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ABSTRACT

This study explores the intersection of metaphor and ideology in
contemporary Anglophone climate fiction, analyzing how figurative
language shapes environmental perception and encodes ideological
positions on climate change. Drawing on frameworks from
cognitive stylistics and ecocriticism, the research examines how
conceptual metaphors such as "the Earth is a patient" or "climate
change is war" influence narrative structure, reader empathy, and
ethical engagement. The study conducts a detailed stylistic analysis
of selected novels—Flight Behavior by Barbara Kingsolver, The
Overstory by Richard Powers, and The Ministry for the Future by
Kim Stanley Robinson—to investigate how metaphor operates not
only as a linguistic device but as a cognitive and ideological tool.
Findings suggest that metaphorical framing plays a critical role in
shaping readers’ conceptualizations of ecological crisis, often
reinforcing or challenging dominant discourses around
sustainability, agency, and responsibility. By placing metaphor at
the center of analysis, this paper contributes to a deeper
understanding of how climate fiction not only narrates ecological
breakdown but also participates in the ideological struggle over
how we imagine the future of the planet.

Keywords: Climate fiction; cognitive stylistics; conceptual
metaphor; ecocriticism; environmental ideology; figurative
language; narrative empathy; metaphor framing; climate change
narratives; eco-narratology

Introduction

In recent years, climate fiction—or "cli-fi"—has emerged as a
significant literary genre engaging with the realities and urgencies
of anthropogenic climate change. As rising global temperatures,
ecological collapse, and biodiversity loss increasingly occupy
public consciousness, authors have turned to fiction not only to
dramatize these crises but also to reframe how we think about
them. Yet beyond dramatization, climate fiction plays a deeper role:
it participates in shaping the imaginative frameworks through
which readers conceptualize environmental problems and their
possible solutions. One of the most powerful tools by which this is
achieved is metaphor.

Metaphors are not merely decorative features of language;
they are fundamental to how humans think, reason, and act. As
theorized by Lakoff and Johnson (1980) in Metaphors We Live By,
metaphors structure our conceptual systems, influencing
everything from emotional response to political ideology. In the
context of climate fiction, metaphor becomes a cognitive and
ideological tool that organizes narratives of environmental decline,
frames human-nature relations, and constructs agency and blame.
Whether the Earth is imagined as a fragile body, a battlefield, or a
wounded mother, each metaphor shapes what readers perceive as
real, urgent, and solvable. Despite this, the role of metaphor in
climate fiction remains underexplored within both literary criticism
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and cognitive linguistics.

This study investigates the metaphorical and ideological
dimensions of climate fiction through the lens of cognitive
stylistics, a subfield of stylistics that analyzes how language
structures perception and experience. It draws on conceptual
metaphor theory, narrative empathy, and ecocritical perspectives
to examine how climate fiction not only represents ecological crisis
but actively mediates the way readers think about climate
change. By focusing on novels that blend scientific insight with
fictional storytelling—namely, Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior,
Richard Powers’s The Overstory, and Kim Stanley Robinson’s The
Ministry for the Future—this research traces the figurative patterns
that guide readers’ affective and ethical orientations.

The central premise of this paper is that metaphor in climate
fiction is ideologically loaded. It does not merely describe
ecological reality but constructs it, often reflecting deeper political,
cultural, and philosophical beliefs about nature, society, and the
future. Understanding how metaphor functions in these narratives
is crucial for unpacking the ideological underpinnings of
environmental discourse, especially at a time when the climate
crisis demands not only scientific facts but transformative ways
of imagining planetary futures.

Research Questions
1. How are conceptual metaphors employed in climate fiction to
frame environmental crisis and human responsibility?
2. What ideological perspectives are encoded through
metaphorical language in selected climate novels?
3. How does metaphor influence narrative structure, reader
empathy, and ethical orientation in climate fiction?
4. In what ways do these metaphors challenge or reinforce
dominant environmental discourses?
Objectives
e To analyze the role of metaphor in constructing
environmental meaning in climate fiction
e To examine the ideological implications of metaphorical
framing in selected literary texts
« To apply cognitive stylistic methods to literary
representations of climate change
e To contribute to the interdisciplinary dialogue between
literary criticism, cognitive linguistics, and environmental
humanities
Methodology
This research employs a qualitative, interpretive methodology
rooted in cognitive stylistics, with particular attention to
conceptual metaphor theory and its applications in literary
discourse. The objective is to identify and analyze metaphorical
structures in selected climate fiction texts and evaluate how they
convey specific ideological stances regarding climate change,
nature, and human agency. The methodology is interdisciplinary,
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bridging insights from literary criticism, cognitive linguistics, and
environmental humanities.

The theoretical foundation of this study is provided by
Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) conceptual metaphor theory, which
posits that abstract ideas are often understood in terms of more
concrete, embodied experiences. In climate fiction, this might
include metaphors like “the Earth is sick,” “climate change is a
ticking time bomb,” or “nature is a battlefield.” These metaphors
are not random embellishments but cognitive models that guide
perception and action. To analyze these metaphors, the study also
draws on Stockwell’s (2002) model of cognitive poetics, which
considers how readers interact with literary texts through schema
theory, deixis, and text-world construction.

The novels selected for analysis—Flight Behavior (Barbara
Kingsolver), The Overstory (Richard Powers), and The Ministry for
the Future (Kim Stanley Robinson)—were chosen based on their
critical engagement with ecological themes, their use of rich
figurative language, and their diverse narrative strategies. These
texts offer fertile ground for metaphor analysis due to their overt
environmental concerns, their blending of science and fiction, and
their popularity among general and scholarly audiences.

The method involves close reading of these texts to identify
recurring metaphorical patterns. These metaphors are then
categorized according to their conceptual mappings (e.g., “climate
is war,” “nature is a patient”) and analyzed for their ideological
implications—such as whether they promote anthropocentrism,
eco-centrism, techno-optimism, or systemic critique. Narrative
positioning, character responses, and reader alignment are also
examined to understand how these metaphors influence ethical
engagement and cognitive framing.

This qualitative approach enables the research to move
beyond surface-level description to explore how metaphor shapes
narrative ideology and reader cognition. By combining linguistic
analysis with ecological insight, the methodology provides a
framework for interpreting how language mediates our most urgent
environmental imaginaries.

Literature Review

The interdisciplinary study of metaphor, ideology, and climate
fiction has gained increasing traction in recent years, as scholars
recognize that how we talk about climate change affects how we
respond to it. This literature review outlines three primary domains
of inquiry—cognitive metaphor theory, ecocriticism, and climate
fiction studies—and situates this research at their intersection. It
also identifies key scholarly debates surrounding metaphor's
ideological function in shaping environmental narratives.

Metaphor as Cognition: From Linguistic Ornament to Conceptual
Frame

The reconceptualization of metaphor as a cognitive, rather than
purely rhetorical, phenomenon began with George Lakoff and
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Mark Johnson’s (1980) groundbreaking work Metaphors We Live By.
They argued that metaphors structure thought, allowing us to make
sense of abstract concepts through concrete, embodied experiences.
According to conceptual metaphor theory (CMT), expressions like
“climate crisis is a ticking time bomb” are not mere flourishes but
reveal deep-rooted mental models— “CRISIS IS WAR” or “CLIMATE
IS AN ENEMY.” These metaphors shape public discourse and
influence emotional and behavioral responses.

More recent studies, such as Kovecses (2005) and Charteris-
Black (2011), have extended this insight into political and
ideological domains, demonstrating how metaphor frames public
policy debates and reinforces particular worldviews. In
environmental discourse, metaphors can evoke urgency (“climate
time bomb”), victimhood (“Mother Earth wounded”), or control
(“geoengineering as climate surgery”), each carrying distinct ethical
and political implications. These metaphorical frames influence
how readers assign responsibility, imagine solutions, and interpret
risk.

Metaphor in Literary Discourse: A Stylistic Perspective

In literary studies, metaphor has long been central to poetic and
narrative analysis, but its cognitive dimensions have received
renewed attention through the work of scholars like Peter
Stockwell (2002), Elena Semino (2008), and Michael Burke (2014).
Stockwell’s cognitive poetics emphasizes how readers build mental
“text-worlds” shaped by metaphorical and stylistic cues. Semino,
meanwhile, has applied CMT to literary texts dealing with illness,
war, and trauma, showing how metaphor influences not only
narrative but also reader empathy and moral alignment.

These studies argue that metaphor in literature does not
merely convey emotion or symbol; it constructs perspective. The
stylistic repetition of certain metaphors can establish ideological
consistency or contradiction. For instance, a character who sees
nature as “resilient” versus one who describes it as “wounded”
introduces a clash of ethical positions. In climate fiction, this
dynamic becomes especially potent because metaphor is used not
only to construct individual characters but to frame entire
planetary conditions.

Ecocriticism and Environmental Narratives

Ecocriticism, as the literary study of nature and the environment,
has provided the ethical and ideological lens through which climate
fiction is often interpreted. Foundational works like Lawrence
Buell’'s The Environmental Imagination (1995) and Cheryll
Glotfelty’s The Ecocriticism Reader (1996) established nature
writing and literary environmentalism as areas of critical concern.
More recent ecocritical scholarship, such as Timothy Clark (2015)
and Greg Garrard (2020), has turned to the Anthropocene, asking
how literature responds to the complexity and scale of planetary
crisis.

A key insight from ecocriticism is that stories about the
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environment are always ideologically inflected. How the
environment is depicted—whether as sacred, commodified,
threatened, or restored—reflects deeper cultural values. Scholars
like Ursula Heise (2008) have emphasized the importance of
narrative scale, showing how climate fiction must navigate
between the intimacy of personal experience and the vastness of
planetary systems. This creates a unique challenge for metaphor,
which must compress vast phenomena into graspable images.
Climate Fiction and Metaphorical Framing

Climate fiction, or "cli-fi," is a relatively new but rapidly expanding
genre. It includes a wide range of literary texts—from speculative
futures and eco-dystopias to realist narratives of environmental
change—that seek to grapple with the political, emotional, and
ethical stakes of climate change. Scholars such as Adam Trexler
(2015) and Adeline Johns-Putra (2019) have examined how climate
fiction constructs ethical subjectivities and future imaginaries.
However, there remains limited research on the specific role of
metaphor in shaping these narratives.

One exception is the work of Elena Semino et al. (2017), who
studied metaphor in climate communication, including some
fictional contexts. Their findings suggest that war metaphors tend
to elicit fear and helplessness, whereas metaphors of care (e.g.,
“the Earth needs healing”) invite more constructive engagement.
This resonates with Charteris-Black’s (2011) contention that
metaphor both reflects and generates ideology—making it a site of
political contestation within climate fiction.

Despite this growing body of scholarship, few studies have
undertaken detailed cognitive-stylistic analyses of metaphor in
climate fiction novels. Most work either focuses on visual media,
nonfiction, or thematic concerns rather than literary form. This gap
reveals a critical opportunity to explore how metaphor functions
stylistically and ideologically within fictional texts that attempt to
reimagine the climate crisis.

Positioning This Study

This research builds on these theoretical foundations to explore
how metaphor operates in selected works of Anglophone climate
fiction. It aims to bridge the divide between literary stylistics and
environmental humanities, arguing that metaphors are central to
the ideological work of climate fiction. By examining not only what
metaphors appear but how they function in relation to character,
plot, and narrative framing, the study contributes a formalist
perspective to a genre often discussed primarily in thematic or
ethical terms. Ultimately, it seeks to show that metaphor is not just
a way to write about climate change—it is a way to think about it.
Findings and Discussion

Through close analysis of the three selected climate fiction
novels—Flight Behavior by Barbara Kingsolver, The Overstory by
Richard Powers, and The Ministry for the Future by Kim Stanley
Robinson—this section explores how metaphor operates as both a
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cognitive scaffold and an ideological lens. The findings are
organized thematically, focusing on how different metaphorical
frameworks structure environmental meaning and ethical
positioning. Across all three texts, metaphor proves not merely
descriptive but ideologically formative, shaping how characters and
readers perceive the climate crisis, its causes, and its solutions.
Metaphors of Illness and Healing: Nature as Patient

In Flight Behavior, Kingsolver frequently deploys metaphors that
liken the environment to a sick or injured body, positioning
nature as a patient in need of diagnosis, care, and rehabilitation.
The recurring imagery of infection, imbalance, and fever—
especially in the descriptions of displaced monarch butterflies—
frames climate change as a biological crisis rather than a
mechanical or economic one. These metaphors evoke empathy and
moral obligation, encouraging readers to see ecological stewardship
in therapeutic terms.

For example, the protagonist Dellarobia describes the
butterflies’ unexpected migration as “an immune system gone
haywire,” and climate scientists in the novel refer to the warming
Appalachian mountains as a “fever” in the Earth’s body. Such
metaphors elicit protective instincts and emotional engagement,
but they also subtly shift agency: the Earth is framed as passive,
requiring external intervention rather than asserting autonomous
resilience. This metaphorical framework aligns with liberal
environmental ideology, emphasizing personal responsibility, care
ethics, and scientific management.

Nature as Network: Metaphors of Connectivity and
Consciousness

In The Overstory, Powers structures the novel around a powerful
metaphor of interconnectedness, often describing trees as part of
a vast neural or digital network. Trees “talk,” “warn,” “remember,”
and “parent” each other—a metaphorical system grounded in real
mycorrhizal science but rendered with deep cognitive and
emotional resonance. The metaphor of the forest as a brain or
collective intelligence reframes nature as sentient and relational,
dissolving the human/nature binary.

This metaphorical framing carries significant ideological
weight. It undercuts capitalist logics of extraction and competition
by presenting nature not as resource but as community. The
narrative voice adopts the tone of awe, humility, and reverence,
reinforcing a deep ecological worldview. Moreover, this metaphor
motivates characters toward radical environmental activism, even
eco-terrorism, illustrating how metaphor not only organizes
thought but also justifies action. The metaphor of the “mother tree”
in particular becomes a symbol of sacrifice, legacy, and resilience,
imbuing ecological resistance with spiritual and intergenerational
meaning.
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Climate Crisis as War and Emergency: Metaphors of Urgency in
The Ministry for the Future

Kim Stanley Robinson’s The Ministry for the Future is replete with
war metaphors: climate change is described as “an existential war,”
“a civilizational emergency,” and “a planetary battle for survival.”
These metaphors frame the crisis in terms of conflict, sacrifice, and
decisive action, drawing on the logic of militarization to justify
systemic intervention, including geoengineering, state surveillance,
and economic overhaul. The metaphor of “declaring war on carbon”
recurs throughout the text, echoed in bureaucratic and activist
language alike.

These metaphors are cognitively effective—they establish
stakes, enemies, and urgency—but they also carry ideological
consequences. They centralize technocratic authority, invite
authoritarian responses, and limit imaginative openness. By casting
the climate crisis as a war to be won, the novel risks
overshadowing relational or restorative paradigms. However,
Robinson also complicates this metaphor: the narrative includes
dissenting voices, ethical debates, and non-violent grassroots
efforts, allowing the metaphor to operate dialectically rather than
uncritically.

Competing Metaphors and Ideological Tension

A key finding across the texts is the presence of competing
metaphorical systems that reflect ideological tensions within
climate discourse. For instance, The Ministry for the Future
oscillates between metaphors of war and healing; Flight Behavior
blends religious awe with scientific diagnosis; and The Overstory
juxtaposes lyrical naturalism with radical political action. These
tensions are not flaws but deliberate stylistic choices that mirror
the moral complexity of the climate crisis.

Moreover, the novels demonstrate that metaphor functions
not only at the level of language but also at the level of narrative
structure. In The Overstory, the story arcs of characters mirror the
growth rings of trees—expansive, overlapping, and cyclical. In
Flight Behavior, the restricted focalization and internal monologue
deepen the reader’s immersion into Dellarobia’s cognitive struggle
with ecological knowledge. In The Ministry for the Future, shifting
narrative perspectives simulate the multiplicity of global climate
politics, reinforcing the metaphor of climate as polyphonic
emergency.

Reader Alignment and Empathy through Metaphor

Metaphors also play a crucial role in shaping reader empathy and
ethical orientation. The patient metaphor in Flight Behavior invites
care; the network metaphor in The Overstory encourages relational
thinking; and the war metaphor in The Ministry for the Future
incites urgency. These metaphorical framings guide not only
character behavior but also reader response, making metaphor a
tool of ideological alignment.

In this way, metaphor becomes central to what ecocritics call
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“narrative ethics”—the capacity of stories to cultivate
responsibility and emotional engagement. By embedding
metaphors in character voice, focalization, and plot progression,
these novels model ways of feeling, thinking, and acting in the face
of ecological crisis.

Research Gap

While metaphor has been extensively studied in climate
communication and political rhetoric, its role in climate fiction—
especially from a cognitive stylistic perspective—remains
underexplored. Existing research on climate fiction often
emphasizes thematic analysis or speculative world-building, with
less attention paid to the figurative language that mediates
ecological experience. Furthermore, most metaphor studies in
environmental discourse focus on journalistic or scientific
language, overlooking the literary nuance and ideological
complexity that fiction provides.

Another underdeveloped area is the intersection of
metaphor and ideology in climate fiction. While scholars have
noted the prevalence of metaphors like "Mother Earth" or "climate
war," few have conducted in-depth analyses of how these
metaphors function within narrative structure, shape reader
empathy, or express competing environmental ideologies.
Additionally, comparative analysis across diverse novels—with
varying narrative strategies and political outlooks—is rare. This
paper addresses these gaps by offering a detailed cognitive stylistic
analysis of metaphor in multiple climate fiction texts,
demonstrating how metaphor not only reflects but constructs
ideological meaning in the narrative of climate crisis.

Conclusion

This study has examined how metaphor functions in climate fiction
as both a cognitive and ideological force. Through close analysis of
Flight Behavior, The Overstory, and The Ministry for the Future, it
has shown that metaphor operates not just at the level of language
but across narrative voice, structure, and ethical framing. Whether
depicting nature as a wounded patient, a conscious network, or a
war-torn battlefield, each novel mobilizes metaphor to shape how
readers imagine environmental crisis, its causes, and potential
responses.

The findings confirm that metaphor in climate fiction is
ideologically charged. It invites readers into specific ways of
thinking and feeling—evoking care, urgency, guilt, or solidarity.
These metaphors frame not only what is at stake but who is
responsible and what kinds of actions are desirable or dangerous.
In doing so, they participate in the broader cultural contest over
how the climate crisis is understood and addressed.

By combining cognitive stylistics with ecocritical insight, this
research affirms that literary metaphor is more than a linguistic
ornament—it is a tool for environmental imagination. As climate
fiction continues to evolve, understanding the metaphorical
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foundations of its storytelling will be crucial for assessing how

literature helps (or hinders) our capacity to think ethically and act

collectively in the face of planetary crisis.
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