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SOLASTALGIA CONTRA THE GOOD LIFE:
THE FAILURES OF DuTCH MILLENNIAL
CLIMATE FICTION

Jesse van Amelsvoort

THE NAMELESS PROTAGONIST of Alexander Nieuwenhuis’s début novel, Winterthur
(2022), encounters a man named Antonin during his walks through the forests
around the eponymous Swiss city. A reclusive figure who has taken to living in a
hut without electricity or heating, in his lifestyle Antonin protests against modernity’s
environmental ills. In a conversation on the Club of Rome and its landmark 1972
report on the impact of human population growth on the Earth system, The Limits to
Growth, Antonin reminisces:

Ik weet nog goed dat De grenzen aan de groei gepubliceerd werd. Ik was drieén-
twintig en studeerde elektrotechniek aan de hogeschool van Ziirich. Het rapport
werd op alle hogescholen en universiteiten verspreid. Er ontstonden overal gro-
epjes die over De grenzen aan de groei begonnen te praten en plannen maakten
om dingen te gaan doen. Ik heb ook nog een tijdje in zo’n groepje rondgelopen en
meegepraat. Het was zo duidelijk dat er iets moest gebeuren en ook dat wij iets
gingen doen. Maar wat dat iets precies inhield, daarover tast ik nu volledig in het
duister. (113)

[T remember well when The Limits to Growth was published. I was twenty-three
years old and studied electrical engineering at the university in Ziirich. The report
was distributed at every university. Everywhere, groups came into being that started
to discuss The Limits to Growth and made plans to do things. I've been part of
such a group and partook in discussions for a while. It was crystal-clear that some-
thing had to happen and that we would do something. But I am completely in the
dark now about what that something exactly entailed.']

The protagonist has come to Winterthur to do research on the history of the Club of
Rome, whose headquarters is located in the city. All he encounters, however, are sto-
ries of failure: a prescient report, which utterly failed to convince enough people over
a sustained period of time to change the tide of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse
gas emissions. The novel’s realism here closely resembles the world we, its readers,
inhabit, as a continuous stream of news reports amply demonstrates. Ocean tempera-
tures off the coast of Florida higher than human body temperature, a historic drought
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laying bare so-called ‘hunger stones’ in Central European rivers on which are inscribed
ominous messages (“Wenn du mich siehst, dann weine’ [when you see me, weep]) fore-
shadowing failed harvests and hunger, or a months-long heatwave that seems to have
no historical equivalent thousands of kilometres away in large parts of China: signs of a
planet changing due to anthropogenic climate change — were but a few of the headlines
in the media when I first started drafting this chapter.

Failure is not only a theme in Winterthur, but also colours two other recent novels
about climate change and contemporary life by millennial Dutch authors. The plot
of Lieke Marsman’s novel Het tegenovergestelde van een mens (2017, translated into
English as The Opposite of a Person), which on publication was hailed as the first
‘real’ Dutch climate novel (Winkler and van Herten 2020, 16), is saturated by failure,
both in efforts to safely remove a dam in the Italian Alps as an attempt to restore
nature downstream and in the main character Ida’s reflections on climate change and
the place of the human in the epoch known as the Anthropocene. And in Mariken
Heitman’s Libris Prize-winning novel Wormmaan (2021), the main character Elke
is a seed breeder whose life is thrown off course when a rival company beats hers to
releasing a new, hardier variety of pumpkin. In this novel, in other words, failure is the
plot’s inciting incident.

In each of these novels, written by millennial writers — Heitman was born in 1983,
Nieuwenhuis in 1984 and Marsman in 1990 — we find a sustained sense of impossibil-
ity and a failure to resist current economic models and political systems. Each novel
explores the limits of the novelistic form, especially of the realist variety, by incorporat-
ing other genres of writing, such as poetry, essays and a seemingly pre-modern epic. In
reflecting on failure as part and parcel of contemporary life in the Anthropocene, these
novels themselves in a way become ‘failures’, too, as has been argued with regard to
Marsman’s novel’s inability to convincingly connect its dam-removal storyline with Ida
and Robin’s deteriorating relationship (Bluijs and van den Dool 2018). I want to take
Bluijs and Van den Dool’s argument about the failure of Marsman’s novel further: in
their attention to the tension between the personal and the individual, on the one hand,
and the structural and the political, on the other, all three novels in this chapter enact
failure. Individual lifestyle changes to curb greenhouse gas emissions — such as resolu-
tions to adopt a vegetarian or vegan diet, insulate one’s house, or to avoid air travel — are
at once necessary and too small to make a difference (Johnson 2003; Hourdequin 2010).
The solution these novels propose to this impasse (Berlant 2011), which is explicitly
pondered by Ida in Het tegenovergestelde van een mens, is to find new stories and new
forms for those stories. Each of these novels, however, ends with failure and collapse, or
is suffused with fear of it: coming to better representations of the problem cannot, in the
short term, stop or prevent climate change’s material consequences.

In a forceful polemic, Aukje van Rooden (2020) argues that millennial writers
suffer not from a loss, but rather from a surplus of connections to the world. In
the three novels I analyse in this chapter, this excess paralyses: the enormity of the
Anthropocene and the emotional loss of a once-comfortable world disable any effec-
tive response. These novels ultimately suggest the limits of the power of stories and
gesture to the importance of legal, political and economic change to prevent (further)
catastrophic climate damage (see Clark 2015, 16-22). Until that materialist base is
repaired, the fantasies of the good life that infuse Western — and specifically Dutch —
culture remain interrupted.
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The Anthropocene, Solastalgia and the
Interruption of the Good Life

In 2005 the philosopher Glenn Albrecht coined the term ‘solastalgia’ to describe a per-
vasive sense of loss that goes further than nostalgia. In contrast to this, perhaps more
readily familiar emotion, solastalgia does not stop when one is ‘home’ again. It is, in
fact, the awareness of the potential end of home. Solastalgia, in Albrecht’s definition:

is the pain experienced when there is recognition that the place where one resides
and that one loves is under immediate assault (physical desolation). It is manifest
in an attack on one’s sense of place, in the erosion of the sense of belonging (iden-
tity) to a particular place and a feeling of distress (psychological desolation) about
its transformation. [...] It is the ‘lived experience’ of the loss of the present as
manifest in a feeling of dislocating; of being undermined by forces that destroy the
potential for solace to be from the present. (20035, 45)

Solastalgia flies directly in the face of, and impairs, what Lauren Berlant (2011, 200)
has called ‘good-life fantasies’. It responds to a situation in which life as we once knew
it is severely disrupted and altered due to changing weather patterns, in the condi-
tion now widely known as the Anthropocene and defined by Eugene F. Stoermer and
Paul Crutzen (2000) as a potentially new geological epoch marking the influence of
humankind on the Earth’s surface.” Quickly, the term was taken up in the humanities
and social sciences, taking on a more moral-political meaning. It quickly came to pull
together discussions on the relation of humans to their environments and the planet
more widely, including questions of responsibility and intentionality in our present
postcolonial and unequally developed world.

In this guise, the Anthropocene presents a major challenge to traditional, hege-
monic Western discourses and ways of thinking. A key intervention here is Dipesh
Chakrabarty’s work on the historicity of the Anthropocene and the challenge this new
constellation presents to our sense of history: as he has argued in a series of articles
since 2009, the Anthropocene scrambles long-held distinctions between planetary his-
tory, human history, and the history of the current global economic system. If these
are traditionally thought to be distinct and unfolding at different timescales — millions
if not billions of years for the planet, tens if not hundreds of thousands years for the
human, and the last 6,000 years, especially the last 500, for the economic system — the
Anthropocene shows how they are far from so (Chakrabarty 2021). Capitalism, with
its never-ending quest for extraction, land and resources, has a by now clearly discern-
ible planetary influence, entangling the three types of histories Chakrabarty discerns.
Humans have definitively become a planetary force, yet as the contemporary climate
crisis also reveals, that force leads beyond humans’ control.

The Anthropocene as a moral-political concept, however, stands in opposition to
the universalism many readers discerned in Chakrabarty’s argument. Critics such as
Tan Baucom (2020) and Kathryn Yusoff (2019) have interrogated, from a post- and
decolonial angle, the assumption that the Anthropocene is a universal condition. Its
effects are, until now at least, felt most strongly in those areas where historically formed
inequalities and ‘postcolonial remains’ (Young 2012) prevent governments from tak-
ing (enough) preventive measures to mitigate the worst damage from climate disasters.
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At the same time, it is the former imperial powers, mostly in Europe and the United
States, that have emitted the most carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases into
Earth’s atmosphere, leading to today’s rising temperatures and climate disruptions.’
A sustainable, postcolonially conscious conception of the Anthropocene holds inequi-
ties between countries in tension, without wishing to resolve them: it is the political
translation of its atmospheric and geological changes and effects that can be the differ-
ence between life and death.*

Returning the present discussion to the concerns of the millennial Dutch writers
and their climate fiction, it is worth emphasising that Het tegenovergestelde van een
mens, Wormmaan and Winterthur are conscious of the Anthropocene’s changing tides.
Whether or not the frequently invoked ‘new normal’ will be found and stabilised in
our lifetimes — and for whom this would constitute a possibility — what is undoubtedly
clear is that the Anthropocene interrupts ideas of the good life as they were able to be
believed for a long time and instead presents a pervasive sense of loss, or solastalgia.
In this new configuration (which has not yet crystallised or fully formed itself), the past
has become inaccessible — not just the past of these writers’ parents’ generation, but
also of their own youth.

Undermined by feelings of solastalgia and impasse, fantasies of the good life fail.
Lauren Berlant writes: ‘Often in the pinch of a crisis we return to normal science or
common sense — whatever offers relief in established clarity’ (2018, 157). Faced with
the Anthropocene, this is not possible. Undoing the underpinnings of modernity, the
Anthropocene ushers in a fundamentally new world in which old systems of thought,
behaviour and norms are bound to fail. Failure, understood as not meeting established
norms and expectations, can thus be viewed as a feature of, rather than a bug in, the
Anthropocene.

Failure and Representation in the Anthropocene

The Anthropocene, in Timothy Clark’s analysis, presents ‘hairline cracks in the familiar
life-world, at the local and personal scale of each individual life’ (2015, 9). The task
of the literary or cultural critic is not to exaggerate the importance of the imaginary in
understanding these cracks, or to suggest that they can somehow be paved over; rather,
a reading should tease out the ‘intractable break in consciousness and understanding’
(Clark 2015, 54) that structures much climate fiction. Solastalgia is one way in which
such a break manifests itself: it signals the becoming-out-of-reach of familiar ways of
living and familiar representations of — in the northern hemisphere — seasons’ charac-
ters and their seemingly effortless change.

The Anthropocene, then, is a ‘representational concern’ (Badia et al. 2021, 4; see also
Goodbody and Johns Putra 2019), with complicated links between its causes and effects,
its inner logics and its symptoms. The usual comparison here is between weather and
climate: the former is what people experience on a daily basis; the latter can be abstracted
only by adding up a long series of weather patterns. This is why Timothy Morton speaks
of the climate and climate change as ‘hyperobjects’, which are nonlocal and ‘massively
distributed in time and space relative to humans’ (2013, 1). Both are not visible to the
naked eye and must therefore somehow be represented or constructed to be intelligible.

In opposition to critics such as Axel Goodbody and Adeline Johns-Putra (2019) or a
novelist and essayist such as Amitav Ghosh (2016), who focus on the representational chal-
lenges posed by the Anthropocene, especially to realist literature, Mark Bould (2021) speaks
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of an ‘Anthropocene unconscious’ that is much more prevalent. Bould’s central point is that
many critics and lay readers too easily assume explicit thematisation as the basis for a text
to be ‘about’ the Anthropocene; his argument is that the rumblings of this new era can be
felt much more broadly, and also in texts that are not usually understood as such. On the
surface, Bould’s intervention is less pertinent to the corpus at the basis of this chapter: the
three novels I examine are all self-consciously and openly about the Anthropocene, climate
change and, more generally, the relationship of humans to their environments.

Yet the notion of an Anthropocene unconscious does explode one of the issues I
am interested in in this chapter. Bould proliferates the possible number of Anthropo-
cene representations and especially provides a counter to pessimistic voices such as
Ghosh’s in the debate on the possibilities of realist fiction to represent climate change.
The key question, for me, is not which type of literature can represent climate change
adequately (or more adequately than others), but rather what various genres, forms
and literary commitments can contribute to our understanding of the topic. All three
novels analysed in this chapter, I hold, are realist novels, and even if these novels have
nothing to say specifically about the unfolding of the Anthropocene, they do represent
what it means to live in Anthropocene times — a time of loss, uncertainty and failure.
The question is not if, but what and how, they represent. To find an answer to this
question, we must look at failure not only as a thematic in the novels but also as part
of their formal innovations and experimentations.

Challenging Realism as Narrative: Formal Experimentations

In the acknowledgements to Winterthur, we read that the chapter in which the protago-
nist talks to Jargen Randers — one of the four co-authors of The Limits of Growth during
his time as a PhD student at MIT — was first published in De Nederlandse Boekengids
[Dutch Review of Books] (Nieuwenhuis 2022, 174). Other sections of the novel first
appeared on a website called the Intuitieve Encylopedie [Intuitive Encyclopaedia]. In
other words, the novel that is Winterthur incorporates pieces originally written as essays
and/or non-fiction, which, interwoven into the novel’s narrative, suggest that we are
dealing with what we could call, with Stefano Ercolino (2014), a ‘novel-essay’. Winter-
thur, that is, can be characterised as an experimental novel, where narrative form breaks
with a dominant fictionality to represent living in the Anthropocene. This formalistic
play indexes the break in consciousness that Timothy Clark discerns in this moment of
time: the novels account for how the present necessarily differs from the past.

In fact, all Dutch climate fictions I attend to in this chapter are genre experiments,
blending novelistic narrative, essayistic passages and — in the case of Marsman — also
poetry. (Before publishing the novel, Marsman was already active as a poet.) Het
tegenovergestelde van een mens includes many different styles and tones; although the
novel presents one overall story, it does so in various registers. Here is an example from
the novel’s poetic passages, the beginning of ‘Tk haat de storm, ik houd van de storm’:

mensen die bang zijn voor de dood vs. mensen die bang zijn
dat het leven na de dood gewoon verdergaat

het onstuitbare besef dat je echt maar op één plaats tegelijk
kunt zijn. en het overwinningsgevoel daarna: die plek kan
niemand voor je innemen (Marsman 2017, 82)
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In the English translation by Sophie Collins, this passage runs as follows:

I HATE THE STORM, I LOVE THE STORM
people who are afraid of death vs people who are afraid that
life may simply continue after death

the irrepressible knowledge that you can only be in one
place at one time. and the victorious feeling that follows: no
one can take your place for you (Marsman 2022, 99)°

Immediately after this poem, the novel switches to another, more essayistic passage —
or, in any case, a passage that is not narrative:

VAKANTIEDAGBOEK (bij Extreme Hitte)

Quizvraag:

Je gaat op reis

a) om meer van de wereld te zien

b) om je eigen wereld niet te hoeven zien

¢) om de wereld te laten zien dat je iemand bent die op reis gaat

Verzin een vakantiemetafoor m.b.t. omgang met mensen die beter is dan het voor-
beeld. (Marsman 2017, 87)

HOLIDAY ACTIVITY BOOK (EXTREME HEAT EDITION)

Quiz:

You’re going travelling

a) to see more of the world

b) to escape your own world

¢) to show the world you’re someone who travels
Make up a holiday metaphor with reference to social skills that is better than the
given example. (Marsman 2022, 105)

The narrative, fictional style and form that characterised The Opposite of a Person
up until this point breaks down here. Whether through poetry or essay, the novel
thus suggests the limits of this form in representing human engagement with their
surroundings. As such, they constitute formal experiments that play with the real-
ist novel as a genre. Genres, Lauren Berlant (2011, 6; see also Yazell 2024) writes,
‘provide an affective expectation of the experience of watching something unfold,
whether that thing is in life or in art’. The breakdown of a genre, and of a specific
form, signifies the necessity to move beyond currently established forms, and also
provides openings beyond the impasse that have arrested genre in the first place. In
Marsman’s case, the end of narrativity that speaks from the cited fragments suggests
the classical realist novel’s incapacity to represent and make sense of the event that is
the climate crisis. This crisis, and the way it scrambles dominant human categories of
perception and understanding, cannot be captured in this way: the whole cannot be
grasped, only glimpsed through poetic and essayistic fragments that do not attempt
to remake the whole.
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Wormmaan, meanwhile, is structured around two narrative threads. In the novel’s
present, Elke has to deal with a competitor company developing a new, more resistant
variety of pumpkin before she and her colleagues do. In a second, historical storyline,
we follow Ra through the deserts of Mesopotamia, thousands of years ago. Where the
former storyline is more clearly realist and novelistic, the latter incorporates elements
of the epic. It starts as follows:

De steppe raast, maar een mens moet af en toe rusten. Daarom wezen we haar
iedere avond een holte, rotsspleet of drooggevallen oever. Dit deel van de vrucht-
bare halvemaan dat de Levant wordt genoemd, bestond uit grasvlakte en wind.
(Heitman 2021, 15)

[The steppe rages, but man should rest every now and then. That’s why we showed
her a hollow, rock crevice or dry river bank every night. This part of the fertile
crescent that is called the Levant consisted of grassland and wind.]

This part of the novel operates from a mythologising impulse, elevating day-to-day
events onto a plane without clearly discernible chronology. This is reinforced by the
narration: Ra’s ancestors narrate in the collective singular ‘we’, thus moving away
from the realist novel’s insistence on the individual and the small scale.

Heitman’s novel, then, incorporates both sides of the opposition that interest
Fredric Jameson in The Antinomies of Realism, and which can go by various guises: the
epic or récit, on the one hand, and the realist novel on the other (2013, 15-18). Worm-
maan’s storyline centred around Ra is a Jamesonian epic, while Elke’s is more realist.
One other contrast Jameson investigates is that between (realist, novelistic) showing
and older literary forms’ habits of telling a story. In his initial explorations aimed at
finding a definition of realism, Jameson arrives at an opposition between ‘destiny’ and
‘the eternal present’: ‘realism lies at their intersection. Realism is a consequence of the
tension between these two terms; to resolve the opposition either way would destroy
it’ (2013, 26). An earlier theorist of realism, Erich Auerbach, emphasised the mode’s
adherence to verisimilitude — or mimesis (2013 [1946]). In Auerbach’s account, real-
ism is a mode of writing that can be discerned in writing that far exceeds the temporal
constraints of the mid-nineteenth-century genre known as ‘realism’. From the ancient
Greek epics of Homer to Virginia Woolf’s modernist experimentation, texts aspire to
represent reality, although they do not all do so in the same way. Realism, in this sense,
is a style of writing, not a temporally bounded literary movement.

Auerbach’s account is quite in line with Amitav Ghosh’s concerns in his book-
length essay The Great Derangement. Here, he calls for climate fiction that is ‘set in
a time that is recognizable as our own’, representing ‘transformations that are now
under way’ (2016, 73). Ghosh’s insistence on climate fiction’s ‘recognizable’ timescale
echoes Auerbach’s stress on realism’s mimetic mode of working. It is exactly at this
point that the Anthropocene and the climatic hyperobject threaten to break realism’s
unfolding on a ‘human’, everyday scale: the realist novel can only conjure up weather,
not its continuous repetition that is known as the climate — let alone climate change.
Realist novels, however, do something else: they can point towards our connections
with ‘others in history’ (Johns-Putra 2019, 259) and point out breaks and ruptures in
our consciousness, as Timothy Clark suggests.
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The formal pluralism I have traced in Her tegenovergestelde van een mens, Worm-
maan and Winterthur is one such way to read a break in consciousness: established
narrative literary forms apparently do not suffice to capture or represent life in the
Anthropocene. Put differently, in its dual play with both fiction/non-fiction as well
as narrative modes, the formal pluralism evinced in Dutch climate fiction written by
millennial writers suggests different ways of learning and, for lack of a better term,
knowledge-transfer. The theoretical point that the Anthropocene entails an order of
things that is noticeably different from what came before, which is translated into a
break in consciousness (per Clark), is brought to the reader of these novels in various
ways. On the one hand, their narrative, more fictional passages are premised on read-
ers’ understanding through the plotting and temporal time-investment in the activity
of reading, while, on the other hand, essayistic passages interrupt the flow of the story
to deliver more clear-cut information.

These three novels, then, also suggest what we could call a tentative end of fiction-
ality: taking their input from the ‘sensorium of the present’ (Berlant 2011, 12), their
political investments interrupt a more straightforward literariness. Within a Dutch lit-
erary context, these investments and their concurrent formal experimentations appear
to be typical for millennial (and younger) writers (Demeyer and Vitse 2021), where
autofiction and a move away from continuous narrative fictionality have become domi-
nant ways to express artistic engagement. This does not mean these novels are non-
fictional, although in its incorporation of pieces first published as essays Winterthur
certainly comes close to that. Rather, Het tegenovergestelde van een mens, Wormaan
and Winterthur are also novels that question the potential of literature in a traditional,
purely fictional and narrative mode to provide adequate representations at a time when
‘modernity’s pillars [. . .] are trembling’ (Hamilton, Bonneuil and Gemenne 20135, 5). If
this sounds to the reader as coming close to Ghosh’s argument on the failures of literary
realism, then this is so because failure colours their stories.

Het tegenovergestelde van een mens: Climate
Change as Metaphor

It is perhaps an irony that Lieke Marsman’s Het tegenovergestelde van een mens,
supposedly the first Dutch-language climate novel, is — as a climate novel — a failure.
As one critic put it, the novel investigates the Anthropocene in a context of identity
issues, but the translation between these two issues ‘barely happens’: the ‘climate
issue’ is reduced to ‘a background story that serves as a metaphor’ (Bluijs and van
den Dool 2018, 5). Foregrounded, rather, is Ida’s relationship with Robin and her
various quandaries as she finds an internship in Italy, adjusts to life there, and reflects
on life and identity. As a result, a relatively personal, small-scale story crowds out
attention paid to the more structural thematic presence of the Anthropocene and the
climate crisis.

It is in these philosophical reflections that Het tegenovergestelde van een mens fails
as a climate novel: while Ida is ostensibly a climate scientist, having recently gradu-
ated in Earth Sciences (2017, 16; 2022, 13), she appears mostly as a philosopher and
cultural critic.® Before her master’s degree, she studied political science, where climate
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change presented itself ‘vooral [. . .] als een interessante politiek-filosofische kwestie’
(2017, 19) [‘primarily [. . .] an engaging political-philosophical question® (2022, 17)].
Although the novel’s language here suggests a change in Ida’s stance towards the topic,
this never materialises: throughout Het tegenovergestelde van een mens, the closest she
comes to earth science literature on the climate and climate change is reading Naomi
Klein’s book This Changes Everything (2014), which resurfaces throughout the story.
Beyond Klein, Ida — or the novel more broadly — barely references ‘hard’ science,
referring instead to literature and philosophy, including Marguerite Duras, Adrienne
Rich, Blaise Pascal, Peter Handke, Timothy Morton and Anne Carson. Of these, only
Morton has written on climate change and the Anthropocene; the others are discussed
in the context of female homosexuality, philosophy, hope, successful days and so on.
Even this incomplete list makes clear that Her tegenovergestelde van een mens is rela-
tively uninterested in climate change, relegating it instead to the background of a story
about a twenty-nine-year-old woman who is struggling to decide what her life should
be about. While this could be connected to representations of millennials (in popular
media, for example), in the novel it introduces an illogical element that goes unex-
plained. From this perspective, the posthuman potential of the opening sentence of the
novel (after a prelude by way of a poem) is also not delivered on. ‘Als kind hield ik
ervan om te fantaseren dat ik een komkommer was’ (2017, 11) [‘As a child I loved to
fantasise about being a cucumber’ (2022, 5)], Ida writes. In its opening scene, the novel
enacts a version of Thomas Nagel’s famous thought experiment on being a bat, with
Ida realising she cannot whisper to herself she is a cucumber, nor in fact think it — as
both are articulations of human consciousness. Het tegenovergestelde van een mens
plays with its titular idea yet also keeps it at a distance: Ida is very much a person, as
her excessive thinking and reflecting throughout the novel indicate. The whispers and
thoughts she attempts to banish in this opening scene inevitably return.

In one of her reflections, Ida thinks about the Babylonian flood myth of Atra-Hasis.
Resembling the biblical story of Noah, the god Enlil punishes humanity by having the
Euphrates overflow. Only Atra-Hasis and his family survive, having been warned by
another god to build an arc. Where Ida compares this myth to the story as recorded in
the Christian Bible, what remains implicit in this passage is a connection laid out by
Martin Puchner in his Literature for a Changing Planet (2022). In this book, Puchner
convincingly shows how even the oldest literary texts from Mesopotamia and ancient
China are imbricated in humans’ struggle for control over their environments. As such,
the incorporation of the myth of Atra-Hasis in Het tegenovergestelde van een mens is
a reminder of the long history of resource extraction and accompanying mindset the
novel responds to and tries to take its distance from.

When Ida arrives in Italy to start her work on the dam project, climate change
moves more to the front of her occupations. Yet, although she graduated as an earth
and climate scientist, nowhere does the novel suggest she is knowledgeable on this
topic. Talking to her supervisors, for example, who explain the rationale behind the
dam removal project as being rooted in a combination of melting snow and earlier
rainfall, she is forced to admit she did not think about the implications of snow turning
to rain: ““In Nederland sneeuwt het zelden,” zeg ik, hoewel dat natuurlijk geen ant-
woord is’ (2017, 98) [*“It rarely snows in the Netherlands,” I say, even though that’s
no answer at all’ (2022, 123)]. A later reflection on the number of children women
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have, the total world population, and the demands this growing population puts on
resources, land and so on, quickly turns away from the problem on a grand scale to a
more personal, intimate and also less threatening scale:

Die nacht droom ik dat ik de laatste mens op aarde ben. Hoe lang zou het duren
voordat ik doorhad dat er iets mis was? En hoe lang voordat ik het zoeken naar
andere mensen op zou geven? (2017, 111)

[That night T dream that I am the last person alive on Earth. How long would it
take for me to realise that something was amiss? And how long before I would give
up trying to find other people?] (2022, 139)

Ida, and as a result Het tegenovergestelde van een mens, too, time and again shows
herself unable to think about the problems of the Anthropocene on a grand scale. She
is incapable of thinking beyond her own person and in terms that are not derived from
humanist philosophy, art and literature. Although, on the one hand, I consider this a
failure of the novel to create a believable main character — if Ida has to be a climate
scientist, then the novel utterly fails to convincingly represent her way of looking at
the world — on the other, I also want to consider a second, more productive approach
to the novel’s failures.

Out of the three novels I discuss in this chapter, Marsman’s is the one to not feature
failure as an explicit theme. Nevertheless, Het tegenovergestelde van een mens can be
read from this perspective — it requires only that we allow that the novel’s thought is
not represented by its characters, but in its form and structure (Bewes 2022). The split
between the personal and the political, the individual and the collective, Ida’s (love) life
and her work as a scientist, is emblematic of the disjunctures Chakrabarty identifies
in Anthropocene life. From this point overview, Ida’s personal worries overtaking her
intellectual and moral engagements with climate change appears not as an aberration,
but as the central point: there can be no productive bringing-together of these two,
Het tegenovergestelde van een mens seems to suggest. The unfolding of our personal
lives — our relationships, our jobs, our concerns with who we are and who we want
to be — is fundamentally different from atmospheric changes, geological ruptures and
climatic catastrophes. In our attempts to narrativise our lives, these day-to-day wor-
ries take away the view on larger issues we know are there — a subtle form of climate
denialism (Song 2021).

Het tegenovergestelde van een mens places the relationship between the individual
and society, so emblematic of the realist tradition, front and centre. In this novel, this
relationship appears as a problematic: it is unclear to Ida how to actualise her longing
for a better world, not just for herself, but for everybody. Her individual contribution
amounts to very little when compared to the enormity of the task ahead, whether that
is the still quite manageable issue of a potentially collapsing dam, or climate change as
a whole. Thus, ecological engagement is continuously interrupted by the lack of a clear
ideological and affective commitment (Demeyer and Vitse 2021, 268-72).

When Ida and Robin are in a two-person canoe, wishing they had reserved two sin-
gle ones, the latter confesses she has met somebody else and wants to break up with Ida
(153, 197). At that moment, the old dam Ida is studying and reporting on, gives way
to the water it holds and breaks. It is not entirely made clear whether the two women
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survive the crash flood; what is clear, though, is that the team Ida works for was too
late in its efforts to safely deconstruct the structure. Thus, Het tegenovergestelde van
een mens does end with a potentially lethal failure — failure to listen to the non-human,
to the world around us and to the planet. With Ida and Robin’s potential demise the
novel also seems to press the need for change in laws, behaviour and policies. Rather
than new stories finding a way out of our current predicament, Marsman’s novel signals
the inadequacy of the imaginary as the only solution to the problem. In the unfolding
of the plot, potentially new conceptions of life in the Anthropocene are short-circuited
by the material urgency the climate crisis also entails: hoping to adjust to the break in
consciousness necessitated by the Anthropocene means risking coming after the fact.

Wormmaan: Varieties of Failure

Het tegenovergestelde van een mens is not the only climate novel by a millennial Dutch
writer that thinks in this vein. Wormmaan, Marike Heitman’s second novel, which
in May 2022 won her the prestigious Libris Literature Prize, revolves around Elke, a
seed breeder who is beaten by a rival company in coming up with a new varietype of
pumpkin that has a higher yield. The report, she notes:

is kort maar helder. [...] Onze concurrent ontwikkelde exact dezelfde pompoen,
op een enkele, superieure eigenschap na. Hun pompoen is minder waterig. Veel
belangrijker is dat de aanvraag tot erkenning eerder was. Ik kijk naar de datum.
Eén dag eerder. ABC Seeds kan met hun ras Plenty de markt op en zeven jaar werk
terugverdienen. Wij hebben pech. Ons ras bestaat niet, we maakten een kopie.
(Heitman 2021, 7-8)

[is short but clear. [. . .] Our competitor developed exactly the same pumpkin, bar a
single, superior quality. Their pumpkin is less watery. Much more important is that
their application for recognition came in earlier. I look at the date. One day earlier.
ABC Seeds can go on sale with their variety Plenty and earn back seven years of
work. We’re unlucky. Our variety doesn’t exist, we made a copy.|

Elke and her team’s failure to patent their newly developed pumpkin variety is the
plot’s inciting incident. She takes a break from work and travels to the Dutch island of
Terschelling, where she attempts to return a pea variety to its pre-human, ‘wild’ days,
and where she also reflects on her place in society, her friendships and her family. Elke,
who could stereotypically be described as a butch lesbian, thinks back to ‘de vrouw
die ik nooit werd’ [the woman I never became]| (75),: a more clearly feminine woman,
perhaps, who would fit in more easily with other people’s pre-established notions.”

In its explorations of identity and queer female protagonist, Wormmaan shares two
important similarities with Het tegenovergestelde van een mens. Yet, by contrast, this
novel is much more convincing in portraying its protagonist as somebody who works
on the land and knows about genetics and agriculture. Wormmaan also incorporates
a historical plotline, centred around Ra, a young Mesopotamian woman who sets out
to join what turns out to be the first farmers in the region.

Throughout Wormmaan metaphors and images of multiplication and cultivation
proliferate. Through this, the novel also thematises the different timescales on which
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its two stories unfold. When a prominent member of Ra’s new community consid-
ers a sacrifice to speed up a harvest, the narrators — who have identified themselves
as ‘the ancestors’ — warn that ‘[h]et talrijk worden van zaad kost tijd. Dat hadden
onze nazaten inmiddels moeten weten. Dat tien zaden tien planten opleveren, die op
hun beurt een veelvoud daarvan aan nageslacht voortbrengen, zodat je het volgende
jaar honderd zaden kunt zaaien, en het jaar daarop nog meer, enzovoorts’ [[i]t takes
time for seeds to multiply. Our descendants should have known that by now. That
ten seeds produce ten plants, who in turn produce a multitude of progeny, mean-
ing you can sow a hundred seeds the next year, and more the year after that, and so
forth] (108-9). Later, Elke, in her storyline, reflects that humans appear ‘blind’ to
their own powers of creation, as their lives are too short to fully comprehend this
‘complexe, trage proces’ [complex, slow process] (165). Time and again, Wormmaan
draws attention to the complexities of contemporaneous human and more-than-
human existence: from the slow perspective of evolution, the seven years Elke spent
on her pumpkin variety are nothing more than a blip. Her subsequent efforts to
undo thousands of years of evolution in a new pea cultivar attempt to do in human
time what before happened over millennia are another way in which the novels make
visible humanity’s impact on the soil in which they farm and, ultimately, the planet
on which they live.

This is to say that, from the novel’s first pages on, Wormmaan is a novel of the
Anthropocene. It proves itself as such in its formal blend of epic and realist novel, its
attending to different timescales, but also in Elke’s noticing of the impact of climate
change on the world around her. Birches, she notices for example, love colder weather
and will therefore keep moving north until they are stuck there: these ‘oeroude’
[ancient] (162) trees are thus ‘met uitsterven bedreigd’ [threatened with extinction]
(161). Later, she reflects on how the Dutch Wadden Islands ‘helemaal niet bij elkaar
gehouden [willen] worden’ [don’t want to be held together at all] (169). Big ships mov-
ing tons of sand every year keep the islands more or less where they are and keep them
from disrupting the lives lived on them. Thus, time and again, Elke’s eye is drawn to
human impacts on the planet and the world® — and especially to the strenuous efforts
to keep life as it is — while elsewhere the planet shows to what extent humans cannot
control their environment, that is, cannot keep the effects of their lifestyle ‘to a mini-
mum’ or somehow ‘reasonable’.

At its core, Wormmaan is a novel about unpredictability. While her job as a seed
breeder suggests teleology and orientation towards a certain goal (a new, improved
variety of a plant species), Elke comes to contemplate interrelation and unpredictable
evolution in both her work and her life. ‘Het komt wat laat’, she admits, ‘het besef,
dat het vormen en de afhankelijkheid wederzijds zijn. [...] Wij vormden de planten
en de planten vormden ons’ [It came a little bit late, the realisation, that the breeding
and the dependency are mutual. [...] We shaped the plants and the plants shaped
us] (183). Nature is ‘oneindig complex’ [infinitely complex] (255), humans have not
deciphered its codes, and the only constant is growth. From Elke’s initial failure to
create a new pumpkin variety ultimately comes a newfound modesty: multiplication
ultimately wins from cultivation. Here, failure becomes the productive terrain from
which the novel can articulate an alternative vision to dominant perspectives aimed at
subjugation and control.
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Winterthur: An Anthropocene Viewing Condition

If Het tegenovergestelde van een mens and Wormmaan have established a tentative
canon of contemporary climate fiction that reflects on humanity’s failure to find viable
ways out of its Anthropocene predicament,” Winterthur fits seamlessly into this corpus.
After listening to the recording of his interview with Dennis Meadows, another one
of The Limits to Growth’s authors, the novel’s protagonist walks through the woods:
‘nergens zag ik enig perspectief of iets wat voor een uitweg door zou kunnen gaan’
[nowhere I saw any perspective or something that could resemble a way out] (Nieu-
wenhuis 2022, 139). This sensibility makes Winterthur a melancholic novel, which
is only reinforced towards the end, when the protagonist has finished his research
and he is getting ready to leave the titular town: ‘Sinds wanneer, vroeg ik mij af, was
ik het landschap gaan bekijken door de bril van wat eraan ontbrak?’ [Since when, I
asked myself, had I started to look at the landscape through the prism of what was
not there?] (167). The novel articulates here what Jennifer Lynn Peterson has recently
called an ‘Anthropocene viewing condition’: ‘a newly prevalent spectator position of
endangerment’ (2022, 19). The main colouring of this viewing condition is that of loss,
both in the past and the future: all that is missing in Winterthur’s Alpine surroundings,
suggesting even more disappearance in years and decades to come.

Winterthur is an exploration of this viewing condition, and of the failure to reori-
ent global production processes post-1972. Through his conversations with Antonin
and the various scientists who were part of the Limits to Growth team, the protagonist
attempts to understand the planetary situation he sees the outlines of. These conversa-
tions are presented as long monologues by the scientists; together with diaries Antonin
kept during a trip to South America decades ago, these passages introduce nested nar-
rators who push the protagonist’s story into the background. Yet these monologues are
often essayistic, or non-fictional in nature: they do not propel the plot, but rather offer
reflections on climate change, the Anthropocene, and the lack of sustainable uptick of
the Club of Rome’s report. Take the conversation the protagonist has with Ugo Bardi
in Florence, in which the professor speculates on the psychology of evolution and its
relation to emotional failures that cause humans not to act upon warnings of climate
catastrophes: ‘Angst dient ervoor een onmiddellijke reactie te veroorzaken totdat het
gevaar is verdwenen en kan dus nooit aanblijven’ [Fear serves to cause an immediate
reaction until the danger has passed and can therefore never stay for a longer period
of time] (Nieuwenhuis 2022, 77). Fear is only ever an affective response for the short
term and can thus not propel sustained action in the Anthropocene.

The entire scene is much longer, but this quotation gives a good impression of the
tone of the conversation. The incorporation of these interviews suggests a continuous
investigation of what failure is exactly and how it factors into our handling — or mis-
handling - of climate change. Through its formal experimentations Winterthur puts
the spotlight on knowledge production, especially when it comes to the early warnings
the Club of Rome gave about human impacts on the environment. In an earlier conver-
sation, Jorgen Randers — another co-author of the original report — remarks that there
is no ‘historisch precedent’ [historical precedent] (42) for the current situation, which
will lead to substantial suffering in the twenty-first century, although he adds a wryly
optimistic conclusion: ‘aan het einde van de eeuw bevinden we ons zonder enige twijfel
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in een veel rustiger gebied’ [without a doubt, we’ll be in much quieter waters at the end
of the century] (ibid.). Notably, this remark introduces a longer durée perspective on
the climate crisis beyond the unfolding of the everyday that realist narrative temporal-
ity would otherwise not be able to incorporate in its story.

What happens in these passages is a novel that makes visible its thinking: in its
essayistic mode, Winterthur argues a point rather than telling a story. The novel’s
thoughts have not preceded the novelistic construction and fictionalisation but rather
come in place of it. It does so self-consciously: the novel’s Ugo Bardi suggests to the
protagonist that ‘schrijvers als uzelf® [writers like yourself[ (80) can play a role in
establishing a religious organisation that incorporates rules and regulations that are
beneficial to the environment. Not only does Bardi’s identification of the novel’s main
character as a writer establish a close link between author and narrator, suggesting
perhaps a type of autofiction,'® this passage also expresses the novel’s self-aware posi-
tioning in a field of knowledge production: bringing together various interviews is an
intentional act through which Winterthur hopes to increase knowledge of the histori-
cally unprecedented situation we are in.

More than Marsman’s and Heitman’s novels, Winterthur is almost storyless: its pro-
tagonist is a man seemingly without qualities, and the main plotline concerns Antonin
and his squabbles with the Winterthur city government. In Antonin, the novel has its
crusader against modernity and its discontents who chooses to live without electricity,
water and so on. Antonin, the narrator ponders, wanted to live like a native (161),
which he interprets as ‘[zijn] van de plek [...] waar je bent’ [[being] from the place
where you are] (163). Antonin ultimately loses his fight against modernity: forced to
vacate his alternative, off-the-grid lifestyle by the government, he ends up weakened in
a hospital. The only character who resists modernity’s seductions fails in his resistance;
what is left is his story and the protagonist’s solastalgic view on the Swiss landscape.

Conclusion

‘Genre flailing’, writes Berlant, ‘is a mode of crisis management that arises after an
object, or object world, becomes disturbed in a way that intrudes on one’s confidence
about how to move in it’ (2018, 157). Het tegenovergestelde van een mens, Worm-
maan and Winterthur are novels filled with such crisis management, coming on the
heels of the Anthropocene’s forceful and profound disturbances. This chapter has
traced how these three, relatively high-profile novels, which together constitute some
of the beginnings of a Dutch cultural archive (Said 1993) on the climate crisis, attempt
such management. When read together, their flailing — the failure of form and of the-
matisation — suggests the impasse in the cultural imagination around the climate and
climate change. By way of conclusion, I would like to revisit some claims made already
and extend some new lines of thought.

First, these three novels show the limits of the current forms of our imagination of
the climate crisis. A particularly prominent scholarly discussion has revolved around
the possibilities of realist fiction to represent the Anthropocene; led by Ghosh (2016),
the general sentiment has been that there are at least serious challenges to be overcome.
Although I do not dispute this, I do think realist fiction has something to contribute;
moreover, neglecting contemporary realist literature’s imaginations of climate change
would impoverish our understanding of climate change’s cultural effects. The three
novels I have attended to make this clear: in their formal experimentation with other
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genres than the narrative, whether it is poetry, essay or the epic, they deviate from the
traditional realist novel and its (informal) rules established in the past two centuries.
The stretching of this form is in itself noteworthy; moreover, tracing failure of form and
failure as a thematic in these three novels helps us see on an affective level how the over-
whelming vastness of climate changes paralyses us. What is needed is extraordinary — in
its sense of being out of the ordinary: current patterns of thought and behaviour are
unable to reorient the crisis towards a more sustainable future. The novels’ failures of
realism are indicative of that, although at the same time literary innovations will not be
a way forward: a new imaginary is not going to save humanity.

Second, all three novels are clearly solastalgic in their mourning of time run out,
of a lost grasp on events unfolding, and of the possibility to change things round. In
these novels, ‘the good life’ is firmly located in the past; no longer accessible, there is
not even an illusion to believe in anymore.

Third, while the recently heralded ‘arrival’ of climate fiction in Dutch literature may
be mostly a marketing ploy, it does speak to the absence of a clear, self-conscious tradi-
tion of environmental writing. As a consequence, Het tegenovergestelde van een mens
and Winterthur mostly refer to international, non-Dutch thinkers and examples. In
Marsman’s novel, this very clearly takes the form of references to Timothy Morton,
whose writings on the climate as a ‘hyperobject’ have found wide resonance also outside
academia. In Nieuwenhuis’s novel, this is expressed through the incorporation of the
Club of Rome and its Swiss locale. It is only recently that Dutch literature has started to
participate in the longer, transnational tradition of climate fiction — even if Winkler and
van Herten (2020) show some earlier traces. The translation of Marsman’s novel into
English surely aids this dialogue.

‘Millennial literature supposedly stands apart from the world, but that point of
view ignores that millennials and literature have come into being in this world,” Hans
Demeyer and Sven Vitse (2021, 13) write in their book on Dutch millennial literature.
Arguing against the view that writers of this generation are not engaged with the world
beyond Amsterdam’s gentrifying neighbourhoods, they posit instead that these writers
aim to restore an affective response to the world. In Het tegenovergestelde van een
mens, Wormmaan and Winterthur, the characters suffer from too many connections
to the world without being able to productively translate these into action. Instead,
concerns about a lost world lead to paralysis. The resistance disarmed, what remains
is a pervasive sense of failure.

Notes

I would like to thank Bradley Harmon, Ruby de Vos and the volume’s editors for their
feedback on earlier drafts of this chapter.

1. Translations from the Dutch in this chapter are mine, unless otherwise noted.

For a broader history of the concept, see Davies (2018).

3. Sometimes, Indonesia features as one of the world’s most prominent emitters. This is, of
course, only due its central role in the global economy, where it caters to largely Western
consumers and their tastes.

4. Thave developed this notion of the ‘postcolonial Anthropocene’ elsewhere (van Amelsvoort
2024).

5. Ttry to do justice to differences in layout between the two editions. The English edition is
aligned on the right, which cannot be reproduced here.

6. The first page number refers to the Dutch attention, the second to the English translation.

»
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7. Elke also means ‘every’ in Dutch, suggesting the novel positions here as a new type of
every(wo)man, and a stand-in for the reader.
For the relationship between these two concepts, see Spivak (2003).
9. Winkler and van Herten (2020) show the usefulness of climate as a reading optic for older
Dutch literature.
10. See Demeyer and Vitse (2021) for a reflection on autofiction in contemporary Dutch fiction.
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