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Abstract: Ecology and society are two mutually integrated organic systems and 
both undergo growth, development, and dissolution. As they are integrated, a 
change in one system can cause a constructive or destructive alteration in the 
other. The novel Flight Behavior throws light on the eco-social perforations and 
malfunctioning, the underlying causes, the impending cataclysms and the future 
possibilities of a global as well as a local issue. It implicates the catastrophes in 
nature due to climate change and warns the readers to be cautious. There is also 
a warning to listen to their inner conscience and maintain the symmetry of 
nature. Through the migration of monarch butterflies to a place different from 
their normal migratory site and the imbalances in the lives of the residents of 
Feather town, Tennessee, the author tries to bring in the possibilities of conflicts 
in the nature and in the lives of its human and non-human inhabitants which 
can contributes to their “flight behavior.” The novel was inspired by a real 
disaster that happened in Mexico in 2010, a few years before publication of the 
novel. With the juxtaposition of fact and fiction, it performs its didactic role to 
develop a socially conscious and ecologically literate citizenry through the 
elaboration of human negligence on nature and expresses the author’s 
optimism for a “new earth”. The implicit fact is that the possibilities of change 
in an otherwise imbalanced, nonchalant and egocentric social psyche is possible 
only through the involvement of an ethic of care. 
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  Ecology and society are two mutually integrated organic systems and both 
undergo growth, development, and dissolution. As they are integrated, a change in one 
system causes a constructive or destructive alteration in the other. “In principle, natural 
balance and human needs are complementary, in the sense that if the human species 
violates natural balance-that is, violates ecological criteria of sustainability-it will only be 
undermining the conditions of its own well-being” (Wallis 9). Capitalism and patriarchy 
commodified everything, exploited nature and thereby undermined the basis of a 
sustainable future. The survival of human species is at risk. The novel throws light on the 
eco-social perforations and malfunctioning, the underlying causes, the impending 
cataclysms and the future possibilities highlighting a global issue of climate change. The 
novel can be measured as a propaganda writing which exposes the philosophy of its eco-
social activist author who exhorts to save ecology before it gets enslaved completely by 
the dominant “Anthropocene epoch” (web). 

  Flight Behaviour, written in 2012 exposes the deviation in the evolutionary span 
of humans and non-humans and their struggle for survival, taking inspiration from a real 
disaster that happened in Mexico in 2010. The plot discusses the gradual transformation, 
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self-awareness and growth of its central character Dellarobia Turnbow through various 
stages. Ian Agnus in his review of the novel in the journal Climate and Capitalism 
explains that “Flight Behavior is a complex picture of the reality of poverty and class 
divisions in the world’s richest country, of rapidly changing social values even in the 
reddest of red states, and above all of the impact of climate change on the daily lives of 
ordinary working people.”  

  With a perfect blend of fact and fiction, evidence and beliefs, the novel 
incorporates the reaction of different social and economic groups in America to the 
disaster of global warming. It tries to educate the reader, and develop a socially conscious 
and ecologically literate citizenry through the elaboration of human negligence on nature. 
“Not a preacher, Kingsolver skillfully weaves her political ideologies into the fabric of 
her fiction, often subtly enlightening her reader through educating a character” (Schlager 
2001). In an interview to Time magazine Kingsolver said Flight Behavior was written: 

“because I wanted to write about that particular culture war (global warming). I 
live in Southern Appalachia and I am surrounded, literally, my home is 
surrounded by farms and by coal mines. Our agriculture here has gone through 
one disaster year after another, so climate change is not some kind of abstract 
future threat here. It is killing our farm economy. We have had record heat 
years...….Here we are, caught between the devil and the deep blue sea. What can 
I do but write a novel?” (Wagner 19)   

  The objective of this paper is to expose the “flight behaviour” occurring in the 
natural ecology and in the lives of human inhabitants of rural Tennessee by anti-
ecological forces. An attempt is also made to explore the possibilities of survival in an 
otherwise imbalanced, nonchalant and egocentric social psyche through the involvement 
of a feminine ethic of care. 

  The novel highlights the disparities in the personal life of a Dellarobia Turnbow 
and in the geography in Feathertown which forms a part of her life. The incidents in the 
whole text are approached in two angles-ecological and sociological, to understand and to 
derive a conclusion that supports a sustainable future. The eco concerns in the novel can 
be analysed first. The ecological goal of a society as described by Victor Wallis in the 
article Toward Ecological Socialism is to make sure of a life wherein human beings live 
in balance with the rest of nature. The detailed elucidation of the ecology of rural 
Tennessee gives grim pictures of an ecology hurtling through changing seasons, 
intermittent floods, changing migratory patterns of birds, unexpected or unprecedented 
delivery and deaths of its livestock. People like Bear Turnbow resort to logging in order 
to save his falling finance because agriculture is no more a profitable livelihood for the 
inhabitants of Southern Appalachian villages. Dangerous pesticides like DDT are not a 
matter of concern for them and they continue using it for killing pests. The religious 
conformism and the church hold their lives together which in turn consolidate a strong 
belief that everything happens on earth are to be accepted as they are just the will of God.  
According to American biologist Barry Commoner, the capitalist system and its 
technology are responsible for the destruction of the environment and nature’s fury 
appears in its various manifestations like floods, mud slides, unexpected rain and storm. 
With an ecofeminist and activist approach Barbara Kingsolver ``illustrates how we can 
and must give voice to those who have been ‘disproportionately’ harmed-named women 
and ecology” (Austenfield 54) 

  Similarly, by taking the socialist goal into consideration, is to envision a society 
of natural balance that has overcome inequalities of race, gender and region and offers a 
favourable life setting for every human being.  Dellarobia Turnbow belongs to a 
community where education and job are not considered as necessary qualities for women.  
She had a “hasty marriage” at seventeen and feels herself enslaved inside a stagnant life. 
Cub Turnbow, instead of being a supportive partner, is submissive to his parents and is 
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always passive. The world of Dellarobia begins and ends inside the four walls of her 
house and inside the kitchen and the only outlet to the outside world is her occasional 
trips outside with friend Dovey. Both Cub and Dellarobia are “kids sitting in the backseat 
of a car” (55) for Cub’s parents. She is just a “piece of work” (13) for her mother in law, 
Hester.  Dellarobia’s lack of experience and expertise in agriculture and in the family 
business of shearing of lambs and skirting of wool is often criticised. When the novel 
opens, Dellarobia is described as desperately proceeding uphill to “wreck her reputation.” 
(4)  The intention to destroy her life (by committing adultery) is a reaction to her failure to 
be loved and to be independent in a household where she is just the “other”.  “The red 
headed ghosts,” the orange butterflies stop her on the way and give her a chance to realise 
her identity and self-worth in the next phase of her life, described in the novel. 

  The first chapter gives a hint of the pathological state of affairs with respect to the 
land and its people. There is a description which says, “Their pasture looked drowned” 
and their orchard in the next yard is “dying under the rain.”  Wetted summers and mild 
winters of recent years brought new pests, and hence Dellarobia imagines that the “flock 
of orange wobbling which crossed overhead” (14) are “tree fungus”. The forest area 
where the butterflies get settled is already barren by that time and many butterflies are 
resting even on the path. But for the local inhabitants including Dellarobia, the huge 
migration of monarch butterflies is only a cautionary miracle or just “Lord’s business”. 
Dellarobia who first witnesses it is considered as a “lady with a vision”. Even her passive 
husband Cub, started seeing her with reverence.  Cub and Hester are happy when 
Dellarobia is “conferred” with the tiles, “wonder woman (106)” and “our lady of 
butterflies.” (106) For Cub the unexpected gathering of butterflies is nothing but the 
“tenth wonder of the world” (76). But  Dellarobia, realises that the way of connecting 
every incident in life with God is “a big fat incentive to ignore bad news” (416).Though 
her “divine connection” is accepted by her in laws, they cannot accept the importance she 
receives through media and accuse her for going public by giving interviews. The deep 
rooted beliefs and culture give no room for reality but extend a gender biased treatment to 
its women. For such social constructs, Earth is a commodity for man to enjoy and 
consider him as its sole proprietor. 

  All the disasters do not stop Cub’s father Bear who is the owner of that forest 
from his logging contract and his plan of storing and spraying DDT on his land. 
Dellarobia who is influenced by the nature writings of writers like Jack London and 
Ernest Hemingway, considers “the idea of that mountain dragged down and a certain 
world walk with it, unthinkable” (216). According to her, the worst conflict on earth is the 
conflict between man and nature and the ultimate loser would be man. Neither cub nor his 
parents are concerned about nature's fury and the tragedy people faced in Mexico or 
anywhere else. Dellarobia’s ecological concerns are a result of her inherent feminine 
qualities of intuition and care which becomes explicit when she is deeply saddened by the 
news of Mexican floods and seeing its pictures on the internet. 

  Eco crisis finds its cause in human exploitation which is in progress with the 
emergence of science and technology. It has become a serious cause of concern globally, 
yet its implication among the local residents is a slow process.  Dr. Ovid Byron, an 
experienced scientist from New Mexico who visits Feathertown and conducts research 
knows that the Butterflies roosted in the forest in Appalachia can’t be saved. Human 
intervention has disrupted their natural habitat and their yearly migration.  The butterflies 
started dying in huge numbers in Tennessee because of the climatic variations and also 
due to the parasitic infestation. Fire ants kill their caterpillars. The milkweed plants which 
the caterpillars used to feed are destroyed by farm chemicals. According to the 
researchers the presence of butterflies is not a beautiful miracle but “a symptom of vast 
biological malignance” (531). The “pervasive environmental damage (531)” due to 
logging, agriculture, habitat loss, use of chemicals changed the climate and caused the 
environment difficult for them to survive.   
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  Dellarobia’s passion to learn, brought her in touch with nature and the researchers 
of nature and also instils in her an interest for nature conservation. The interaction with 
the research team gives her the confidence to pursue her dream to be independent. Her 
idea of joining the research lab is not favoured by Cub because of his fear to face a 
society that never supported financial stability of its women. Cub’s mother expresses her 
displeasure to accommodate a daughter in law who lives against her wishes and also gives 
hints that she has little or no role to play in their family and in the life of her son 
afterwards. All hopes of mending the relationship with her husband’s family are lost and 
Dellarobia takes the decision to move out with her children to the nearby town and stay 
with her friend Dovey. She has decided to pursue her studies by doing a part time job. 

  The health of the land is the sole responsibility of its inhabitants. Women with 
their inherent quality of intuition, care and nurturing are found to have more knowledge 
about their place of survival. They can easily correlate the degradation of the ecology with 
the domination they face in society. Gilligan argued that “women’s nature and 
socialisation produce a person more likely to identify with others and to care about others'' 
(Gilligan 1982). The same ethic of care is one step toward resolving the crisis in the 
relationship between humanity and the rest of the natural world. Aldo Leopold in his 
essay “The Land Ethic” also argued the necessity of an ethic of care, even love as one 
essential necessary change in humanity’s relationship with the natural world. “Every 
action we make touches another, or affects the environment, and we must forget this not 
shirk our responsibility to be aware and accountable. “Only in caring is there hope for 
humanity, and a healthy future on this planet.” says Lori J Swanson.  Dellarobia is highly 
anxious to keep the earth safely for the future generations when she says “I wanted the 
world for Preston and Cordie''i.e. her children (238). She has been fighting with Cub right 
from the beginning of the novel to stop his father from the logging contract even though 
the seriousness of it is understood only towards the end. 

  Kingsolver states in an interview to Wendy Smith that “the biological truth of the 
world is the rolling in together of hope and disaster”. The Monarch butterflies which are 
predicted to be the last portion on the earth “would gather on other fields and risk other 
odds, probably no better or worse than hers….Above the lake of the world, flanked by 
White Mountains, they flew to a new earth” (597). “Intent on continuing their new lives 
on some “new earth”, the butterflies-the countless living organisms that are truly facing 
extinction-have managed to  find a place of unexpected life in the midst of disastrous 
global changes” (Wagner 3). There is an “increasingly inescapable conclusion; the 
problem is not one of means but one of recognition, acceptance and will to act” (Murphy 
149); thus the subsistent warning grows into a souvenir of rebuilding and hope both for 
the human inhabitants and their non-human companions, with an expectation of its human 
occupants caring this planet and considering it as their partner. 
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