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Eco-Apocalyptic fiction stands apart from the mythology and tradition of apocalyptic
ideas in its absence of rebirth. Pagan apocalyptic traditions include a new beginning, or restarting
a cycle—the Norse apocalypse results in a cleansed world, while Greek tradition claims when
humans became too depraved, they will be replaced by a new race. Christianity includes aspects
of that tradition, as well, since Noah’s ark functioned like an apocalyptic cleansing. The cycle
requires humanity to decline and be scourged.

Apocalyptic literature of the past includes a cleansing of the population before starting
anew. Apocalyptic fiction grows in popularity after World War II. Though most of these works

feature a partial apocalypse with room to begin the cycle again, such as Alas, Babylon, A

Canticle for Leibowitz, Z for Zacharia, and [ Am [egend, fiction acknowledging absolute death

started to emerge. On the Beach explores how a nuclear extermination can lead to a literal
apocalypse, with no room for renewal, in a tangible way. Cultural theorists Paul Virilio and
Sylvére Lotringer coin the term “pure war,” defining it as “the psychological condition that
results when people know that they live in a world where the possibility for absolute destruction
(e.g., nuclear holocaust) exists....pure war becomes an internal condition, a perpetual state of
preparation for absolute destruction and for personal, social, and cultural death” (Borg, 1). The
concept of pure war that emerges from the nuclear era can be seen in contemporary
environmental fiction, merging absolute death with environmental consciousness. Though
nuclear weapons allowed people to recognize pure war, environmental anxiety has replaced the
fear of nuclear attack in the immediacy of scarce resources, overpopulation, and the threat of
global warming. The anxiety that fueled Earth Abides and Thomas Malthus’ Essay on the

Principles of Population combines with pure war fears and the stakes for environmental

consciousness go up considerably.

e
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From this, the idea of an eco-apocalypse emerges—absolute environmental death with

little to no possibility of renewal. Though in some cases, like The Road, human fate is tied into

the environment, absolute death often eliminates the eco-system and spares humans. The eco-
apocalypse explores human connectivity with the environment when the relationship with the
eco-system has been irrevocably severed. The disunity creates a very literal effect—humanity
can only survive within an isolating cycle of production and consumption, and has no tools to
survive if the cycle is interrupted. The pure war concept underscores an eco-apocalypse and
influences the landscape, the relationship with the environment, and the deteriorating
civilization.

Feelings of responsibility for the environment create a phenomenon that has been
popularly labeled ‘green guilt.” The cultural impact reflects on both literature and spending
habits. Jason Kirby discusses a recent fad, in which “carbon offset providers...” perform
environmental tasks such as planting trees to make up for the carbon output of a plane flight to
make up for “environmental indiscretions” (Kirby). Our culture has become extremely conscious
of the damaging effects of overextension of resources and wasteful habits, and guilt about the
contribution to global warming and pollution has fueled companies lik_e carbon offset providers
that target this guilt. Stephen Asma, in his article “Green Guilt” writes: “instead of religious sins
plaguing our conscience, we now have the transgressions of leaving the water running, leaving
£he lights on, failing to recycle, and using plastic grocery bags instead of paper” (Asma). He
argues that environmental anxiety has replaced religious anxiety, and an environmentally
enlightened world faces accountability for what is being interpreted as the unspoken imminent

decline following irresponsible green practices.



Drake 4

As environmental consciousness grows acutely geared towards the human impact, the
nature of dystopian and post-apocalyptic texts do as well. Though dystopian fiction traditionally
features disunity from the natural world, eco-conscious dystopian fiction is alienated because the
environment is absent or damaged so it can no longer support natural life due to human
influence. Post-apocalyptic fiction follows makes use of isolation, moving from a human or

cultural apocalypse, like George Stewart’s Earth Abides and Mary Shelley’s The Last Man, to a

more encompassing apocalypse of a whole eco-system. The Road, Feed, and “The People of

Sand and Slag” are set in a future in which the apocalypse of an eco-system has occurred.
Human life is impacted by the loss of the natural world, and without an eco-system serving as
“common satellite” to function within, (McCarthy, 15), the humanity of these future societies
grows ambiguous.

Humanity becomes inherently linked to the eco-system, and a combination of stinted
evolution, techno-phobia, or moral lapse creates a society that does not function as strictly
human. A study by Julian Warner, “Organs of the Human Brain, Constructed by the Human
Hand?: The Epistomology of Informational Technology,” discusses anxiety connected to
information technology. She surmises technology “has also been characterized as artificial, in the
sense of unnatural, and sometimes as threatening” (Warner). Similarly, some feel technology, “in
its exclusion of human activity, open[s] up the possibility of a comparable critique which insists
on human agency” (Warner). Warner’s studies show that technology is often seen as restrictive
to communication and relationships, and even destructive to the self. On a similar thread,
Stephan Theil writes about what he calls ‘green technophobia,’ anxiety about nanotechnology,
genetic engineering, and chemically altering the natural world. In Germany in 2008, “four

universities. . .voluntarily ordered their geneticists to shut down field studies, citing public
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pressure and the systematic destruction of their research by activists opposed to genetically
modified organisms” (Theil). Sweden went further, “writing the dignity of plants into their
Constitution” so no pesticides or disease resistant chemicals would be used on their crops
(Theil). There is a cultural fear of synthetic invasion on the natural, particularly the human,
which reflects in the post-human elements of eco-apocalyptic fiction.

The apocalypse of an eco-system inexorably impacts society, regardless of self-

sustainability. The post-human characters in the eco-apocalyptic texts The Road, Feed, and “The

People of Sand and Slag” speak to the rise of environmental consciousness in the context of
green guilt. The characters face dehumanization either as a replacement for religious penance, as
Stephen Asma would argue, or a demonstration of the harmful effects of tampering with the
natural world, as the European activists against genetically modified organisms would assert.
Eco-apocalyptic fiction explores how the eco-system, relationships, and bodies reflect the

dehumanizing effects of severing the inter-dependent relationship with the natural world.
I. Eco-System

The characters’ isolation from the eco-system is a central theme in an eco-apocalypse, as
well as explorations of new landscapes outside of the natural world. The isolation contributes to
dehumanization since the characters have no opportunities to remove themselves from inorganic
landscapes to observe -the world objectively. Lawrence Buell argues that “to disregard the fact
that human cultural production is embedded in the natural world is to entertain a selective vision
that places humankind in a pre-Copernican position of centrality it does not deserve” (Buell,

1090). This vision of centrality and superiority over the natural world is the setting for Feed and



Drake 6

“The People of Sand and Slag,” while The Road demonstrates the after-effects of this
assumption. Society’s anthropocentric attitude and entrapment within a metropolitan landscape
lead to alienation from the environment and is a major contribution to the creation of post-
humans.

The anthropocentric treatment of the natural world is explored in depth, since the
resulting environmental destruction is the catalyst for dehumanization. Society’s interactions
with the synthetic or remaining natural landscape allows insight into the withdrawal from the
natural world and reveals the long term effects of anthropocentricism. Dr. Klaus Benesch
comments on what he believes to be an erroneous attitude:

What we call “nature” has always been a cultural construct that helped to measure

human progress and civilization rather than denote an independent realm outside

or beyond the human. From this perspective, scientific discovery and

technological progress do not mark a further alienation from the natural but an

ever-greater involvement in it. (Benesch, 439).

The anthropocentric attitude described contributes to over-extension of resources and
overpopulation. Eco-apocalyptic fiction responds by portraying the detrimental effects of this
ideology in the setting of the natural world. These eco-apocalyptic societies treat the natural
world purely as a commodity, and the effect is established in the barren landscape. The texts
demonstrate an anthropocentric relationship with the natural world, and the hazards of
prioritizing human progress over a symbiotic relationship with the eco-system.

The technologically enhanced characters in M.T. Anderson’s Feed view the natural world
as an expendable resource. Each of the characters has a ‘feed’-implanted in their brain that

allows them to instant message one another, watch television, and make purchases all within
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their minds. The changes this has made in the mentalities of people surfaces when Titus responds
with bafflement, even anger, to a landscape painting: “now [ saw that there was no one on the
boat, which was even more stupid, and was kind of how I felt, that the sails were up, and the
rudder was, well, whatever rudders are, but there was no one on board to look at the horizon”
(Anderson, 49). Titus cannot find value in a painting without direct human motives incorporated,
a strong reflection of his society’s value of efficiency. The same ideals can be seen when Titus’
father asks: “do you know how expensive trees are, next to an air factory?” (125). Earth’s natural
processes are inefficient and undervalued—reduced to product comparisons based on cost
efficiency. The predominant value is function—an air factory functions more efficiently than
trees. Like Benesch describes, the society understands nature only as a way to measure human
accomplishments.

Efficiency over preservation can also be seen in Paulo Bacigalupi’s short story “The
People of Sand and Slag,” which takes place in a world with no remaining eco-system after
weeviltech technology allowed humans to eat anything---even dirt. The biologist Musharraf
describes the anthropocentric attitude towards the natural world when he explains the work that
goes into keeping a living organism alive: “manufacturing a basic organism’s food is quite
complex. Clean rooms, air filters, special lights™ (47). The ecosystem is a matter of economy—
when it is no longer fiscally practical, it is done away with. Like Feed’s use of air factories, the
biological tweaks to the human body have allowed for the environment to be treated as a
functional mechanism, and when preserving the natural world is no longer efficient, they stop.

“The People of Sand and Slag” also responds to Benesch’s argument in terms of pure
resource consumption. The landscape in “The People of Sand and Slag” portrays the

consumption of resources in the setting of unchecked strip mining. The company’s function is
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therefore appropriate—a mining operation, an industry that requires a destructive impact on the
eco-system and physically manipulating the environment. Though the actual purpose of SesCo’s
operations are never directly addressed, Bacigulupi describes the physical impact on the
environment: “mining robots rumbled back and forth, ripping deeper into the earth, turning it
into a mush of tailings and rock acid that they left in exposed ponds when they hit the water
table, or piled into thousand-foot mountainscapes of waste soil” (Bacigalupi, 43). Even the
earth’s crust is being manipulated after the ecosystem has been destroyed. The people in this
dystopian world have so stripped Earth’s resources that Benesh’s commentary has been
outdated—the environment no longer serves as a mark of human progress, since even the terrain
has been abused and reshaped beyond recognition.

Cormack McCarthy’s contrast between stark language of the present and the rich imagery
of memories make the landscape scenes stand out among the rest of the terse diction in the post-
apocalyptic novel The Road. The distinction between the different tones allows for the setting to
be displayed in language that departs from the third person limited of the rest of the novel.
McCarthy writes apart from the struggling lives of the remaining humans to look objectively at
the devastating reality of a destroyed eco-system:

The soft black talc blew through the streets like squid ink uncoiling along a sea

floor and the cold crept down and the dark came early and the scavengers passing

down the steep canyons with their torches trod silky holes in the drifted ash that

closed behind them silently as eyes. Out on the roads the pilgrims sank down and

fell over and died and the bleak and shrouded earth went trundling past the sun

and retumed again as trackless and as unremarked as the path of any nameless

sisterworld in the ancient dark beyond. (McCarthy,181)
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works of man are not relevant. The long standing testament to humanity’s time on Earth does not
matter because there is nothing left of the natural world to give the work rélevance. A great dam
in a world without fish does not matter.

In each of the texts characters attempt to exist on a level outside of human interaction.
Whether through artificial simulation, dreams, or altering the state of their brains, the characters
all employ a means of escapism that is indicative of the degraded state of relationships and their
desire for a more fulfilling interaction.

The narrative of Feed takes place in two different realities—the external world, which is
rapidly becoming less important to the characters, and the world of the feed. When Titus and his
friends “go in mal” ( 237), they remove their minds from reality with a website that scrambles
their feed and limits their interactions. Even without illegal enhancements, the feed functions as
an alternate reality to physical communication. Link and Marty use a virtual game system the
feed offers, and “[can’t] see anything, just the gamefeed...” while they are using it (81). Under
normal circumstances the feed supplements reality with television shows and soothing
commercials. Removed from the physical world as they already are, they seek to remove
themselves further when they go into mal. The reality they exist in is not fulfilling, even when it
can be enhanced by the feed’s immersive technology.

The characters in “The People of Sand and Slag” also seek to remove themselves from
the external world. Their environment has been turned into a wasteland, and weeviltech has
made food a free resource. Money the characters earn goes to leisure—vacations, body
alterations, and Immersive Response games, which allow “full immersion and feedback...

people [get] so lost they [have] to take intravenous feedings or they wither away while they were
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inside” (Bacigalupi, 48). Like the feed, the Immersive Response games simulate physical
interactions, and indicate an absence of these in the physical world.

Bacigalupi uses Immersive Response artificial interaction systems to place technology in
opposition to the natural world. The characters decide the dog is not worth the relative costs
because “Immersive Response makes you smile” as well, which they argue is all the dog can do
anyway, “and you don’t have to clean up after its crap” (54). The conflict between organic and
efficient resolves with the most economic choice, and establishes escapism as a priority over the
eco-system for these people who transcended evolution.

The Road takes a different approach to escapism by regarding it as dangerous. Unlike
Feed or “The People of Sand and Slag,” there are no human interactions to return to after the
instance of escapism, only the loss. Because the present reality is so bleak, the father warns
against dreams “of some world that never was or some world that never will be” (McCarthy,
189). The eco-system is gone, so dreaming is no longer an artificial or alternate reality, but an
impossible one. The only reality left is hope for the boy’s future, and even that hinges on
whether or not the father will be able to “take [the boy] with [him]” when he dies (279). The
presence of escapism in Feed and “The People of Sand and Slag” indicates a desire to transcend
or abandon their dystopian worlds, while the struggle against escapism in The Road directly
faces the consequences of anthropocentricism. The world in the road, “barren, silent, godless”
(4), offers no more room to escape absolute death. The dreams the father calls “siren worlds”
recollect the lost eco-system and good human relationships: “a flowering wood where birds flew
before them he and the child and the sky was aching blue” (18). Unlike Immersive Response or
going in mal, escapism from a world bereft of organic life pulls back to dreams of the organic. In

a shadow world in shades of grey, it is better to avoid “dreams so rich in color” because, like the
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father says, “how else would death call you?” (21). The true motivation behind escapism in the
texts is to return to the green world and organic interaction that is impossible without a
functioning eco-system. Since the characters in The Road do not have this option, escapism
becomes dangerous and morbid.

The flawed relationships the texts identify embody distance between humans and the eco-
system in a setting where the organic has been disrupted or altered. A functioning role within the
environment is linked to fulfilling relationships, and removal from the environment eliminates
resources like language, community, and even the external world as a reference point for

identity. The absence of an eco-system in Feed, The Road, and “The People of Sand and Slag”

inhibits successful inter-human relationships, and in turn their own humanity.

I1I. Bodies

The changing nature of humanity in the absence of the natural world can be seen most
directly in the self-perception of the body. The sense of self in a physical context changes when a
functioning environment ceases to exist. Humans come to terms with understanding their body as
an organic component in an environment otherwise absent of natural life, or in some cases must
necessarily identify themselves as post-human, replacing their understanding of their bodies and
placement in an environment with inorganic or artificial substitutes.

Bodies in eco-apocalyptic fiction often take on technologically enhanced or inorganic
aspects of their new environment. They are framed as synthetic, altered, or otherwise removed

from the natural world. These characters’ bodies are transformed into vessels, a form of
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dehumanization that allows the distance between the characters and the natural world to be
localized to their own bodies.

Titus normalizes his dependency on the inorganic part of his brain: “before [the feed was
invented] they had to use their hands and their eyes. Computers were all outside the body. They
carried them around outside of them, in their hands, like if you carried your lungs in a briefcase
and opened it to breathe (Anderson, 48). The natural world and the tools to interact with it have
been replaced with internalized technology. The body is no longer directly in contact with the
environment, but screened through the feed. This apparent detachment from the organic human
is emphasized with language attributed to character actions. People are described as “flat-lining”
(7) instead of spacing out, or being “broken” instead of ill (202). The slang indicates a shift in
character’s self-perception. They understand their bodies in terms of a machine, and adopt
qualities of the inorganic.

The attack on Titus’ feed reveals him in a different context, and his dependency on the
synthetic enhancement on his mind comes to light. When he discovers he cannot find the
feednet, he panics: “I couldn’t find my Lunar GPS... I was starting to get scared, so I tried to
chat my parents...but there was no transmission etc., I was currently etc. So I opened my eyes”
(43). The natural functions of the body are suspended, and the inorganic sensory information
becomes primary. Titus treating his primary senses as secondary to technology reveals a deep
removal from the environment. Titus’ lack of dependency on vision, or any physical sense,
demonstrates how the physical world has less value than the artificial one implanted in his head.
Technology has created a middle-man of senses, and widened the gap considerably between
humans and the natural world. Even language surrounding the body lacks organic context. The

doctors working on Titus’ hacked feed tell him “we’re going to have to shut you off” (40), after
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which everything goes black like a computer screen. The way humans can be manipulated
through the feed removes them from free will and spontaneity associated with an organic
creature.

The feed has literally replaced many basic functions of the organic brain. Violet describes
what happens to the body when the feed malfunctions: “it’s tied in everywhere... the limbic
system, the motor cortex...the hippocampus... If the feed fails too severely, it could interfere
with basic processes. My heart could just...” (171). Humans have become physically dependent
on artificial means. The natural functions of the body can no longer support people, who have
opted for improved technblogy and an edge over others. The feed places distance between
human’s role in their own natural processes. Not only are humans disconnected from the
environment, but from their own physicality.

The mechanical language is not exclusive to Feed, however. The three characters of “The
People of Sand and Slag” drop out of the HEV helicopter, and their “exoskeletons shatter like
glass, flinging leaves into the sky. The shards flutter down around [them], black metallic petals
absorbing [the] enemy’s radar and heat detection while [they] roll to jarred vulnerable stops in
muddy scree” (41). The three characters are described in loosely organic words. An exoskeleton
is still organic, while leaves and petals pull the reader to the garden imagery. These natural
images are amended, however, to ‘black metallic petals’ made of shards of shrapnel, geared
towards the purpose of redirecting enemy fire. The characters are twice removed from their
natural state—exoskeletons separate them from human, and the synthetic material that frames
them removes them from the natural.

Mastery over genetics allows the characters to manipulate the body to add aesthetic

changes. The narrator casually describes: “After dinner we sat around and sharpened Lisa’s skin,
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implanting blades along her limbs so that she was like a razor from all directions™ (42). The
image here presents the human as a tool, and other characters tune that machine to create an
aesthetic piece of equipment, both attractive and violent. The characters “[work] on cutting her
skin down to the bone and setting the blades™ (43), a graphic and destructive scene described in
objective craftsmanship. This invasive manipulation of the body is a part of their society—
“Derma-Decora parties” are a common occurrence, “so everyone could do their modifications
and help out with the hard-to-reach-places™ (43). The casual manipulation of a person’s physical
form indicates removal from it. The characters acknowledge that their bodies are tools, and do
not have the instinctual fear of permanently damaging or altering them. Preserving their bodies
are not imperative to survival because they heals at such a rate that there is no vulnerability in
their physical forms. Even as they slice Lisa’s skin, her bio-engineered “flesh [keeps] trying to
close before [they] [have] the blades set” (43). The characters’ haphazard treatment of their own
bodies indicates they have lost touch with their physical forms, a parallel to their own intellectual
and cultural removal from the natural world.

The body as a vessel explores the most extreme instance of rejecting the environmental:
the characters even reject their own bodies, exploit them for efficiency or enjoyment. For a
sexual fantasy, the narrator plans to “amputate [Lisa] for the weekend, to let her try what she had
done to [him] the vacation before. It was a new thing in L.A., an experiment in vulnerability”
(52). Deliberately disabling oneself as a form of play demonstrates both a destructive habit and a
foreign act for an living creature. The actions the characters take seem to contradict the basic
survival instinct. Bacigalupi plays into readers’ anxieties about disassociation from the
environment with the sexual act. The narrator “lick[s] oil opals off her skin as [he] slice[s] off

her limbs, leaving her more dependent than a baby” (52), challenging not only the survival
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instincts of living creatures, but the relationships people have with their bodies. The sensual
language for such a violent act also reflects the society’s idea of resources. On the most basic
level of survival the characters do not understand the concept of nonrenewable—Lisa’s arms will
grow back by the next day. Their survival instincts have been manipulated to the point that they
see no consequence in exploiting anything. The scene asks—is the contemporary fear of
overextending environmental resources based on human dependency? The characters seductively
removing one another’s limbs on the polluted remains of Hawaii’s beaches suggests yes. When
humans become immortal, the environment no longer has a functional role.

Serving as the next step in the momentum of environmental apocalypse, The Road offers
a description of the man’s wife in dead but natural language: “In dreams his pale bride came to
him out of a green and leafy canopy. Her nipples pipeclayed and her rib bones painted white. She
wore a dress of gauze and her dark hair was carried up in combs of ivory, combs of shell...”
(18). Though the images—green and leafy canopy, rib bones, ivory,. and shell—are natural, the
accessories that adorn his wife are all decayed organic matter in the same grey scale as the eco-
apocalyptic world.

A comparatively organic character or creature represents the fragility and value of the
natural world. This character’s body is distinctly organic, even described in archaic words like
“swan” that the speaker should not have access to (Anderson, 41). The character closes the gap
with the reader and contrasts the society by managing to exist and survive as long as they do.
The artificial worlds reject these natural characters, and the tension between the inorganic society
and organic character is thematic to constructing value for a natural world most of the characters

have little knowledge of.
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Violet is an expression of the organic in Feed. Her name itself evokes images of life and
color, and the language describing her is full of natural imagery generally absent from the novel.
Her fingers feel “like the neck of a swan in the wind” (40), and she wears wool, “like from an
animal” (Anderson, 21), a concept alien to the other characters in the book who wear shiny
plastic coats. Violet’s physical description relates to animals and the natural force of the wind—
experiences that Titus, who grew up with little experience with the natural world outside of
humans, should not be able to recognize. Anderson closes the narrative gap and provides the
reader with a powerful natural image—the neck of a swan—to indicate that Violet is an organic
entity outside of her time.

Titus watches as she sips juice in zero gravity, admiring “the beauty of how that juice had
been born delicately from her lips, how it had been born whole, and how her tongue stood there
afterward to see the juice make its trembling progress into the world” (25). Titus visualizes
Violet in terms of fertility. Again Anderson steps in and provides the readers with an image they
may understand, though Titus does not—natural birth. Titus’ mother tells him about his
conception: “we went right to the conceptionarium...told the geneticists what we wanted, and
your father went in one room, and I went in the other....” (116-117). After that, Titus is born like
Violet, with no human presence in a room of machines. So when Titus describes the juice on
Violet’s lips as ‘born whole’ followed by the maternal image of the tongue watching ‘the juice
make its trembling progress into the world,” the narrative gap has been breached for the reader to
recognize Violet as a fertile and organic symbol. Violet’s introduction as a natural creature
contrasts the other characters and the world’s setting and introduces a new approach to

understanding the society.
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Violet’s close association with the natural world also makes her fragile. Violet explains,
“if you get the feed after you’re fully formed, [the feedware] doesn’t fit as snugly...it’s more
susceptible to malfunction” (170). So when Violet’s feed does get damaged, her body does not
recover because it is not as compatible with the feedware as the others. The feed is not as much a
symbiotic part of Violet as it is for Titus and his friends, and the disharmony portrays her as
more naturally human. However, she is still physically dependent on it, and the tension between
Violet and her strained relationship with the artificial part of her body reflects in Titus’ own
struggle between a holistic environmental consciousness in the product-driven society he was
raised. Violet finds that the society is an integral part of herself despite her awareness of her own
body, and needs the feed to establish a relationship with the society. Because Violet is a natural
symbol in a landscape of artificiality where all other elements of the natural have been replaced,
Violet is unable to survive.

Like Feed, “The People of Sand and Slag” narrates a society of physically enhanced
humans as they encounter the fragility of natural evolution. The invulnerability of the characters
creates a baffling gap between them and the fragile dog. Though the dog attempts to maul Jaak,
the man does not show any concern: “blood spurted around its muzzle as its teeth found Jaak’s
arteries. Jack laughed. His bleeding stopped” (43). The haphazard reaction to physical harm
protects the characters from their own bodies. With invulnerability comes independence, and the
characters no longer need an eco-system to sustain life. The dog, however, represents the
opposite side, a creature still dependent on the natural world and trapped by its body’s weakness.
Lisa says it “must be a bummer to wake up and find out you’re at the end of your evolutionary
curve” (43). The comment neglects the fact that humans in this world have superseded their own

evolution, while truncating the evolution of the other life on the planet. In a clever arrangement
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of words, the subsequent action, “the dég growled, determined to hang on” (43), referring to the
physical act of mauling Jaak’s arm, also serves as a response to Lisa. The dog’s existence attests
to the hardiness of organic life, geared towards optimal survival without the assistance of
artificial modification.

Like everything else that is good in The Road, the positive and organic instances are set
in the past—even the boy is conceived before the apocalyptic event, though born after. The
transition from memories of birds and colors to the dead grey world they exist in is similar to the

process of decay. In the time after the apocalyptic event and the setting of The Road, the father

remembers the survivors, or pilgrims, “...sitting in their rags by the side of the road like ruined
aviators... Their eyes bright in their skulls. Creedless shells of men tottering down the causeways
like migrants in a feverland. The frailty of everything revealed at last...” (McCarthy, 28). Rather
than present a character, or a dog, as a representation of the lost natural world, McCarthy instead
tracks the progression of the society and landscape to express the decline. The sharp contrast of a
“green and leafy canopy” that exists in memories and “black water running from under the
sodden drifts of ash” is met in the middle by death and decay that takes the readers along the
journey with the dehumanized characters rather than showing them aspects of the natural world
within the artificial landscape as seen in Feed and “The People of Sand and Slag” (18, 16).
Isolated from the natural world, some characters believe that by dominating it they have
transcended it. The characters assume likenesses of gods, immortal, or magical beings because
they operate independent of the environment. This assumption of authority is countered by dark
references to the cyclic nature of rebirth in myth and apocalyptic tradition. Each eco-apocalyptic
society’s rise is shadowed by an imminent decline voiced in the narrative if inaccessible to the

characters themselves. The characters can no longer consolidate the reality of their current bodies
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with their understanding of humanity, and assume their dominance over the natural world means
they have transcended the human rather than reduced it.

The ‘voice of the feed,’ the steady stream of media that transitions between select
chapters, offers an upderstanding that Titus would not have been able to reach alone:

Andwe are the nation of dreams. We are seers. We are wizards. We speak in

visions. Our letters are like flocks of doves, released from under our hats. We

have only to stretch out our hand and desire, and what we wish for settles like a

kerchief in our palm. We are arace of sorcerers, enchanters. We are Atlantis. We

are the wizard-isle of Mu.

W hat we wish for, is ours. (Anderson, 149)

The voice, no longer the familiar narrator Titus, elevates the society above humanity and above
the natural world into the abstract realm of magic. This instance emphasizes the power of the
consumer market Titus is a part of, but in doing so also paints it as terminal and foolhardy.
Atlantis and Mu—short for Lemuria—are both fictional continents said to have possessed
advanceci technology before their abrupt destruction (Lemuria). Though the passage elevates the
super-human power the society has achieved through advanced technology and an efficient
market system, the terminal tone darkens the glory.

Anderson recaps the transformation of the suburban world to metropolis, further
undercutting the feed’s description of humans as divine immortals. The suburban world shows
“the deer foaling, nestled in Dumpsters like a Nativity” (94), emphasizing ‘dumpsters’ and
‘nativity’ to pair two unlikely words. Dumpsters are the new landscapes, not the traditional
natural world, but a contemporary landscape for a suburban environment. Anderson combines

foaling deer, dumpsters, and nativity to create a displacement of the holy from human to the
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natural world. The deer replace Christ in the scene, with the backdrop of human waste. The holy
has transitioned from a human attribute to a natural one, and indicates the two are now separate.
Though the feed pushes the divinity of humans through progress, an examination of the society’s
evolution displaces divinity back to the destroyed natural world.

“The People of Sand and Slag” consider themselves above the eco-system as well, and
the “big brains and...weeviltech and...cellstims” that allowed them to outlive the eco-system
are, in that society, “everything that makes [their] life good” (Bacigalupi, 51). Though these
modifications allow the people of the society to forgo physical weaknesses, the poet Yearly
opposes the ideology that making life is a matter of getting “some building blocks and mak[ing]
something” as they do when creating centaurs (51). Yearly wrote:

Cut me I won’t bleed. Gas me I won’t breathe.

Stab me, shoot me, slash me, smash me

I have swallowed science

[ am God.

Alone. (50)

The poet serves as a springboard for Chet’s self-doubt, and allows the reader to access the
society critically. Yearly satirizes the anthropocentric treatment of the world, and says that by
becoming more powerful than the natural world, they have isolated themselves from it. Yearly’s
cynical assessment of the culture allows Chet to later ask: “...would [someone from the past]
even call [them] human?” (53). However, Lisa continues to voice the society’s
anthropocentricism: “no, they’d call us gods” (53). Dominion over the natural world creates a
sense of superiority in the characters, though Bacigalupi hints at the danger of this when likening

their ejection from the HEV to “falling like Icarus” (42), a reminder of the dangers of presuming
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more than a mortal should. This cautionary allusion is emphasized with the last physical detail of
the short story: “the Sun sank red in the distance” (54), the natural elements melted the wax
Icarus needed to fly, and he fell to his death. Like the ominous foreshadowing behind Feed’s
allusion to Atlantis and Lemuria, the patterns in myths assert themselves preceding a fall in the
eco-apocalyptic texts. Their bodies may have been altered above the reach of mortality, but the
characters are not gods.

Humanity’s demise is already established in The Road, and the relationship between the
self and the divine differ as well. Though the characters seem generally disillusioned to the mass
hubris in Feed and “The People of Sand and Slag,” even to the idea of god in general, there are
several moments in which characters seek divinity. In one instance, the boy thanks the old
owners of a food bunker they happen upon:

Dear people, thank you for all this food and stuff. We know that you saved it for

yourself and if you were here we wouldn’t eat it no matter how hungry we were

and we’re sorry that you didn’t get to eat it and we hope that you’re safe in

heaven with God. (McCarthy146)

The boy thanks the owners in the format of a blessing, or a prayer. Aspects of the vanished
society have come to replace ideas of god for the boy, who has never known society or a
community and his closest approximation of divinity is finding “the good guys” that “carry the
fire.” To contrast the child, the father, who witnessed society before its decline, sees no divinity
in the past. Like the voice of the feed, the narration pulls back to omniscient and almost seems to
address the reader: “Do you think that your fathers are watching? That they weigh you in their
ledgerbook? Against what? There is no book and your fathers are dead in the ground” (196).

Divinity in the past is an ideal that meets cold contrast with reality.
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The Road does offer opportunities for divinity, however. With nothing alive but people,
human’s connection through the body to the natural world is the only opportunity to access the
divine. When the man and the boy meet a stranger on the road, their mutual bafflement prompts
the man to think “perhaps he’d tum into a god and they to trees” (163). The idea categorizes the
man and the boy with the natural world, and the stranger—their first interaction with anyone that
is not hostile—is the traditional human vision of the divine. In that moment both go.ds and the
natural world are elevated to the same plane, and the importance of both are equally idealized in
their loss. The father asks the stranger, “what if I told you [the boy’s] a god?” but the man
responds “where men cant live gods fare no better” (172). The connection establishes a hierarchy
of divinity—men live off the natural world, gods live off men. In the loss of the natural world, all
aspects of divinity are disillusioned to the characters.

Independence through isolation and dominance over the natural world provides a
measure of i)ower, which the characters often mistake for divinity. The note of impending
destruction underlies the notion of divinity, however. The stilted relationship with their own
bodies—a natural component that still remains a product of biology—parallels society’s
relationship with the natural world. Each of the characters struggles to identify themselves when

their bodies are regularly seen as separate from them, resources to be used to their advantage.

Conclusion:

The eco-apocalypse is a new conversation, but not a new idea. Thomas Malthus’ Essay

on the Principle of Population in 1798 implored England to be conscious of over-populating and

consuming resources, and the inhabitants of Easter Island had plenty to say about resource
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scarcity. The apocalyptic treatment of environmental issues is a new and pressing topic, and the
eco-apocalypse has gained popularity both in framing the environment as a victim, like in

Margaret Atwood’s The Flood, or the aggressor, like the recent film directed by M. Night

Shyamalan, The Happening. A combination of green guilt and planetary mortality combines to

create penance through dehumanization in the face of an eco-apocalypse.

People define themselves by their interaction with the environment, both positively and
negatively. In reflection of the anxiety that led Europe to start “a crusade against biotech crops”
because engineered plants are “a dangerous contamination of the human food supply” (Theil),
people are conscious of their physical connection with the eco-system and see the un-tampered
eco-system as ideal. In eco-apocalyptic fiction, the consumption of natural resources becomes
rare, if not absent. People are forced to consume man-made goods, from food to building
materials, to survive. This alteration and exclusion from the environment has led to anxiety about
one’s personal relationship with the eco-system.

The characters that survive without an eco-system are altered to be not only less human,
but less alive. Those in Feed and “The People of Sand and Slag” physically have parts of their

biological body upgraded with a man-made enhancement, while in The Road, humanity slips

away with the eco-system and civilization. A certain amount of regret and self-blame exists in
these texts, where mistakes, pared down to what John Joseph Adams describes as “our love for
the simple solution to the complex problem” in his introduction to “The People of Sand and
Slag” (39), lead to destructive results for the environment. The characters act out a penance for
their behavior in the environmental apocalypse. These apocalyptic retributions can be seen in

Orson Scott Card’s Pastwatch, Ray Bradbury’s Martian Chronicles collection, and Philip K.

Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?. The environmental destruction is linked to a
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direct act that humans have committed. Even The Road, with its notoriously ambiguous
apocalypse, has a deterministic quality about it and warns that there is “No fall but preceded by a
declination” (McCarthy, 15).

The ecological apocalypse functions within the pattern of the apocalyptic tradition in
myth and popular culture. The society misbehaves in some way, so the gods punish them, or they
develop bombs, or plants start smacking people, and the cycle starts over. The apocalypse is
supposed to be a cosmic spring cleaning, designed to purify the world once more. In Earth
Abides, George Stewart says Homo sapiens will have only “three wholly sincere mourners”
(Stewart, 60), and those will be lice. An eco-apocalypse ends the cyclic nature of apocalypse,
however. Once the eco-system is dead, there is no foundation for a new society or landscape to
build upon. The diminished interactions the characters experience with the landscape,
community, and their own bodies as a result of departing from the natural world indicates how
strongly the environment enhances humanity. The eco-apocalyptic novels articulate an
interdependent relationship with the environment—not just for resources, but self-identity in the

eco-system’s greater mechanism.
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