” (ibid.). These strategies have therefore proved
very useful in alleviating the sense of paralysis generated by the awareness of human

insignificance, and in regaining a form of agency in the Anthropocene.

Going further, the scholar Ana Martinez Belen Garcia points out that “a novel form of
activism has emerged, apparently led by children and youth from all over the world” (Garcia,
349). According to Garcia, this new form of activism is linked to a major change in the way
young adults are perceived by adults. Traditionally seen as passive recipients devoid of agency,
some of them are now seen as independent agents capable of influencing society (Garcia, 351).
She argues that they can become real agents of change and vital stakeholders in rebuilding a
fairer society (ibid.). This calls into question the reductive but culturally dominant
commonplace of children as powerless (Garcia, 352). Garcia also argues that Greta Thunberg
appears to have become an icon of the youth climate movement since gaining attention in 2018
after inspiring millions of children and young adults to take part in school strikes at the age of
just 15 (Garcia, 50). Thunberg vehemently rejects the position of a child devoid of agency and
instead presents herself as an independent young woman exercising her rights as citizen to
obtain the right to vote and participate in the decision-making process (Garcia, 361). Although
many scientists and environmentalists have already stressed the urgency of taking action to
mitigate the climate crisis, Thunberg’s approach has made much more noise than any speeches
or demonstrations (Garcia, 350). This seems to indicate that young adults have the capacity to

bring about change and highlight the urgent need to tackle the climate crisis.

This change in the perception of young adults also seems to have crystallised in
literature. Indeed, scholar Arita Holmberg points out that, from a literary point of view, young
adults’ political action on global issues has been very poorly represented (Holmberg, 79).
Adults have always been at the centre of academic discourse (Holmberg, 78). Research into
children’s agency has been limited to examining “their role and development within the family,

the preschool environment or their local area” (Holmberg, 79). According to her, this is
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“possibly due to a Western understanding of children as lacking political agency” (ibid.).
Scholar Nicole Rogers points out that the main thrust of the literature on climate emergencies
has been to tell children’s tale through the voice of adults, and to verbalise their guilt and sense
of responsibility for these children, whom they must protect from multiple dangers (Rogers,
63). A recurring theme related to children in climate fiction is the figure of broken families and
abandoned children, deprived of their families or communities. In these circumstances, adult
strangers feel obliged to look after these children and cannot bring themselves to abandon them
(Rogers, 88). Children have thus been considered almost exclusively through the prism of
adults and in the background of these climate fictions. The few cases of children “portrayed as
assertive leaders and protagonists, fighting for their future” have largely been confined to
young adult literature (Rogers, 82). Rogers also asserts that “from an anthropocentric
perspective, our most powerful fears about climate change crystallize in the figure of the human
child” (Rogers, 61). Children have thus mainly been seen as a symbol of future generations and
of the anxiety linked to the question of whether humans are doing enough to look after them

(ibid.).

However, a wave of dystopian and climate fiction for young adults and adults seems to
have emerged in recent years. According to scholar Marco Caracciolo, literature is a medium
that rethinks children’s agency through narrative form, and of presenting these children as
capable of reinvention and resilience in accepting and adapting to the unstable future they have
inherited (Caracciolo, 146). Caracciolo argues that young adults are now seen as an important
force within environmental movements (Caracciolo, 145) and as political agents capable of

targeting the older generation’s inability to cope with the climate crisis (Caracciolo, 146).

Scholar Alexa Weik von Mossner believes that fiction featuring young heroes taking
their destiny into their own hands in an environment weakened by the climate crisis plays a far
more important role than mere escapism or entertainment (Weik von Mossner, 553). By
enabling young adults to better understand the ecological, economic, and social risks associated
with the climate crisis through fiction, these fictions succeed in conveying “a sense of the
vulnerability of their current lives and lifestyles” (ibid.). The notion of risk in these novels
plays an important role in conveying the uncertainty of the future and what young people
should expect (Weik von Mossner, 554). In fact, risk in dystopian fiction can be defined as the
anticipation of a future catastrophe and can therefore offer a panorama of what awaits the

younger generations (ibid.). By reading forward-looking climate fiction that anticipates future

27



ecological disasters, young adults are better able to grasp the urgency of taking action (ibid.).

This offers them the possibility of a form of agency in the face of the climate crisis.

Scholar Fisher Scott has also worked on the theme of young adult activism and
highlights the fact that these movements seem to be growing “despite, or possibly because of,
the lack of effective climate action from political and corporate leaders” (Fisher, 229). The
discourse of young adults involved in these movements is indeed very often filled with
criticism of ignorance of the climate emergency, lack of consideration for future generations,
inability to see beyond self-interest and the inadequacy of the actions and political decisions of
world leaders in the face of the climate emergency. This insufficiency has led to a sense of
disbelief or scepticism about the current system, and to the policy of postponing management
of the environmental crisis to some indeterminate point in the future (Fisher, 229). Fisher cites
Corning and Myers’ definition of an activist orientation; “an individual’s developed, relatively
stable, yet changeable orientation to engage in various collective, social-political, problem-
solving behaviours spanning a range from low-risk, passive, and institutionalized acts to high-
risk, active, and unconventional behaviours” (Fisher, 231). According to Fisher’s study, many
— but not all — young adults have experienced one-off extreme events such as hurricanes,
droughts or floods that prompted them to become involved in climate activism. These
experiences made them aware of the global and long-term consequences of climate change, as
well as the personal implications it entails (Fisher, 236). He asserts that climate commitment is
a dynamic process that evolves and raises awareness of other related issues, thus strengthening

climate activism and young adult’s sense of agency (Fisher, 243).

2.6.Mutual Aid

Even considering the fact that the majority of arguments discussed so far all point in
the direction of a loss of human agency in the Anthropocene, an additional aspect must be taken
into account to nuance this statement: intergenerational mutual aid. Indeed, young adult
characters often seem to benefit from the help of older characters, whether to rescue them from
bushfires or to help them cope with their trauma. Scholar Dean Spade defines mutual aid as
“collective coordination to meet each other’s needs, usually from an awareness that the systems
we have in place are not going to meet them” (Spade, 13). He asserts that “mutual aid is
inherently antiauthoritarian,” demonstrating that human activity can be organised without
coercion (Spade, 19-20). In his view, mutual aid is first and foremost about fighting together

against the injustices of lacking what human beings need, mobilising for change and co-
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governing (Spade, 35). This definition suggests that agency of both younger and older
generations may be needed to bring about change in the system evolve, underlining thus the

need for intergenerational collaboration.

Scholar Janet Fiskio has worked on the theme of mutual aid in climate fiction, defining
two types of narratives: the lifeboat-narrative and the collective narrative. Lifeboat-narratives
are the dominant type of narrative. They correspond to narratives that prioritise the individual
over the collective and illustrate the sometimes-irrational fear of strangers in the context of
scarcity (Fiskio, 18). Lifeboat narratives propose a “neoclassical economic view of humans as
rational agents who make choices to serve their self-interest prevails,” which require sometimes
ruthless decisions in the face of competition for scarce resources (Fiskio, 14). The second type
of narrative she identified is called the collective narrative and illustrates a totally different
reality where mutual aid is central (ibid). She states that “in the wake of an earthquake, a
bombing, or a major storm, most people are altruistic, urgently engaged in caring for
themselves and those around them, strangers and neighbors as well as friends and loved ones”
(Fiskio, 22). People feel involved in helping others and are willing to share what little they
have left. The narratives thus imagine humanity as holding together and helping each other in
times of scarcity by forming communities (Fiskio, 17). These collective narratives suggest that
this is possible to create new models of politics or community in the face of disaster through
mutual aid (Fiskio, 14). While lifeboat narratives can be ambivalent in terms of agency,
collective narratives clearly show that it is possible to demonstrate agency and build
communities in times of scarcity, when everyone’s agency is necessary for the good of the
group. The multi-protagonist novels that make up part of this corpus seem to fit into the genre
of these collective narratives; they do not just evoke the characters' lack of agency, but actually

enable the development of this type of collaboration.
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3. Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams

The fourth part of this thesis focuses on Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking
Dreams. As explained above, it first examines the media coverage of the climate crisis and
bushfires, and its impact on the mental health of the main character Anna. Anna is greatly
affected by the media, which seem to flood her daily life via her cell phone and social media,
leaving her feeling powerless in the face of the environmental crisis. The chapter then briefly
explores the reference made to Indigenous communities, revealing the partial responsibility of
humans for animal extinction. It then examines the metaphor of disorder as a mirror of the state
of the earth, also revealing the characters’ sense of powerlessness. Finally, the chapter analyses
the form of the text itself, which gives a glimpse of Anna’s emotional distress through

unconventional syntax and language.

3.1.Media and Eco-Emotions: The Flood of Social Networks in Everyday Life

In the case-study of Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, the eco-
emotions and sense of powerlessness felt by the main character Anna are strongly linked to the
media, which are portrayed in a rather negative way. Anna is going through a difficult period
because of her mother’s sickness, who keeps having ups and downs, the trips back and forth to
Tasmania to visit her, the impossible decision of letting her mother die or doing everything to
keep her alive despite cruelty and medical advice, etc. Yet, what seems to have the greatest
impact on Anna’s mental health is the omnipresence of the media in her daily life. She tries to
escape reality and her emotional instability through social networks, but these only serve to
reinforce her feelings of eco-anxiety. In fact, the story takes place at a time when Tasmania is
ravaged by bushfires and extreme drought. Every time she scrolls through her social networks,
she finds herself confronted with alarming reports, breaking news of one natural disaster after
another and sensational pictures. Yet, as mentioned above, scholar Pihkala Panu argues that
high exposure to distressing information about the environmental crisis through various media
is one of the main factors likely to have an impact on feelings of eco-anxiety. This distressing
news has become so commonplace that it gets lost in the mass of much more trivial information

on Anna’s social networks and seems to go unnoticed by the public.

“She drifted into her social media. An article on herbal remedies for
anxiety. On new bathroom trends. On a town about to run dry that had all

its remaining water granted to a coal mining company. Posts of friends
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travelling. Whitegoods clothes shoes cosmetics conspiracies a farmer
tweeting how kangaroos kept lying down in his front garden and dying
drought is a bushfire in slow motion, he wrote. Like share update friend

subscribe. There was so much noise” (Flanagan, 20).

This quote is a good illustration of how vital and worrying information about water
shortages and the death of an alarming number of kangaroos can go unnoticed amidst
insignificant concerns about bathtub trends. This worrying information is drowned out by the
mass of information available, and thus falls into the total indifference of people, who interact
only by means of buttons such as “like share update friend subscribe” (Flanagan, 20). Anna,
on the other hand, notices these alarming facts and this general indifference; indeed, she seems
to perceive almost nothing else, which accentuates her eco-anxiety. Her heightened eco-anxiety
seems to be expressed through the metaphor of noise: “there was so much noise” (Flanagan,
20). Her anxiety thus seems to manifest itself in the form of a suffocating, crushing,
overpowering noise that echoes in her head over and over again and cannot be stopped. It is as
if the noise takes up so much space in her head that she cannot hear or see anything else. Like
a deafening noise she cannot silence, she never manages to calm her eco-anxiety when she

scrolls through her social network.

Likewise, scrolling on her social network seems to be something she can no longer
control either; it has become obsessive and unconscious even though it affects her considerably
as she is only confronted with terrifying facts on the climate crisis. Anna frequently scrolls on
her phone for so long that she loses all sense of time, and all hope of doing anything to alleviate
the climate crisis. This practice is not unlike that of “doomscrolling” defined by Sharma Bhakti
above. As a reminder, Bhakti defines doomscrolling as “a state of media use typically
characterized as individuals persistently scrolling through their social media newsfeeds with
an obsessive focus on distressing, depressing, or otherwise negative information” (Bhakti, 1).
Although this practice often results from a desire to stay informed on a specific subject, this
obsessive behaviour seems to result more from Anna’s desire to escape reality via her cell
phone in this case. Both her uncontrollable eco-anxiety and her obsessive tendency to scroll
through social networks seem to reveal a loss of control and a feeling of powerlessness in the
face of the ever-worsening climate crisis. Yet, the feeling is such that the term eco-anxiety no
longer seems sufficient; the term eco-terror therefore seems more appropriate. While eco-
anxiety may have led to mobilisation, action and empowerment of people to change their habits

and act for the planet, this exacerbated form of eco-anxiety goes further and leads instead to
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sheer terror or paralysis in the face of the immensity of the ecological crisis and hinders
sustainability efforts. Eco-terror could be defined as the experience of such moments of terror

linked to the ecological crisis that people find themselves deprived of any form of agency.

“Anna looked at her phone — a waterfall of faces that were and
were not in her life, friends, workmates, celebrities, an ex-boyfriend [...],
while half of Greenland’s surface ice sheet melted, France had its hottest

day on record, a tiny Australian marsupial rat was the first species to be
wiped out by climate changed and the last Sumatran rhinoceros died”

(Flanagan, 46).

This quote also shows how important and insignificant information mixes on social
networks. She describes a “waterfall of faces that were and were not in her life,” showing the
triviality of what she sees on Facebook and Anna’s state of confusion about it. After reading an
initial worrying piece of information about the ecological crisis, all the others seem to follow,
as if there were no more space for the trivial. This sentence seems to rise to a crescendo in
terms of seriousness, going so far as to evoke the mass extinction of animals, taking with it the
last Australian marsupial rats and the last Sumatran rhinoceros. This illustrates well the
tendency of doomscrolling to focus exclusively on the negative, and the resulting feeling of

loss of control or powerlessness.

As previously mentioned, scholar Janna Fadler has pointed out that, while necessary to
raise awareness of the ecological crisis, some of the hard-hitting images broadcasted by the
media can affect people’s mental health. The media seem to have fully grasped the shift from
text-based to image-based content on social networks Janna Fadler talks about, as well as the
fact that images have become an essential component of interactions on social media platforms.
In fact, while scrolling through Facebook, Anna discovers hard-hitting photos of “incinerated
kangaroos in foetal clutches of fencing wire charred koalas burnt bloated cattle on their backs,
legs in the air, growing out of dry riverbeds” (Flanagan, 100). Nothing seems right in these
photos; kangaroos are in the foetal position, trapped in fencing wire, koalas are burnt, and cattle
are lying on their backs. These photos seem to testify to the violence and speed of the bushfires,
which left no chance for these animals who died trying to escape. These terrible photos are
only the reflection of an even more terrifying reality: that of the sixth mass extinction solely

triggered by human for the first time in history as described by Elizabeth Kolbert (Kolbert,
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162), and that of the revision of the status of hundreds of endangered animal and plant species

as asserted by Rachael Gallagher above (Gallagher, 1167).

“Thousands of iconic birds — crimson rosellas, black cockatoos, pretty little songbirds
— burnt in the fires and blown out to sea only to be washed back up on the beach as countless
dead bodies merging into layers of wet black ash” (Flanagan, 145). The same is true in this
case as the birds dived into the water to avoid burning but ended up drowning and being spat
out by the sea onto the beach. The number of dead bodies is countless, and these bodies are
unrecognisable, merging into a heap of black, dam ashes, suggesting the scale of the disaster.
All these birds are emblematic of Australia, as are the koalas and kangaroos mentioned in the
quote above; all are charismatic, ambassadorial animals that remind us of the flagship species
described by Paul Jepson. As a reminder, these flagship species serve as “symbols and rallying
points for conservation projects” (Jepson, 95). Although they succeed in attracting attention
and public support, they also serve to remind humans of the insignificance and powerlessness
of these animals, as well as their own, in the face of the climate crisis. These photos, which
remind her of her proximity to these species have a profound impact on Anna’s sense of eco-

terror and powerlessness in the face of the ecological crisis.

Still in this vein of eco-terror and powerlessness, the fact that the media like to pay
close attention to controversies over politicians’ reactions to natural disasters and fuel them can
also affect people’s mental health. On her social networks, Anna sees photos of “a politician in
board shorts holidaying in Hawaii, arms around people drinking tossing a shaka, hanging
loose” and reads about a politician who says that “they shouldn’t waste another word talking
about climate change but simply adapt and become more resilient” (Flanagan, 141). The fact
that politicians are not taking the crisis seriously while Tasmania is being ravaged by flames
only reinforces Anna’s sense of eco-terror and lack of agency. This situation is all the more
worrying as it reveals a problem that is firmly rooted in Australian reality. As scholar Lesley
Head points out, climate change denial remains strong in Australia (Head, 182). Scholar Nicole
Rogers, meanwhile, recalled the numerous criticisms of the attitude of certain politicians who
claim that climate change is just a joke in order to downplay its critical nature at a time when
Australia is suffering extreme heatwaves (Rogers, 25). In this case, one of the politicians does
not seem to mind the catastrophe ravaging his country and is enjoying his vacations, while the
other downplays the nature of the climate crisis by more or less asserting that there is nothing

to be done about it except show a little adaptation and resilience. The awareness that the crisis
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is still not being taken seriously, and that those most likely to make meaningful decisions to

alleviate it are doing nothing about it, only increases Anna’s sense of total helplessness.

In view of all this, the term "eco-terror" really does seem more appropriate to describe
Anna's sense of powerlessness and petrification in the face of the climate crisis. Media
coverage, with its shocking images and flagship species images combined with reports on
political indifference to the urgency of the ecological crisis, is a major contributor to this feeling
of eco-terror. This is all the more striking given that the subject of climate change has only
received significant media attention in recent years. Indeed, as scholar Rob Nixon explains, the
media have often tended to cover only events “immediate in time, explosive and spectacular”
(Nixon, 3), rather than climate change, which is more akin to violence that is “incremental and
accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing out across a range of temporal scale” (ibid.).
However, with natural disasters becoming much more frequent, climate change has become a
highly covered topic in the media. Yet, as climate change has not been covered on a daily basis,
the avalanche of news about this ecological crisis and the bushfires decimating an entire
continent is brutal, shocking and overwhelming for the public. For Anna, more than anxiety, it
is a real terror that comes from dealing with such news. This terror is amplified by the fact that
Anna cannot seem to stop doomscrolling on social networks and focusing on negative

information. All this translates thus into a profound sense of lack of agency.

3.2.Subplot: Intermingling Animal Extinction and Indigenous References

One day, on a plane trip, Anna meets the scientist Lisa Shahn, who runs a “government
program to save the [world’s last] orange-bellied parrots” (Flanagan, 187). Lisa Shahn explains
that “there are fewer than twenty birds left in the world.” This fact recalls two important
elements mentioned above. Firstly, as scholar Rachael Gallagher states, it is a reminder that
Australia is home to rare flora and fauna that exist nowhere else (Gallaher, 1167). Secondly, it
is again a reminder that the process of the sixth extinction described by Elizabeth Kolbert is
well and truly underway, and that orange-bellied parrots appear to be one of its victims. These
two disturbing facts seem to affect Anna, who later offers her help in counting the last, orange-

bellied parrots (Flanagan, 267).

“Can you imagine, said Lisa Shahn, holding her plastic cup to her
cabin window and gesturing to the clouds, a bird smaller than this cup
making its way out there? They are not really made for it, not like those

amazing shearwaters and terns and whimbrels and godwits that fly from the
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Artic and Siberia across the planet to Tasmania and back each year, she
said. The OBP’s just a blinged-up budgie in comparison, a battler”
(Flanagan, 187).

In this quote, Lisa Shahn explains how hopeless the task of saving these few orange-
bellied parrots seems. In fact, these parrots are smaller than plastic cups and face the danger of
increasingly frequent and intense bushfires. As Lisa Shahn says, the orange-bellied parrots “are
not really made for it” (Flanagan, 187). As Elizabeth Kolbert points out, with global warming
occurring ten times faster than ever before, “organisms have to migrate, or otherwise adapt, at
least ten times more quickly” (Kolbert, 162). Yet, orange-bellied parrots are neither able to
adapt as quickly to climate change and the frequency of bushfires, not to migration as other
birds such as “shearwaters and terns and whimbrels and godwits” do (Flanagan, 187). The fate
of these birds seems doomed to extinction. The description of these parrots as “blinged-up
budgie” adds an almost ridiculous dimension to the very idea of their survival. The term
“budgie” seems to imply that these birds have no chance of survival in the wild but should
almost be considered pets (despite their wild animal nature). This makes them all the more
vulnerable. The term “blinged-up” reinforces this impression, suggesting that these birds would
be better suited to living in a house as a pet with their bright colours and eye-catching
appearance than to surviving the harshness of the bushfires. This colourful appearance makes
them seem all the more fragile and suggests that it would be foolish to believe orange-bellied
parrots could survive what lies ahead. This fatality hanging over the fate of the orange-bellied
parrots seems to play a part in Anna's sense of powerlessness in the face of animal extinction
and the climate crisis. The lack of agency to preserve these few remaining animals is then
crystallised in the fact that there has been a “dropout from their next season’s roster of
volunteers,” (Flanagan, 267) as if the volunteers has understood how desperate the cause is and

had therefore decided to give up.

“Anyway, Mathinna’s people burnt the plains and kept the mosaic
of plains and forest alive, the tiny parrots ate the seeds and sedges of the
wet plains, and Mathinna would have lived amongst thousands upon
thousands of orange-bellied parrots. But when the Aboriginals lost the war
and the few survivors were taken away the burning stopped, the forests
advanced, the plains began vanishing and the seeds and sedges with them,

and the birds started their long vanishing also” (Flanagan, 189).
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The explanation of why these parrots initially find themselves in danger of extinction
also raises an interesting point. In fact, Lisa Shahn mentions the Indigenous community of
Mathinna. Mathinna’s people were the last natives of Port Davey who had lived there for
40,000 years before pioneer settlers arrived on the continent. In addition to killing thousands
of natives and removing the survivors from their territories, the settlers stopped practicing
prescribed burning, which had been done there for thousands of years. Prescribed burning or
fire-stick-farming is an ancestral practice used by Aboriginals to control vegetation by burning.
Scholar Malcolm Gill has defined prescribed burning as “the deliberate use of fire to achieve
an explicit outcome under specified conditions of fuel, weather, and ignition in a designated
area” (Gill, 446). The Indigenous communities had understood the importance of keeping the
mosaic of plains and forests alive, and regularly burned the forests to prevent them from
advancing. However, when these fires were interrupted by settlers, the plains quickly began to
be covered by forests and to disappear, taking with them the seeds and sedges specific to this
terrain, which were the orange-bellied parrots’ main source of food. This question seems to
echo the issue raised by scholar Lindsey Gillson above, namely that of the importance of
heterogeneity in the landscape and the importance of restoring native ecosystems (Gillson, 10).
Although Gillson advocated prescribed burning to keep bushfires more manageable, the
problem of the orange-bellied parrots’ extinction seems to be an equally important cause.
Preserving native ecosystems would have enabled this species to thrive and not become extinct.
This seems to be a reminder that if humans had been more respectful of the ancestral practices
of Indigenous communities living in harmony with nature, orange-bellied parrots and probably
many other species would not be in danger of extinction. The awareness of this fact and the
confrontation with its result obviously contribute to Anna’s sense of eco-terror and

helplessness.

3.3.Disorder as a Metaphor of Earth’ State

In The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, Richard Flanagan sometimes seems to say more
than he lets on. In fact, the book is full of metaphors. Through the disorders affecting its main
characters, The Living Sea of Waking Dreams seems to express its frustration at the human’s
ongoing destruction of the earth and people’s maddening tendency to ignore the environmental
crisis and carry on as if nothing had happened, while bushfires are raging all over Australia.
Three characters are particularly interesting in that they seem to become emblems of a natural
world in decay: the schizophrenic younger brother Tommy, the dying mother Francie and the

main character Anna. These characters embody the climate crisis through disrupted thoughts,
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disappearing body parts, stammering and endless worsening illness. From a mental struggle,
their sense of powerlessness in the face of environmental crisis turns into a physical issue.
These disorsers leave them in the same state as the natural world, in an unsettling and

disquieting in-between, both present and gone.

The schizophrenic younger brother Tommy is described as having “a growing scream
that was within him and outside him [...]. He tried to contain that scream, it made him stutter,
but it kept insisting” (Flanagan, 4). The metaphor of the growing scream has a powerful
connotation. This scream is so powerful that it takes root both inside and outside him. It is not
a problem he has created but rather one that has fallen into his lap, over which he has no power,
and from which he suffers. In addition, he claims that it is this growing scream that is at the
root of his stammer. This suggests that his feelings have left the psychological sphere to affect
him physically. Interestingly, the meaning of the word “scream” is deeply associated with the
notion of noise, of something loud and sonorous, as well as with the ability of express oneself
fluidly and to release emotions noisily. Stammering, on the other hand, is closely associated
with the inability to express oneself and the difficulty of conveying one’s desires in the desired
way. It prevents speech and emotions from flowing freely and smoothly. Unlike a loud,
liberating scream that needs to be released, Tommy finds himself confined to the oppressive
silence of his stammer and his inability to express himself fluently. He therefore finds himself
physically powerless in his emotional struggle; he cannot release the emotions that want to be

expressed.

“And as there was more and more of all these things, says Tommy,
there seemed less and less of the world maybe less and less of him [...] The
great kelp forests gone abalone gone crayfish gone! Gone! Gone!
Something was wrong he felt it as a pain as a sickness growing within him,

growing going gone, a tightness of chest and flesh” (Flanagan, 6).

In addition to his stammer, Tommy also suffers from intense anxiety linked to the
bushfires raging in Tasmania, the extreme heatwaves endured by the locals and the ongoing
ecological crisis. The more the earth suffers the consequences of human-induced climate
change, the less whole he feels. The more he reads about local disasters and bushfires, the more
he feels himself disappearing. It is a disease that slowly eats away at him from the inside, like
a silent scream that takes up more and more space. He describes his emotional pain at the

disappearance of the natural world as chest and air tightness, drawing thus a parallel between
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his emotional and physical state. The chest oppression is reminiscent of the powerful contained
cry that cannot get out and takes up so much space in his body that it physically oppresses him
to the point of stammering. This suggests that the mental pain he is unable to release is that of
an all-consuming anguish over the climate crisis. The repetition of the words “more,” “less,”
and “gone” seem to punctuate the sentence and reflect the scream he would like to release but
cannot. It also reflects his sense of powerlessness in the face of all that is disappearing, there is
nothing left, everything is “gone.” His distress and sense of powerlessness seems such that he

feels as if he himself will eventually disappear.

“Really the new hand felt normal, no different from her old hand. It
was impossible to say why she felt so oddly about it, thought Anna. It was
her hand, after all. Except somehow, looking at it, in a way she had no

words to describe, it no longer was” (Flanagan, 29).

As for Anna, she suffers from body parts that mysteriously disappear without leaving
any wounds, pain or inflexibility. It began with a finger, then a knee, a nose, a breast, an eye,
and so on. Her body gradually disappears. Yet, her body still seems physically normal; she
simply perceives it as different and strange, without being able to explain it. It is more a matter
of feeling than of physics, as if it were something that cannot be seen but can be felt, like
something that was there but is not anymore. This metaphor seems to mimic the gradual
destruction of the natural world. As Rob Nixon explained above, climate change is for the most
part slow, gradual, imperceptible, but it is already well underway (Nison, 2). These gradual but
invisible disappearances could therefore refer to the imperceptible but very real climate

changes.

“She had learnt that people were remarkably unobservant, thinking

they were seeing the same person when that person was vanishing before
them. Bit by bit they dissolved and yet no one seemed to notice. The more
things changed the harder people stared into their screens, living elsewhere,
the real world now no more than the simulacrum of the screen world, their

real lives the shadow of their online lives” (Flanagan, 239).

Interestingly, she is not particularly upset by the mysterious disappearance of her body
parts, but rather by the fact that nobody notices. She claims that people are not only
unobservant, but “remarkably unobservant.” This might suggest that people are doing it

deliberately, almost as if they were choosing not to watch her body disappear, or rather as if
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they were choosing to ignore the climate crisis in order to get on with their normal lives. As
she says, “the more things changed the harder people stared into their screens.” The more the
natural world is destroyed, the more people shut themselves away in their virtual world. This
suggests that people think in the following way; if they do not pay attention to the
environmental crisis, people “don’t need” to be overly concerned about it or take meaningful
steps to alleviate it. People lock themselves up so tightly in the virtual world that “the real
world now no more than the simulacrum of the screen world, their real lives the shadow of
their online lives.” The real and virtual worlds seem to merge; virtual life becomes real for
convenience and the real world fictitious. It is indeed easier to live in the world of screens than

to cope with a lack of agency in the decaying real world.

“A few tried to publicly draw attention to the vanishings, some
mounted violent protests, a handful indulged in pointless and terrible acts
of terrorism, but all these things, even such outrages, were, finally, third-

tier news that was of little concern to most and too depressing for all”

(Flanagan, 233).

Despite attempts by some people to raise awareness through violent and shocking
means, the subject seems to remain of little concern to most. Even acts of terrorism remain
“third-tier news.” Nothing seems to be able to draw attention to the problem and make the
obvious reality of an immediate need for action paramount. The news is “too depressing” for
people to have strength to deal with, so they prefer to ignore it. This is reminiscent of the
emotional-coping-strategy defined by Terra Léger-Goodes above, which consists of denying
threat and diminishing the urgency to manage one’s eco-anxiety (Léger-Goodes, 7). In front of
that, Anna feels completely powerless as even such indignation fails to bring these issues to the
forefront. This seems to be a reminder of the powerlessness she feels in the face of climate
change denial and politicians who make fun of the environmental crisis in order to downplay
its critical nature. Furthermore, “natural adjustment” is one of the arguments often used by
climate sceptics to justify the visible problems caused by the climate crisis, as if it were the
normal process. This reminds us of the politician's argument that we simply have to be resilient
in the face of this climate crisis (Flanagan, 141). Once again, this quote underlines Anna's sense
of powerlessness in the face of political stalemate and the lack of consideration for the crisis

on the part of those most likely to make decisions to alleviate it.
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“Anna, having previously agreed with Terzo that the operation was
a pointless cruelty and nothing more could be done, now understood it was

necessary to fight to regain control” (Flanagan, 39).

Anna’s sense of helplessness seems so strong that it may explain why she changes her
mind about her mother’s operation. As she says, despite the medical advice and the cruelty, she
understands that “it was necessary to fight to regain control.” Instead of fighting for the right
reasons, Anna convinces herself that to regain control, her mother must survive against all odds.
This seems to be the only way she can cope with her paralysing sense of eco-terror and people’s

maddening ignorance of her disappearing body, or rather disappearing nature.

As for Francie, she too appears as an emblem of the decaying world. Her health
continues to y deteriorate. “There was no end to Francie’s bad turn” (Flanagan, 15), just as
there is no end to the planet’s “bad turn.” Her children discuss her case with doctors and make
decisions for her without ever consulting her. They decide to operate even though she might
die from the operation or “might lose the ability to speak, or, worse, the reduction of the mind
to a near-vegetative state” (Flanagan, 34). This reminds us of the state of the earth for which
decisions that compromise its future and could destroy it completely are made by humans
without any consideration for it. Again, this is particularly striking in the Australian context,
where climate change denial remains strong and political decisions are never taken with the

implications for the natural world in mind.

“The nurse seemed not to be revolted as Anna was, by the decaying
animal in the bed. [...] She lapped at the teaspoon like an old dog. [...]
Francie look up, her eyes improbably large and bulging as they darted

around in their frozen world like two terrified, caged animals* (Flanagan,

169).

Francie is compared to an animal several times in the narrative due to her state of health.
She seems to be nothing more than a decaying animal left there as if dead. From the very
beginning of the narrative, Anna emphasized “the confusion of finding not her mother in that
hospital bed but a terribly sick animal” (Flanagan, 24). As Anna states, Francie is no longer
able to drink, but she does lap “at the teaspoon like an old dog.” The choice of the verb “to lap”
is revealing as it is strongly rooted in animal vocabulary. This may suggest that Francie has
been reduced to the state of an animal, so that decisions can be made more easily for her,

regardless of her will. In fact, animals are not endowed with speech and are the first to suffer

40



from the climate crisis without being able to complain or do anything about it. By stripping
Francie of her humanity, she becomes a vulnerable being incapable of expressing herself, for
whom people can and must make decisions. This is reflected in the final words of the quote,
where Francies is reduced to a “terrified, caged animals.” She is imprisoned by her illness and
caged by her children who refuse to let her die. The term “caged” has a powerful connotation,
symbolizing human’s (often abusive) power over animals. Francie is therefore stripped of any

agency and reduced to the status of animals, all as powerless as she is in these circumstances.

3.4.Flanagan’s Writing: Depicting the Online Reading Experience

Interestingly, the sense of absolute eco-terror and powerlessness felt by the main
character Anna in the face of the environmental crisis and the bushfires raging in Tasmania is
not only present in the book’s content, but also conveyed through its form. Richard Flanagan’s
writing is characterised by a lack of punctuation, run-on sentences, incomplete ideas, twisted
syntax, and repetition. Although this style may seem similar to stream of consciousness, it
needs to be nuanced. Stream of consciousness is a style that attempts to capture the natural
flow of thoughts from a character’s private mind. Stream of consciousness features elements
similar to those found in Flanagan’s writing, i.e., generally unconventional language. This
unconventional language attempts to replicate the complexity of a character’s thought
pathways as they unfold in his or her mind. Flanagan’s style is different in that it does not
simply attempt to replicate Anna’s flow of thought but involves an intermedial dimension. In
fact, Anna’s mind is fuelled by media coverage of the climate crisis and by everything she sees
on social media as she scrolls through her social networks. Flanagan’s writing thus reflects the
experience of reading online, which makes this book quite original. By choosing to reflect the
experience of reading online, Flanagan manages to give readers a glimpse into the emotional
state of distress of Anna, and an insight into what it is like to come to the practice of
doomscrolling. He also manages to convey her feeling of intense helplessness in the face of
raging bushfires, the sheer volume of disturbing information on the ecological crisis, shocking
images of endangered species and political stalemate. Flanagan’s writing is therefore deeply
immersive and succeeds in plunging the reader into a feeling of total loss of control similar to

Anna’s, blurring all conventional literary and syntactic landmarks.

“Wasn’t that what everyone was saying now? Summer was
frightening. Smoke was frightening. Having children was frightening.

Living in the forest was frightening. Chocking in the cities was frightening.
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Today was frightening. Tomorrow was terrifying, if we made it that far”

(Flanagan, 240).

One of the most remarkable features of Flanagan’s writing is repetition. In the case of
this quote, the repetitions of the word ‘frightening’ are a way of conveying to the reader the
overwhelming feeling of being frightened by almost every aspect of life. No place seems safe
anymore and nothing is more certain, not even the prospect of being able to live another day.
The construction of the sentences also reinforces this impression of repetition: they are very
short and built in the same way (subject-verb-frightening). This overwhelming feeling is further
reinforced by the choice of the word ‘terrifying’ as the last word of the sentence, which sounds

the same but has a much deeper, more ominous connotation.

“Complications and complications on complications; side effects,
and side effects of side effects, and all seemingly without end” (Flanagan,

56).

In this case, the repetitions underline the fact that things seem to trigger increasingly
serious consequences, making the situation worse and worse with no end in sight. Anna’s
mother suffers from constant ups and downs, forcing Anna to make frequent trips to her bedside
and to Sydney. Anna cannot see the end of it, she feels powerless; it is an indefinite series of
complications that follow one another “seemingly without end.” The construction of the

sentence itself reflects this sense of infinity, with its multiple connectors and repetitions.

“The world grew daily hotter and smokier and nightly noisier: more
construction noise more insects disappearing, more road noise more fish
stocks collapsing, more news noise more frogs and snakes dying out, more

brexitrump climatecoal more and more” (Flanagan, 14).

The repetitions of the word ‘more’ give an accelerated rhythm to the sentence, where
the list of problems accumulates, giving the impression that it will never stop, especially with
the sentence ending with “more and more.” Once again, the impression of infinity prevails in
both content and form, suggesting that there will be no end to these climate-related problems;
that they will be infinite until nothing exists. This confers a strong sense of powerlessness in
the face of the ecological crisis. The repeated use of the word “noise” also punctuates the
sentence, recurring four times in places where it is not particularly expected. The term "noise"

seems once again to refer to the growing anxiety or eco-terror that cannot seem to calm down
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in the face of all the problems linked to the ecological crisis. The fact that certain words are
glued together (brexitrump and climatecoal) reinforces the impression of acceleration and
uncontrollable rhythm. There is no time left for space between the words as things are

happening so fast; there is no longer control over the words.

“She looked at her phone she checked Instagram she read professors
of health were calling for cities to be ready for mass evacuation Indigenous
people fearing central Australia is becoming too hot for humans towns
running out of water Australia ending its hottest year ever while someone
was saying that it wasn’t, that official weather records had been forged to
make Australia look colder in the past and hotter now. It wasn’t that these
things were fragments, thought Anna. The world was fragments, thought
Anna. She liked a meme she reposted she followed she no longer knew if
the fires were already over even though they hadn’t really yet begun.
Things that happened yesterday were things happening today and things
that hadn’t happened tomorrow were old news several month ago. Was it

only just yesterday was is the future now” (Flanagan, 87).

Run-on-sentences and a lack of punctuation are two other remarkable features of
Flanagan’s writing. It seems to reflect the uncontrollable rhythm of the online reading
experience, reminiscent of the concept of infowhelm defined above by Heather Houser.
According to Houser, the sheer volume of information available online and its contestation
seems somehow to represent more of an obstacle to knowledge than a resource (Houser, 1). It
seems to be something that engulfs rather than enlightens (Houser, 41), reflecting thus Anna’s
experience of scrolling through her social networks and being overwhelmed by all the negative
things she sees there. For her, it is a kind of infernal spiral where nothing makes sense anymore,
and where it is no longer even possible to remember whether the fires have already started,
whether they are over or in progress, or whether they really exist. The form reflects this
tendency to confuse rather than enlighten; there is so much information that there is no time
for punctuation. Yet, punctuation is generally what makes sense and is generally considered
essential to reading. The reader no longer knows whether the sentence begins or ends, whether
it is the start of a new sentence or the continuation of the previous one, whether the verb agrees
with this or that subject, and so on. The syntax reflects the way Anna struggles to process the
abundance of information about the contemporary apocalypse available online. There is so

much information that human consciousness cannot help but be distracted. Run-on-sentences
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also seem to attempt to reproduce thoughts that are not fully formed and are interrupted one
after the other by the flow of thoughts in a character’s brain. All these thoughts leave a thick
fog in the Anna’s mind. She no longer seems able to make sense of her thoughts, just like the
reader, who is confronted with them without any punctuation to help him make sense of them.
Throughout The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, the process of using run-on-sentences seems to
intensify more and more as she scrolls through her social media and is confronted with terrible,
disturbing Facebook posts, drowned out by the mass of trivial posts. Anna is so upset that she
even seems to lose all sense of time: years, months, seconds blend together, illustrating her

sense of uncontrollability and helplessness.

3.5.Conclusion of The Chapter

This chapter focused on the representation of agency in the Anthropocene through
Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams. We began by analysing the impact of
media and social networks on the mental health of the main character Anna. Anna is in a state
of severe emotional distress as disturbing information about bushfires and the climate crisis
floods into her daily life via social networks, becoming trivialized by its frequency and the fact
that it is lost in the mass of information available. To escape from the reality and the difficult
decisions she has to make, she begins to scroll through her social networks obsessively and
unconsciously, recalling the practice of doomscrolling. We have therefore suggested that the
term “eco-terror” would be more appropriate than “eco-anxiety”; it becomes paralyzing and
reflects her feeling of powerlessness in the face of an ever-worsening environmental crisis.
Social networks fuel this sense of eco-terror and helplessness by sharing hard-hitting images,

flagship species pictures and by fuelling controversy about political stalemate.

We then briefly analysed a reference made to Indigenous communities, revealing
human’s responsibility for the sixth mass extinction. We first analysed the quote in which Lisa
Shahn explains to Anna that there are fewer than 20 orange-bellied parrots left in the world.
She also explains to her why it seems foolish to believe that these few remaining orange-bellied
parrots could cope with such intense bushfires and rapid climate change. We then turned to a
second quote in which Lisa Shahn explains why these birds are in danger of extinction, namely
because of the interruption of the ancestral native practice of prescribed burning by the settlers
when they arrived on the continent. All this information seems to affect Anna deeply,
reinforcing her sense of powerlessness in the face of the fate of the few remaining orange-

bellied parrots and the link that seems irretrievably lost between human and nature.
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We then looked at the metaphors represented by the various disorders affecting the main
characters of Tommy, Anna and Francie. Tommy suffers from a stammer that seems to stem
from a growing scream he tried to contain within him, and from a profound anxiety that
translates into a sense of disappearance as ecosystems crumble. Anna suffers from body parts
that gradually and mysteriously disappear, leaving no wounds, and from the fact that no one
seems to notice it. This seems to be a metaphor for the natural world that is gradually
disappearing, but which people prefer to ignore in order to avoid worrying too much. As for
Francie, she is on the brink of death, but her children refuse it, wanting her to survive at all
costs. She too seems to be a metaphor for a world falling apart. The fact that she is depicted as
an animal makes it easier for her children to make decisions for her. These metaphors seem to
express the frustration felt at humanity's ongoing destruction of the earth, but also the total lack

of agency in the face of this environmental crisis, which most people insist on ignoring.

We finally turned our attention to the form of the book itself, which reflects its content
in order to immerse the reader in Anna's confused emotional state and give them an insight into
her sense of eco-terror. Flanagan’s writing is characterised by the absence of punctuation, run-
on sentences, incomplete ideas, twisted syntax and repetition, reminiscent of stream-of-
consciousness characteristics. Yet, the difference with this technique is that Flanagan does not
attempt to reproduce an individual’s flow of thought, but rather to reflect the experience of
reading online. We analysed a number of quotations in order to present the remarkable features
of Flanagan's style, including repetition, run-on-sentences and the absence of punctuation. All
these features influence the fluidity of reading and contribute to conveying the feeling of
powerlessness and lack of control in the face of the sheer volume of disturbing information,
recalling the concept of infowhelm described by Heather Houser. By choosing to reflect the
experience of reading online, Flanagan succeeds in plunging the reader into a feeling of total

loss of control similar to Anna’s, blurring all conventional literary and syntactic landmarks.
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4. Alice Bishop’s 4 Constant Hum

The fifth part of this thesis focuses on Alice Bishop’s A Constant Hum. As mentioned
above, it begins by examining the representation of media coverage of bushfires and the impact
this may have on people's mental health and sense of powerlessness in the face of the scale of
the ecological crisis. The chapter then looks at the literary representation of feelings of
solastalgia and anticipatory grief, both of which stem from the feeling of powerlessness and
terror. Finally, the chapter focuses on the form of the text itself, which is imbued with physical
sensory perceptions linked to sight, hearing, smell and touch. This multi-sensory perspective
enables Bishop to convey to the reader a glimpse of the pure terror felt during the bushfire

experience, and which does not leave the victims in its aftermath.

4.1.Media and Eco-Emotions: Exploring Superficiality and Sensationalism

As we have already seen in Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, the
media can play an important role in eco-emotions. While necessary to raise awareness, heavy
exposure to distressing information about the environmental crisis can increase eco-anxiety,
particularly when alarming news and reports seem to become trivialised by the mass of
secondary, even superficial, information in which they drown. By way of illustration, a
journalist announces quickly “the official end of the years’ fire seasons marked by a torrential
rain [...]. The deadliest one in Australia’s history, she adds cheerily”” before moving on to the
main topics of the news, namely reports on rising gas prices, CBD and e-cigarettes (Bishop,
103). Her light-hearted, cheerful tone, and the fact that she only briefly touches on this essential
piece of information to focus on the main, less important topics, reflect the kind of trivialisation

of worrying information amidst more common concerns.

“People don’t like talking about work. [...] Unless there’s an
unusually gruesome or TV-worthy happy story: the more regular gory stuff,
it’s just a reminder of the uncomfortable ordinariness of disaster” (Bishop,

74).

As in Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, this quotation highlights
the tendency to silence, or even ignore, the ecological crisis out of convenience. The job in
question, which people do not like to talk about, is that of a nurse who treats bushfire victims
on an almost daily basis. No one around her addresses the subject, probably to avoid being

overly concerned and having to change their comfort level to take meaningful action to
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alleviate the climate crisis that is causing these bushfires. The nurse asserts that the subject of
her profession is only broached when the stories are “sensational” enough to be aired in the
media, i.e. when there is a “gruesome or TV-worthy happy story” (Bishop, 74). Otherwise,
although gory, bushfire stories have become part of everyday life and are no longer reported in
the media. The association of the terms “ordinariness” and “disaster” is revealing insofar as
natural disasters are generally considered anything but ordinary. Despite a few exceptions,

bushfires have become too commonplace and unspectacular to be the subject of breaking news.

This recalls the slow violence thesis of scholar Rob Nixon, according to which the
media privilege what is “immediate in time, explosive and spectacular in space” (Nixon, 2).
Less spectacular bushfires are no longer covered daily by the media in the same way as climate
change, which corresponds to a “violence that is neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but
rather incremental and accretive” (ibid.) This also seems to confirm scholar Stephen J. Pyne's
thesis that we have indeed entered an era of fire. As a reminder, Pyne proposes the term
Pyrocene to describe this new era and replace the term Anthropocene, thus replacing the term
“anthropo” meaning human, with “pyro” meaning fire. This reflects the fact that nature now
seems to have reclaimed its right over man, who can only suffer the disaster he has created.
This illustrates the extent to which humans are now overpowered by nature and no longer seem
to have any agency in the Pyrocene. The awareness of humans’ insignificance in the face of
this Pyrocene and the ecological crisis gives rise to a feeling of total lack of agency. In view of
all this, the term “eco-anxiety” again no longer seems strong enough to cover people’s
overwhelming feelings about the frequency of this alarming news, its near-trivialisation and
general ignorance. The term ‘“eco-terror” now seems more appropriate. Rather than
empowering people, eco-terror hampers sustainable efforts and leads to a form of intense
paralysis. Eco-terror could be defined as the experience of such moments of terror linked to the

ecological crisis that people find themselves deprived of any form of agency.

“Interviewer: Many people die when they find shelter in dams or
tanks — known often, by authorities as ‘death traps’. Tell us your message,
as a surviving mother who may have — potentially — made a fatal mistake?

Interviewee...” (Bishop, 152). [...] Interviewer: [...] For our audience,
now, what would you take with you — if you got another chance?”
Interviewee: ... (Bishop, 154). “Interviewer: I hear you lost a dog, along
with everything else? What advice do you have for the pet lovers watching

now? Interviewee: ...” (Bishop, 156).
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Part of this sense of eco-terror is also generated by the dramatic component that the
media tend to favour. In some interviews, the questions are designed more to satisfy the public’s
curiosity than to inform. In the case of this quote, the questions seem rather inappropriate and
intrusive, as they are put to a young woman who narrowly survived a bushfire with her newborn
baby. At first, the journalist seems to want to point out the stupidity of finding shelter in a dam
when there are well known to be “death traps.” By pointing out her almost “fatal mistake,” he
seems to shame her. Yet, given the urgency of the situation, the woman probably did not have
time to consider any other option. The question of what she would take with her if she had a
second is equally indelicate, especially giving the use of the phrase “second chance” to evoke
the possibility of another bushfire. In addition, the answer seems obvious; the young woman
would undoubtedly prefer to escape in time without taking anything with her, rather than find
herself once again in the nightmare of a dam overhung by flames with her newborn baby in her
arms. The question about the dog, which must clearly be a painful subject, and the wording
“along with everything else,” which rubs salt in the wound, also seem very indelicate. Again,
the answer appears self-evident: the young woman has no advice to offer since neither bushfires
nor their violence can be predicted. Faced with the unleashing of natural elements, human
beings are simply insignificant and devoid of agency; all they can do is hope to survive. The
interviewee’s answers symbolised by the ellipsis give the impression that the journalist could
not care less about her answers. The journalist’s sole aim seems to be to sensationalize the story

by asking intrusive questions. He thus does not even need to wait for the answers.

“Interviewer: I remember this day so well. [...] Everyone
remembers what they were doing the day of the fires. [...] Victoria’s
Darkest Day, Bianca continues. We were all so shocked and so scared.”
[...] Interviewee: “No Bianca [...] No, not really — it was just silt and grit

and cinders; not everyone was there” (Bishop, 156).

In this quote, the interviewee takes offense at the journalist’s appropriation of a trauma
that is not her own. The interviewee seems to imply that it is impossible to put oneself in the
place of the victims, since even the imagination is not enough to represent the nightmare
experienced by these victims. While everyone remembers it and may have been shocked by
what happened, it is nothing compared to what the victims went through. This only adds to the
sense of eco-terror, as she asserts that the nightmare is even worse than imagined. As she says,
all that was left was “silt and grit and cinders.” There was nothing left to distinguish in this

landscape of pain and monochrome hues. There was only this confused fog of destruction. “Not
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everyone was there.” The expression of such moments of pure terror can only reinforce the
idea that humans are devoid of agency in the face of the violence of these bushfires and the

environmental crisis.

Another important factor in this climate of eco-terror and powerlessness is ignorance
of the most important issues in favour of entertainment and stories that sell. In 4 Constant
Hum’s account, there is a great deal of bitterness about all those “feel-good stories about kids
getting new bikes, about couples being reunited after thinking each other dead. Big companies
donating beds and hotel getaways and flowerbeds.” The victims sees a lot of irony and acerbity
in the images of “ash-cheeked kids getting brand-new-used bikes from the Red Cross tent”
(Bishop, 65), “politicians in high-vis and sorry frowns [that] began hugging people on screen
[while] charity-campaign tickers flickered at the edges of news report” (Bishop, 143) or images
of “newsreaders in ash-flecked safety vests” (Bishop, 135). In addition, journalists seem to like
to talk about “the sense of pride so many people have in looking after one another after a natural
disaster. About mateship — strong as ever” and about how “the community has bonded together”
(Bishop, 130). The feeling of helplessness can only be amplified by the fact that the media
prefer to focus on these “feel-good stories,” where victims supposedly benefit from generous
donations from “big companies” and families are finally reunited, rather than on the real
problem of bushfires and the immediate need for action to alleviate the environmental crisis.
Journalists and politicians present themselves as affected by events through their “ash-flecked
safety vests” and their “sorry frowns,” but do nothing when they are in the best position to
make meaningful decisions to mitigate the climate crisis. Added to this is the awareness of a
distorted reality in which only a few of the thousands of victims benefit from this kind of
treatment. Knowing that the government is already unable to help everyone while the number
of victims remains limited only increases the feeling of eco-terror, since in the age of Pyrocene,

more and more people will be affected by similar problems.

In this context, the term eco-terror seems indeed more appropriate given the misleading
sensationalist media coverage of bushfires, people’s general indifference to ecological issues

and people’s insignificance in the face of bushfires.

4.2.Solastalgia and Anticipatory Grief: Exploring the Mourning of Nature

The feeling of powerlessness and terror in the face of the ecological crisis can also be
perceived through the analysis of what Australian eco-philosopher Glenn Albrecht calls

“solastalgia.” As a reminder, Albrecht defines solastalgia as a “diminished sense of belonging
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or solace that people feel when they undergo profound environmental change” (Albrecht, 35).
As for the term “solace,” it refers either to the comfort one receives in difficult time
(consolation) or to that which brings strength to a person (Albrecht, 96). Solastalgia is therefore
a feeling of homesickness while still being at home, provoked by confrontation with
environmental degradation. This solastalgia can have a profound impact on people’s mental

health in the sense that it can correspond to a real rupture in a person’s identity.

“The landscape she called home, once thick with tea-tree and

blackberry, is flattened by flame and kilometres behind her” (Bishop, 141).

In this case, the narrator refers to the landscape as his home, which is a meaningful
choice of term. Unlike a simple house, which is where a person physically lives, the term
“home” is more abstract and linked to feelings and emotions. Home refers to the place where
a person feels whole and has a sense of belonging. The landscape was thus an integral part of
the place where the narrator felt at home. Although the landscape is still physically present, it
has nothing in common with what she once knew; a place “once thick with tea-tree and
blackberry.” She no longer feels a sense of belonging and wholeness, but rather a lack of
connectedness and of significance. The meaning of the word “flattened” is also quite powerful,
implying crushing, violent degradation, and profound transformation, thus symbolizing the
way the landscape has been impacted by the violence of the bushfires. In addition, the passive
voice is also indicative of the fact that land has suffered from the fire, thus conferring on it a
passive status and depriving it of agency in the same way as human beings. For the narrator,
“the landscape she called home” is “kilometers behind her.” It has undergone such a
transformation that she hardly seems to remember it. This landscape, now part of the past,
shows how nature can be intrinsically linked to a person’s sense of identity and how solastalgia

can deeply affect a person.

“In the following silence Eman misses the usual comforting sounds
of dusk — magpies settling in and currawongs gurgling, sometimes distant
neighbour’s dogs barking, the echoing hum of semi-familiar voices, coming
through the bush. But there are no trees anymore - mountain ash or grey

gum, wattle or pine. There is no sound” (Bishop, 104).

When Eman returns home after the bushfire, Eman misses the usual soundscape that is
intrinsically part of what he calls home, and which usually brings him solace. Instead of finding

“the usual comforting sounds of dusk,” he is confronted with an oppressive silence. “There is
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no sound.” It was not just the material possessions of his house that made him feel at home, the
atmosphere of his neighborhood also seemed to play a significant role in this respect. The place
appears so different that he is forced to repeat to himself “I’ve lived here since I was born”
(Bishop, 105) in an attempt to remember and regain a sense of belonging. Similarly, the
surrounding trees of the neighbourhood were also part of his sense of identity and wholeness.
Yet, the names of the trees surrounding his home seem to foretell the catastrophe to come:
“mountain ash or grey gum.” Indeed, they echo what the bushfires have left behind: a mountain
of ashes and a depressing grey mass of sticky substances. This feeling of solastalgia leaves
Eman with a sense of rupture in his identity and helplessness in the face of the awareness that

disasters can ravage a place in this way.

“We sleep quietly in this unburnt house, still untouched by the

disasters, natural and otherwise, we’ve seen on the news” (Bishop, 163).

Unsurprisingly, such a climate of powerlessness and mourning for nature has led some
people to grieve for the environment in advance. This tendency to anticipatory mourning was
defined above by scholar Linda Reynold as “the grief process that a person undergoes before a
loss actually occurs” (Reynold, 16). As a reminder, the concept of anticipatory grief was first
coined by Lindeman in 1944 after he noticed how the wives of World War II soldiers had
disengaged from their husbands because they were sure they would not come back alive
(Reynold, 16). Applied to climate-fiction, anticipatory grief is therefore the preventive
mourning of a world where changes are expected to occur sooner or later, in order to better
manage these future environmental losses. In this quotation, the narrators describe their house
as an “unburnt house, still untouched by the disasters.” A kind of fatality hangs over the fate of
this house since the owners are certain that it will sooner or later end up in ashes. The
anticipation of disaster seems to be conveyed through the negation of the verbs “burn” and
“touch” by the particle "un" (unburnt and untouched). The choice of the adverb “quietly” is
also interesting as it may suggest that the owners are no longer concerned about the future fate
of their house. It is as if they have come to terms with it. Although seemingly at peace with the
situation, the fact that it has come to the point of anticipated grief is indicative of great distress.
It is also indicative of a feeling of utter helplessness in the face of these bushfires, since the

owners are convinced that nothing can be done to prevent their home from burning.

“This house will burn soon, bushfire blue: the colours of bruised

thighs, or eucalypt gas, or June sky. The leftovers, crumbled concrete and
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clusters of powdery bricks, will eventually go. People passing, years from

now, will never know” (Bishop, 163).

In this quote, the use of the future tense marks the anticipated mourning of the house's
owner. The house will undoubtedly burn to the ground, and no one will remember it ever
existed. The narrator asserts that the house will burn "bushfire blue." The association of the
colour blue with fire, which is usually associated with orange colours, is intriguing. Blue is
generally associated with calm and peace, suggesting that the same reasoning as in the previous
quote applies: the homeowner seems to have accepted the future loss of his home and is at
peace with it. The comparison with the blue June sky supports this. Yet, the association with
the “bruised thighs” and “eucalypt gas” seems to evoke darkness and suffering, as if the
mourning has not yet really been done. Moreover, the alliteration with the letter ¢ in the
following sentence breaks the fluidity of the sentence with a rather aggressive sound that seems
consistent with the meaning of the words evoking debris and destruction (ecrumble, concrete,
clusters, bricks). This alliteration also seems to nuance the narrator’s sense of peace and
acceptance, suggesting instead a sense of anguish linked to his powerlessness to change the

fate of his house.

Going further, feelings of helplessness and overwhelm of anticipated grief are
transmitted to readers. In fact, as scholars Stef Craps and Ben de Bruyn have explained, climate
fiction plays a role of anticipatory mourning. As mentioned above, through fictional narratives
of the present, climate fiction indeed “preventively mourn our present world from the
perspective of a degraded future” (De Bruyn, 8). The aim of this anticipatory grief is to
encourage people to emerge from their apathy, take action to mitigate the climate crisis and
thus prevent this fictional future from actually occurring. Yet, in view of what has just been
explained with the above quotations, this anticipated grief by climate fiction could just as easily
lead people to a feeling of inexorable fatality, for which, like the characters, they must prepare
and accommodate themselves in order to better manage future losses. In view of the powerful
sense of inevitability, this is therefore an ambivalent technique that can result in either

mobilization or even greater apathy.

4.3.Bishop’s Writing: The Language of Physical Sensory Perceptions

As in The Living Sea of the Waking Dreams, Alice Bishop’s writing is an interesting
reflection of the content, in that it is immersive for readers and conveys a deep sense of

helplessness in the face of collapsing ecosystems. In this case, the emphasis is not on
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unconventional syntax and language, but rather on the detailed descriptions of the physical
sensory perceptions of bushfire experience. By adopting a multi-sensory perspective, Bishop
attempts to give the reader a glimpse not only of the terrifying experience of bushfires, but also
of the way in which the trauma never seems to leave the characters. While the emphasis on
visual description generally prevails in the literature, this analysis focuses on the description

of the soundscape, smells and sensations related to touch in addition to the play of colours.

The colour scheme of a narrative is generally interesting to analyse insofar as it is often
used to reinforce the dramatic atmosphere of the story, allowing the reader to immerse him- or
herself deeply in it by creating a specific visual environment. Colours have inherent meanings
that people know intuitively. It is generally accepted that blue evokes rest, calm and ease, while
red is more associated with a sense of danger or warning. The meaning of colours is presumably
transparent and self-evident since it corresponds to the realities experienced by human beings
in the world. 4 Constant Hum seems to play a great deal with these colours, seeing them not as
mere functional devices, but rather as mechanisms for achieving the goal of immersion in the
narrative. For example, at one point, someone mentions the colours of the landscape and says
that “the colours were unlike anything I’ve ever seen.” The person describes the colours as
“grey stronger than railway steel, blue-black charcoals, and oranges likes tangerines — bakes
rust by dashboard sun” (Bishop, 107). Railway steel, blue-black charcoal and burnt tangerines
evoke darkness. All these references to blackness are rather figurative, since they are not the
objects that come intuitively to mind when we think of the colour black. Yet, this adds a kind
of poetry to the sentence, as if the characters were trying to preserve themselves from the
terrible reality. These concepts also give the impression of dust, rigidity, and harshness in the
reader’s imagination, which seems to be reinforced by the alliteration with the letter » (grey,
stronger, railway, charcoals, oranges, tangerines, rust). The letter » is indeed usually
associated with harshness, brutality, and dryness because of the sound it produces, reflecting
thus the effect produced by the colour description. These specific colour-word associations and
alliteration may therefore reflect the predominance of darkness in the bushfire-experience.
They may also symbolize the horror of experiencing such an event and the difficulty recovering

the ensuing trauma.

Many other sentences can be subject to similar analysis. Another woman recalls “the
carpet of ash above it still smouldered, auburn, in patches” (Bishop, 66). This sentence may
suggest an oxymoron, contrasting the softness and comfort associated with the carpet to the

burning brown ashes synonymous of decimation, death, and brutal destruction. The term
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“smoulder,” implying that the fire continues to burn without making flames, seem to reflect the
characters' anguish at seeing the fire flare up again and undergo another equally terrifying
experience. Another person describes his vanished house as a “blackened scar through green”
(Bishop, 86), contrasting the dark colour of bushfire and destruction with the green colour of
life. The symbolic meaning of the scar is also important, as it conveys the idea of something
that takes a long time to disappear or that may never disappear without a trace. It can reflect
the character’s trauma, which will take a long time to recover from the bushfire and will
probably always remain deeply ingrained in a corner of his mind. It can also reflect the way in
which bushfires cause irreparable damage to the natural world, from which will be hard to

recover, thus conveying a sense of utter helplessness in the face of the Pyrocene.

A Constant Hum also seems to pay particular attention to the soundscape produced by
these bushfires. Even though the concept of soundscape has mainly been associated with
cinema, it may also be applied to literature. The title of the book itself evokes the notion of
sound; a low, steady, continuous sound similar to that of a bee. It could thus evoke the
overwhelming preoccupation with bushfires and the ecological crisis that constantly lingers in
some people’s mind, like the buzzing of a bee in the background that never ceases and prevents
anxiety from calming down. It could also refer to the irritating noises of mechanical devices as
A Constant Hum is also the title of one of the collection’s short stories. This short story tells
the story of a father who seems to have developed an obsessive-compulsive disorder about the
so-called constant hum of faulty powerlines. The father becomes so obsessed with this noise
that he begins to sleep outside so as not to be disturbed by “the humming he still heard, even
though the power was switched off,” mainly when he is inside the house (Bishop, 32). He feels
furious and sends numerous letters to the local council asking them to come and solve the
problem. Yet, the powerline has been permanently cut. The father is therefore obsessed by a
noise that does not exist. The fact that he describes the buzzing as “the scary hum of the bush”
(Bishop, 30) suggests that his obsession stems in fact from a real distress; that of bushfires and
seeing the cockatoos that fascinate him disappear (Bishop, 32). His anxiety might be the source

of the noise he hears and is obsessed with.

At one point, the nurses speak of the “bushfire roar, the thunder-like rumble that one of

99 ¢

my patients talked about in her sleep” (Bishop, 70). The terms “roar,” “rumble” and “thunder”
all have powerful connotations in terms of noise, showing the violence of the deafening din
caused by the raging fire. The alliteration with the letter » seems to reinforce this impression

(bushfire, roar, thunder, rumble). As mentioned above, the letter » is indeed associated with
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brutality and harshness, reflecting the deafening and violent nature of the rumble. The “bushfire
roar” seems to have been so traumatic that the patient still talks about it in his sleep. The same
impression is produced by the following sentence “the echoes of that deafening cracked, made
by a hillside of eucalypt leaves curling with heat” (Bishop, 151). A deafening noise is created
by the simple bending of eucalyptus leaves under the action of fire, suggesting the din that
would be created by the reaction of larger or heavier objects under fire. Someone else mentions
that the “roar came over the hill like nothing else” (Bishop, 92), indicating that the noise is
such that it seems to come directly from the heart of the hill itself and can be heard all around.
The roar was unlike anything else the character had ever heard. Another account says that the
roar of the fire was like “something huge and hungry above you, but still clinging — a cicada-
strong ring in your ears” (Bishop, 158). The metaphor of the hungry roar is interesting, as it
gives the impression that noise is unstoppable, thirsting for more destruction to the point of
engulfing the person who cannot help hearing it. The narrator even gives shape to the din. He
describes it as “huge,” as if the sounds were so engrossing that they were physically palpable.
All these scenes convey a feeling of total powerlessness in the face of the engulfing din of the

bushfire, suggesting that humans are devoid of agency in the Pyrocene.

The attention paid to the description of smells in A Constant Hum is also remarkable,
allowing the reader to feel as immersed in the story as possible. Many people mention the
“smell of burning things that stays with people forever” (Bishop, 108) and the “smell of burning
[which] is too familiar” (Bishop, 150). One nurse says that “there are things, I reckon now, you
can’t unsee. Things you can’t forget the smell of” (Bishop, 72) although she only “got to know
the fire through the aftermath: the smell of burn-up skin and betadine” (Bishop, 70). All these
examples show the extent to which the sense of smell is an integral part of the trauma suffered
by the victims. These victims are convinced that they will never be able to forget the smell of
the bushfire as it is too ingrained in their bodies and their brains. Interestingly, the nurse almost
seems to mix the senses of sight and smell when she says that she will not be able to unsee the
smell. This gives the illusion that the smell is so particular that it is almost visible, that it almost
takes on a form that cannot be forgotten. She also asserts that she is traumatized by the smell
of bushfires without ever having experienced them herself; she knows these smells only
through the aftermath of fires and the people she cares for. We can therefore only imagine how

deeply the smell must have affected those who have experienced a fire at close quarters.

Another victim mentions “the smell of her melting shoes, fumes of cheap plastic and

glue, lined Sylvie’s nostrils as she watched Chris” (Bishop, 144). This again suggests that smell
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is an integral part of trauma. The smell of melted shoes, “fumes of cheap plastic and glue,” was
so striking that it immediately comes back to the young woman when she looks at her
companion. This may seem surprising as it is not the smell we would first associate with
bushfires, but it reminds readers just how unnatural bushfires are and how damaging to the
environment they can be (melted plastic). Someone else says that “it will be weeks before I can
wash the earthly smell of silt from my baby’s hair, along with the sharp tang of chemical ash”
(Bishop, 152). In this case, the person suggests that the smell is so ingrained in the baby’s body
that she will not be able to get rid of it. Factually, it is obvious that she will manage to eliminate
the smell. Yet, this example suggests that, mentally, these smells will always come back to
haunt her when she meets her baby’s gaze, and that the traumatic memory will take time to

fade.

The sense of touch is primarily evoked by pain. At one point, someone says that “he
can’t forget the orange hail that took great chunks out of the roof above him as he sat —
bathwater blackening with ash. The smoke burning the softest parts of Eman’s throat, his eyes
and his nostrils as he tried to bury his face in his pointy knees, tries to breathe” (Bishop, 105).
In this example, Bishop contrasts the fragile softness of Eman’s skin with the acrid, burning,
dry smoke that prevents him from breathing and gradually destroys his body. Smoke, usually
associated with something airy, with no real texture, here becomes almost physically palpable,
taking on a dry texture that provokes nothing but pain. This gives the reader a glimpse of
Eman’s experience, as he had time to realize the incoming danger, the lack of oxygen and the
fact that he might not survive. Another victim recalls “the darkness preceding bushfire looming,
and gravel pushing into the softness of her skin” (Bishop, 145), emphasizing the hardness and
abrasiveness of the gravels against his soft skin. This emphasizes thus the contrast of textures;

softness is again opposed to hardness.

Someone else says that “she wears ash-snowed ashes and blisters on her skin” (Bishop,
147). The play on the term “ash-snowed” is interesting as it contrasts two diametrically opposed
colours (black and white) and two textures that cannot exist simultaneously (snow extinguishes
ashes or ashes melt snow). In addition to blisters, the character claims to wear ashes on his
skin. Since the cold ashes cannot actually hurt or burn him physically nor can they be worn on
his skin, it can be assumed that the character is referring to the mental pain of his trauma and
his sense of helplessness in the face of a decimated world. In this way, mental pain seems to be
presented alongside physical pain, as a weight that affects as much as the blisters but is not

visible. In addition, the emphasis on physical sensations is also reinforced by the assonance
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with the letter s and the s4 sound, both of which produce a hissing, sliding effect (ash-snowed
ashes and blisters on her skin). This may suggest that the physical trauma of the blisters has

slipped inside her body to become mental trauma too.

The particular attention paid to the different physical sensations of the characters has in
common that it evokes a trauma that seems very difficult to forget. It also shows the
vulnerability of the characters to the fire’s wrath, reminding readers of the insignificance of
humans and their lack of agency in the face of the natural elements. Immersive reading conveys
these feelings to the readers, giving them a glimpse of the horror of the situation, not just by

describing it, but by making them experience it through reading.

4.4.Conclusion of The Chapter

This chapter focused on the representation of agency in the Anthropocene through Alice
Bishop’s 4 Constant Hum. We began by examining media representation in relation to the sense
of eco-terror introduced in the previous chapter. We then analysed how the near trivialization
of bushfires and the climate crisis, and general indifference to them can affect people's mental
health. We then looked at the dramatic component that the media tend to privilege to boost
ratings, notably through interviews with inappropriate questions, the journalists’ appropriation
of tragedies experienced by other people and the priority given to feel-good stories rather than
the need for immediate action. This media’s tendency to avoid essential issues and to prioritise
entertainment over information obviously plays a part in the characters’ sense of lack of agency

and eco-terror.

We then turned our attention to two eco-emotions that are particularly revealing of
human’s insignificance and powerlessness in the Anthropocene. First, we analysed the feeling
of solastalgia as defined by Glenn Albrecht. Two examples were used to highlight the impact
of environmental degradation on the characters’ sense of broken identity. Next, we examined
the feeling of anticipatory grief defined by Linda Reynold, based on Lindemann's original
definition. The quotes highlighting this anticipatory grief illustrate how the characters convince
themselves that their homes are inexorably doomed to disappear, in order to better cope with
the loss when it occurs. Under the guise of resignation, this anticipatory grief seems nonetheless

to testify to a terrible sense of helplessness and distress in the face of it all.

Finally, we turned our attention to the text itself, which conveys the sense of sheer terror
of the characters to the readers through detailed description of the colour scheme, soundscape,

smell and touch. This multi-sensory approach allows readers to immerse themselves in the
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stories and to get an insight into the terror of the bushfires and the trauma they caused. Readers
do not just read; they almost experience bushfires through their reading. They become aware
of human insignificance in the face of bushfire's violence, the deafening din it provokes, the
physical pain it causes, the surreal terrifying colours and vivid, unforgettable odours it
engenders. Face with the unleashing of natural elements, the characters find themselves devoid

of any agency.
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5. Alice Robinson’s Anchor Point

The sixth part of this thesis focuses on Alice Bishop’s A Constant Hum. As mentioned
above, it begins by analysing descriptions of a landscape altered by climate change,
urbanisation, and intensive land exploitation. This altered landscape bears the full brunt of the
bushfires, as do the characters who find themselves powerless in the face of what they have
engendered. The chapter then analyses references to Indigenous communities and the feeling
of powerlessness resulting from the repeated dispossession of their territory. It then examines
the form of the text itself, which reflects the characters' sense of terror and powerlessness
through an emphasis on descriptions of the colour scheme, soundscape, smells and the sense
of touch. Finally, the chapter nuances the total powerlessness of the characters in the
Anthropocene by presenting the cases of Luc and Laura, who seem to benefit from a form of

agency.

5.1.Altered Landscapes: Humanity’s Presence in a Climate-Changing World

Given that Anchor Point story spans some 35 years, the descriptions of the landscape
have time to evolve and illustrate the extent of its gradual alteration. The landscape is altered
both by human practices and by human-induced climate change, transforming it considerably
to the point of becoming a hostile region. Anchor Point shows how this rural region
characterised by excessive nature has become increasingly urbanised over the years due to a
growing human presence; “now charcoal chicken, fish’n’chip shop and pizza joint, newly laid
suburban roads, new estate houses, like Lego blocks, made of brick veneer. The town had
seeped across the land, a human grid” (Robinson, 2270). Urbanization has infiltrated this
natural environment to the point of transforming it into a vast network of similar houses, “like
Lego blocks” that criss-crossing the territory and divide it into a series of regular rectangles.
The connotation associated with the term “grid” is interesting in that it is synonymous with
parallel lines, regularity, straightness, with nothing protruding from the pattern. This metaphor
of the human grid seems to illustrate the way in which human has shaped and modified wild
nature to make it square and straight. Human rectilinearity has forcibly imposed itself on this

nature in an attempt to tame it.

“Having survived, Laura saw that no matter how hard they worked,
how careful they planned, there was no guarantee that any good would

come of it. Too much was outside their control” (Robinson, 1206).

59



Yet, no matter how hard humans try to tame the land, they never succeed. Possessing
the land does not mean taming it. This quote refers to Laura’s father attempt to clear the entire
estate, which comprises over two hundred acres, in order to expand his farm and profit from it.
The task is immense; Laura even fears “that the task was simply bigger than they were”
(Robinson, 772). Clearing has become such an integral part of their routine that Laura and her
family have lost all sense of time; “the months broke across the year in alternating tasks,
clearing, fencing, cutting word” (Robinson, 706). The task seems endless and therefore takes
years to complete. Laura expresses her fear; “this year, and each one after, they would do the
work, and still there would be more trees to ring and fell. It would go on forever. In any case
she muttered, was the farm a good idea?”” (Robinson, 748). This is the one and only time Laura
is hit by her father. While Laura, despite her childlike eyes, is already aware of the absurdity
of the task, her father seems unwilling to question his point of view. Her questions about the
meaning of this intensive clearing are only reinforced when they are hit by a bushfire that barely
spares them. Even if they have succeeded in changing the face of the earth, the bushfire reminds
them of their insignificance and the fact that, no matter how hard they try to tame the earth, it
remains more powerful than they are. Nothing can stop the elements from unleashing their fury.
This therefore illustrates the powerlessness of the characters in the face of an ecological crisis

that seems to be beyond them.

“The ground was hard as glass; rain did not soak, it ran. Floodwater
where before had been dust. Water rushed across the yard, wearing deep
grooves, a liquid plough. Water swirled along the drive. Water arched over
the gutters. Water came in below the back door. Water drowning her
seedlings — it washed topsoil away. Water, it seemed to Laura, like anger. It

was still hot. The heat brought violence to the storm” (Robinson, 2580).

After the bushfire, their land continues to suffer the effects of climate change with
devastating droughts and extreme heat waves. When the long-awaited rain finally arrives after
months of drought, it actually becomes the source of a new disaster, fearsome floods. The soil
has been so altered by human exploitation and human-induced climate change that it has
become “hard as glass.” This metaphor seems curious, given that glass is not the hardest
material imaginable and is generally considered to be fragile. It can be assumed that this choice
was made to evoke the worrying fragility of the earth, which has become vulnerable in the face
of climate change and ongoing human exploitation. Water, usually in a passive state, becomes

in motion here. It seems to come alive and becomes a destructive force: it rushes across, it
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swirls along, it comes in, it drowns things, it washes away. As Laura says, water seems angry;
it is powerful, destructive, uncontrollable. This can be seen as a metaphor for nature’s anger at
its fate and at human’s inaction. It is as if water was angry at what man has created and is taking
revenge through destruction and floods. The repetition of the word “water” as the subject only
serves to amplify the sense of the power of water, contrasting with that of the powerless humans
who are subject to this destructive force. In addition, the water usually associated with coolness
is described here as being warm. This seems to underline its unusual state and the fact that it is
not as lifesaving as expected. The climate has changed so much that the water has lost its

intrinsic characteristics. As Laura says, the heat only adds to the violence to the storm.

“Despite the fire engines and evacuation plans, the careful clearing
of dead brush, domestic sprinklers on roofs and all that television coverage,
it would burn. What remained of the land beyond the city in the morning
would be what it was? Either ashes, or alive. It was outside them. Or
maybe, Laura thought, they were outside it. Either way, it was simply

bigger than they were” (Robinson, 3557).

Faced with bushfires, the characters find themselves devoid of any agency. They even
seem to have reinforced their powerlessness through excessive urbanisation and interdependent
infrastructures, creating a kind of entrapment that prevents them from fleeing the cities in time.
Despite all precautions taken — fire engines, evacuations plans, clearing of dead brush,
sprinklers on the roofs (Robinson, 3557), temperature-controlled devices, soundproofing and
double-glazed windows (Robinson, 2116), nothing seems to stop the bushfires. “Without
power, no water could be pumped up to them, or down. They had no fresh air, for none of the
grand windows opened” (Robinson, 3495). The chaotic roads are jammed, and the traffic lights
have gone blind, meaning that escape is hardly an option (Robinson, 3486). When the bushfires
approach Melbourne, it is as if the city had stopped “being a city at all” and has been
transformed into a “vast, hot, stretch of concrete” (Robinson, 3495). The interdependence of
all these infrastructures seems to be the cause of even greater chaos; the city is at a complete
standstill. As Laura says, “it would burn.” There is no doubt about that, given that nothing
seems to be in their power anymore. The sentence “it was outside them," followed immediately
by “they were outside it," seems very revealing of the absence of human action in this case.
The use of the passive voice and the change of subject (it -> they) reveals the status of the
characters; they are now merely passive in the face of danger, and they will suffer the

unleashing of what they have themselves engendered.
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“Laura looked up, saw the roos. Her heart, a piston. It was rare to
see so many roos at once, and in the day. Gathered like a storm, they
appeared through the smoke. They were thumping, kicking up dust as they
flowed down towards the house, leaping fences. Their mouths hung open;
their eyes rolled. Wild as brumbies, they thundered past, swerving around
the house, one frenetic form. Seconds later they were across the road.

Flame poured along the ground behind them” (Robinson, 1134).

Humans are not the only ones deprived of agency; animals are too. As the bushfire
approaches, Laura observes the highly unusual behaviour of the kangaroos. They scurry off at
breakneck speed while the flames chase close behind. Laura observes that it is unusual to see
many kangaroos together and even more unusual to see them in the middle of the day. Their
frenetic behaviour seems to indicate terror of what lies ahead: they kick up dust, flow down,
leap fences, swerve around the house, thunder past Laura. All these verbs have connotations
implying speed, abruptness, forcefulness. They aptly describe the confused and tormented
behaviour of kangaroos. In addition, kangaroos are also described by the phrase “wild as
brumbies.” Brumby means “wild horse.” As brumbies already have the connotation of wild in
their definition, this phrase sounds like a repetition, reinforcing the impression that kangaroos’
behaviour is totally irregular, confused and jerky. The fact that the flames are so close behind
them leaves almost no doubt as to their fate. This is a reminder of just how much animals are
at risk and even more powerless than humans in the face of these devastating bushfires, drawing
thus a parallel with what Elizabeth Kolbert described as the sixth mass extinction. Indeed,
increasingly frequent and uncontrollable wildfires are playing a major role in this biodiversity
mass extinction, described by Kolbert as the first ever mass extinction generated solely by
human beings (Kolbert, 267). This is all the more true when you consider that these fires tend
to be more frequent in the tropics, where most species live (Kolbert, 150). Laura’s sense of
helplessness in the face of this terrible scene seems to be heightened tenfold by the fact that
humans are responsible for this sixth extinction, and by the awareness that the fate of the

kangaroos seems merely to be a reflection of her future.

“More months passed. The palms of Laura’s hands, like the surface
of the land, were changing. Blisters rose like pearls of water, breaking,
bleeding, running dry. Then the skin hardened — so much so that it started
cracking as the weather grew cold. Blood and then pus marked the fissures

in the tissues along the lifeline and along the one for love. The cracks took
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ages to heal, but she couldn’t very well not use her hands. Fixing the ute’s
engine, covered in grease, head pounding through the fumes, she thought

her skin might come right off” (Robinson, 889).

The comparison between the damage done to Laura's hands and the degradation of the
natural world in the face of climate change is an interesting metaphor. The blisters formed seem
to evoke the first impacts of global warming: altered ecosystems, a warming climate, the first
animals dying. The skin, parched and cracked by the cold, suggests that the specific problems
have gradually spread, both geographically and in terms of intensity and impact. The proximity
of the wounds to the lifeline and the love line seems to suggest that damage to the earth is
progressively endangering the lives of humans and their loved ones, after having already
affected those of the non-human world. The cracks — in other words the impacts of climate
change and human behaviour — will take “ages to heal” given that they run so deep and have
already caused much damage. Yet Laura’s hands have no rest. Like Laura’s hands, the earth
has no respite, which prevents it from healing and consequently leads to more and more
consequences. This disturbing metaphor for today's world is tinged with a sense of inevitability.
Chain reactions have begun, and nothing seems able to stop them. Once again, it conveys a

sense of sheer terror and utter helplessness.

5.2.Neglecting Indigenous Wisdom: Settlers’ Impact on Nature

“’It’s just. This thing of your dad’s. The farm.’ Joseph jiggled as
though his skin hurt. Laura’s face felt hot. When he spoke again, his words

rushed out. ‘Foolish thing to do with that place, my uncle says

749).

(Robinson,

The two-hundred-acre clearing mentioned above is also indicative of another, more
subtle reference: the dichotomy between Laura's father, who embodies the traditional practices
of profit-seeking settlers, and the Indigenous communities who live in harmony with nature
but has been devoid of any land claims. Through the character of Joseph, a friend of Laura's,
we learn that the clearing is actually taking place on land that once belonged to Joseph’s
Indigenous community. Joseph seems to embody ancestral practices that respect nature and
benefit from it without harming it. He is described as knowing “all kinds of things that had no
place in a classroom. Laura badly wanted to learn what he had to teach: how to cook meat in
earth, where to find water, what plants made good meals if you got desperate out in the bush”

(Robinson, 506). As mentioned in the quote, although Laura lives in the same region and is
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also connected to nature, she has not mastered any of this ancestral knowledge, which thus
implies differences in education between Aboriginals and settler families. Aware of the
implications of clearing the whole estate for a natural world already disrupted by hostile climate
circumstances and intensive human exploitation, Joseph tries to warn Laura of the absurdity
and stupidity of her father's plan. The fact that the words come rushing out of his mouth and
that he is jiggling indicates that the warning makes him extremely uncomfortable, probably
because of their position as Aboriginals and colonial daughters. The fact that he manages to
overcome his discomfort and warn Laura is indicative of the crucial importance to him of
preventing the clearing. He knows that the damage done will be irreparable. Laura seems to
realise that he is right as she feels her face redden, but she lets her father do it anyway and even

participates, finding a certain satisfaction in it.

“Joseph explained that the whole district had been theirs, back
when. He sounded careful to keep accusation from his tone. [...] Joseph
took a deep breath. ‘We just want to know if you’re right with us lot
coming through here from time to time,” he said. ‘Would mean a lot to my

old man, to be able to come onto the place.”” (Robinson, 3381).

Much later in the story, when Laura is back on her deceased father's farm, Joseph comes
to visit because he has something to ask her. Once again, he seems very uncomfortable, but
does not back down and asks her for access to her property for his community, as "the whole
valley was their ancestral place" (Robinson, 3372). Laura hesitates, but gives in to his request,
realizing that the valley once belonged to them and that she and her father have done nothing
but harm it. Laura then feels the urgent need for him to understand “something she had never
been able to articulate before” (Robinson, 3401). She manages to formulate the following:
“’My old, man, he bought this land, worked it. I’ve tried to, you know, repair some of the
damage.”” (Robinson, 3412). She tries to apologize to him, albeit in a roundabout way. This
confirms that she is aware of what her family has done to the environment and to this
Indigenous community, by taking possession of their property and degrading it to such an
extent. She also acknowledges that Joseph had warned her about land clearing and that he was
right, suggesting that the voices of Indigenous people should have more impact and stop being
ignored. She also seems to want to prove to him that she has redeemed herself by trying, as
best she can, to rehabilitate the place. The decision to give in to Joseph’s request also implies
that Indigenous can only claim their land when the settlers no longer have any use for it. Yet, a

final twist seems to leave a bitter taste in the mouth. Because of her illness, Laura decides to
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sell the property to investors rather than to Joseph, even though he had begged her for more
time to raise the necessary funds. “She had heard his voice break down the line. An aching
sound” (Robinson, 3543), implying that she is aware of the pain she is causing him and the
injustice of the situation. This suggests that despite all good intentions, yield and profit always
seem to trump the desire to respect nature, conveying a sense of terror and utter powerlessness

in the face of the urgent need to act to alleviate the climate crisis.

5.3.Robinson’s Writing: The Representation of Physical Sensory Perceptions

As in Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams and Alice Bishop’s 4
Constant Hum, Anchor Point‘s writing reflects its content, conveying a profound sense of terror
and utter helplessness in the face of alternating bushfires, drought, extreme heatwaves and
floods. The text is imbued with detailed descriptions of the physical sensory perceptions of the
characters experiencing these extreme events. The narrative thus attempts to immerse the
reader in a decaying world by reproducing the multi-sensory experience of the main characters.
Again, we begin by examining the representation of the colour scheme, before moving on to

the soundscape, smells and finally touch.

Some examples of Anchor Point are explicit in terms of colours: “the sky was smoky
with the coming storm” (Robinson, 170), the “silk-brown sky” (Robinson, 997), the sky
hanging low “yellowed by heat and smoke” (Robinson, 1071.) All these examples highlight
the surprising colours that the sky takes on when a fire is approaching or in its aftermath. They
all have a rather dark tone that evokes the abnormality of the situation, contrasting with the
bright colours associated with life and health. At one point, the main character Laura describes
the “grey clouds amassed, dark as wet concrete” (Robinson, 1016). Comparing the mass of
clouds to wet concrete is a telling metaphor for the heavy, ominous atmosphere of the moment.
It is as if the clouds, which are usually white, soft and cottony, had become the exact opposite,
a dark expanse of rough, hard material. Usually impalpable in texture, clouds are here
compared to one of the hardest materials imaginable. Similarly, clouds, which are usually white
in colour, are described here as the very opposite of that colour: black. This play on words
seems to reflect the abnormality of things when a bushfire approaches, and the sense of terror

and powerlessness it inspires in humans.

Later, Laura describes the sunrise as “a line of flame on the horizon, light of red-hot
embers” (Robinson, 1036). The red-hot association sounds almost like a repetition, since the

colours red already has an intrinsic connotation of hot. These two adjectives are further
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associated with the word “embers,” which is also understood as red and hot in the human mind,
reinforcing thus this impression of repetition and underlining the impression of intense heat
emanating from the horizon and heralding nothing good. The result is a heightened sense of
alarm about the danger ahead, since red is also associated with the notion of danger. After the
fire, she recalls that “darkness engulfed them. It might easily have been night” (Robinson,
1152). The combination of the terms “darkness” and “engulfment” is particularly revealing, as
it implies that Laura feels flooded by darkness. Engulfment is usually associated with the
feeling of being swallowed or drowned, resulting in asphyxiation. This reflects Laura’s sense
of terror and helplessness as she realises that she has no control over the danger that threatens
her. She feels engulfed or swallowed by fear, which is such that it almost prevents her from

breathing.

“The city had darkened and was mired in smoke. Laura’s tongue felt
swollen, gluey with thirst. She sat up slowly. The sun, muffled by haze, was
being snuffed out. Usually, a landscape of merrily twinkling lights,
Melbourne was plunged into deep and layered gloom” (Bishop, 3512).

The quote above also reveals a growing sense of terror at the approaching bushfire, and
a sense of inevitability at the fate that awaits them and over which they have no power. The
smoke has rapidly darkened the town, and the sun is “snuffed out” as if night were falling in
broad daylight. The natural order of night alternating with day is interrupted, suggesting the
insignificance of humans in face of what is happening. Laura feels her tongue “swollen, gluey
with thirst.” It is as if she can no longer swallow her saliva as she becomes aware of the
destructive and uncontrollable force before her. The contrast between the usual brightness and
that of this city on the brink of apocalypse is striking. A “deep and layered gloom™ replaces the
“merrily twinkling lights.” This reinforces the impression of terror, as light, synonymous with
lightness, joy and life, is swallowed up by a rather terrifying darkness, synonymous with death

and destruction.

Although much less present than in Alice Bishop’s 4 Constant Hum, Anchor Point also
sometimes focuses on a detailed description of the soundscape to immerse the reader and
convey a sense of terror. At one point, Laura recalls that “outside something ripped, crashing
down. The sound of metal warping, shattering glass. Ferocious wind shook the house”
(Robinson, 1152). This quote conveys the violence of the fire, which is so powerful it can warp

metal and shatter glass. The wind is so strong that it shakes the whole house, even though it is
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anchored to the ground. The shattering noise caused by the fire is described not only by the
words chosen, but also by their sound. Alliteration with the letter » reinforces the impression
of deafening noise (ripped, crashing, warping, shattering, ferocious). It reinforces thus the
description, making it more dynamic, more explosive, more sonorous. Later, Laura is relieved
to see the rain fall, observing that “beyond the boundary of the yard, the bush glistened with
fallen rain. Laura listened to the sound of all those drips rolling, thousands at a time, from the
canopy into the deep litter of the forest floor” (Robinson, 357). The rain, that is so eagerly
awaited and so lifesaving in this case, is described as “glistening.” The choice of this adverb is
revealing, as it is associated with a positive connotation, an idea of joy, sparkle and brilliance.
Laura claims that these drops fall from the treetops and sink into the deep litter of the forest, as
if things were returning to normal. The fact that she pays particular attention to the sound
created by these thousands of drops underlines the fact that it is something she is no longer
used to hearing. Yet, it might also suggest that she is doing it because she is aware that she may
not be hearing that sound again any time soon. The exceptional nature of this rain, highlighted
by Laura in this quotation, seems to demonstrate the significant effects of climate change,

conveying thus a sense of powerlessness in the face of a deregulated climate.

The only significant reference to smell found in Anchor Point is the following: “the
wind carried the smell of destruction, soot-heavy, acrid” (Robinson, 1071). The fact that Laura
describes the smell as heavy is interesting, as it once again gives texture to something that does
not really have any. The texture is unpleasantly heavy, reflecting the oppressive nature of
Laura’s feeling about the coming catastrophe: apprehension, fear, terror. She also describes it
as carrying “the smell of destruction,” showing that this unpleasant smell only foreshadows
what is to come and the state in which the site will be left after the fire; destroyed. The term
acrid can also be seen as a mirror of Laura’s feelings about the approaching fire; she feels an

unpleasantly bitterness at her powerlessness.

Finally, the sense of touch seems to be transmitted mainly through the perception of
heat. Laura describes the atmosphere as if the air were something palpable and tangible: “the
air, damp fabric, was thick” (Robinson, 127) or “it was dim outside, the sky silt-brown, thick
with dust and smoke. Heat rose from the earth in waves” (Robinson, 997). The air is therefore
described as thick and heavy, almost like a “damp fabric” and therefore as something we can
physically touch. Similarly, she describes the heat as forming waves rising from the ground,
again giving a texture to the heat as if it were possible to physically see it rising from the

ground. The air seems so thick that even birds are “smothered by oppressive heat” (Robinson,
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1036). Later on, she says that “the heat rolled through in waves, making it hard to breathe, the
air thick as sponge” (Robinson, 1116). This seems to confirm what has just been said, since
this quotation again presents air as something visible (waves) and perceptible (thick as sponge).
This might suggest that danger can be perceived through the texture and thickness of this
usually imperceptible air, that it is only a harbinger of a much greater danger. After surviving
the bushfire, Laura implies that she is too parched by the extreme heat of the fire that she is
“too parched to sob; her mute mouth hung open” (Robinson, 1152). The fire has deprived her
of all moisture, or more metaphorically, of all emotion in the face of its violence and the fact
that it spares nothing and no one. Laura seems to be rendered empty and mute in the face of

her powerlessness, gradually realizing the terror of what has happened.

“The ground was still so hot that Laura’s feet felt burned through
the soles of her boots. They would need to be vigilant. The front had
passed, but fires still flared. It was alive, Laura saw. It wanted to live”

(Bishop, 1188).

After the incident, the ground remains so hot that it burns “through the soles of her
boots.” Laura asserts that the fire will not go away, that it gives the impression of wanting to
live and that it would only take an ember to rekindle it. As she says, they will have to remain
vigilant. This reminds the readers that Laura is well and truly in this new age of fire, named
Pyrocene and defined by Stephen J Pyne above. Pyrocene is the era of increasingly frequent
and uncontrollable fires (4eon, 2019). The fact that a single ember is all it takes to rekindle the
fire also reflects another issue raised by scholar Rachael Gallagher; that of slow-growing, slow-
regenerating trees that do not have time to become large enough to survive bushfires and are
either in decline or on the brink of extinction (Gallagher, 1168). In fact, the shorter intervals
between the wildfires prevent many flora species from regenerating sufficiently to maintain

their populations (ibid.).

5.4.Young Adult Activism: Fighting Humanity’s Wrongdoings

While we have so far focused on the characters’ lack of agency in the Anthropocene, an
important nuance needs to be made in order to have a more or less exhaustive study of the
subject. This nuance concerns young adults’ characters. Unlike the previous two novels,
Anchor Point presents two characters who seem to be demonstrating some form of agency and
willingness to change things to alleviate the environmental crisis. These are the two young

adult characters Laura and Luc. These two committed young characters echo what scholar Ana

68



Martinez Belen Garcia raised above; a new form of youth-led activism has emerged in recent
years (Garcia, 349). As a reminder, this new activism seems to be linked to a change in the
perception of young adults: from passive recipients lacking political agency, some are now seen
as influential and independent agents (Garcia, 351). Following in Greta Thunberg’s footsteps,
many young adults have become activists for environmental projects (Garcia, 50). Anchor
Point’s two committed characters represent a turning point in literature. In fact, as mentioned
above, Arita Holmberg has pointed out that adults have so far been the main focus of literature
(Holmberg, 78), and that research into the role and development of children has been limited
to the family, local community and nursery school (Holmberg, 79). Scholar Nicole Roger, for
her part, asserted that children’s tales had almost always been told though the voices of adults
who felt responsible for their protection (Rogers, 63), and that the rare cases of children
portrayed as leaders fighting for their future had been confined to young adult literature
(Rogers, 82). Yet, scholar Marco Caracciolo argues that children have now become an
important force within the environmental movement (Caracciolo, 145) and that climate fictions
can help rethink children’s agency through the narrative form (Caracciolo, 146). In this case,
the young protagonists Laura and Luc take up the fight against climate change of their own
free will and tell their own tale in a climate fiction that is not specifically aimed at a young

audience.

Laura begins to open her eyes to the ecological situation when she meets her boyfriend
Luc in university. She feels guilty because “she had been willing, an accomplice to the clearing
and the farm” (Robinson, 1645), because “the game she’d butchered on the farm was never far
from her thoughts” when she cooks vegetarian meals for Luc (Robinson, Alice, 1974) and
because “the politics just didn’t interest her.” Laura thus begins to blame herself for her past
and the way her father had taught her to manage the farm. Unlike her boyfriend Luc, she does
not convert to climate activism or participate in demonstrations but is simply open to discussion
“about green technologies and sustainable living because some of their ideas made sense. If
there were cheaper, cleaner way of growing food and heating houses and getting around, then
she was interested” (Robinson, 1983). Her commitment therefore remains limited, as she only
takes pragmatic ecological measures that allow her to pay less while being more sustainable.
Although she does not agree with “all the radical things Luc thought,” she decides to change
some things herself on the farm because she “had spent enough time in the last decade at rallies
and talking in bars to know that there were better ways of doing things at the farm, ways that

would cost less and last longer. Ways that would protect the place. Not harm it” (Robinson,
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2378). She is therefore open to discussion and initiatives that enable her to question certain
traditional practices and show greater respect for nature. She starts replanting in an attempt to
rehabilitate the area that she and her father cleared when she was young (Robinson, 2387) “like
turning back a clock. Put things right” (Robinson, 2426). This sentence suggests Laura has
realised the absurdity of the task of clearing the whole acreage and the damage that has been
caused by this practice. She is trying to turn back the clock. This could be seen as a more
general reference to a return to a less industrial world focused on maximum productivity in a
limited time; perhaps back to the world run by the Indigenous communities mentioned above.
She also removes the fences “to allow native animals to pass through,” builds a huge vegetable

garden and orchard, and installs solar panels on the farm (Robinson, 2498).

At the very end of the book, she acknowledges that what her father did was wrong and
claims to have tried to “repair some of the damage” (Robinson, 3406). In this way, she
illustrates the awareness of the wrongs of previous generations and their inaction in the face of
the environmental crisis. This recalls another point already made above by scholar Scott Fisher,
who argued that these young-led green movements were growing “despite, or possibly because
of, the lack of effective climate action from political and corporate leaders” (Fisher, 229).
Fisher claims that the discourse of youth movements is very often filled with criticism of
ignorance of the climate emergency, lack of consideration for future generations, the inability
to see beyond self-interest and the insufticiency of world leaders’ actions and political decisions
(ibid.). This insufficiency has led to a feeling of disbelief or scepticism about the current system
and about the policy of postponing management of the environmental crisis to some
indeterminate point in the future (ibid.). Although Laura is very nuanced on the subject, she
nonetheless realises the damage done to the environment in the past and the urgency of
repairing it in the face of the worsening ecological crisis, which explains why she introduces

these new measures.

On the other hand, Luc’s character becomes deeply involved in the ecological struggle
and becomes an activist. He best embodies the transition from passive recipient to empowered
player in society. Back when Laura meets him at university, he is already taking part in anti-
clearing protests (Robinson, 1519), is a vegetarian, wears t-shirts with captions such as ‘Meat
Is Murder,” shows his disapproval when he learns that Laura has killed many animals for the
farm (Robinson, 1574) and speaks his mind when he disagrees with professors at university
(Robinson, 1611). He is outraged that the world is “going to shit and we’re meant to sit

around... studying.” He wants to do “something that matters.” He has lots of ideas. He suggests
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creating “an environmentalist collective, a group of committed activists who would do things
differently, find a new model for making change that actually worked.” He manages to persuade
Laura to drop out of university and work with him in his parents’ nursery to save money to start
something later (Robinson, 1619). He is aware of “all the change they could make in the world
— not just Australia — with the right collective framework™ (Robinson, 1623). He is therefore
aware of the potential for action that young people can have, and he is ready to put his heart

and soul into making the best use of his agency.

“Bloody council’s been around,” Bruce said. ‘Reckons we’re not
allowed to burn off this year. Outrageous. Some parrot or other needs
protecting. A bird!’ [...] You can go on about endangered whatnot and

protecting habitats and that all you like,” Bruce said. ‘But we had ten homes
burn to the ground over in Bindara East last summer.” His eye were hard,
two-cat’s-eye marbles. ‘Fire came through state forest — all gone now. Who
gives a toss if a few parrots miss a few trees? Choice is that, or else lost the
entire joint!” Bruce glowered, muttering, ‘Know which I’d choose.” Luke
kept his mouth shut the rest of the trip, passing time reading in Laura’s
room. She knew it was for her sake; it wasn’t in Luc’s nature to bite his

tongue” (Bishop, 1837).

This quote illustrates the significant generational gap Luc feels in the ecological
struggle. His discourse is very similar to that of young activists, as scholar Fischer Scott has
already explained. Luc's anger stems from older generations’ inability to see beyond their own
self-interest, their inaction, and their tendency to defer any meaningful action to an
indeterminate point in the future. To avoid arguing with his girlfriend Laura, he does not say a
word in response to Bruce's usual speeches, but strongly despises most of Laura’s father
practices and opinions. In this case, the father resent the council’s decision to ban burning that
year “because some parrot and birds need protecting” (Robinson, 1837). The father's opinion
seems valid to some extent since we saw earlier through scholar Lindsey Gillson’s argument
that prescribed burning is necessary to restore native ecosystems and heterogeneity in order to
return to more manageable bushfires (Gillson, 10). However, Bruce supports the prescribed
burning practice despite the inevitable consequences for orange-bellied parrots, an endangered
species of which there are only a few dozen left worldwide (Bishop, 187). Considering that we
are currently experiencing what Elizabeth Kolbert calls the sixth mass extinction, which is

putting more and more animal species at risk of extinction, the need to prioritise the protection
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of the few remaining orange-bellied parrots seems obvious (Kolbert, 162). Luc seems therefore
convinced of the importance of preserving the ecosystems essential to the planet’s functioning
and denounces Bruce's inability to look beyond his own interests. Despite his hostility towards
Bruce, Luc has lots of plans and ideas to make the farm a cleaner place and make things change;
he wants to turn it in a biodynamic farm with solar panels, an insulated roof, ... (Robinson,

2684). Yet, all his plans will yet be dashed when Laura breaks up with him.

“He had been so certain that the future could be better, saved. But
he had started no revolution. Still he tried and failed to protect precious
things that had no way of protecting themselves — waving banners,
chanting, sitting in. Each time another mine was sunk, a forest cleared, Luc
came home wrung out, exhausted with the effort of maintaining hope”

(Robinson, 1915).

Despite Luc’s hope and faith in a better future, bitterness gradually grows inside him as
forests continue to be cleared, mines to be sunk and his militant friends to be cleared out by the
police who call them hippies (Robinson, 1915). He feels totally powerless despite his efforts,
and all the more so because, as has already been pointed out several times in the course of this
thesis, the people best placed to make meaningful decisions to alleviate the climate crisis
continue to ignore the problems. He is even called a hippie, which seems to diminish the
importance of the cause he is fighting for. Realising that he must “play the game to change the
game,” he decides to study law (Robinson, 2132). He then becomes a famous politician who
often appears on television and is adored by the camera because he is always “saying the wrong
thing — for saying what he believed” (Robinson, 2799). This brings us back once again to the
media’s tendency to give controversial subjects and polemics a great deal of airtime, and even
to fuel them. Yet even though “the public is divided in its opinions, [...] young people love
him. In fact, “Luc was storming politics with all the passion and every ounce of charisma he
had once used to fuel their green protests. He used their mediums, their words, to get them to
care” (Robinson, 2948). This quote illustrates an interesting point, as it suggests that young
people can be touched by the message and encouraged to fight for the green cause through
characters like Luc. Luc seems to have understood the codes of young people, using "their
mediums, their words to get them to care." Yet, as Alexa Weik von Mossner mentioned earlier,
it is precisely by succeeding in raising the interest and awareness of young adults that things
could potentially change (Weik von Mossner, 553). Although she approaches the subject from

the angle of climate fiction, she argues that presenting the risk weighing on today’s world by
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offering a panorama of what lies ahead for the younger generation is what can ultimately
convince and inspire young adults to take action (Weik von Mossner, 554). Weik von Mossner
therefore argues that climate fictions play a much more important role than mere escapism or
entertainment (Weik von Mossner, 553). The charismatic character of Luc thus seems to play
the same role through the media as climate fiction does through reading. By using their media
and their words, Luc seems to help young people better understand the risks of climate change
and the vulnerability of our times, and thus encourage them to take action. As Laura says,

“young people love him.”

5.5.Conclusion of The Chapter

This chapter focused on the representation of agency in the Anthropocene through
Alice's Robinson Anchor Point. We began by evoking an altered landscape, suffering from
human-induced climate change, invasive urbanization and intense human exploitation. Indeed,
humans seem intent on taming nature. Yet, as we have seen, despite humans’ best effort to
control the natural world, it is far more powerful. Nothing seems able to stop the destructive
force of its unleashing. We have successively analysed a number of quotations linked to the
rain that was supposed to be saving but that provoked a new natural disaster, to the
interdependence of infrastructures that seem to trap humans into cities, and to animals that find
themselves even more powerless than humans in the face of bushfires. A sense of profound
helplessness and sheer terror thus emanates from the inevitability that seems to hang over these

altered ecosystems.

We then turned briefly to the implicit issue of the dispossession of Indigenous
communities’ lands and the damaging power of settlers and their descendants over the natural
world. Through the character of Joseph, we have glimpsed the extent to which Aboriginals
seem more aware of the irreversible consequences of human’s intensive exploitation of the
land. Indeed, he had warned Laura of the absurdity and stupidity of the task of clearing the
whole acreage. We then saw how these Indigenous communities find their land claims

continually flouted in favour of developers who exploit the natural world for maximum profit.

As with the other books, we then looked at the writing itself, which seems to reflect the
content. Alice Robinson's style conveys a deep sense of terror and powerlessness through her
descriptions of climate change and natural disasters. We began by analyzing the colour scheme,

before taking a brief look at the soundscape, smells and the sense of touch. This multi-sensory
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approach immerses the reader in a world of terror in the face of the unleashing of natural

elements and illustrates the disturbing abnormality of these events.

To nuance the sense of terror and powerlessness in the face of bushfires and climate
change described so far, we looked at the young adults’ characters of Laura and Luc, who seem
to enjoy a certain form of agency. Although on different scales, both seem intent on making a
difference. Laura does her best to repair the damage caused by her father but has no interest in
politics. She is content to do what it takes to be cleaner while saving money. Luc is much more
involved, taking part in demonstrations and strikes. Increasingly aware of his powerlessness
despite his efforts, he decides to study law in order to become a politician. These two examples
nuance the idea of a total lack of agency in the Anthropocene, showing that hope may lie in

young people committed to the fight against climate change.
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6. Fires by Elisa Argenzio

The seventh part of this thesis focuses on the mini-series Fires produced by Elisa
Argenzio. It begins by examining the representation of media coverage of bushfires. It then
examines the positive aspects of the local media, before looking at how the media can also
contribute to the characters’ sense of eco-terror and powerlessness. The chapter then explores
the particular audiovisual dimension of the series' format, and more specifically at the colour
scheme, the soundscape and the aerial perspective, which convey the characters' sense of
powerlessness in the face of the violence of the bushfires. To nuance the idea that the characters
are totally powerless, the chapter again looks at the case of the young adult characters, who
seem to benefit from a form of agency. Finally, the chapter analyses the intergenerational
mutual aid that is so prominent in this series, which also provides the characters with a form of

agency.

6.1.Media and Eco-Emotions: an Ambiguous Role

Unlike Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams and Alice Bishop’s 4
Constant Hum, some useful aspects of the media are highlighted throughout the mini-series
Fires. In fact, the media can sometimes be useful in dealing with the immediate danger of
bushfires and provide information that is essential to the survival of local people. Yet, the term
“media” needs to be nuanced because the only media that are presented in a positive light are
the local media that are designed for the particular Australian context to meet the needs of the
communities. They therefore are not part of a large commercial enterprise. In the third episode
for example, the local radio station regularly warns locals who have stayed behind to defend
their homes whether or not there is still time to evacuate: “Woolley watch and act, Tirabah
emergency warning, ...” (28:32) and later “Wooley’s Bay, shelter in place. It is no longer safe
to leave” (37:28). In the same episode, digital maps showing the latest developments in the
road situation, such as new fires, roads blocked, etc, are available on mobile phones and are

used to evacuate as quickly as possible (20:30).

“There is a bushfire to the west that is out of control, and with the
current wind direction is moving towards town. The main road remains
closed and there is now no way in or out. Assembly areas are established at
the wharf and beach. You are in danger and need to act immediately in

order to survive. It is too late to leave” (00:52).
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In the sixth episode, Carris' local radio station seems to have become an essential media
for the survival of the inhabitants, as it provides evacuation instructions and keeps people
updated throughout the bushfire at Kooryang point. Carris provides practical, factual
information, warning people of the danger, but telling them exactly what to do to avoid general
panic. Her local radio station is therefore used to inform people and ensure that as many people
as possible are safe, rather than to cover the event that is the bushfire itself. Throughout the
alert, she continues to inform locals of the progress of the fires, the latest instructions received
from the fire brigade and the measures to be taken to stay safe. When the sky suddenly darkens
in the middle of the day to the point where it looks like the middle of the night, she immediately
passes on the scientific explanation for the phenomenon to reassure people and, once again,
avoid a general panic that would put everyone at risk. She explains that this is a pyrocumulus
cloud created by fire, ashes and embers mixing in the sky, blocking sunlight and thus darkening
the sky. She says that there is no reason to panic, which seems to instantly calm the people at
the wharf (16:28). In this case, instead of amplifying people's feeling of terror, the media
reduces it. Yet, the insignificance of humans and their lack of agency in the face of the
unleashing of the natural elements never stay out of mind for long. In fact, shortly afterwards,
Carris reminds the inhabitants that if the sirens start to sound, they will have to take “immediate
steps” to protect themselves, i.e. they will have to go into the sea (26:10). This serves to remind
them of their powerlessness in the face of bushfires, since to dive into the sea would be their

only hope of survival in this case.

Otherwise, three rather negative aspects of the media that have already been addressed
through Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams and Alice Bishop’s A Constant
Hum, are also highlighted in the mini-series: the tendency to fuel controversy, to favour
heartbreaking stories to boost ratings, and infowhelm. In the third episode, the journalist talks
about “critics of the prime minister who is on holiday with his wife” and presents his response:
“I’m not gonna stand there and hold a hose. I’'m not a trained firefighter” (00:58). In addition
to the media fuelling controversy, this example is reminiscent of real-life controversies in
Australia. In fact, as mentioned above, scholar Lesley Head has pointed out that climate change
denial remains strong in Australia, even though the effects of climate change are being severely
felt (Head, 182). Scholar Nicole Rogers has also drawn attention to the attitude of some
Australian politicians who claim that climate change is a joke in order to downplay its critical
nature (Rogers, 25). In this case, the Australian prime minister, by declaring that there is

nothing he can do about bushfires as he is not a firefighter, seems to imply more generally that
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nothing can be done about the climate crisis, with the exception of specialised professions that
have to manage natural disasters themselves. This reminds us of what Lesley Head has pointed
out, namely that only 50% of the Australian population believes that human activity is the main
driver of climate change (Head, 182). The fact that the people in the best position to bring about
change by taking meaningful action to alleviate the climate crisis are neither aware of the
impact of bushfires, nor of the urgency to act, only adds to the characters’ feeling of total lack

of agency. Faced with such a political stalemate, the characters feel totally powerless.

This political stalemate is further highlighted in the fifth episode. In this case, a
journalist interviewing locals who managed to narrowly survive a bushfire by taking shelter in
a local store asks Ruth what she has to say about international criticism of Australia’s response
to the fire. Once again, this specific question seems to testify to the media’s tendency to fuel
controversy and privilege heartbreaking stories of people who have survived at close quarters
in order to boost ratings. Ruth's response, meanwhile, reveals her sense of total powerlessness
and anger at political inaction. She says: “People here are doing everything they can. They’re
fighting. But that’s not enough, the... This is too big. Our home burned down around us. We
didn’t think that we were gonna get out. [...] And people are dying, like really young people,
before they’ve even had a life. I mean, how bad does it have to get before somebody actually
does something?! Isn’t this enough?! Isn’t it?” (47:43). Ruth thus feels outraged that nothing is
being done politically to alleviate the climate crisis, that local people are being left alone to
defend themselves against something as big as bushfires, and that people as young as Tash are
dying devoting their lives to firefighting. She is outraged at how serious the situation has to get
before people finally react and take action. This response seems to embody the angry cry of an

entire population, revolted by this political stalemate and feeling even more deprived of agency.

As we have already seen with Alice Bishops’ 4 Constant Hum, feeling of powerlessness
is also conveyed by the intrusive and inappropriate behaviour of journalists, who prefer to share
heartbreaking stories to boost ratings than focus on what could have a real impact on mitigating
the climate crisis. In the second episode, just as Kath and Duncan have learned of the loss of
their son in the bushfire that ravaged the region, a journalist comes to interview them about
their son’s story. Although Kath and Duncan’s negative response to having their story made
public is more than clear, the journalist does not give up and turns to Brooke, who was engaged
to Kath and Duncan's deceased son. In addition to disregarding the grieving parents' wishes, he
conducts the interview with Brooke at the very spot where the son’s body was found, with the

charred car in which he perished visible in the background. This demonstrates the intrusive and

71



highly inappropriate behaviour the journalist is prepared to adopt in order to get a story that
sells. The absence of real information on destructive bushfires in favour of entertainment and
shock stories only increases people’s sense of powerlessness in the face of the climate crisis.
Once again, the people best placed to raise awareness and make people aware of their
responsibilities prefer to focus on ways of increasing their ratings, giving thus the impression

that nothing can or will be done to mitigate the ecological crisis.

The same type of overwhelming helplessness is also conveyed to viewers at the start of
each episode of the series. Each episode begins with a compilation of news clips and interview
excerpts, all related to climate change and bushfires, in rapid succession. The amount of
information given in less than a minute is enormous, and makes the audience feel the gravity,
despair and urgency of the situation. It is really hard to follow what is being said without
pausing, but even without really understanding all the words, the rapid succession of
information manages to convey the impression of overwhelm. The blurred images, the
interplay of colours in similar, saturated hues (grey, black, smoky orange) and the soundscape
of crackling fires, fire alarms and buzzing insects in the background add tension and heighten
the impression of uncontrollable speed as well as the feeling of being overwhelmed. When one
focuses on what is actually being said in these clips, this impression is all the stronger because
the facts are grounded in reality and extremely alarming. Here is an example taken from the
sixth episode: “To the south, there were bushfires. To the west, there were bushfires. In every
direction, roads were cut off... And labelled the worst fire season ever recorded. The country
is burning... More than £55 million has been raised for the rural fire service... [Speaks foreign
language...] More than one billion animals that have been killed as a result... Military
helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft are being prepared for bushfire evacuations in the state...

It’s like a war zone. Everything’s just gone” (00:15).

These introductory clips seem to be a wise strategic choice to leave their mark on
viewers' minds and convey a sense of pure terror for two reasons. Firstly, they remind viewers
that, although this is a fictional series, it is inspired by real events. The terror illustrated by the
various episodes therefore resonates with that of real Australians. These clips anchor the series
in the reality of our world and remind the viewers that it is not just about entertainment.
Secondly, it seems to illustrate the overwhelming feeling of infowhelm already evoked in the
textual analysis of Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams and defined by
Heather Houser. As a reminder, infowhelm can be defined as the emotional inundation resulting

from “the abundance and ready availability of information as well as its contestation” (Houser,
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1). In fact, the exponential increase in data has the power to overwhelm and engulf humans
rather than enlighten them (Houser, 41). Infowhelm can even be seen as an obstacle to
knowledge and empowerment (Houser, 248). This definition seems to correspond to the effect
of these fast-paced clips on viewers. Faced with the sheer quantity of information, images,
sounds and colours, viewers are confronted with a paralyzing anxiety that seems to prevent
them from any form of empowerment. On the contrary, it engulfs them. As mentioned above,
it is hard to understand anything in the news excerpts without pausing them. It therefore can be
assumed that these fast-paced clips are the audiovisual representation of how the amount of
climate change-related data can become an obstacle to knowledge. Presumably, this gives
viewers a glimpse into the real-life experience of Australians who fall victim to bushfires and

the sensational media coverage that accompanies them.

In view of this, we can once again hypothesize that the term "eco-anxiety" is no longer
sufficient to describe the overwhelming sense of powerlessness in the face of bushfires, and
that the term "eco-terror" now seems more appropriate. As already explained, while eco-
anxiety may have led to mobilization and empowerment of people to change their habits and
act for the planet, this exacerbated form of eco-anxiety seems to go further and leads instead to
sheer terror or paralysis in the face of the immensity of the ecological crisis, and thus hinders
sustainable development efforts. Eco-terror could be defined as the experience of such
moments of terror linked to the ecological crisis that people find themselves deprived of any

form of agency.

6.2.Physical Sensations: Exploring the Audio-Visual Dimension of a Series

Given that the mini-series Fires is an audio-visual medium, it obviously plays heavily
on visuals and soundscape to immerse viewers as fully as possible. The emphasis on immersion
and the representation of the sheer terror of being at the heart of a bushfire echoes the previous
literary analysis of multi-sensory narratives: Alice Bishop’s 4 Constant Hum and Alice’s
Robinson Anchor Point. As in all the works analysed above, the form thus reflects the content.
This case-study first analyses the colour scheme before moving on to the aerial perspective and
soundscape. These different strategies convey a sense of total powerlessness in the face of the
violence and uncontrollability of bushfires, as well as the awareness of human’s insignificance

in the face of such destructive power.

The play on colours can be seen in every episode of the series Fires. The colour palette

of the entire series oscillates between smoky orange, grey and black; in other words, dull,
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saturated, dim colours that give the impression that nothing good is to come. The environment
is constantly smoky, reminding the viewer that danger is never far away and has already
wreaked havoc. This is particularly marked in the second episode, when Duncan and Kate drive
silently back to their farm in a smoky grey landscape, driving along a road lined with dark,
burnt forest, knowing that their farm has been ravaged, but still unable to imagine it and still
hoping deep down that it will not be. The saturated monochromes hues that colour the scene
seem indicative of what awaits Kath and Duncan at the end of the road. This conveys to viewers
a profound sense of apprehension, even though there is virtually no doubt about the fate of the
farm, as well as a deep sense of desolation, reflecting the feelings of the characters. Viewers
understand that the physical catastrophe of the fire is over, but that the psychological

catastrophe of the aftermath is only just beginning for the characters.

It is also worth taking a closer look at certain scenes to analyse the colour scheme in
detail. In the first episode for example, Tash and Mott find themselves trapped with their truck
in the forest, where a fire is beginning to rage. The more the tension and fear of these characters
increase, the darker the scene becomes. The colours thus darken as the situation spirals out of
control and becomes deadly dangerous. The radio is cut off, thus making contact with the
outside world impossible. Tash and Mott also gradually realise that it is too dangerous and too
late for the other brigade to come to their rescue and that they are on their own. They also know
that they are supposed to initiate the burnover procedure, but Tash cannot remember it because
of the panic and the fact that she only practiced it when she was safely in training. Mott has not
yet learned the procedure and can only rely on Tash, who no longer seems capable to think
straight. From a smoky orange landscape that keeps getting darker, we move to a blackened
image where it is hard to make out Tash and Mott, then to a completely black image when they
cover themselves with the fireproof blanket and give in to panic (37:55). The darkening of the
image, which makes it impossible to distinguish shapes, combined with the sounds of panting,
blazing and sparks, creates a feeling of terrible tension that continues like an agonizing, gradual
crescendo for characters and viewers alike. This colour scheme seems to contribute to the
characters’ sense of utter helplessness, and to the dread conveyed to viewers, who increasingly

doubt the survival of these main characters.

Aerial perspective is another remarkable aspect of the series Fires. It can be assumed
that the aerial perspective is intended to influence viewers’ perception and understanding of the
horrific bushfire situation. The perspective from above indeed allows viewers to appreciate the

scale of the damage caused by natural disasters and depicts the aftermath of environmental
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degradations. These sensational images plunge them right into the heart of the bushfire
problem. By admiring the extent of the damage from an aerial perspective, they can easily
imagine what the landscape looked like before the shot was taken and thus realise just how
much the landscape can be altered by the destructive power of bushfires. This practice can
therefore make viewers aware of the startling alterations taking place on the planet as a result
of the climate crisis. It conveys a sense of sheer terror and reveals the utter insignificance of

human beings in the face of bushfires.

This is particularly marked in the second episode, which opens with aerial shots of Kath
and Duncan’s car driving along a road surrounded by burnt forests on either side (01:22). The
silence and faint music that accompany this scene is in keeping with the purpose of the aerial
perspective. In fact, they allow the viewer to concentrate on the images and grasp the magnitude
of the fire’s devastating power. The same is true in the third episode, when Lallie is shown on
her roof facing a brown, smoky sky (22:45), auguring no good. This scene transitions to an
aerial shot, capturing the beginning of a rain of ash (23:08). This already hints at the catastrophe
to come and the abnormality of the situation. The only sounds heard are the roar of a helicopter
(probably a water-bombing helicopter) and the cry of birds, reinforcing the sense of danger and
urgency. The fourth episode also begins with panoramic aerial shots of destroyed villages,
burnt-out cars and decimated fields. The sequence lasts almost a full minute with faint
background music, allowing viewers to slowly grasp the scale of the disaster. In the third
episode, viewers see a panoramic image of the long line of vehicles in which Joel and the family
helping him are trapped as the fire closes in and the danger becomes ever more pressing. The
fear and apprehension of the characters is conveyed by the aerial perspective of this scene, as
viewers realise how quickly the situation can become catastrophic with so many people
trapped. A final telling example is the aerial image of the impressive column of grey smoke on
the horizon in the final episode of the series, as a crowd of panicked people is gathered at the
wharf (13:24). The sky grows darker and darker, as if night were falling, while the story unfolds
in broad daylight. This impressive image of a pyrocumulus cloud formed by the fire and
blocking out the sun conveys the scale of the catastrophe to come, as well as the powerlessness
and insignificance of human beings in the face of such powerful elements. The subdued music

and sounds of frightened people only intensify the spectacle of the fire’s power.

Like colour scheme and aerial perspective, the acoustic environment also plays an
important role in immersing viewers in the narratives of the series Fires and in conveying the

characters’ feelings of terror. The fifth episode for example, begins in the middle of a burning
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landscape, with the wind blowing, fire crackling and roaring, incendiary bombs exploding and
two women screaming in a hazy, smoky landscape where it is hard to make out anything (00:56-
04:01). The two women then run back to their house, but the frightening soundscape continues
inside with heavy breathing, crying, gasping, coughing, building’s rattling and windows’
exploding (06:52). This gives the viewer an idea of the terror the characters experience in the
midst of such a violent bushfire. In the first episode, a similar soundscape can be heard as Tash
and Mott fight the first fire of the season. The muftled sound of the radio in the background,
the deafening noise of the raging fire, the sound of water flowing from the fire hoses, the heavy
breathing, coughing, gasping, indistinct orders and amplified sounds of physical effort to pull
the hose plunge the viewer into the heart of the fire and give a pretty accurate idea of the terror
and violence involved. In the sixth episode, there is also a play on the soundscape as sequences
of Carris’ calm voice in the silent radio station giving instructions (00:52) alternate with loud,
chaotic sequences of people rushing through the streets to gather at the wharf under instructions
shouted by firefighters into megaphones (01:23). The impression of chaos and immediate
danger is thus reinforced by the contrast between the absolute calm of the radio station and the

terrible din of the street.

A final telling example is the short sequences at the beginning of each episode of the
series, which plunge the reader into a form of anxiety in the face of the quantity of sound
information received and the quantity of visual information that accompanies In fact, in a
series, it is often difficult to distinguish sound from image, since the two dimensions are
supposed to work together. The sequence always begins with blurred, smoky images in the
same colour palette (orange, grey, black) and sounds of birds calling, insects screeching and
buzzing, crackling fire and deafening fire alarm sound in the background. All this is mixed with
alternating excerpts of news reports in which the tone of the journalists’ voices is alarming, but
where it is difficult to understand anything because the pace of the sequences is so fast. As
already mentioned above, this gives viewers a sense of infowhelm as they feel submerged by
the huge number of information conveyed through this blurred mix of sounds and images. Right
from the start, viewers are immersed in the specific, frightening atmosphere of the bushfires,

conveying a sense of terror and helplessness.

6.3.Young Adult Activism: Fighting to Overcome Trauma

Although we have mainly focused on the feeling of total powerlessness in the face of

bushfires in our analysis of climate fiction so far, we are going to nuance the point once again
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by tackling the case of the young adults in the series. Like in Alice Robinson’s Anchor Point,
terror and paralysis in the face of the environmental crisis are not the only elements highlighted
in the mini-series Fires. Several of the young adult characters seem to demonstrate some form
of agency, or at least a willingness to act and not just suffer the bushfires as an inevitability.
Once again, this reminds us of what scholar Ana Martinez Belen Garcia has pointed out, namely
that a new form of youth-led activism has emerged in recent years (Garcia, 349) and the view
of some young adults has evolved from passive, powerless recipients to influential actors in
society (Garcia, 351). As scholar Arita Holmberg asserts, adults have always been the main
focus in literature (Holmberg, 78). In fact, scholar Nicole Rogers has pointed out that the few
examples of young characters portrayed as leaders fighting for their futures have been confined
to young adult literature (Rogers, 82). Otherwise, children’s tales have almost always been told
from the adults’ perspective, expressing a sense of responsibility for them (Rogers, 63). Yet,
scholar Marco Caracciolo argues that children have now become an important force within the
environmental movement (Caracciolo, 145) and that climate fictions can help rethink children’s
agency through the narrative form (Caracciolo, 146). In this case, young protagonists Tash,
Mott and Jai demonstrate their willingness to take action against bushfires and the climate crisis

in a series that is not specifically aimed at a young audience.

In the first episode, viewers discover the character of Tash, who decided to join the
volunteer fire brigade at the age of just sixteen and is therefore its “youngest ever member”
(07:53). She completed a “six-month fire skills course” to join the brigade (06:59) and has been
part of the team for five years now. She is willing to devote her time to firefighting, although
her father is not supportive and complains that she is too busy to help him at work or look after
her younger sister (17:03). Because she feels it is right for her to be a firefighter and that it is
her duty to act, she emancipates herself from her father and asserts her willingness to show
some form of agency in the face of the bushfires raging in Australia, even if it may (and will)
put her life in danger. Although he joins the brigade much later, Mott demonstrates some form
of'agency by becoming a volunteer firefighter despite his youth as does Tash. They thus become
the opposite of a vulnerable young adult in need of protection, but rather empowered young
adults making their own decisions and protecting the lives of others. Despite the danger of
bushfires, confrontation with people's stubbornness to defend their homes, death, difficult
decisions and lack of rest, Tash and Mott continue to fight bushfires and give of themselves for

their cause.

83



In the final episode, viewers are introduced to Jai, a young adult character who also
demonstrates a form of agency in this age of bushfires. After answering a call from a desperate
man caught with his car in the fire, Jai runs to his firefighter father for help in saving the man.
The latter refuses, saying that it is too late to save him and that he must now protect the people
gathered at the wharf. This refusal comes as a real shock to Jai who cannot imagine letting
someone die in such circumstances and is therefore very upset. Once the fire is over, the
audience rediscovers Jai as a profoundly changed and depressed person. He has become silent,
constantly watching the news on TV, listening to interviews with bushfire victims on the radio
and skipping school (43:05). A sequence of Jai at the radio station is then shown, where the
radio broadcaster Carris tries to talk to him about his changed attitude. Jai expresses his anger
and sense of helplessness in the face of such dramatic events. Carris replies that she cannot get
the man out of her head either, but that dwelling on him only makes her angrier and sadder.
She advises him not to keep quiet, but to talk about it because he is not the only one devastated
by the situation. In the final seconds of the episode, the viewers discover that he has taken her
piece of advice and has found a way to express his anger and to protest such misfortune by

participating in a climate change demonstration with his cousin Barney (48:18).

Jai’s activism was thus stimulated by the terrible experience of bushfires, echoing the
research of scholar Fisher discussed earlier. As a reminder, Fisher’s study pointed to the fact
that many — but not all — young adults have experienced one-off extreme events such as
hurricanes, droughts or floods that prompted them to become involved in climate activism
(Fisher, 236). These experiences made these young adults aware of global and long-term
consequences of climate change, as well as the personal implications it entails (Fisher, 236).
This seems to be the case for Jai, who becomes involved in the climate cause after experiencing
bushfires and thus becoming aware of the destructive and uncontrollable violence of these fires,
which spare no one and over which humans have no agency. Fisher also asserts that climate
commitment is a dynamic process as it evolves and raises awareness on other related issues,
thus strengthening climate activism (Fisher, 243). Jai seems to be part of this dynamic since,
based on his trauma in the face of bushfires, he takes an interest in the causes of these fires and
becomes involved in the wider fight for climate protection alongside his cousin Barney. The
piece of advice given by the broadcaster Carris can thus be seen as a kind of moral of the series
Fires, implying that people should shake off their apathy or sense of paralysis in the face of
climate change, and instead make their voices heard to bring about change by taking action,

getting involved in the climate cause or taking part in climate demonstrations like Jai.
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6.4.Intergenerational Mutual Aid: Working Together in Climate Emergencies

Still related to the fact that young adult characters display a certain form of agency, the
mini-series Fires sheds light on a new aspect not yet addressed in the various books:
intergenerational mutual aid. As mentioned above, scholar Janet Fiskio has pointed out that in
most climate fictions and apocalyptic narratives, characters tend to distrust the strangers they
encounter and even compete with them for survival. She defines these narratives, which
prioritise the individual and self-interest over the collective, as lifeboat narratives (Fiskio, 18).
Conversely, the mini-series Fires seems to fall more into the category of what Fiskio describes
as collective narratives (Fiskio, 19). In fact, Fiskio asserts that the urgency of situations such
as hurricanes, floods or wildfires sometimes brings out the altruistic characteristics of
characters who feel involved in the face of those around them — whether they are friends, family
or strangers (Fiskio, 22). Collective narratives thus imagine humanity as being in solidarity
(Fiskio, 17). Indeed, the mini-series Fires focuses on a high degree of collaboration and mutual

aid between young adults and adults in bushfires emergencies.

A first interesting example is given in the third episode with Joel, a young camping
worker who has no way of evacuating the campsite as the fire approaches since his only friend
has abandoned him. He has no choice but to ask for help from a family who, out of spite, agrees
to take him in their car. When they find themselves stranded on a closed road, the family decides
to trust Joel, who tells them that there is a side road that they can take to reach their destination,
Canberra. Despite their doubts, the family follows his directions, but soon realise that they
should not have, as Joel does not know which way to turn once they reach a crossroads. Their
passenger’s mistrust intensifies as Joel is visibly ill, sweating profusely and even asking the
father to stop at one point to vomit. Due to the tension of the impending danger, the very narrow
road, the flat wheel, and the fact that Joel is increasingly ill, the mother explodes and declares
that they should never have listened to a stranger who obviously has something wrong with
him. Joel then gets out of the car and runs off into the forest. Despite this, the family cannot
bring itself to abandon him, even though Joel is no longer answering their calls. The urgency
and danger continue to escalate, but they continue to await his return and eventually take him
with them, despite Joel’s admission that he is a drug addict. When they drop him off in the next
town, the family invites Joel to stay until Canberra as originally planned, but he refuses. The
father tells him to hold on as the pharmacies would be opening in a few hours, showing some
concern for him. To conclude, Joel and this family team up in the face of danger and urgency,

and more or less support each other until everyone is safe and sound. Despite the difficulties
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and mistrust, it is thanks to the collaboration of the young adult Joel, who knows the area well,

and the family, who refuse to abandon him, that they all manage to escape the bushfires.

In the fourth episode, locals are gathered into a school for protection by the fire
department. Tensions between the residents are evident and growing as a result of the danger,
lack of food, loss of homes, fear and children waiting for Santa Claus after young adult
Michelle tells them he will come by helicopter. Michelle then decides to go home to get food,
presents and a Christmas tree despite the firemen’s ban. Glen, her high school music teacher,
joins her at first because of her provocations, then agrees to team up with her to make happy
the kids who should not have to go through all this at such a young age. Despite an argument
that erupts over old tensions linked to the fact that Michelle was expelled from school because
Glen ratted her out, they end up helping and supporting each other first in their mission to make
the kids happy, then in the face of their own problems: Michelle has to admit to her parents that
she is broke because her music career is not going as well as everyone thinks, and Glen has to
go home and face the reality of his burned-down house. It is therefore thanks to the
collaboration of young adult Michelle and adult Glen that the children can enjoy a magical
Christmas despite the circumstances, and the other evacuees can take a moment to decompress
from the anxiety and terror of a dangerously approaching bushfire and the loss of all their
possessions for some. It is also thanks to their collaboration that Michelle and Glenn bond with
each other and can find support when they need it most. Even if this collaboration is not what
enabled these evacuees to physically survive the bushfire, it is what enabled them to hold on

and not collapse in the face of the terror of the situation.

In the final episode of the series, Dough teams up with the child Adut, who has lost her
parents in the chaos of people fleeing the fires and gathering at the wharf. Dough seems very
stressed and tries everything to get help for Adut from other people but ends up taking her with
him as he cannot bring himself to abandon the little girl alone. He takes her on his boat home
and tries to defend his house from the fire, while Adut stays safely on the boat. Yet, when she
gets off the boat to follow Doug’s dog, Doug makes the heartbreaking decision to abandon his
home and take Adut and his dog to safety. As he watches his house explode from the boat, Adut
tries to take his hand. Doug disappears as soon as Adut finds her parents. Yet, a month later,
Adut and her family visit Doug, who seems completely depressed at having lost everything. At
the end of the episode, a sequence shows that the family has returned to Dough’s place with a
picnic box, a table and a roof for Doug’s car. As the conversations unfold, Doug finds himself

smiling again, and even opens up about his son's suicide, which destroyed him mentally. The
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intergenerational mutual aid between these characters is thus striking. It is thanks to Doug that
the little girl survives the bushfires by being taken to safety on two occasions. In a wayj, it is
also thanks to Adut that Doug survives, deciding to abandon his doomed home and taking Adut
to safety. Finally, it is also thanks to Adut that he seems to be able to get out of his depression,
as she brings him comfort and her family brings him the means to make his life a little more

comfortable.

A final telling example of intergenerational mutual aid can be found in the last episode
of the series. With everyone gathered at the wharf because of the emergency alert, the young
adults Barney and Jai go to the radio station to use the phone and reassure Barney’s mother.
They want to dissuade her from driving there to save her son Barney as it would endanger the
life of one more person. In fact, radio broadcaster Carris possesses the only phone still working.
Carris reluctantly agrees to let them use the phone as she is angry at Jai for tagging her fences
a few months earlier when her husband was about to die. When the power goes out, it is
Barney’s turn to help Carris, who has to get back on the air to continue giving vital information
to the residents and does not know how to use the generator. The three of them thus team up to
protect the citizens. Their collaboration allows Barney’s mother to stay out of danger and the
people gathered at the wharf to continue receiving instructions to avoid general panic and stay
safe. Finally, Jay also finds comfort in Carris once the danger has passed. In fact, Carris helps
him to put his trauma into words and to make him realise that things can be changed, enabling
him to move on and find a way to fight his feelings of helplessness by demonstrating for the

climate.

All these examples echo the collective narratives described by Fiskio and underline the
fact that intergenerational collaboration between young adults and adults in the face of bushfire
emergencies can pay dividends. Further on, it can be assumed that these stories of
intergenerational mutual aid actually illustrate a form of hope in the face of the powerlessness
felt by most characters in the Pyrocene. This could reflect a desire to change people’s apathetic
attitude to climate chance and make them aware of the need and possibility to act. Mutual aid
between strangers and on an intergenerational scale seem all the more important today as we
live in a context where action and collaboration against the climate crisis are necessary. In fact,
in the face of the political stalemate and paralyzing climate of eco-terror mentioned above, it
1s necessary to make citizens aware that they are not totally devoid of agency. These examples

of successful intergenerational collaboration can therefore be seen as a suggestion not to limit
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this collaboration to emergency situations, but to extend it to everyday life and mobilization

for the climate.

6.5.Conclusion of The Chapter

This chapter focused on the representation of agency in the Anthropocene through the
mini-series Fires produced by Elisa Argenzio. We began by examining the representation of
media coverage of bushfires and the impact it can have on people’s mental health. Despite the
usefulness of some local media in warning people of the danger and informing them, we found
that the media are still more likely to foster a sense of total helplessness in the face of the
climate crisis. We have therefore analysed how this feeling of powerlessness is exacerbated by
political stalemate and the media’s tendency to privilege entertainment over real information
to the point of becoming a feeling of pure eco-terror. We have also found that the fast-paced
clips at the beginning of each episode give viewers a sense of infowhelm, illustrating thus the

character’s sense of helplessness and eco-terror.

We then examined the series' audio-visual character, echoing the analysis of the form
of the climate fictions analysed earlier. We successively examined the colour scheme, the aerial
perspective and the soundscape, all of which help to immerse the viewer in the story. All, in
one way or another, sensitize the audience to the terror that emanates from the various bushfire

situations in which the characters find themselves.

We then turned our attention to the young adult characters, who demonstrate a certain
degree of agency, or at least a willingness to change things, as we have already seen in Alice
Robinson's Anchor Point. By joining the volunteer fire brigade, Tash and Mott emancipate
themselves from their parents to act and save people’s lives in the face of fires at the risk of
their own lives. As for Jai, he takes part in demonstrations and gets involved in the fight against

climate change with his cousin Barney after being traumatized by his experience of bushfires.

Finally, we analysed the representation of intergenerational mutual aid that several
characters in the series demonstrate in order to survive the fires, whether physically or
psychologically. We then went a step further, interpreting the illustration of this mutual aid as
a way of envisioning the future. Indeed, it can be assumed that intergenerational mutual aid
and collaboration are essential to bring about change and mitigate the climate crisis. These
examples of successful intergenerational collaboration can therefore be seen as a suggestion to

extend it to everyday life and mobilization for the climate.
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7. Conclusion

The bushfires that have been ravaging Australia for years are a matter of growing
concern. These bushfires have recently taken a dramatic turn; their frequency and intensity
have increased considerably, and the short- and long-term damage to both humans and
biodiversity has continued to worsen. Recent bushfires have been so devastating that they have
become historical milestones for the continent: Ash Wednesday, Red Tuesday, Black Saturday
or, more recently, Black Summer. These bushfires prompt us to reassess the scope of human
agency in the face of such catastrophes. Yet, these wildfires are only one of the most visible
aspects of climate change. This therefore calls for a broader reflection on human agency in the
context of an ever-worsening environmental crisis. This thesis thus proposes to analyse human
agency in the Anthropocene, and more specifically in the context of Australian bushfires. The
analysis has been carried out using a corpus of various climate fictions and a mini-series:
Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, Alice Bishop’s A Constant Hum, Alice
Robinson’s Anchor Point and the mini-series Fires produced by Elisa Argenzio. All these
contemporary works deal with different aspects of the bushfire experience. Yet, they all
underline a common sense of eco-terror and lack of agency in the face of unleashed climate

events.

Addressing these climate-related issues is crucial since many people, especially western
Europeans, do not yet realise that the consequences of climate change are firmly rooted in the
present. Reinforced by scenarios in post-apocalyptic narratives that project the results of
climate upheaval into the future, and bolstered by the reality that some regions remain immune
to the most obvious impacts of climate change, these people perceive the problem as something
that exclusively affects others. Yet, the events unfolding in Australia are merely a harbinger of
what the future holds for the whole world. Fiction is one of the ways in which human beings
can come to grips with such important phenomena. According to scholar Marco Caracciolo,
climate fiction has developed in parallel with the growing awareness and concern about climate
change (Caracciolo, 10). Scholar Topp Kieran has pointed out that climate fiction tends to
present the scale of the problem through an entertaining narrative since people are better able
to acquire scientific knowledge when they engage with the content (Kieran, 696). In addition,
scholar Axel Goodbody argues that climate fiction enables us to tackle the problem of the
invisibility of climate change, which is often neither visible nor perceptible to our immediate
senses (Goodbody, 235). In fact, as described by scholar Timothy Morton, climate change is a

“hyperobject”, existing “beyond and independently of the reality of humans” (cited in Bricker,
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359). The engaged perspective of climate fiction thus helps to raise readers’ awareness of the
urgency of taking action to mitigate the climate crisis, to reassess certain political decisions

and to encourage action.

After the first chapter, which defines the theoretical framework for the study and delves
into a series of concepts in greater depth, the thesis dived into the complex details of the subject.
Each chapter then analysed one of the works to determine what sets it apart and to establish
points of comparison or contrast with the other case-studies. The first point raised was the link
between media coverage of bushfires and the ecological crisis, and the eco-emotions felt by
the various characters portrayed in the corpus. This point was analysed through Richard
Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, Alice Bishop’s A Constant Hum and the mini-
series Fires. We observed that these media could significantly influence the mental health of
the characters, to the point of developing an exacerbated form of eco-anxiety that we called
eco-terror. As a reminder, eco-anxiety is a term that was coined by scholar Pihkala Panu and
defined as “a general term for difficult feelings because of the ecological crisis” (Pihkala, 122).
When eco-anxiety leads people to awareness or activism, it can be seen as a resource. However,
eco-anxiety can become so intense that it leads to a sense of paralysis that hampers efforts
towards sustainable development (Pihkala, 11). Eco-terror falls into this second category. It can
be defined as the experience of such moments of terror linked to the ecological crisis that people
find themselves deprived of any form of agency. While the mini-series Fires highlights some
useful aspects of local media, the corpus as a whole is more concerned with illustrating the
negative effects of media coverage, playing a role in developing the characters’ sense of eco-

terror and powerlessness.

In Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, Anna finds herself in a state
of intense anxiety as alarming news about bushfires and the environmental crisis floods her
daily life via her social networks, which she cannot seem to stop scrolling through. In fact,
Anna’s habit of scrolling through her social networks has become automatic and obsessive,
reinforcing her sense of eco-terror. This is reminiscent of the practice of doomscrolling defined
by Sharma Bhakti as “a state of media use typically characterized as individuals persistently
scrolling through their social newsfeeds with an obsessive focus on distressing, depressing, or
otherwise negative information” (Bhakti, 1). The media’s tendency to fuel controversy does
not seem to help calm her anxiety. These controversies are a constant reminder of the political
stalemate and climate change denial still very much alive in Australia. As scholars Lesley Head

and Nicole Rogers have pointed out, Australia indeed remains a very conservative country
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(Head, 182) where climate change does not seem to be taken seriously by politicians, even
though Australia is severely affected by its consequences (Rogers, 25). Similarly, confrontation
with shocking images of charismatics animals suffering does little to calm Anna’s sense of eco-
terror. These charismatic animals are reminiscent of what Paul Jepson has called flagship
species and defined as “high profile, charismatic, or ambassadorial species that act as symbols
and rallying points for conservation projects, issues, campaigns, and the wider conservation
movement” (Jepson, 95). While these species are usually used to galvanize interest in the
environmental cause, in this case they seem to reinforce Anna’s sense of eco-terror. Finally,
Anna also seems deeply affected by people’s maddening tendency to ignore the reality of the
environmental crisis and carry on with their normal lives unconcerned. All this leads Anna to

feel deeply deprived of agency.

Alice Bishop's 4 Constant Hum depicts the same realities as The Living Sea of Waking
Dreams in terms of people's general indifference to the environmental crisis and their tendency
to even gloss over it, as well as the infiltration of shocking facts into people's daily lives through
the media. Yet, 4 Constant Hum also adds new perspectives. It illustrates the trivialisation of
bushfires to the point where they are no longer mentioned in the media on a daily basis,
recalling the concept of slow violence defined by scholar Rob Nixon. Nixon denounces the
media’s tendency to cover only events that are “immediate in time, explosive and spectacular
in space” and thus to neglect climate change, which corresponds to a “violence that is neither
spectacular nor instantaneous, but rather incremental and accretive” (Nixon, 2). Although
bushfires are often perceived as spectacular, they have become so commonplace that they are
no longer considered as such by the media, engendering a sense of profound helplessness and
eco-terror among the characters. This is reminiscent of scholar Stephen J. Pyne’s thesis that we
have entered a new geological era characterised by accelerating climate change, intense
wildfire, and destruction, which he suggests calling the Pyrocene (Stephen J. Pyne blog, 2020,
n.p.). Additionally, journalists do not hesitate to ask inappropriate questions to bushfire victims
to boost ratings, nor to appropriate the victims’ trauma as if they too had lived through the
bushfire experience. Moreover, the media's tendency to devote more time to feel-good stories
than to real information about bushfires and the urgent need to act to mitigate the climate crisis

only reinforced the characters’ sense of eco-terror and powerlessness.

The mini-series Fires produced by Elisa Argenzio also echoes the same realities
depicted in Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams and Alice Bishop’s 4

Constant Hum. As mentioned above, the mini-series highlights some of the positive aspects of
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media, particularly when it is local, designed to meet Australian communities’ needs and not
part of a commercial enterprise. Whether in the form of digital maps or local radio, they can
sometimes provide essential information and instructions to help people survive bushfires.
Otherwise, the media are rather portrayed in a negative way as generating an intense sense of
eco-terror among characters. The series also echoes the media's tendency to fuel controversy
over politicians' inability to take the climate crisis seriously, recalling once again scholar Nicole
Rogers' criticism of politicians' tendency to present the climate crisis as a joke in order to
diminish its critical nature (Rogers, 25). In addition, the series refers to the media's tendency
to present upsetting stories about bushfires rather than actually informing the public about
them, making the characters feel increasingly powerless in the face of the climate crisis.
Moreover, the series sheds light on the concept that scholar Heather Houser has called
“infowhelm.” Houser defines infowhelm as the emotional inundation resulting from “the
abundance and ready availability of information as well as its contestation” (Houser, 1) In this
way, she suggests that the abundance of climate-related data becomes more of an obstacle to
understanding than a means of acquiring new knowledge; it becomes something that engulfs
rather than enlightens (Houser, 61). The fast-paced clips of news extracts at the start of each
episode seem to illustrate this infowhelm concept. In fact, without a pause, it is pretty hard to
understand what is being said. Add to this the multitude of images, colours and sounds in the
background, and the sense of infowhelm is all the stronger. Given that these clips remind us
that the series, though fictional, is inspired by real-life events, the sense of eco-terror and

helplessness is multiplied tenfold.

A second important point of comparison raised by the analysis of this corpus is the way
in which form seems to reflect content. In fact, we have observed that the form of each of these
works seems to echo the characters’ overwhelming feelings of terror and powerlessness. In
Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, the twisted syntax, unconventional language and
lack of punctuation successfully convey Anna’s state of emotional distress to the reader. While
Flanagan’s style may recall certain characteristics of stream-of-consciousness, this observation
needs to be nuanced. The text is not intended to imitate the complex thought processes of a
private mind, but rather to reproduce the experience of reading online. In fact, his writing
reflects Anna's mind, which is constantly fed by what she reads on her phone as she obsessively
scrolls through her newsfeed: the alarming facts about bushfires and the environmental crisis
as well as the trivial information shared by her Facebook friends who seem indifferent and

unconcerned by events. The overwhelming amount of information available and the
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uncontrollable pace of this information available on the internet seem to be represented by the
numerous repetitions, long sentences and lack of punctuation. The lack of punctuation seems
to intensify every time she turns on her screen. Flanagan's style therefore seems to be the literal
representation of the infowhelm concept coined by Heather Houser and defined above. The
syntax thus seems to mirror the way Anna tries to process the abundance of information on the
contemporary apocalypse available online. The form reflects the tendency of data to confuse
rather than enlighten; Anna is no longer able to associate meaning with what she reads, nor are
the readers, who cannot make sense of all these thoughts without punctuation to help them do
so. By choosing to depict the experience of reading online, Flanagan succeeds in giving insight
into the state of emotional distress in which Anna finds herself and conveying to the reader her

sense of paralyzing helplessness in the face of the ecological crisis.

As for Alice Bishop’s A Constant Hum and Alice Robinson’s Anchor Point, the
emphasis is laid on the physical sensory perceptions that characterize people's bushfire
experience. This multi-sensory approach seems to be aimed at immersing the audience as fully
as possible in the stories to make readers feel the terror of bushfires and the sense of
helplessness generated by the awareness of human insignificance in the face of these. The dark,
ominous colour scheme seems to be used to describe the feeling of abnormality in the face of
the unusual colours associated with the bushfires and an engulfing darkness that augurs no
good. The soundscape of the bushfires, characterized mainly by deafening noise and terrifying
din, seems to resonate, and amplify the sense of powerlessness and insignificance felt by the
characters. The sensations associated with smell are characterized by pungent, unpleasant, and
unforgettable odors, which even seem to take on a palpable texture due to their heaviness. The
sensations associated with touch are characterized mainly by pain, but also by the sensation of
heat so intense and oppressive that it becomes almost visible. These climate fictions therefore
do not stop at the visual aspects that seem to have always prevailed in literature. On the
contrary, all these senses seem to intermingle to convey the bushfire experience in the most

revealing way possible.

The audio-visual aspect of the mini-series Fires seems to echo the literary analysis of
Alice Bishop’s 4 Constant Hum and Alice Robinson’s Anchor Point. Once again, its form
seems to reflect its content. The colour scheme, or more precisely the use of dark, smoky and
saturated colour hues, is also prevalent in the series, amplifying the drama of the bushfire’s
scenes. The soundscape, also characterized by a deafening din when the characters find

themselves in the middle of a bushfire, also serves to amplify the characters' sense of
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powerlessness and insignificance. The series adds the dimension of aerial perspective,
conveying either the extent of the fire’s damage, or the characters’ sense of dread at the
catastrophe that awaits them. The series therefore seems to attempt to immerse viewers as fully
as possible in the terror created by bushfires, in order to express the powerlessness of humans
in such circumstances. It can be assumed that these descriptions attempt to be immersive
enough to encourage viewers to take action to alleviate the environmental crisis, so that their

fictional experience does not become a reality.

The characters’ sense of total powerlessness is the face of the ecological crisis is also
conveyed by features specific to some of the books in the corpus. For example, in Richard
Flanagan's The Living Sea of Waking Dreams and Alice Robinson's Anchor Point, the depiction
of animals suffering from bushfires and facing extinction is striking, as the awareness of this
reality confers a sense of helplessness on the characters observing them. It is reminiscent of
what academic Elizabeth Kolbert has called the sixth mass extinction. Kolbert has described
the sixth extinction as the only mass extinction of biodiversity solely triggered by human
agency and its transformation of the landscape (Kolbert, 267). Scholar Rachael Gallagher has
pointed out that bushfires contribute to and accelerate this sixth extinction, as species are not
only threatened by fire that have already occurred but also by the threat of new fires during the
recovery phase (Gallagher, 1175). In Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams,
Anna gradually becomes aware of the fate of many endangered animals, including the orange-
bellied parrot, which according to scientist Lisa Shahn, has no chance of survival, giving Anna
a feeling of intense anguish and total helplessness. Similarly, in Alice Robinson’s Anchor Point,
Laura observes the unusual behaviour of the kangaroos that appear by the dozen, fleeing the
fire in a jerky, confused fashion. Given the proximity of the flames, they seem to have no
chance of escape. As the kangaroo is also an endangered species, the sense of terror in the face
of these animals destined to die only reinforces Laura’s sense of powerlessness. The threat of
the sixth extinction thus creates a deeply disturbing context, in which humans find themselves

powerless in the face of the catastrophe they have brought about.

Alice Robinson’s portrayal of a landscape and nature altered by humans in Anchor Point
is one of the most interesting features of this climate fiction, conveying a similar sense of
powerlessness in the face of the climate crisis. The landscape is described as altered by endless
human exploitation, invasive urbanization, and increasingly adverse climate conditions.
Despite Laura and her father's attempts to tame the land as best they can, they come to realize

that they are totally dependent on nature and suffer its upheavals. They are powerless against
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the unleashing of natural elements, which successively take the form of bushfires and floods.
Despite growing awareness, Laura’s father continues to give nature no respite, further
aggravating the situation and the damage caused by natural disasters. More generally, human
seems to have reinforced their powerlessness in the face of extreme climate events by creating
a network of interdependent infrastructures, leading to the total disruption of the town as soon
as a bushfire approaches and thus trapping the characters within it. Just when they think they
own the earth, environmental upheavals remind them of human insignificance in the face of

nature, giving them a profound sense of powerlessness.

Also worthy of note are the references to Indigenous communities in Alice Robinson’s
Anchor Point and Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, both linked to a sense
of powerlessness in the face of an environment increasingly altered by humans. In Anchor
Point, while Laura's father embodies the figure of the profit-seeking settler, Joseph's character
embodies the Aboriginals communities. Thanks to Joseph's ancestral knowledge, his wise
warnings against clearing and his claim to an ancient Indigenous territory, the questions of
settler abuse and indifference to practices more in harmony with nature is raised. Although
Laura gradually becomes aware of all this and tries to apologize, she seems to end up abusing
her rights herself by selling the land to developers rather than to her friend Joseph. The fact
that profit once again takes precedence over respect for nature, and that lessons never seem to
be learnt, conveys a feeling of total powerlessness in the face of a future that seems increasingly
uncertain. Similarly, in Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, Anna learns that
the orange-bellied parrots are threatened with extinction because the prescribed burning
practices of Indigenous communities, carried out for thousands of years, were interrupted when
settlers arrived. As a reminder, scholar Malcolm Gill has defined the practice of prescribed
burning as “the deliberate use of fire to achieve an explicit outcome under specified conditions
of fuel, weather, and ignition in a designated area” (Gill, 446). Scholar Lindsey Gillson has
emphasized the importance of prescribed burning in restoring ecosystem heterogeneity and
returning to more manageable fires (Gillson, 10). The fate of these seemingly unsalvageable
birds once again reflects Anna’s sense of total powerlessness in the face of collapsing

ecosystems and an ever-worsening ecological crisis.

In a different vein, Richard Flanagan’s The Living Sea of Waking Dreams offers an
eloquent metaphor for the characters’ growing sense of powerlessness. In fact, the disorders
affecting the various characters seem to be metaphors for the state of the earth. Tommy, Anna

and Francie become emblems of a decaying natural world. Tommy, the schizophrenic younger
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brother, suffers from stammering, which he describes as being caused by a growing scream
inside him that he has tried to contain, as well as from a sense of dread that makes him feel as
if he is disappearing along with the natural world. Anna, the main character, experiences the
painless disappearance of certain parts of her body, and suffers not from the strange sensation
it causes, but rather from the fact that no one notices or cares. This gradual disappearance seems
to reflect environmental degradation that goes unnoticed, conveying thus a profound sense of
helplessness. As for Francie, she suffers from multiple illnesses that only get worse,
metaphorically reflecting the state of the natural world. Yet, her children do everything they
can to ensure that Francie survives against all odds, even if this means more pain and a
vegetative state for Francie. The fact that she is described as an animal seems to make it easier
to make decisions for her without taking her opinion into account. For Anna, her mother’s
survival seems to have become a means of reclaiming her agency in a world where she feels
she can no longer control anything. Through the various disorders affecting its main characters,
The Living Sea of Waking Dreams expresses utter helplessness in the face of human’s ongoing
destruction of the earth and people’s maddening tendency to ignore the environmental climate

crisis.

While acknowledging that the feeling of total powerlessness is what prevails in the
chosen corpus, nuances can nevertheless be noted if we observe the representation of young
adult characters in Alice Robinson’s Anchor Point and the mini-series Fires. As a reminder,
scholar Ana Martinez Belen Garcia asserts that there has been a shift in society and that “a
novel form of activism has emerged, apparently led by the children and youth” (Garcia, 349).
This new perception of young adults as capable of activism corresponds to an important shift
in the way they are perceived. They are no longer all seen as passive, powerless recipients, but
rather as potential influential players in society (Garcia, 351). Garcia claims that Greta
Thunberg has become a role model for many of them, challenging adults’ perception of children
as vulnerable beings and replacing it with a vision of independent, autonomous young adults,
eager to get involved in the political and decision-making process (Garcia, 361). This change
is accompanied by a similar evolution in the literature. In fact, scholar Arita Holmberg has
argued that young adults have received very little consideration in adult literature (Holmberg,
78). Scholar Nicole Rogers asserts that the tale of children has almost always been told from
the point of view of the adults who felt responsible for them (Rogers, 82). On the rare occasions
when young adults have been portrayed as influential leaders, this has been confined to young

adult literature. Yet, scholar Marco Caracciolo argues that young adults are now seen as an

96



important force within environmental movements (Caracciolo, 145) and as political agents
capable of targeting the older generation’s inability to cope with the climate crisis (Caracciolo,
146). Going a step further, scholar Alexa Weik von Mossner is even convinced that raising
young adults’ awareness of the environmental crisis through fiction can be an effective way of
stimulating actions and commitment for the climate cause (Weik von Mossner, 554). She
therefore believes that fiction featuring young heroes taking their destiny into their own hands
in an environment weakened by the climate crisis plays a far more important role than mere

escapism or entertainment (Weik von Mossner, 553).

In Alice Robinson’s Anchor Point and the mini-series Fires, young adult characters
seem to enjoy a certain form of agency, or at least a willingness to make a difference, even if
their commitment to the climate cause corresponds to different scales. In the mini-series Fires,
Tash and Mott’s commitment is limited to firefighting, as they both become members of the
volunteer fire brigade and devote an enormous amount of time to it. In Anchor Point, Laura is
not interested in politics but agrees to adopt cleaner methods to run her farm when she realises
that they are cheaper and just as productive. Although demonstrating some form of agency,
none of them have really committed themselves to the broader cause of climate change. In the
series, Jai, for his part, becomes dedicated to the fight against climate change. Indeed, after the
trauma of the bushfire and the anger he felt at his own powerlessness, he eventually broadens
his horizons and takes part in a climate demonstration. His commitment echoes what scholar
Scott Fisher has pointed out above. Firstly, Jai’s desire to act was sparked by the “one-off
experience of an extreme weather event” (Fisher, 236). Secondly, his commitment corresponds
to what Fisher defines as a dynamic process; it evolves and raises awareness of other broader,
related issues, thus reinforcing climate activism (Fisher, 243). Luc from Anchor Point is the
character who best embodies young adult climate activism. He becomes a true activist fighting
for the green cause to the point of becoming a politician when he realises that his strikes or
actions for the climate are useless in the face of strong climate denial and profit orientation.
His behaviour thus echoes another point in Fisher’s study, namely that youth-led activist
movements are developing “despite, or possibly because of, the lack of effective climate action
from political and corporate leaders” (Fisher, 229). These young characters thus embody a form
of hope for the future and demonstrate a certain form of agency in the face of the climate crisis,
unlike the rest of the corpus. Instead of paralysis in the face of human’s insignificance in the
context of an ever-worsening climate crisis, these characters give the reader or viewer the

impression that it is possible to take action.
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Another feature of the mini-series Fires illustrates a form of agency that contrasts with
the sense of powerlessness conveyed in the corpus as a whole: the intergenerational mutual aid
shown by the characters in the face of bushfires. The mutual aid demonstrated in the series
echoes the collective narratives described by scholar Janet Fiskio (Fiskio, 22). In fact, she
points out that the urgency of situations such as hurricanes, floods or wildfires sometimes
brings out the altruistic traits of the characters. They become involved with the those around
them, and do not hesitate to show a certain degree of mutual aid and solidarity (ibid.). She
describes these narratives as collective, contrasting them with lifeboat narratives, in which the
individual, self-interest and distrust of strangers prevail (Fiskio, 18). Various examples have
displayed a form of successful collaboration between characters on an intergenerational scale
in the face of the danger of bushfires in the series Fires. Whether it is saving lives during
bushfires, or simply providing moral and emotional support to those who need it, all the
collaboration featured in the series seem to have produced positive results. This nuances the
overall argument that all human beings feel disempowered in the Anthropocene and shows that
solidarity and hope are essential components of certain climate fictions. If we go a step further,
it can be assumed that the demonstration of this successful collaboration in times of emergency
also suggests the fact that mutual aid could work in everyday life, and perhaps even more so in

the current context where collaboration to mitigate the climate crisis has become critical.

Given the various elements explored in this thesis, the particular context of Australian
bushfires highlights the profound interplay between human agency, environmental upheaval,
overwhelming media coverage and mental health disorders. The Australian bushfires indeed
are a stark reminder of the vast forces at play in the natural world, underlining humanity’s
insignificance in the face of such catastrophic events. The awareness of human insignificance
can evoke the sense of powerlessness in characters grappling with the enormity of ecological
challenges. Yet, against this backdrop of powerlessness, the young adult characters emerge as
the embodiment of hope and resilience. Their journeys reflect a collective yearning for agency.
In addition, as these young characters benefit from the help of older generations in emergency
situations, they seem better able to navigate the challenges of the Anthropocene. This
intergenerational collaboration therefore embodies the potential for a common goal between

the generations.

While this thesis offers interesting insights into the theme of character agency within
the Anthropocene, it is essential to acknowledge the limitations inherent in the scope of the

research. The fact that this thesis relies on a corpus of only three books and one mini-series
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limits the breadth and depth of the perspectives explored. In addition, certain aspects, such as
ancestral and Indigenous practices linked to sustainable coexistence with nature, were only
briefly addressed, leaving room for further investigation. The impact of bushfires is indeed far
from uniform, and the different cultural and socio-economic contexts can significantly shape
the characters’ experience. Similarly, certain subjects that were not addressed at all in this
thesis, such as gender issues and climate refugees, could be the subject of interesting research

from the perspective of human agency in the Anthropocene.

In conclusion, it seems clear that the characters’ lack of agency reflects society's wider
struggles. The Australian bushfires are not only one of the most visible aspects of the ecological
crisis, but they symbolise a general and immediate call to action, a call for a deeper connection
with nature, a re-evaluation of our priorities and a collaborative effort to shape a more
sustainable future. While we may feel powerless in the face of collapsing ecosystems, the
stories of the characters from The Living Sea of Waking Dreams, A Constant Hum, Anchor
Point and Fires remind us that the power to make a difference lies in our collective ability to
adapt, evolve and work together towards a more harmonious coexistence with the natural

world.
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