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Knowing that you need to tell a new story does not always mean that you know
what to say, or how to say it. This is the situation we find ourselves in today. Most
environmental scholars, thinkers, and activists agree that to respond to the existential
socio-ecological challenges we currently face, we need new narratives of who we are, how
we are entangled with the rest of the natural world, and how we might think, feel, and act
to preserve a stable biosphere and a livable future. But what kinds of stories should we
tell? To which audiences? Are some stories more impactful than others? Might some even

be counterproductive?

These are critical questions. We might imagine that ecocritics, who have been
examining environmental narratives for decades, would be at the forefront of answering
them. Yet this has not been the case, partially because ecocriticism as it has typically
been practiced is not well-equipped to do so. Since its inception, ecocriticism has
generally assumed that the texts it studies have a significant impact on readers and the
world at large. However cautious our position in print, most ecocritics believe that
studying environmentally engaged texts is a valuable enterprise not only because this
work is fascinating and gratifying, but because narratives matter—socially, culturally,
politically. We repeat this claim ad infinitum, in publications, talks, and to our students.
But our proof comes primarily through anecdotes or a close reading of a handful of
selected texts, which may or may not be representative or widely read. Is such proof

sufficient? If not, does ecocriticism need some new tools?



Put plainly, there is a gulf between common beliefs and assertions about the power
of environmental storytelling—expressed by ecocritics, environmental humanists, authors,
artists, and other cultural producers—and the state of research on this topic. This is
partially because the scholarly literature on environmental narratives is so fragmented
that it is difficult for researchers (and even more difficult for practitioners) to assemble a
reliable picture of how compelling narratives really are, how they work, and how they

affect flesh and bone audiences.

While ecocritics offer an abundance of fascinating claims and arguments about all
kinds of formal, thematic, intertextual, cultural, and ideological factors that might
contribute to the social influence of environmental stories, we typically do not test our
claims and arguments with the aid of empirical methods. In fact, apart from a growing list
of important exceptions,“:I most ecocritics do not connect their work to the copious
empirical data on the psychological work of stories, which come from fields such as
environmental communication, media studies, the empirical study of literature, and
environmental psychology.

Environmental communication is a particularly important connection.l?] For the last
two decades, researchers in this field have been applying methodologies from the social
sciences to understand different forms of communication on environmental issues, with
the (often unstated) goal of maximizing the efficacy of such environmental communication
to address urgent socio-ecological problems. While these researchers have been
interested primarily in journalism and activist rhetoric,[3] a number of important studies
have examined the influence of environmental media, such as film and photography.

[4] And over the last few years, there have been calls within the field for a diversity of
approaches to environmental communicationl®l and increasing attention to the potential

impact of environmental literature and art.[®] while environmental communication (and
other social sciences) pays attention to the psychological mechanisms of narrative impact
and uses empirical methods to test those claims, it typically neglects formal dimensions
such as voice, style, and narrative perspective, as well as intertextual aspects such as
genre and tradition.

Ecocriticism and environmental communication have largely operated as if they
were trains running on parallel tracks. Both fields are heading in the same direction,
powered by the same concerns, and their passengers occasionally glance at their

neighbors and make eye contact. But until recently there has been a distinct lack of



communication, collaboration, and cross—pollination.[7] This is to the detriment of both
fields, and to our collective ability to develop a holistic understanding of the function,
efficacy, and potential of environmental narratives and environmental media at a moment

in which this subject has assumed a critical significance.

To expand our understanding of the psychological, social, and political influence of
environmental narratives by combining the strengths of the environmental humanities and
social sciences, we have been developing the field of empirical ecocriticism. Empirical
ecocriticism aims to take the most relevant claims about environmental stories made
within the environmental humanities and contextualize them within the scholarship in the
social sciences. Similarly, it connects relevant claims from the environmental social
sciences to existing humanistic scholarship on environmental narratives and submits
them to empirical tests, so that the resulting data can be interpreted under the brighter
light of both bodies of knowledge. The goal is to obtain conclusions that will be valid
according to the established conventions of the social sciences and appropriately
sensitive to the aesthetic, ethical, cultural, historical, and political dimensions of

narratives.

Studies in empirical ecocriticism can bridge the gap between ecocriticism and the
social sciences, incorporating theories, insights, and methodologies from both fields. For
example, hundreds of critics have made claims (explicit or implicit) about the ability of
climate fiction to have an impact on contemporary environmental beliefs and politics. But
who actually reads climate fiction? How does it influence readers’ beliefs, and how long
does this influence last? Inspired by the copious ecocritical scholarship on climate fiction
and an exploratory qualitative study on its reception,[8] one of the authors partnered with
five social scientists to design and conduct a controlled experiment to empirically
evaluate the influence of climate fiction.[®] They found that whether the stimulus was a
speculative dystopian story or a realist story exploring the psychological dynamics of
climate change awareness and denial, climate fiction short stories had small but
significant positive effects on several important beliefs and attitudes about global
warming. While these effects diminished to non-significance after two weeks, the authors
contextualized this result within the existing empirical scholarship on narrative impact to
conclude that longer narratives (such as novels) and multiple exposures (reading many

texts) can be expected to result in larger and longer-lasting impacts.

Other empirical ecocritical research has addressed subjects that are of similar
concern to many ecocritics and environmental humanists. A recent survey, for example,



suggests that climate fiction can effectively generate an awareness of environmental
injustice, but that it can also backfire and encourage support for ecofascism.['®1 Another
line of research has found that literary stories can improve social attitudes toward
animals, and that this impact is dependent on empathic concern and other factors,
including perceived evolutionary distance of the animal protagonist from the human
species and whether a narrative depicts animal suffering.m] Surprisingly, studies have
also shown that the impact of animal stories does not depend on whether they are
perceived as fictional or nonfictional, nor on the personality profile of the reader.l'¥ This
research provides solid evidence for the moral power of animal literature—something
posited by scholars, activists, and writers for decades—but it also generates new

questions.

These examples demonstrate what can be gained from combining ecocritical
analysis with social scientific methods. The primary reason why empirical ecocriticism
employs methods such as experiments, surveys, and interviews is pragmatic. They are
currently considered the best tool for a specific job: providing reliable claims about the
psychological, social, and political impact of narratives on their audiences. These methods
are hardly perfect, but when they are practiced well they acknowledge and are
transparent about their limitations. Indeed, they are the same methods that we generally
rely on for basic information about the world around us, such as evidence about climate

change, declining biodiversity, and environmental injustice, among other phenomena.

We are aware that some humanists see the social sciences as a threat, especially in
the context of the neoliberal academy. By no means are we asserting that all ecocritics
should immediately enroll in social science boot camp. Social scientific methods are not
only suboptimal but potentially useless for other jobs, such as historical or aesthetic
analysis, or exploring the meaning of a given text or genre. We are arguing that ecocritics
ought to rely on (if not conduct) social scientific research for causal claims related to
reception, yet we are not suggesting that ecocritics should only study the impact of
environmental narratives on their audiences, or that empirical approaches are more
important than other forms of investigation. The kind of interdisciplinary collaborations we
are calling for can be beneficial to all the fields involved: they allow ecocriticism to adopt
methods and concepts from the social sciences and also facilitate the transfer of

knowledge, ideas, and approaches in the other direction.

More importantly, interdisciplinary synergy can be beneficial to the world beyond
academia. Combining ecocritical and social scientific perspectives allows us to better



understand not only how cultural texts shape beliefs and attitudes toward the
environment and nonhuman others, but also how they can help us tackle the existential
socio-ecological challenges we currently face. We hope that these insights can be of use
to authors, artists, filmmakers, and other cultural producers, as well as environmental
communicators, activists, and teachers, giving us a better sense of how narratives can aid
in the ongoing struggle to hasten and execute a rapid and just transition to a more
habitable and hospitable future.
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