
Eco-Lit Fiction and Nonfiction 

Whether people are trying to solve such issues as global warming, eco-terrorism, or natural disasters, there are books that deliver some 
powerful insights into these topics. The following are just a small sampling of this growing genre of Eco-Lit which includes true journalistic 
types of narratives, fictitious accounts of apocalyptic catastrophes, and some thoughts about what the future holds for mankind. While these 
books range in tone from serious to more light-hearted, they all will get the reader to think about the impact that society is having on the 
environment and maybe offer some insights into how to make a difference in preserving the one planet we all share: Earth. 

 

Donovan Hohn. Moby-Duck: The True Story of 28,800 Bath Toys Lost at Sea and of the Beachcombers, 

Oceanographers, E. 2012. 

 

In Moby-Duck, Donovan Hohn examines many lofty topics; the premise of the book, however, is one of pure fancy. It 

begins in 1992, when a cargo ship traveling from Asia to the west coast of the US runs into some rough weather and 

loses one of its containers. Into the ocean spill thousands of plastic bath toys that months later show up on the beaches 

of Alaska and Washington. More than ten years later, the author hears about these enchanting toys and sets out to find 

some for his very own. Instead, he discovers beachcombers, environmentalists, sailors, and scientists who all teach him 

about the rest of the flotsam that heaps upon the beautiful beaches, the deteriorating plastic that plagues the ocean and 

the bellies of birds, and how the floating of all this junk is changing as the northern ice melts more every year. 

 

This book appeals to readers who like scientific adventure stories, who want to familiarize themselves with the health of 

the Earth's oceans and beaches, or anyone who is nostalgic for their ducky bath toys. 

  

 

Barbara Kingsolver. Animal, vegetable, Miracle. 2007. 

 

Kingsolver, author of The Poisonwood Bible, The Bean Trees, and other acclaimed novels, writes an account of one year 

on her family farm in the Appalachians of Virginia. She, her husband, and their two daughters resolved to avoid for one 

year any food that wasn't obtained locally from a farmer’s market or grown themselves. Kingsolver describes how our 

modern shopping choices are ruining the environment and our health: out-of-season food burns fossil fuels and loses 

nutritional value as it is transported across the continent; huge, subsidized agribusinesses squeeze out eco-friendly 

family farms; and cattle raised by CAFOs (Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations) harbor e-coli, high cholesterol, and 

other 'nasties.' Kingsolver avoids preachy-ness by employing a wry sense of humor and lively descriptions of the joys of 

fresh eats. Sidebars by her husband Steven Hopp provide condensed lessons in responsible agriculture, and each 

chapter ends with recipes and personal anecdotes from Kingsolver's older daughter Camille. Reading this book will at 

the very least make you question your fast-food decisions, and could even inspire you to grow a tomato plant or two. 

Place it on the same readers' advisory lists as Fast Food Nation (Eric Schlosser), Salt Sugar Fat (Michael Moss), and The 

Omnivore's Dilemma (Michael Pollan). 

  

 

James Howard Kunstler. World Made by Hand. 2008. 

 

James Howard Kunstler, celebrated social commentator, has explored in his non-fiction writings about the potential of 

climate change and the terminal decline of oil production to sound the death knell for industrial civilization. In this 

dystopian novel, World Made by Hand, this fate comes to pass "sometime in the not-distant future." Narrated by Robert 

Earle, a local carpenter who lost his wife and son, the novel focuses on the interactions of several opposing groups over 

the course of one summer just over ten years in the future as they navigate a world recovering from a global upheaval 

that featured a series of bombs, oil shortages, climate change, and a killer flu pandemic. Life has retracted back to the 

small town, in this case the fictional Union Grove, NY, into a world that is, as Kunstler describes it, like an "enlightened 

nineteenth century." People's engagement with nature has not just been increased, it has been transformed. People are 

now dependent on the natural world not just for food but for shelter, power, and rejuvenation. 

 

This novel would appeal to readers of dystopian fiction and science fiction. That being said, this book is not like Mad 

Max's dystopian world (although there is some violence) and does not focus so much on science since the world's many 

scientific advances of the preceding 100 years are no longer relevant to the world of Union Grove. The book would also 

appeal to those who enjoy disaster, survival, and/or environmentally focused stories. 

  



 

Richard Louv. Last Child in the Woods: Saving Out Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder. 2008. 

 

Richard Louv is not alone in his belief that the current generation of children is being alienated from nature. In Last 

Child Left in the Woods, he shares anecdotal evidence alongside findings from scientific studies to support this 

perception. He also delves into many possible reasons for this alienation, including parental fears, legal restrictions, and 

even well-meaning education programs that encourage children to view nature in the context of far-away ecological 

devastation rather than a nearby source of everyday exploration. However, Louv does not believe that all hope is lost. 

Rather than exclusively focusing on the negative effects of "Nature Deficit Disorder," Louv examines the positive 

influence that contact with nature can have on people, particularly children. Throughout his book, he builds a case for 

the benefits of direct, small-scale interaction with nature, whether in a mountain wilderness, an urban park, a vacant 

lot, or a local family farm, and he gives many examples of a growing movement to reconnect children with the nature 

that surrounds them in every environment. Louv argues that this reconnection is necessary to foster a desire to 

preserve our casual contact with nature through ecologically conscious community planning and building design models, 

as well as what he calls "green schools" curricula. More importantly, Louv insists that reconnecting children with nature 

is important for their own health and well-being. 

 

There is little or no literary narrative in Last Child Left in the Woods, and this book will appeal to those who enjoy 

carefully constructed argument built on a foundation of careful research. Louv is not out to entertain, but to convince 

and influence. Still, Last Child in the Woods is sure to provoke thought and reflection in a way that might appeal to book 

clubs and individuals who like a good debate. 

  

 

Ann Patchett. State of Wonder. 2011. 

 

Best-selling author Ann Patchett again offers a richly detailed, complex story, this time about Marina Singh, a researcher 

for pharmaceuticals giant Vogel. She is sent to the Amazon jungle to learn what has really happened to her coworker 

who reportedly died there of a fever, and to report on the progress of Dr. Annick Swenson who has gone strangely silent 

about her work developing a fertility drug for Vogel. 

 

Marina arrives in Manaus in this primitive "state of wonder," hardly able to appreciate its exotic, lush beauty because of 

all the obstacles suddenly in her way. Dr. Swenson eventually appears in Manaus and leads Marina to her research 

station by boat, piloted by the young deaf boy Easter from a neighboring hostile tribe. Dr. Swenson is a true force of 

nature and a bundle of incongruities. Single and sufficient unto herself, she still is fiercely possessive of Easter. She 

maintains a clinical reserve from the tribal people, never trying to learn their language, yet she tolerates their physical 

attentions. In violation of scientific and ethical codes, she has used herself as a test subject. She is developing a fertility 

drug from a tree that grows only here. The women who chew the bark are fertile into old age, but the bark also 

vaccinates against and cures malaria. She knows the fertility drug would earn billions for Vogel while the anti-malarial is 

worth almost nothing to the company because the people who need it most can't pay for it. So, Dr. Swenson has been 

hiding the malaria research behind the fertility drug. 

 

One could see the conflict in this story as mainly between business/profit and pure science, but there is a third party in 

the conflict—nature. The wild, prolific biodiversity of the Amazon region could be the source of countless beneficial 

medicines and must be preserved from exploitation that would destroy the delicate balance of the trees, insects and 

people who call it home. 

  

 

Kim Stanley Robinson. Forty Signs of Rain. 2005. 

 

A delegation of Buddhists from Khembalung, who are a member of the Delegation of Drowning Nations, have just 

arrived in Washington, D.C. and set up their embassy at the National Science Foundation (NSF). When Anna Quibler, 

Bioinformatics Department Head at NSF, learns their island nation is sinking she takes up their cause and introduces 

them to her husband Charlie, Environmental Aide to Senator Phil Chase. Charlie, who doubles as a stay at home Dad, 

has written legislation that will spur critical initiatives to reverse global warming. Though he suffers a demoralizing 

defeat when the bill is thrown out in the Senate, Charlie goes back to the drawing board to find a way to reintroduce its 

crucial parts.  

 

Meanwhile, visiting scientist Professor Frank Vanderwal from UCSD, has presented a plan to NSF's Board and agreed to 

stay on to chair a committee tasked with building a new paradigm at NSF. How can scientists become a part of the 

political decision-making process and fund an international scientific community whose interest will be to create a 

sustainable civilization? This visionary novel set in D.C. and surrounding metropolitan area is the first in the 

trilogy, Science in the Capital. Author Kim Stanley Robinson, also known as KSR, a Hugo, Nebula and Locus award 

winner, creates an utterly believable near future where the devastating effects of global warming are felt worldwide. 

  



 

Karen Thompson Walker. The Age of Miracles. 2012. 

 

Earth's rotation is slowing, and scientists across the globe can't determine why. As each day gains more minutes of 

daylight and of darkness, planet Earth and all of its inhabitants begin to feel the effects of "the slowing." The stakes 

become dire when sensitive species and individuals begin to sicken. Gradually, extra minutes of darkness and light 

stretch into extra hours, and society divides into factions of "clock timers," those who follow the government-mandated 

24-hour day, and "real timers," who allow their natural patterns of sleep and wakefulness to determine their days. Yet 

even as people begin building radiation shelters and hoarding food, eleven-year-old Julia deals with typical middle 

school concerns: the casual meanness of girlfriends, an unrequited crush, and her parents’ troubled marriage. 

 

Though an eco-apocalyptic tale, The Age of Miracles is more character than action driven. Teens and adults who enjoy 

reflective coming-of-age stories will appreciate this literary novel, which focuses on life amidst environmental 

destruction, rather than the hard science behind it. 

 


