Who can forget those moments when something
that seems inanimate turns out to be vitally, even

dangerously alive? As, for example, when an arabesque in
the pattern of a carpet is revealed to be a dog’s tail, which,
if stepped upon, could lead to a mpped ankle? Or when
we reach for an innocent-looking vine and find it to be a
worm or a snake? When a harmlessly drifting log turns
out to be a crocodile?

Itwas a shock of this kind, I imagine, that the makers of
The Empire Strikes Back had in mind when they conceived
of the scene in which Han Solo lands the Millennium
Falcon on what he takes to be an asteroid—only to

discover that he has entered the gullet of a sleeping space
monster,
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My ancestors were ecological refugees long befor
the term was invented.

They were from what is now Bangladesh, and
their village was on the shore of the Padma River, one
of the mightiest waterways in the land. The story, &
my father told it, was this: one day in the mid-1830s
the great river suddenly changed course, drowning
the village; only a few of the inhabitants managed ©
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when they settled once again on the banks of a river,

the Ganges, in Bihar.
[ first heard this story on a nostalgic farmily trip, as we

were journeying down the Padma River in a steamboat. |
was a child then, and as I looked into those swirling waters
[ imagined a great storm, with coconut palms bending
over backward until their fronds lashed the ground; I
envisioned women and children racing through howling
winds as the waters rose behind them. I thought of my
ancestors sitting huddled on an outcrop, looking on as
their dwellings were washed away.

To this day, when I think of the circumstances that
have shaped my life, I remember the elemental force
that untethered my ancestors from their homeland and
launched them on the series of journeys that preceded,
and made possible, my own travels. When I look into my
past the river seems to meet my eyes, staring back, as if to
ask, Do you recognize me, wherever you are?

Recognition is famously a passage from ignorance
to knowledge. To recognize, then, is not the same as
an initial introduction. Nor does recognition require an
exchange of words: more often than not we recognize
mutely. And to recognize is by no means to understand
that which meets the eye; comprehension need play no
part in a moment of recognition.

The most important element of the word recognition
thus lies in its first syllable, which harks back to something
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will disappear, sometimes taking houses and people with
it: but elsewhere a shallow mudbank will arise and within
weeks the shore will have broadened by several feet. For
the most part, these processes are, of course, cyclical.
But even back then, in the first years of the twenty-first
century, portents of accumulative and irreversible change
could also be seen, in receding shorelines and a steady
intrusion of salt water on lands that had previously been
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This is a landscape so dynamic that its very changeability
leads to innumerable moments of recognition. 1 captured
some of these in my notes from that time, as, for example,
in these lines, written in May 2002: ‘1 do believe it to
be true that the land here is demonstrably alive; that it
does not exist solely, or even incidentally, as a stage
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hat climate change casts a much smaller shadow

within the landscape of literary fiction than it does
even in the public arena is not hard to establish. To see
that this is sO we need only glance through the pages of a
few highly regarded literary journals and book reviews, for
example, the London Review of Books, the New York Review
of Books, the Los Angeles Review of Books, the Literary Journal
and the New York Times Review of Books. When the subject
of climate change appears in these publications, it is almost
always in relation to non-fiction; novels and short stories
are very rarely to be glimpsed within this horizon. Indeed,
it could even be said that fiction that deals with climate
cha.nge is almost by definition not of the kind that is taken
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Clearly the problem does not arise out of a lack of
information: there are surely very few writers today
who are oblivious to the current disturbances in climate
systems the world over. Yet, it is a striking fact that when
novelists do choose to write about climate change 1t's

almost always outside of fiction. A case in point is the
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i Roy: not only is she one of the finest
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movements, as of the time of writing he has yet to publish
, novel in which climate change plays a major part.

I too have been preoccupied with climate change for a
long time, but it is true of my own work as well, that this
subject figures only/obliquely, in my fiction. In thinking
Jbout the mismatch between my personal concerns
and the content of my published work, I have come to
be convinced that the discrepancy is not the result of
personal predilections: it arises out of the peculiar forms
of resistance that climate change presents to what is now
regarded as serious fiction.
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;;a:lil Defoe and Jean-Jacques Rousseau: the ﬂight that
will transport us to the island is merely an ember in that
fire. When we see a green lawn that has been watered with
desalinated water in Abu Dhabi or Southern California
or some other environment where people had once
been content to spend their water thriftily in nurturing
a single vine or shrub, we are looking at an expression of
a yearning that may have been midwifed by the novels
of Jane Austen. The artefacts and commodities that
are conjured up by these desires are, in a sense, at once
expressions and concealments of the cultural matrix that
brought them into being. ) %

This culture is, of course, intimately linked with the
wider histories of imperialism and capitalism that have
shaped the world. But to know this i still to know very
little about the specific ways in which the matrix interacts
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In the same spirit, | think it also needs to be asked
What is it about climate change that the mention of
should lead to banishment from the preserves of serious
fiction? And what does this tell us about culture writ large
and its patterns of evasion?

Inasubstantially altered world, when sea-level rise has
swallowed the Sundarbans and made cities like Kolkat,
New York and Bangkok uninhabitable, when readers and
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n the afternoon of 17 March 1978, the weather
Otook an odd turn in north Delhi. Mid-March is
usually a nice time of year in this part of India: the chill
of winter is gone and the blazing heat of summer is yet to
come; the sky is clear and the monsoon is far away. But
that day dark clouds appeared suddenly and there were
squalls of rain. Then followed an even bigger surprise: a
hailstorm.

[ was then studying for an MA at Delhi University
while also working as a part-time journalist. When the
hailstorm broke, I was in a library. I had planned to
stay late, but the unseasonal weather led to a change
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over the parapet, | saw, to my astonishment. that my
surroundings had been darkened by a churning cloud ot
dust. In the dim glow that was shining down from above.

I saw an extraordinary panoply of objects tlying past—
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B lt)iclﬂgS exposing INteriors in which cetling fans had
:::n ewisted 1nto tulip-like spirals. The place where
[ had first thought to take shelter. the glass-fronted
doorway, had been reduced to a jumble of jagged debmis.
The panes had shattered and manyv peoplc had been
wounded by the shards. I realized that I toc would have
been among the injured had I remained there | walked
away in a daze.

Long afterwards. I am not sure exactdy when or where.
[ hunted down the Times of India’s New Delh: edinon of
18 March. I stll have the photocopies I made of it

30 Dead.” says the banner headline. 70¢) Hurt As
Cyclone Hits North Delhr’.

Here are some excerpts from the accompanyving
report: ‘Delhi. March 17: At least 30 people were killed
and 700 imjured, many of them senously. this evening
when a freak funnel-shaped whirlwind, accompanied
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