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Abstract 
This paper examines Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior (2012) as a narrative of ecological vulnerability and shared 

precariousness in the context of climate change. Set in a rural Appalachian community, the novel foregrounds the unexpected 

migration of monarch butterflies as a visible marker of climatic disruption, transforming abstract environmental discourse into 

lived experience. Drawing selectively on Pramod K. Nayar’s concept of ecoprecarity, this study explores how environmental 

instability generates conditions of risk, uncertainty, and uneven survival for both human and nonhuman life. The analysis 

focuses on three interrelated dimensions: ecological disruption represented through the monarch butterflies, rural human 

vulnerability shaped by economic marginalisation, and the fragile interdependence between human and nonhuman worlds. 

Kingsolver’s narrative reveals that climate change intensifies existing social and economic insecurities, particularly within 

marginalised rural communities, while simultaneously threatening fragile ecological systems. By presenting climate change as 

a shared condition of vulnerability rather than an isolated environmental crisis, Flight Behavior calls for heightened ecological 

awareness and ethical responsibility. The paper argues that Kingsolver’s novel exemplifies ecoprecarity by foregrounding 

interconnected lives and emphasising the need to recognise coexistence within unstable environmental conditions. 
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Introduction  
Contemporary fiction has increasingly responded to the 

realities of climate change by foregrounding the fragile 

relationship between humans and the natural world. Rather 

than presenting nature as a passive backdrop, many recent 

novels depict ecological systems as unstable, vulnerable, 

and deeply intertwined with human lives. Within this 

literary context, Barbara Kingsolver occupies a significant 

position as a novelist who consistently engages with 

environmental concerns, ethical responsibility, and the 

consequences of ecological disruption. Her fiction reflects a 

sustained interest in how ordinary lives are shaped by 

environmental change and how human actions, beliefs, and 

indifference contribute to ecological instability. 

Flight Behavior (2012) is one of Kingsolver’s most direct 

engagements with climate change. Set in a rural 

Appalachian community, the novel centres on the 

unexpected migration of monarch butterflies, an event that 

signals broader climatic disturbances. Through this 

ecological phenomenon, Kingsolver draws attention to the 

interconnectedness of climate, landscape, and human 

livelihood, particularly within economically marginalised 

rural communities. The novel thus presents climate change 

not as an abstract scientific concept but as a lived 

experience that affects both human and nonhuman life. 

The qualitative, interpretative research methodology 

grounded in literary analysis is used here. The theoretical 

framework for the study is drawn selectively from Pramod 

K. Nayar’s concept of ecoprecarity, as articulated in 

Ecoprecarity: Vulnerable Lives in Literature and Culture 

(2020) [2]. Ecoprecarity is employed as a critical lens to 

understand how environmental instability produces 

conditions of shared vulnerability for both human and 

nonhuman life forms. Rather than applying the theory 

exhaustively, the study uses its key concepts—ecological 

instability, vulnerability, uneven exposure to environmental 

risk, and interdependence—to guide textual interpretation. 

The method of analysis involves close reading and thematic 

analysis of selected narrative episodes, character 

experiences, and ecological motifs within the novel. 

Particular attention is paid to the disrupted migration of 

monarch butterflies, representations of rural economic 

insecurity, and the ethical implications of climate awareness 

depicted in the text. These elements are examined to 

identify patterns of ecological and human precarity and to 

trace how environmental change shapes social, economic, 

and psychological dimensions of life in the novel. 

While the novel has often been read through environmental 

ethics and climate fiction, this study draws selectively on 

Pramod K. Nayar’s concept of ecoprecarity to frame its 

analysis. Ecoprecarity emphasises how environmental 

instability—caused by climate change, ecological 

degradation, and human intervention—creates conditions of 

risk, uncertainty, and uneven survival. Rather than viewing 

nature as a stable or self-correcting system, the concept 

foregrounds the shared vulnerability of ecosystems, animals, 

and human communities. 

Central to ecoprecarity is the idea of interdependence, where 

human life is inseparable from the health of the natural 

environment. Ecological disruptions do not affect nature 

alone they directly shape human livelihoods, social 

structures, and ethical choices. At the same time, 

ecoprecarity highlights the unequal exposure to 

environmental risk, as marginalised communities often bear 

the greatest consequences of ecological instability despite 

contributing least to its causes. 
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Ecoprecarity helps illuminate how Flight Behavior 

represents ecological disruption as a condition that produces 

shared vulnerability among humans and nonhuman life 

forms by Kingsolver’s portrayal of climate change as a lived 

reality that demands ecological awareness, ethical 

responsibility, and recognition of fragile coexistence. 
 

Climate Change and Monarch Butterflies in Flight 

Behavior 

In Flight Behavior, Barbara Kingsolver uses the disrupted 

migration of monarch butterflies as a visible and unsettling 

marker of climate change. The sudden appearance of 

millions of monarchs in the Appalachian landscape signals 

an ecological imbalance that cannot be explained through 

traditional seasonal patterns. The butterflies’ altered 

movement reflects the broader instability of natural systems 

affected by rising global temperatures and unpredictable 

weather conditions. Rather than presenting climate change 

as a distant or abstract phenomenon, Kingsolver grounds it 

in a striking ecological event that directly intrudes into 

everyday human life. 
The monarch butterflies’ function as ecological indicators, 
revealing the fragility of interconnected environmental 
systems. Kingsolver describes the landscape transformed by 
the insects, turning the mountainside into what appears as a 
living spectacle, a scene that initially evokes wonder but 
gradually gives way to unease. The beauty of the butterflies 
is inseparable from the knowledge that their presence in this 
region is a sign of ecological distress. It observes, the 
butterflies are not “supposed to be here,” and their arrival 
disrupts accepted understandings of nature’s order. This 
disruption foregrounds the uncertainty produced by climate 
change, where familiar ecological rhythms no longer hold. 
From the perspective of ecoprecarity, the monarchs embody 
the vulnerability of nonhuman life under conditions of 
environmental risk. Pramod K. Nayar argues “Ecoprecarity 
refers to the condition in which human and nonhuman lives 
are rendered vulnerable due to environmental degradation, 
climate change, and ecological instability, producing shared 
yet uneven conditions of risk and survival” (Nayar 2). The 
butterflies’ precarious survival—dependent on fragile 
climatic conditions—illustrates this vulnerability. Their 
migration is no longer guided by stable environmental cues, 
making their existence increasingly uncertain. 

Kingsolver further connects ecological disruption to human 

vulnerability by situating the butterfly phenomenon within a 

rural, economically fragile community. The altered climate 

affects not only wildlife but also farming practices, land use, 

and livelihoods. Dellarobia’s encounter with the butterflies 

forces a confrontation with environmental change that 

challenges local scepticism toward climate science. The 

novel thus reveals how Nayar emphasises that “ecoprecarity 

is characterised by the unequal distribution of environmental 

risk, where socially and economically vulnerable 

populations experience disproportionate exposure to 

ecological instability” (Nayar 4).  

Through the monarch butterflies, Flight Behavior presents 

climate change as a condition of shared vulnerability rather 

than isolated environmental loss. The butterflies are neither 

symbolic ornaments nor passive victims; they are active 

participants in an ecoprecarious world where survival is 

uncertain. Kingsolver’s portrayal aligns with an 

ecoprecarious understanding of ecology, where climate 

instability exposes the delicate interdependence of human 

life, animal species, and environmental systems. 

Human Vulnerability and Rural Precarity in Flight 

Behavior 

In Flight Behavior, ecological disruption is closely 

intertwined with the rural Appalachian community in which 

the novel is set. Kingsolver situates climate change within a 

landscape marked by economic insecurity, limited access to 

resources, and social marginalisation. The novel makes clear 

that environmental instability does not affect all populations 

equally, instead, it exacerbates existing inequalities, 

rendering already vulnerable communities more precarious. 

Dellarobia Turnbow’s life exemplifies this condition of rural 

precarity. Living on a struggling sheep farm, constrained by 

poverty, gendered expectations, and lack of mobility, she 

experiences vulnerability long before the arrival of the 

monarch butterflies. Climate change intensifies these 

conditions by destabilising agricultural practices and 

threatening fragile livelihoods. The unpredictability of 

weather patterns, soil erosion, and the looming loss of land 

shows how environmental crises translate directly into 

human insecurity. Kingsolver thus links ecological change 

to everyday survival, showing that climate disruption is not 

merely environmental but profoundly social. 

From an ecoprecarity perspective, this intersection of 

ecological and human vulnerability is crucial. Pramod K. 

Nayar argues that ecoprecarity foregrounds lives lived under 

conditions of constant risk, where environmental instability 

produces economic, social, and ethical consequences. In 

Flight Behavior, rural communities bear the burden of 

climate change while lacking the institutional power or 

resources to respond effectively. Scientific discourse 

surrounding climate change often appears distant or 

inaccessible to them, further deepening their sense of 

exclusion and precarity. 

Kingsolver also exposes how skepticism toward climate 

science within the community is rooted not simply in 

ignorance but in fear and survival anxiety. Accepting the 

reality of climate change would mean acknowledging 

threats to land, livelihood, and identity. This resistance 

highlights a key dimension of ecoprecarity: vulnerability is 

not only material but psychological and cultural. The novel 

suggests that ecological awareness emerges unevenly, 

shaped by economic pressure and social marginalisation. 

By portraying rural life as entangled with environmental 

uncertainty, Flight Behavior challenges dominant narratives 

that frame climate change as a future or urban concern. 

Instead, Kingsolver reveals how rural populations 

experience climate change as an immediate and 

destabilising force. Human vulnerability in the novel 

mirrors the ecological fragility symbolised by the monarch 

butterflies, reinforcing the idea that human and nonhuman 

lives are bound together within precarious environmental 

conditions. 

 

Human–Nonhuman Interdependence in Flight Behavior 

Flight Behavior consistently emphasises the 

interdependence between human life and the nonhuman 

world, challenging anthropocentric assumptions of control 

and dominance over nature. The monarch butterflies are not 

presented merely as background symbols but as living 

beings whose survival is intricately connected to climatic 

conditions shaped by human actions. Their altered migration 

patterns reveal how ecological systems respond to 

environmental stress, making visible the consequences of 

climate change on nonhuman life forms. 
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Kingsolver portrays this interdependence through 

Dellarobia’s growing awareness of the fragile balance 

between human existence and ecological health. Initially 

perceived as a miraculous or economic opportunity, the 

presence of the butterflies gradually becomes a source of 

ethical reflection. The novel underscores that human 

responses to ecological phenomena—whether driven by 

curiosity, exploitation, or denial—have direct implications 

for nonhuman survival. This recognition destabilises the 

idea of human separation from nature and instead 

foregrounds coexistence within shared environmental 

conditions. 

Ecoprecarity, when applied selectively, helps illuminate this 

fragile coexistence. As Pramod K. Nayar suggests, 

ecological vulnerability is not confined to nonhuman life but 

extends across species boundaries, binding humans and 

animals within the same structures of risk and uncertainty. 

In Flight Behavior, the fate of the butterflies is inseparable 

from human decisions regarding land use, environmental 

responsibility, and climate awareness. The novel thus 

presents ecological crisis as a collective condition rather 

than an isolated environmental issue. 

Through its focus on interdependence, Flight Behavior 

advances an ethical vision that calls for attentiveness, 

humility, and care toward the nonhuman world. Kingsolver 

suggests that recognising ecological interconnectedness is 

essential for responding meaningfully to climate change. 

The novel’s emphasis on shared vulnerability reinforces the 

idea that human survival itself depends on the preservation 

of fragile ecological systems. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has examined Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight 

Behavior as a narrative that foregrounds ecological 

vulnerability and shared precariousness in the context of 

climate change. By focusing on the disrupted migration of 

monarch butterflies, rural human insecurity, and human–

nonhuman interdependence, the study highlights how 

environmental instability shapes both natural ecosystems 

and everyday human lives. Rather than presenting 

ecological crisis as a distant or abstract concern, Flight 

Behavior situates it within a specific social and 

environmental context, revealing the uneven ways in which 

climate change is experienced. The need for ecological 

awareness that recognises interdependence and vulnerability 

across species boundaries are explored through its nuanced 

depiction of fragile coexistence, Flight Behavior contributes 

meaningfully to contemporary climate-conscious fiction and 

invites readers to reconsider their ethical relationship with 

the natural world. 
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