‘Dark mirror of the water’: Spectrality in Climate and Hydro-
Fictions

&

Museum of Water,
a creative archive

A creative-critical dissertation presented by

Ashley Bullen-Cutting

to
The School of English Literature, Language and Linguistics,

Faculty of Arts and Humanities

in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

in the subject of
Creative Writing

December 2021

The
University
Of
Sheffield.




Abstract

Water is under threat. Rising temperatures, unchecked depletion of million-year-old aquifers,
and widespread pollution are all having a catastrophic impact on the hydrological cycle. This
creative-critical thesis examines how a capitalist-charged climate crisis is negatively affecting
crucial water sources the world over and, ultimately, makes a case for greater hydrological
and cross-species awareness.

In the critical component, | bring material ecocriticism and environmental humanities
thought to bear on climate and hydro-fiction texts to excite discourse on and wider
acknowledgement of the inseparability between human and nonhuman, as well as everything
and water. | examine how environmental spectres haunt the present and can effectively open
a line of preventative communication if one is only willing to listen. | also put forward the new
term ‘Energy-Gothic’ as a lens to essay texts that explore the ruination of resource-rich
locations in the quest of power (energy/status).

Similarly, the creative component highlights these ideas of interconnectivity in the face
of ecological crisis through the form of a novel-length creative archive of hybrid work. This
archive is asynchronous and atemporal, leaning heavily into Speculative Fiction techniques to
illuminate today’s problems. Here, original work of poetry, prose and creative non-fiction runs
alongside the fictional and factual work of others, often bleeding into one another to create
one (dis)harmonious voice of protestation and anger. A problem as widespread as the climate
crisis, after all, requires a global coming-together.
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Introduction

A Hydrological Turn

Human impacts across the globe are draining, flooding, acidifying, and damming crucial
ecological networks, disrupting what David Attenborough calls “crucial connections” (‘Frozen
Worlds’, 2019). There are 48,000 dams across the globe causing unnatural sediment build-up
and displacement; “two thirds of all major river deltas are sinking, exacerbated by massive
extraction and mining industries”; and, collectively, humanity has drained “half of all the
[world’s] wetlands” (Neimanis, 2016, p. 161). The ocean, meanwhile, as David Wallace-Wells
notes, is absorbing “more than a fourth of the carbon emitted by humans”, with “the past
fifty years” seeing them take on “90 percent of global warming’s excess heat” (Wallace-Wells,
2019, p. 95). This has made today’s seas “carry at least 15 percent more heat energy than
they did in 2000” (Ibid, p. 95). The result of the uptick in ocean temperature is melting glaciers,
bleaching city-sized coral reefs, and causing even the dominant Great White shark to range
farther and farther from its usual hunting grounds. During his extrapolations of what the
future might look like if things remain uncurbed, Wallace-Wells goes on to cite a telling study
revealing that across a planet that is over 70 percent water there remains just a mere “13
percent” of the ocean undamaged from human interference (lbid, p. 95). Climate crisis, then,
is disrupting the world’s water systems.

Consider the second episode of Netflix’s Attenborough fronted Our Planet (2019), an
hour dedicated to ‘Frozen Worlds’ and the ecological breakdown affecting those who inhabit
them. There is a sequence which depicts the terrifying plight facing the walruses situated near

the far north eastern coast of Russia. It is the “largest gathering of walrus on the planet”—



some hundred thousand—and they are forced to cluster on “one single beach ... where every
square inch is occupied” (‘Frozen Worlds’, 2019). They have done so out of desperation, not
choice: their “natural home”, the ice that would usually serve as safe spaces close to their
feeding grounds, has “retreated away to the north” (lbid, 2019). To move, they must climb
over one another and risk being crushed to death, and a stampede can occur in seconds.
Understandably, “under these conditions, walruses are a danger to themselves” (lbid, 2019).
The entire sequence of writhing, jockeying hides is a stark enough representation of how, in
the walrus’ perspective, the world they have always known is dying. A way of species life has
been irrecoverably affected and curtailed. Following this, however, we are shown the real
ugly and hard-hitting truth of their new iceless fates: with so many of them gathered on such
a small space, many must struggle up 80-metre-high cliffs for room, “an extraordinary
challenge for a one-tonne animal used to sea ice” with poor eyesight out of water (lbid, 2019).
Hungry again, the real problem looms: how to get back down. It is here that the camera zooms
out to frame the grim spectacle of freefalling walrus’ repeatedly colliding with the rough rock
cliff face, victims of faraway and accumulative human carbon emissions. Six more visibly drop
as the narration makes plain how hundreds just like them continue to “fall from heights they
should never have scaled” (Ibid, 2019).

“These mass gatherings of walrus are now happening almost every year,” Attenborough
mournfully concludes, “... so the lives of the walruses, like those of polar bears and seals, are
changing. All are living at the frontier of climate change, and all are suffering as a
consequence” (Ibid, 2019). And all of this is happening predominantly because of humanity.
“Global warming,” as John Miller and Louise Miller discern in Walrus (2014), “means that our
lives and the lives of the walruses come into a strange convergence” and, ostensibly, “we are

all the walrus” (Miller and Miller, 2014, p. 171). Which is to say, humanity is the pilot of this



planet-wide death-drive being dealt out onto those incapable of forestalling it. Ultimately,
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then, even the “exceptional” (read: wealthy and removed) will have to contend with
projections of warming and sea-rise of “at least fifty metres” —projections, | might add, that
are “one hundred times higher than [the] Paris [Climate Accords] predicted for 2100”—and
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change the world as we know it, putting both London and Montreal “almost entirely
underwater” and elsewhere erasing Manaus and Buenos Aires to unliveable “underwater
metropolises” (Wallace-Wells, 2019, p. 68). Current climate estimations are effectively
dooming humanity to the same fate of the walrus, where we too will find ourselves without
suitable habitation and globally scrambling for higher ground.

The driving force of this thesis is to challenge the long-seated human ideologies of
superiority over water, animals, other humans, and world. | explore this through the
hydrological schema of Too Much, Too Little, and Too Far; that is, an overabundance of water,
through deluges and floods, a scarcity of water as per increasing droughts and heatwaves,
and the notion that humanity has gone past the point of no return in respect to the effects of
global industry, ultimately capitulating to an insatiable capitalism. The first chapter, for
example, revolves around future submerged and floating cities and how exponential human
industry is effectively drowning whole ecologies and lifeworlds as espoused in Pitchaya
Sudbanthad’s Bangkok Wakes to Rain (2019) and Sam J. Miller’s Blackfish City (2018), and
couples these with the egalitarian notion of human and animal existing on the same
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“creatural” plane as one new mode of thinking; chapter two explores water shortages and
hydro-despotism in the wake of human mismanagement of crucial water bodies, and pairs
this with the interconnected concept of “tidalectics” and the future of the American West and

the Colorado River as posited by Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Water Knife (2015) and Claire Vaye

Watkins’ Gold Fame Citrus (2016); and, the third chapter employs Helon Habila’s Oil on Water



(2011) to express, in relation to oil and its devastating effect on the oil-bearing nation of
Nigeria, how humanity is teetering at a point of no return when it comes to climate and
ecological crisis (Herman, 2016, p. 2, Hessler et al., 2018, p. 31). Here, | use the notion of
“trans-corporeality” to depict how a poisoned water source ultimately means a poisoned
human and greater ecological body (Alaimo, 2010, p. 2). | also introduce my own term the
Energy-Gothic to delve into hierarchical abuse of resource-rich communities for the
betterment of faraway corporations. Fredric Jameson famously noted, it “seems to be easier
for us today to imagine the thoroughgoing deterioration of the earth and of nature than the
breakdown of late capitalism”, and when considering landscapes increasingly submerged,
dehydrated, and toxified, this is becoming more and more an inarguable axiom (Jameson,
1994, p. xii). This thesis, however, highlights new ways of thinking to ultimately proffer and
propagate ontologies that could hopefully ignite humanity’s move away from such
cataclysmic futures.

Ultimately, my goal here is to add credence to what Chen and MacLeod et al. term
humanity’s need to make a “hydrological turn”, to consider anew “how we dwell” (Chen et
al., 2013, p. 20). This planet is not just ours, and the water spoiled with our technologies and
malfeasances is spoiled for everyone. As such, humanity’s “articulations with our more-than-
human watery others” as well as the “flows of power caught up in the currents of our
planetary watercourses” need to be re-evaluated and reconsidered, especially in times of
growing climate crisis (Ibid, 2013).

In a 2019 report, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) stated, rather
unsurprisingly, that “the ocean is continuing to acidify in response to ongoing ocean carbon
uptake”, that “there is a growing consensus” in places it is also “losing oxygen” and thus

crucial “open ocean nutrient cycles are being perturbed” (IPCC, 2019). All of these are direct



results of unchecked and exponential “carbon emissions [released] from human activities”
(Ibid, 2019). The ramifications of global heating can also be seen in urban, man-made and
landlocked bodies of water, such as important desert-city reservoirs that depend on a
historically mismanaged Colorado River, which are and will continue to be adversely affected
by continued human management. Take the Green River, one of twenty-five significant
tributaries of the Colorado, for example; this human-first ideology was exemplified here by
the plight of four species of fish in the 1970s—the razorback sucker, the humpback chub, the
bonytail, and the Colorado pikeminnow. Victims of repeated damming, which turned their
usually “warm, silty waters” cold and clear, as well as of a supposed aesthetic
“unattractive[ness]” to fishers and tourists, these fish were “close to extinction” by the time
the Endangered Species Act took effect in 1973 (Hansman, 2019, p. 97). Since then, however,
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they have now become crucial “indicator species” whose vitality is used to infer the “shape
of the whole river system” (lbid, p. 101). The larvae of the razorback are now routinely
watched by biologists from the U.S Fish and Wildlife Service so that when the first signs of
larvae are spotted a call can be made to the Flaming Gorge dam for the sole purpose of
releasing water to flush the razorbacks into “their spawning habitat” (Ibid, p. 97). This in turn
has made them into a somewhat enforced second conscience to those who have and still
routinely disrupt their foodwebs and habitats, a veritable “thorn in the side of the energy and
agriculture industries” who “feel that the fish unfairly take priority over human livelihoods”
despite these still-endangered fish species being the invaded and not the invaders (lbid, p.
103).

In the Niger Delta, a well-known example where economy is favoured over ecology, a

similar story is unfolding. The extraction and exportation of crude oil taking place there is

toxifying the water to such extremes that ingestion and proximity to oil spills can drastically



increase infant mortality, with “babies in Nigeria [being] twice as likely to die in the first month
of life if their mothers were” residing near a place of contamination (Hodal, 2017). Nonhuman
life too has been affected to the point where fish are often seen floating belly up on the
surface of the water and bats are the victims of continuous gas flares. The ongoing and bloody
Oil Wars, too, have been born from the bust and boom cycles that Nigeria is constantly finding
itself mired in because of outside and historical influences. Ever since the plenteous crude
deposits’ discovery in Oloibiri, the Niger Delta, in particular, has been a water body repeatedly
ravaged, polluted and fought over. Only, because of its geographical distance from the big
carbon polluters (the UK and USA, for instance) its devastation, goes relatively unnoticed. As
Michael Peel expressed in regard to his own feelings at seeing these effects first-hand, “the
obscene asymmetry between the smoothness of [his] oil-fuelled life in Britain and the toxic
impact of crude on one of its main source regions” became “harder to ignore”, became
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“personal”, and “close[r]” than ever (Peel, 2011, p. 14). Geographical privilege and denial are
not luxuries that even the most disbelieving will be able to sustain as the climate crisis
continues to exacerbate the already heinous practices of unperturbed oil extraction.

Adrian Parr tells us that an idealised “sustainability culture ... encourages us to work for
a future that is different from the present by focusing more on sociality than profit-
maximising principles” and thus foster affirmation to the myriad “vitali[ties] and dynamic
materialism[s] of life” that “saturate and perpetuate life” (Parr, 2009, p. 165). Here, then, Parr
is quantifying a desire to destroy “old habits” and the associated reactive “ways of being”
(Ibid, p. 165). The common thread of the examples mentioned, however, display an
unscrupulous and anesthetising capitalism promoting numbers over lives, where such

“joyfully embrace[d]” ontologies of life remain inferior to capitalism and consumption (Ibid,

p. 166). As Naomi Klein writes, “for the longest time, environmentalists spoke of climate



change as the great equalizer, the one issue that affected everyone, rich and poor” —a global
problem that would have brought us all together rather than further stratifying us “into a
society of haves and have-nots” (Klein, 2015, p. 51). The unfortunate are “left to the mercy of
increasingly dysfunctional states”, and resources, such as water, find themselves becoming
standing reserves or what Tony Allan calls “virtual water”, divvied up and transported in
abstract cubic tonnes and bartered like intangible bitcoins (Ibid; Allan, 2011).

In Hydrofictions: Water, Power and Politics in Israeli and Palestinian Literature (2015),
an increasingly seminal thesis and book, Hannah Boast attempts to ameliorate a world
problem when it comes to climate crisis, conflict, and “hydrological anxieties” (Boast, 2015).
Effectively plotting and prophesying the coming crises by using the water-starved tensions of
Israel and Palestine as a portent, Boast stakes a claim for greater need of “[non-
Jterrestrocentric” thinking as remedy for global inertia to the hydrological extremes taking
place across the planet (lbid, 2015). A planet, as Arthur C. Clarke famously remarked,
erroneously titled as Earth and not Ocean. To Boast, “the lack of literary attention to the
endangerment of the substance most fundamental to the continuation of human life, water,
is conspicuous” and, as such, this thesis is one small part of rectifying this (lbid, 2015).

It is important here, then, to understand and make plain that a hydrofiction, that is a
text saturated with the concerns, plight, and past and future notions of water, is also a climate
change fiction, because the two are wholly intertwined, and as such allows for the growing
field of climate-fiction ecocriticism to come to bear on those texts primarily focused with
water. What | am arguing for is a complimentary lens where bodies of water are not made
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“nearly invisible [and] relegated to the passive role of ‘resource’” but within a larger climate
fiction pool where discourse on water becomes readily more exposed critically and

commercially (Ibid, p. 3). After all, “reading water in literature” as Boast proclaims, has the



capacity to foreground “practices which are often taken for granted”, and there are fewer
things more taken for granted by humanity than this planet on which we reside (Boast, 2015).

This blue planet.

Cli-Fi

The climate change novel is often a narrative that displays a mundus, whether Earth or
otherwise, in complete disarray. As Adeline Johns-Putra remarks in Climate and Literature
(2019), dystopia and disaster are the most recognizable genres when it comes to representing
the current ecological disaster. The fall of the exterior world—the collapse of civilization and
destruction of ecologies—is often fatalistically foregrounded at the expense of interiority; a
preference for the application and demonstration of spectacle rather than long-form
introspection. This is no more apparent than in Hollywood blockbusters that attempt to
plumb this culturally lucrative vein with thematically thin films and clichéd central characters
such as in Geostorm (2017) and The Day After Tomorrow (2004). And yet, now that we are
teetering towards a largely accepted doom—because of continued inability to reach inter-
governmental decisions in the prevention of worldwide temperature increases—different
types of narratives, whether these be hybrid, non-normative texts, or movies with a
consciousness for change rather than outright profit, are arriving. Works that do not merely
sell themselves on big-budget disaster spectacle but dig beneath the strata of character and
world and are unafraid to break form as humanity is breaking world systems. Meghan
Hunter’s prose-poem novel The End We Start From (2017) and Brian and Mary Talbot’s
graphic novel Rain (2019) are successful and notable examples of this. What they share with

traditional texts such as lan McEwan’s Solar (2010), and what retains their effectiveness in



conveying the message to a reader, however, is what Johns-Putra identifies as the performing
and utilisation of “everyday milieu” to probe larger, multi-scalar problems (Johns-Putra, 2019,
p. 234).

Solar, for instance, takes the somewhat novel approach of employing what Sophia David
calls an “un-eco” character and an “un-eco” scientist at that to explore the problem (David,
2016). Sidestepping a lot of the clichés of narratives embroiled in looming disaster, McEwan
instead concocts an insular piece concerning a waning Nobel-prize winner with a penchant
for extramarital affairs and an uncaring eye to changing climate. The “everyday milieu” which
he employs being the disintegration of married life and the descent into the mindscape of an
unlikable philanderer whose lustre of life is at its edge. In place of wrecked cities and mass
planet-wide extinction events, McEwan populates the novel with internal quakes which in
turn incite thought on the climate crisis. The episode in which Michael Beard seemingly loses
his genitalia during a visit to an Arctic get-together of climate thinkers, for example, is an eye-
opening experience for a multiple adulterer to the affecting nature of weather (and his own
unconscious fears). This is a moment when the Venn diagram of his greatest pursuits in life
meet and intersect with that of the ecological breakdown. Not to mention, McEwan rather
pointedly describes the moment where the supposed castration occurs, after Beard risks
urination in the freezing temperatures, as like that of a “calving iceberg” (McEwan, 2010, p.
60). For Beard, it is the first inclination of this planetary problem becoming personal.
Moreover, McEwan does not explicitly discount this castration until later in the narrative—
the distressing episode, like the climate crisis, remains largely nebulous and uncomfortably
looming over proceedings.

In terms of films too, Benh Zeitlin’s elegiac Beasts of the Southern Wild (2012) and Bong

Joon-ho’s Snowpiercer (2013) evidence similar individual-as-whole introspection. And while



the latter does include a big-budget reveal of a frozen and uninhabitable Earth, it is the
critiquing of the world-traversing train’s propagation of deep-seated hierarchy and
capitalism, and thus the plight of the disenfranchised amidst this ruined environment, that
serves as the film’s greatest merit. Which is all to say that entertainment and larger meaning-
making, in this case the illumination of climate crisis statistics and probable futures, need not
run counter to one another but just be more than cataclysmic spectacle. After all, “art has
the power not only to harness emphatic response but also to open the way to solution
through process, as opposed to goals”, effectively using real-world statistics as stepping-
stones towards a greater collective responsibility (Hessler et al., 2018, p. 8).

The cold, hard climate science that scientists publish in their increasingly worrying
papers or discuss at their summits for a time was assumed to be alienating to the general
public, the subsequent non-acceptance or misunderstanding an unfortunate by-product of a
perceived gulf or ivory tower mentality. The “dark prophec[ies]” of exceeding a carbon
threshold of 400 parts per million, for example, merely acting as a large and unfathomable
number ungraspable to the common person (Wallace-Wells, 2019, p. 5). This all despite the
result of our exceeding of this number being more and more plain to the naked eye in the
increased meltings, floodings, and hot winter days all over the world. Statistics and graphs,
invaluable as they are to the planet’s future can be less individually affecting than a source of
fiction. As a baneful, media-savvy character in Jeanette Winterson’s The Stone Gods (2007)
rather harshly points out on two separate occasions: ““We need real people to keep the
interest going. Scientists aren’t interesting’” and again later ““They [the public] need an expert
who can communicate. They don’t want a scientist-type’” (Winterson, 2007, 18%, 22%).

Certainly, a damning percentage can instil fear and action in a listener but then life

quickly intervenes (for those privileged enough to be able to turn away). In fact, this is
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something Greta Thunberg identifies as a possible problem in her own speeches, wherein the
science is usually buried beneath an emotional declaration. The tabloids are more interested
in painting her as an angry teen or, during the COP25 in 2019 (in which she actively removed
the so-called emotional aspect), as a video-game opponent to Trump. In terms of the COP25,
however, Thunberg argues that she “say[s] these things because they get peoples’ attention,
and now that [she] has peoples’ attention [she doesn’t] need to make” another speech like
that (‘Episode 1’, 2021). In the 2021 BBC series Greta Thunberg: A Year to Change the World,
Greta aptly identifies that the climate crisis is also in fact, then, a “communication crisis” (Ibid,
2021).

Unlike a string of facts, a piece of prose is a willingly sought time-sink and can attempt
to address such communication concerns. After all, it takes days, weeks, or months to finish
a story and, as such, for those moments in time you become that character—you entrench
yourselves in their lives, living out their interiorities and opinions and thoughts. For all intents
and purposes, you are not merely made to “see the lives of the different with more than a
casual tourist’s interest—with involvement and sympathetic understanding, with anger at our
society’s refusal of visibility”, but you effectively become them (Nussbaum, 1997, p. 88). Of
course, when the book ends one could argue that the milieu of everyday life will still
intercede, but in this case you have already drowned yourself in these themes and meanings
over multiple periods. When you continued to read knowing for well where the narrative was
going (we need only look around) you finished it because you still needed to know why,
because you were invested in that fictional life almost as much as your own. Adam Trexler
writes, “there is a fundamental relationship between new ways of knowing the planet and
new ways of organising human responses to it”, and by situating ourselves in the minds of

characters like Octavia Butler’s Lauren (The Parable of the Sower [1993]) or Winterson’s Billie
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(The Stone Gods) who persevered or struggled in drenched, dried or depleted future worlds,
these newly known plights become projected truths worthy of a response (Trexler, 2015, p.
236).

J.G Ballard’s The Drowned World (1962), along with The Drought (1964), act akin to
forerunners of what Dan Bloom in 2007 coined as “cli-fi” and have as such been elevated and
re-viewed in this light (Bloom, 2014). Much as Buell noted of Nathaniel Rich’s Odds Against
Tomorrow (2013), with its “posttextual[ly]” ironic imbrication with Hurricane Sandy that
made its concerns “feel [wholly] real” and present, The Drowned World has also in a way been
retroactively stamped with a “dread[ed] imprimatur” given global warming’s rise in
awareness since its publication (Buell, 2014b, p. 266).

What makes Ballard’s work still so relevant now is the fact that these are narratives that
attacked and delved into the ontological and psychological imprints of eco-destruction on
character as much as the devastation of society and civilization. Ballard, like most of the
authors | have chosen to explore in this thesis, such as Sudbanthad, Watkins, and Habila, knew
that change and disruption of the exterior world can have drastic effects on the interior. If we
are positioned to see a world increasingly given in to hydro-despotism as seen in The Drought
and Saci Lloyd’s The Carbon Diaries (2008), from the entangled perspective of one suffering
through it, we are able to cognise it in ways wholly unique than we would, say, from ten
second segments of television or from second-hand verbal accounts. “Research at the
interface of narratology and neurophysiology”, as Putra-Johns points out, “has shown that
narratives have a greater impact than non-narrative modes of communication, because the
experience which is simulated in reading them is a powerful means of forming attitudes”
(Putra-Johns, 2019, p. 245). (Hence why in the walrus episode mentioned above, as with those

most affecting documentaries, there is always a simplified three-act structure or ‘hero animal’
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to accentuate identification and concern.) For as long as a narrative persists, then, we are that
faraway soul scrounging in the dirt, fighting with everything she has for that next drop of
water. Experientiality and empathy are the key to off-the-page reflection and proactivity.

Put simply, cli-fi finds itself in the unenviable position that science-fiction has been
grappling with since its inception: writing the future and changing minds. And changing them
quickly. And whilst sci-fi has become more didactic in its pursuits and employment in recent
years, its history of the implementation, exploration and justification for technology has had
an impact. Cli-fi, therefore, must also not stop at the page or at the story’s end, but should
likewise reach beyond the margins to challenge the integrity, beliefs, and life-choices of the
reader themself. These narratives should be viewed as engaging metafictional activism as
much as they are entertainment, powerful enough to make a man understand the severity of
the climate situation even “when his salary depends on his not understanding it” (Sinclair,
1994, p. 109) That is not to say they should not be enjoyable and, as the genre seeks to spread
its wings into the fantastical and the satirical, this is most definitely not the case. What | mean
to say is that revered authors such as Margaret Atwood, Winterson and Amitav Ghosh have
written these tales of projected futures because climate change is a fear they share and a fear
they want to be shared. Atwood, for instance, prefers to call it “everything change” rather
than climate change, because she feels the former is too “limiting” and only excites thoughts
into immediate changing weather conditions, whereas the problem is far more extensive than
this and not only has the potential to make it “rain more” but destabilise global agriculture as
well as oxygen and water for “all species” going forwards (Finn, 2015).

In The Drowned World, a proto-cli-fi novel that presaged comparable events, Ballard
conjures up a flooded, superheated London. Almost a jungle now, the city proper is home to

lizards, alligators, huge bats and psychopathic “recluses unable to separate their own
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identities from the cities where they had spent their lives” (Ballard, 2014b, p. 12). It is an
environment drenched in this type of interiority, the evocative and oppressive lagoon systems
reflecting back a longing for an ur-wilded past; a “dark mirror” jockeying an unnatural present
with a preferred and primordial before (Ibid, p. 11).

In fact, Ballard’s The Drowned World serves as a fulcrum to the thesis as a whole; not
only did it preempt a lot of today’s worries and concerns before they were widely known, but
it shares a lot of the most effective characteristics with the more recent novels | have chosen
to examine. As Ballard’s Kerans, Bodkin and Hardman come to obsess unwillingly (at first)
about a very different ecological past, those afflicted with the “breaks” disease in Blackfish
City likewise are forced to temporarily contemplate an un-flooded before; as Ballard’s Kerans
and Beatrice come to despise the former city beneath them, seeing it as “hideous” and “some
imaginary city of Hell”, and actively quest to reflood it, those privileged few in Bangkok Wakes
to Rain literally plug themselves into machines to escape and screen themselves from the
waterlogged environment to take solace in their own remembered version of the world; and
as Ballard’s Kerans ultimately makes an introspective journey south through a superheated
wilderness, Luz from Gold Fame Citrus undergoes countless environment-induced
enlightenments in the Californian desert (Ballard, 2014b, p. 123). Which is all to say, there is
a reason why The Drowned World still receives ecocritical attention even some sixty years
since its first publication'—the broad strokes still hold true.

What is missing from Ballard’s text, however, and what is evident in most of those |

investigate here, is an exploration of how climate crisis affects the non- and more-than-

P See: Szensoy, A. (2021) ‘Solastalgia in J. G. Ballard’s The Drowned World: Living in a Watery Earth No Longer
Home’, Nalans, 8 (15), p. 214-222; Gandy, M. (2006) ‘The Drowned World’, Space and Culture, 9 (1), p. 86—88.
doi: 10.1177/1206331205283732; Clarke, J. (2013) ‘Reading Climate Change in J.G. Ballard’, Critical Survey
(Oxford, England), 25 (2), p. 7-21. doi: 10.3167/cs.2013.250202.
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human. In The Drowned World, nature is resurgent, mutated, everywhere, but the reality of
the ecological breakdown is the antithesis of this: jungles are thinning, deserts are on fire, the
seas are more and more acidic. It is this exemption of exploring this vibrant lagoon London
via anti- and non-anthropocentric perspectives, the already exhaustive number of studies on
it, and the fact that it is, strictly speaking, not intentionally a global warming text (one
foregrounding human planetary interference) that make it more a source of comparison,
contextualisation, and enrichment to the other texts rather than the focus of this thesis.
Moreover, the unique problem of the climate crisis is immediacy, changefulness, and
presentness, and The Drowned World’s age as a text runs counter to this, which is why all
those chosen (as well as most of the secondary sources) have been published within the last
five to ten years as of this writing. A telling line from Ballard’s text does, however, lend this
thesis its title.

In The Drowned World Ballard uses the “dark mirror of the water”, as manifested in the
lagoon, to describe the “mournful beauty” of “two interlocking worlds” of the near-present
white-fronted city and the Triassic past, both listlessly eddying alongside one another
“apparently suspended at some junction in time” (lbid, p. 11, 10). In this thesis | am similarly
using this blurred reflection of the natural and the artificial to act as a rallying call to bring to
the fore the otherwise invisible malpractices humanity has and continues to cause to the
planet’s water bodies at such a crucial “junction in time” (Ibid, p. 11). The quotation, as | am
extending and employing it, therefore concerns self-recognition in transparent pools, like the
Greek myth of Narcissus or John Milton’s Eve coming across her reflection in Paradise Lost
(1667), and how those pools show images of self both surprising and ultimately disarming.
These are not the reflections offered by vainglorious’ mirrors, however, but the harsh and

broken truths of dark, or polluted, mirrors so easily ignored.
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In Frankenstein (1812), for instance, the Creature’s concept of self and self-within-world
are completely upended when presented with the real truth of its visage. Not beautiful like
the villagers it had spent the summer studying and learning from, the Creature’s face, rather,
is monstrous, and this revelation instils in it a sudden “despondenc[y] and mortification”
(Shelley, 2014, p. 200). Just as this surface-level truth has a lasting identity-forming effect on
the Creature, seeing our own reflections in watery mirrors made dark through
anthropocentric activities (damming, draining, pollution) should likewise make plain that
what we do to the water we do to ourselves; those distorted, trash- and oil-bifurcated people
looking back out at us are us, forthcoming. Moreover, as Crow via Lacan affirms, in regards to
reflections and transformations, moments like this also bring into focus a world-recognition
of “even [the] things around” the watcher (Crow, p. 5). This thesis title, then, is used as a
portent for ontological re-engagement with the water and world around us. After all, a dark
mirror occludes and obfuscates its subjects, whereas a clear one reflects transparent truths.

Water is like that too, beholden to reflect its subjects as per its purity.

The Monstrous Now

In Laura White’s Ecospectrality: Haunting and Environmental Justice in Contemporary
Anglophone Novels (2020) the problems of today, tomorrow, and yesterday are bridged
through spectres. White’s text advocates for mass mediumship (awareness) to these
displaced ghosts, where we are all able to learn and react to the atrocities long gone to
prevent future echoes. Just as ancestral stories of the far-past inform today, ghosts or
spectres have the capacity to teach in the writings, on page and planet, they left or continue

to leave behind. There is untold knowledge to be gleaned from the dead, then, if we can just
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listen. As Buse and Stott ultimately explain, “ghosts [may] arrive from the past and appear in
the present” but they do not solely “belong to the past”, they persist in graves and papers,
acidification and rising temperatures (Buse and Stott, 1999, p. 11).

The site of Bikini Atoll, where the United States detonated twenty-three nuclear
weapons, for instance, is a documented environment that is both a catastrophe and a lesson.
Sixty years later, the ships sunk during the tests still remain, only now they are barnacled
graveyards, reclaimed by a previously decimated marine life: nature trying its best to paper
over the cracks of human warmongering and insatiability. However, there will be a limit to
how much the planet’s oceans are able to reclaim and restore human-made mistakes and, if
such testing were “to be repeated in the modern day ... recovery would not be expected to
be as” effective because “of additional stressors associated with climate change” (Richards et
al., 2008, p. 509). Figurative ghosts of the disaster can still be readily seen, however, in the
both the Bikinian descendants who make a “living off bringing scientists and tourists to the
islands when [their] own famil[ies] can’t live here” as well as those who stoically inhabit a
“ghost village” where all water and food must be imported because the groundwater remains
contaminated (Scott, 2017). The disaster, then, despite now being largely invisible, remains a
mushroom-shaped spectre whose continued death utterances requires sustained openness
and receptivity to ensure it never happens again.

An expansion and redirection of Derrida’s notions of spectrality, White’s ecospectrality,
sparks “confront[ration on] issues of visibility and repression” through the deployment of
ghosts as “agents of ... justice” to address environmental concerns (White, 2020, p. 12, 9). For
example, in an examination of That Deadman Dance (2010) by Kim Scott, White highlights
how by setting the piece during a moment of “early colonial contact” Scott effectively

reanimates “Noongar vocabulary and ontology ... in the lives of contemporary readers” (lbid,
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p. 23). The waning culture and numbers of the Western Australian Indigenous made plain in
today’s world by Scott populating the text predominantly with said culture in a way that
effectively haunts the present. “Posting ghosts of agents of environmental justice,” as White
writes, “builds on an established tradition of deploying spectrality to help readers imagine
losses that are” difficult to envision (lbid, p. 12).

In the following chapters | attempt to build upon White’s ecospectral by disrupting not
only place- and people-ghosts from their sepulchres, but also widening this concept by
employing Buell’s notion of capitalistic “tentacles”, the image of the ever-thirsting vampire,
and the cannibalising zombie as further monstrous contemporaries with whom we share the
planet (Buell, 20144, p. 76). The vampire, for instance, represented twofold by the gluttonous
emptying of crucial aquifers and misuse of the Colorado River in Southwest America, as well
as the literal and figurative ecological life-drain caused by oil extractivism in the Niger Delta.
Both, indeed, being cases where the characteristics of the vampire—patrician, businessman,
invasive, white (and very much a colonial construct), are intent on homogenizing, enslaving,
usurping and profiteering off the ‘weak’ is in evidence.

In chapter two, for example, | expound upon this idea of monstrous contemporaries to
examine how the enforced evacuees of climate change—climate refugees—as well as the
planet itself find themselves in states of living-dead, zombified in a fitful presentness scarred
by a hollowed past, with whole cultures and landscapes irrecoverably left behind or shambling
into extinction. Which is why we find ourselves not just existing in an Anthropocene home to
the present-living, but within a kind of Monstrous Now populated with the destructive doings
that have come before; a time where we live alongside future and past phantoms and the
(few) capital-engorged ghouls of the present. That is, the Monstrous Now is the precarious

present impregnated with scary warnings before an eventual Catastrophic-Capitalism, when
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even the benefiting minority will likewise find themselves victims to a robotic sacrifice to the

stability of numbers.

Outline of Chapters

Chapter One, ‘Too Much’, investigates how floods, deluges and rising waters act as grand-
seated spectacles capable of awe, reflection, and action. Employing anti-anthropocentric and
toxic sublime readings to Bangkok Wakes to Rain and Blackfish City, | discuss and aim to
generate greater discourse of such crises across different lifeworlds from perspectives both
non-privileged and nonhuman. Unlike the traditional, industrial “toxic sublime” as seen in the
photography of Edward Burtynsky, however, | adapt Jennifer Peeples’ concept to encompass
floods and rising oceans as a kind of second wave toxic sublime that has been made newly
normal (yet not natural) through our anthropogenic actions.

Flooding has long been the poster-child of the climate crisis, the waterlogged spectacles
making destructively corporeal humanity’s unchecked carbon output. Yet it is the low-lying
and geographically unprivileged countries that are most susceptible and at risk to this largely
Western-made problem. Places like the Maldives, Thailand, Myanmar, and Bangladesh.
Further, it is animals and the planet that are suffering for a distinctly human problem. What |
consider here, then, is culpability and the need for a greater planetary oneness when it comes
to considering disaster-level problems.

| then turn my attention towards nonhuman-based expressions and how they can
represent humanity from without. For example, Sudbanthad expresses humans from an avian
perspective as “wingless giants” (Sudbanthad, 2019, p 141). Firstly, however, | situate my
preference for the term creaturely over nonhuman, whilst simultaneously striving for the

more illuminated and equal “creatural” as espoused by David Herman, which places humans

19



and nonhumans on the same playing field (Herman, 2016, p. 2). | then probe Sudbanthad’s
decision to chronicle human progress and expansion, as a human flood, in Thailand via the
perspective of birds. The vast scales and substantially different and yet connected concepts
of world that run alongside here as everywhere on the globe are what this chapter is innately
concerned with. Especially considering climate crisis is blind to these delineations.

In Chapter Two, ‘Too Little’, | examine how mismanagement of crucial water sources
and misguided attempts to tame the West has, and continues to, stretch the Colorado River
beyond its means. Something that is being further compounded by today’s rising
temperatures, increased wildfires, and deep-seated anthropogenic infrastructure. Discussing
two hydrofictions in Gold Fame Citrus and The Water Knife, both set in the American
Southwest, this section uses each as a springboard to critique world understandings of water
and water crisis.

| consider how the West has long been a location where humanity has sought to test
their mettle and ‘tame’ the land. Specifically, | highlight how constant water siphoning to
hydrate ill-placed desert-cities is not only unmaking the natural world but is ultimately adding
to the near-future destruction of these self-same cities. These locations, quite simply, were
never meant to house such numbers. Indeed, both novels, represent how such future
widespread desertification and desperation could potentially give rise to hydro-despotic
dominions and water-based fanaticism.

The unequal distribution of wealth is again at the heart of the criticism here. Indeed,
both in the texts and in the world beyond the pages, it is only those with reach and power to
flee, outright ignore, or find themselves secure and safe amidst such disasters. Take the 2017
Californian fires and the symbolic photo of golfers carrying on as per usual despite a backdrop

not unlike a circle of Hell, for example, or how, during the lockdowns of Covid-19, celebrities
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and footballers circumvented procedures by either flying away to private islands, booking out
entire restaurants or simply ignoring the rules altogether because their exorbitant wealth
allowed them to. They conveniently disregarded the wider problems, ethical and medical,
that would impact all the workers and people making up their envoys. This chapter, then, asks
how continued water scarcity and overallocation exacerbates already prominent hierarchical
divides, and makes a case for a reconceptualisation of our understanding of ‘place’.

The final chapter entitled ‘Too Much’ turns towards the apocalyptic-like spoiling of a
water body, the Niger Delta, in service to faraway claimants. | begin by looking into
petroculture and the interconnections it shares with the burgeoning field of the
environmental humanities. Discussion then turns towards how geographical privilege—the
it’s not happening right in front of my nose, so | don’t know about it defence—is at the heart
of the problem, and use the concept of “trans-corporeality” to challenge and dispel this
notion (Alaimo, 2010, p. 2). Alaimo’s term speaks to a fleshy interconnection between planet
and people, where one can never truly be disentangled from the other. Pollutants we think
are miles away are like as not already inside us, in the food we eat and the water we drink.
The effects of anthropogenic devastation on these environments, then, is not just local, but
glocal, and so awareness of this should be global, even if the impacts can be slow-reaching.

Here, | investigate how “literary militancy” and writer-activism, can spark
confrontational discourse for the protection of the environment and those who call it home,
using Habila’s Oil on Water as a focal point (Egya, 2017, p. 94). | then formally introduce,
define, and make a claim for what | call the Energy-Gothic as a new lens from which narratives
can plumb morbid and resource-redolent texts. This is a concept that bridges the

encompassing dread, terror, and anxieties of the Gothic with the important field of the
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energy-humanities to better explore the discrepancy of power (will, resource, and energy)
between the few and the many, as well as its impact on lived-in environments.

A few notable examples of the Energy-Gothic can be found in John Wyndham’s Day of
the Triffids (1951), Karel Capek’s The Absolute at Large (1922), and in the film Dark Waters
(2019), based on the real-life story of the DuPont company’s decision to knowingly pump out
chemical waste into the Ohio River. In each of these, corporate individuals actively chose to
bring fatal materials (Triffids, God-power, PFOA) in close proximity to the general public
because of ego and wealth. They then decided to distance themselves from it ethically and
geographically. To these people whose status within a capitalist system is secure, it is humans
that are ultimately the resource—ignorant cash-cows that can continually pay out even as
their health, homes, and ecologies deteriorate around them.

At its heart, the Energy-Gothic is about accountability. It foregrounds how a capital-first
mentality can create a conventionally Gothic aesthetic in the locations being drilled, logged,
mined, or toxified. For example, the biome devastation of the Niger Delta—a devastation
encompassing human, animal, and water bodies alike—is in service to the betterment of a
handful of Western companies far removed from the sources of extraction. Now a region, and
country, forcibly “skewed to the export of oil”, its “political regime” and entire makeup
corresponds “to oil interests” (Macdonald, 2017, p. 298). Therefore, to those that live there,
the very substance has become a horror, caked and congealed; something in the air, in the
ground and in bodies, something that disrupts ways of life and kills off crucial wildlife. To
those benefiting from their ills, those privileged faraway millionaires, however, this is merely
a “sacrifice zone” in service to what Harvey calls “accumulation by dispossession” (Lerner and
Brown, 2010, p. 3, Harvey, 2006, p. 137). This is a notion that Habila’s Oil on Water exemplifies

perfectly in its representation of a lived-in perspective of what it is really like to exist and
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travel within a ruinously resource-rich location largely occluded from the world by distance
and the rolling banks of mist and pollution.

Energy-Gothic texts, then, embody the Gothic’s traditional confluence of issues
regarding “gender, race, history, class, [and] nation”, but further foreground the explicit
imbrication of resource and energy in relation to these issues (Smith and Hughes, 2013, p.
10). Whereas the usual isolated “places of defence ... incarceration and power” beyond
“reason, law and civilised authority” in the Gothic are crumbling edifices and mountainous
regions, here the castles and counts are traded for glass-fronted skyscrapers and CEOs, the
courtyards and cobblestones for barren sites of production and toxified homesteads (Botting,
2014, p. 4). And yet, Shell and BP are no less intangible or remorseful than a Dracula to those
people and water bodies they have wronged and irrecoverably damaged. Each being an
example of an amorphous entity whose draining reach is global and whose coffers are
inexhaustible.

Unlike conventional Gothic texts, those that align with the Energy-Gothic paint global
environmental crises through localized turmoil, foregrounding the ugliness of production and
exploitation to incite empathy, sympathy, and action. Ultimately, however, the Energy-Gothic
is an umbrella classification of energy-focused texts that make plain the problems of sustained
and unmitigated production, highlighting the need for the adjustment of conventional
readings and the opening of self to the unseen “trans-corporeal” implications of a scene.

(Alaimo, 2010, p. 2).

23



1. Too Much: Towards a Creatural Ecosophy in Bangkok Wakes to

Rain and Blackfish City

The Toxic Sublime
The “toxic sublime” is a concept with the ability to showcase ugly truths through evocative
moments (Peeples, 2011, p. 375). Often showcased visually, in ways that illuminate massively
contaminated or ravaged locations, it skirts a difficult line of depicting uncomfortable truths
whilst simultaneously capturing them in ways that inspire awe. In terms of water, the toxic
sublime can be found in mass coral bleaching, beaches piled high with dolphin carcasses, and,
most recently, in the ‘Eye of Fire’ oil spill that occurred in July 2021. In the latter, which quite
literally set the Gulf of Mexico on fire due to an underwater gas leak, the incongruous
spectacle of a circular red dot in the ocean served as a powerful and persuasive indict