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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber. I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. As all of you know here, my goal at the library is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when successful to make it levitate. After the event tonight there will be a book signing which is provided by 192 Books, our independent bookstore. I’m very pleased also to welcome you tomorrow to Geoff Dyer; it will be our closing night. I will have the pleasure of interviewing him.

Will tonight be a night of gloom and doom? I don’t quite know, but I am sure there will be plenty of it. Nathaniel Rich has actually said that he would start with a story filled with hope. I think it will be rather short. (laughter) Elizabeth Kolbert offers us a startling look at the mass extinction currently unfolding before our eyes in The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History. Tonight I am pleased that she is joined by Nathaniel Rich, who I have wanted to have here at the Library for very long already, whose novel Odds Against Tomorrow is a philosophically searching inquiry into our greatest fears about the future.

I’ve asked for the last seven years of our guests to provide me with a biography of themselves in seven words, a haiku of sorts or if you’re very modern a tweet. Nathaniel Rich offered me these seven words: “Panicked. Pessimistic. Paranoid. I blame the Mets.” (laughter) Elizabeth Kolbert could only come up with six words: “Human and not proud of it.” Please welcome them.

(applause)

NATHANIEL RICH: So this story was told to me by an employee of the California Academy of Sciences, which is something like the Museum of Natural History here. They have a beautiful aquarium and a zoo in Golden Gate Park and beneath that, underground, only accessible to people who work there and, I guess, journalists, they have a different type of zoo, it’s basically a dead zoo, and it’s a bunch of cabinets with shelves and any shelf you pull open has dead animals in it and some of them are extinct, and I was there to report a story and I got to see some condors, which if you haven’t seen them, a California condor, they’re enormous—and very few people alive have seen them, I should say—enormous birds, black with a yellow beak and in the drawer when you pull it open they’re stiff and rigid and their wings are collapsed, so they look like these umbrellas, old-fashioned big umbrellas like their beak was the knob. 
Their wingspan’s something like six feet, and they used to populate the entire continent, and they were a kind of vulture and they preyed on the megafauna that roamed the continent then. And when all the sloths and the mastodons and mammoths died off most of the condors died off too, except for the California condors and no one really knows why that is but there’s a theory that they would feed on the last remaining enormous animal that they could find, which were whales that would wash ashore in California, and they would come from hundreds of miles away whenever a whale was beached and they would feed on it and then go back to this sort of solitary existence in the mountains where they came from. 
In the eighties they were down to their last twenty-two birds, and there’s a great passage in Elizabeth Kolbert’s new book about this and there was a coalition of concerned activists and scientists who tried to save them and they initiated one of the first captive breeding programs. I think maybe the first successful one, but I might be wrong. I’m going to keep looking at you every time I assert any kind of fact (laughter) hoping you don’t correct me, fearing that you should. And so they initiated—what they do is they capture all the birds, bring them into a breeding center, and force them to breed, probably at a rate that’s higher than they would normally in order to increase the population. 
So they went out into these mountains and they captured, using pretty sophisticated tricks, about twenty-one of the twenty-two birds, exactly twenty-one of the twenty-two birds, and there was one bird remaining. His name was Igor. This is the plot of my unwritten Disney script, what follows, (laughter) “Igor the Last Condor.” And so Igor is very clever. These are smart birds, they fifty years. He was an ornery one, and he lived in—they tend to live in total isolation, and he lived in a particularly out-of-reach mountain crag, so he was really hard to get to, and he had seen his other condors be trapped and imprisoned, and he knew something was wrong, and so he wasn’t falling for all the regular tricks. But finally they got him, and they brought him to the breeding center, and it was a good thing, because the whole species had entered what is called genetic bottleneck, which means when a species is endangered and it’s reduced the genetic diversity declines and there’s a risk of inbreeding. And it turned out that Igor had unique DNA, relatively unique DNA, and so they used him to breed with all the other female condors, and created this new population and the condor was saved. 
And they raised the baby condors. They didn’t have enough adults to raise them, so they raised them with puppets, tried to teach them how to behave. But at a certain point it was time to release them into the wild and there were no adult condors out there but they hoped that they would survive, so they released all the chicks into the wild, and then Igor was still alive, twenty years had passed, and finally it was time for Igor to be released, they said, “well, we don’t need him—” he was not useful to them anymore so they released them, and the first thing he did was fly back directly twenty years later to the exact crag where they had caught him. And then the other strange thing that happened was, because they put, they implant them all with GPS chips, so they can monitor them in the wild, the birds, they found that he very surprisingly that he was around a lot of the younger birds, that he had kind of taken on a kind of mentorship of these other baby birds, who he probably was their father, and they had reconnected in the wild and was teaching them to live as a proper condor should. Now that we got that out of the way—
(laughter)
ELIZABETH KOLBERT: You know, one thing that you said brought to my mind a question that I wanted to ask you, which is that an interesting question whenever, you know, fiction writers and nonfiction writers meet, that tension, you know, which is that these stories, nonfiction stories often, you know, they don’t have any shape, you know, that’s a sort of serious problem that you face. And you do both, you know, you’ve written some great nonfiction and some great fiction. Which is easier? Which do you prefer? And what do you do when you’re writing a nonfiction piece and it just isn’t as good as the story that you want to tell, but you have those nasty fact checkers?
NATHANIEL RICH: You just make it up really well so they can’t, no, yeah, it’s a good question. I really—I enjoy doing both. A lot of the writers I admire the most do both and do it well. And for me I think it helps to go out into the world and get new ideas, it helps the fiction, and I think hopefully the writing fiction helps me learn things about narrative that helps the nonfiction, but it is, you know, like the story I just told, probably if you put that before a fact checker, a New Yorker fact checker, it might not come out the same way.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: There might be a lot of qualifiers.

NATHANIEL RICH: A lot of qualifiers, yeah. Yeah. But, no, I think it’s difficult but I think it’s probably similar to the challenges that you face when you’re doing any reporting and you’re trying to tell a good story and there’s inconsistencies and I think you have a very graceful way of doing it in this book especially, I mean when you’re confronted with the challenge of outlining a lot of theories, some of which are speculative but which we have good reason to believe may happen, but it seemed like a tricky thing to have to figure out how. I was impressed retrospectively at how smoothly it was, where the reader both is gripped by these scenarios but doesn’t feel like you’re pulling a fast one, either. But I suppose you have good training writing for the New Yorker that you’re able to figure out how to do that.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Well, I mean the reason—I think that a lot of the best nonfiction writers are fiction writers, I agree with that. I am not a fiction writer and I am very, very, you know sort of tied to what I actually saw, which I often realize was inadequate, so, you know, all you have is this sense that, well, this isn’t going to work. So in a sense it would be good to have like another sideline where you could take the nonfiction story that didn’t work and turn it into a fiction story that would work, you know, but I do think there’s this—I mean, it’s sort of at the heart, it’s not really maybe at the heart of the problem of nonfiction, you know, which is that reality is so damn real, and, you know, it is what it is and you got what you got and in many cases in writing, you know, the book, you know, I went out with people for in some cases weeks at a time and I still felt like, okay, I didn’t really get what I wanted to get, you know, but that’s what I had and I sort of had to work with it and so I’ve often thought like if I had a better sense of the story arc or whatever that maybe that would be better, on the other hand I would think as a nonfiction person, as a fiction writer, that it might be frustrating.

NATHANIEL RICH: Well, I’m curious to know what you felt you weren’t able to get because reading the book, it’s beside the information and the stories, there’s also the sense of you traveling to all these incredible places, I was very envious, and so I was amazed at how much research that you did and how much work you put into doing it. So where you did you feel like you were frustrated?

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Well, when you go out and, you know, I wanted to see something and we just didn’t see it, so what am I going to do? I didn’t see it.

NATHANIEL RICH: But there are some good anecdotes about failing to see—

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Failing to see, then you’ve got to turn failing into an anecdote, too. Yeah. So I—I, when you take up a nonfiction story like what attracts you to it, like why, like the deextinction story, what would attract you, so Nathaniel wrote a piece recently, I’m sure most of you read it, for the New York Times Magazine on this idea that we’re going to bring back, you know, the passenger pigeon, for example, which is a great example, from its, you know, the DNA you can collect from its bones, which is, you know, definitely in the realm of the plausible.

NATHANIEL RICH: Yeah, the deextinction, there’s this whole movement of people, scientists, who want to bring back all of these species. The science is very hard to explain and I don’t trust myself enough to do it well enough now, but essentially secrets in the genomes of dead animals, including some of these animals that were at this museum, which is why I went to this museum, this dead zoo, in California. And they sequence them and they compare the dead species to living species that are similar to it, so the passenger pigeon they can compare to a rock pigeon that you see outside on the street and there’s a hope that using synthetic biology that they’ll be able to create these new animals in a lab essentially or modify existing animals enough so that they resemble exactly these old animals. 
And I was drawn to that just because it’s such a crazy idea and I think I tend to be drawn to obsession and obsessive people or obsessive characters, and this story absolutely qualified, and also high-stakes stories, and I think there’s not much that’s more high stakes than extinction, both mass extinction and then a kind of perhaps corollary to that, which is our species’ extinction and this idea of deextinction carries a lot of promise and hope—it’s a hopeful story, and I think the people who promote it—especially Stewart Brand is heavily involved in this, founder of the Whole Earth Catalog—his whole idea is that we’re not going to save the world, we’re not going to stop mass extinction from happening, but we’re going to tell a story, it’s almost a narrative, it’s almost, well it’s an art project, because we’re telling a story and hopefully this will inspire people to act and then there’s a line in your book about this idea that hope, we need hope, we crave hope, and hope in, you know, sort of psychological experiments, hope is a better motivator than fear. 
That said, I have to say one of my favorite things about your book that I really responded to personally quite strongly is that you haven’t written that kind of book that we’ve come to expect from writers who are writing about environmental issues, this idea that things are really bad, things are really bad, but we can do this if we all sign the Kyoto protocol or whatever, and I feel like I mean that seems to be the kind of trope, that we have now, I feel like, the genre of environmental writing that I think you can extend to fiction and nonfiction and one of the aspects of it is it needs a positive ending, and I thought you addressed that idea and it’s not gloomy, really, not totally, but you went somewhere else with that.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Well, I agree with you that it’s kind of become a cliché, here’s a hundred thousand reasons why things are, you know, going south, and then, you know, but don’t despair, but I really, really struggled with that because when you think about it, you know, that trope is really the payoff for reading the book, so I was like, well why did you read this book, why did I ask you to read this book? I asked you to read this book because I wanted you to do something, you know, I wanted you to believe in this whatever it is that I’m prescribing, you know, and I really don’t say that at all. It sounds pejorative in some way, but obviously people have, you know, would like something to happen, and I would like something to happen, I mean, I don’t want you guys all you know to go out tonight and say, you know, “Forget it I might as well just crank up the AC and give up on the planet entirely.” 
I really struggled with that because that is a very—I think it is both in a writerly sense the only rationale for having written the book, right, is okay, why did I take you through these really kind of unpleasant things except to get you to do something, so you need a whole other excuse for this book, which is hard to come up with, really, and then also in an ethical sense, what is the ethics of leading people through this without offering something that you would like them to do in response to it, you know, what—? 

So I actually was very concerned in a way about how you know the World Wildlife Fund or whatever would respond to the book and I haven’t really gotten much of that response, interestingly enough, like why didn’t you, you know, tell them to donate to the World Wildlife Fund or something, but I really, really struggled with that question because I knew from the very beginning you can’t write a, you know, a book about a subject like mass extinction and then say okay but here are the ten things you can do to prevent that, so I didn’t really know where the book was going to end, until I actually had a similar experience, and it was probably not far, and it was actually in a place where I saw condors, at the San Diego Zoo, they have like a Safari Park, has anyone ever been to the Safari Park? Yes. Where they have some condors in, which they don’t let them fly away, they’re called condorminiums, (laughter) they have them in these like very very big tentlike things, and I went there to look at their frozen zoo, which is actually just a bunch of tanks of liquid nitrogen with cell lines in them that they manage to keep “alive,” and they are alive, if they took them out of liquid nitrogen, they could culture them and continue to grow them. This is very much part of the deextinction thing. They don’t like to talk about it, they don’t like to say that that’s what it’s about. But in a sci-fi way it is what it’s about.

NATHANIEL RICH: And they’re working together, these guys.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Yeah, absolutely. It’s a big collection of frozen tissue, maybe a thousand species in there in these vats and a couple of them, only a very few are actually totally extinct now, but one or two of them are now, that’s the only living thing that exists is this tiny vial of cells, and, so I was there and it didn’t turn out to be, you know, to be honest, kind of what I wanted, because a vat of liquid nitrogen just isn’t very interesting, and then I heard about this bird that which is one of the last of its kind, a Hawaiian crow, and he also they wanted his genetic material, because if you have a very small population, you know every member of the first generation is very, very important because in subsequent generations you’re only getting you know a portion of the genetic material. 
His name is Kinohi and when I heard about him I thought I’ve got to go meet Kinohi because what they were doing with Kinohi was basically jerking off Kinohi to get his semen because he wouldn’t mate with the other—there was like fifty female birds but he wouldn’t have anything to do with them because he did not self-identify as a bird anymore. He had been raised by people. And actually it was an object lesson for the condors, who were also started to be raised by people but then they went to these like puppet things, because birds are very smart and they imprint, they really do imprint on whoever is their parent, and so you need to pretend that you’re a condor if you’re going to raise—
NATHANIEL RICH: Not so smart that they can’t realize that they’re puppets, not birds. To be clear.

(laughter)

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Exactly. It’s a fine line. Yeah, yeah. So anyway so I went to meet Kinohi and it was really, that was when I knew how I was going to end the book, because Kinohi, you know, crows can talk actually, they can imitate human speech and Kinohi had this sort of demented cry and he said, “I know,” that was his, the one thing he’d learned to say, and that just seemed like such a sort of amazing thing for the last of his kind to be telling humanity, so—

NATHANIEL RICH: But this idea that you have to have a message at the end. I mean, is that—I feel like that’s not demanded of writers who are writing histories or maybe even writing books about politics or other sort of, whatever you might see in nonfiction, profiles, biographies, with work about the environment I think there’s this built-in idea that it not only often has to have a message, and a message of hope, but it has to be a motivation to action. And I feel like there’s a name for literature that is written to motivate people to act—propaganda—and we tend to think of it as a really low form of literature. And so I wonder why is, you know, environmental literature reduced in that way, why can’t we have more books like yours that can tell a great story and write eloquently about it and surprise us and teach us things without feeling like you also are forced into being a kind of activist?
ELIZABETH KOLBERT: I think that’s a very good question. I think it is on some level, you could say it’s a trap that people fall in, but I guess I wonder and other people can pipe in if they want, if it’s only restricted to environmental or if it’s any current issue where you say, “Okay, there’s something terrible happening in the world today.” A lot of times something terrible is happening in the world and it’s happening far from you and you can kind of say, “Well that’s their problem and, you know, they really ought to deal with it,” you know if it’s Syria, war in Syria, whatever. But if it’s something that you’re participating in, you know, don’t a lot of books about current events say, “okay, here’s what we need to do,” isn’t there always that impetus to tell people how they can get out of, how we can get out of this situation? 
So I think it’s maybe not confined to environmental books but it is extremely limiting and I guess I would argue that it was why there was sort of space to write the book that I happened to write, which on some level should have been written a million times before, and on some level has been written a million times before, but that necessity to make that turn at the end means in some ways it confines people to only talking about problems for which they have, you know, some kind of, you know, ten-point plan or whatever, and if you don’t have that ten-point plan, you know, then maybe people aren’t even writing the book so you get in this weird situation where—it’s like the cliché that people have, you know, I don’t know if it’s actually ever said at business meetings or whatever, but it’s like, “If it doesn’t have a solution, it’s not a problem,” well, it still is a problem, even if it doesn’t have a solution, it can be a really big problem. 
So I don’t know why that’s the case, I do think it’s a really good question. But if you’ve read Silent Spring lately, I mean, it ends with a turn of what we could do.

NATHANIEL RICH: Yeah, when you were talking just now I was reminded of Philip Gourevitch, who wrote this great book about the Rwandan genocide and when he goes to—and he still speaks, is asked to speak about it constantly, and he goes and these audiences that have read the book and feel passionately about him always, he said, ask him this question, “How can I—where do things stand now? How can I act, what can I do, and, you know, were you motivated to write this book to get the word out about what was going on?” And as it turned out his book did do that, I mean, it did get the word out on this larger level about what was going on, but his response was essentially—and I’m paraphrasing so don’t hold him to this completely. He said, essentially, “I don’t care. Like, I went there as a writer, I went to tell this story, it’s a fascinating story, it’s a disturbing story, but I’m not there as an activist, I’m there as a writer.” 
And I feel like there—increasingly I hope that there are writers who are brave enough to do what you did and write books where we don’t necessarily have a good solution or an answer. You mentioned like Silent Spring, I mean I feel like I have this very crude—I was thinking about it tonight—I have this very sort of crude idea of the history of writing about the environment, at least in the last century being sort of starting around late nineteenth century, which is around the first time that people started becoming aware that extinction was possible and that human beings might be behind it, a kind of love of the—literature celebrating the natural world—and you see it fiction and nonfiction. You see it in Jack London and Teddy Roosevelt, and it’s often kind of a brawny, masculine idea of nature and how we need nature in our lives, and maybe that coincides with greater urbanism or something in the states, and then you have the Silent Spring era and you’ve basically—well, not only is nature important and good and virtuous, but we’re ruining it and we have to save it, and I feel like that period has basically gone to this day. 
I mean, it’s become more complicated and so on but it’s essentially, this is what we’re talking about, it’s here’s this great story, terrifying story, but this is how we can fix it and I feel like we’re only now getting into this next phase, which is something I tried to do in Odds Against Tomorrow, and I think it’s something that you do as well which is, this is happening, and we’re going to live through this and what do we—not necessarily what do we do to solve it, and I’m not saying there shouldn’t be people out there who are doing that, having that conversation, but how do we live with this?

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: I guess I could turn this question around and say when, you know, at the end of Odds Against Tomorrow when he’s, you know, urban homesteading is there a message there, I mean, is there something like—of—I mean, he’s come up with his own solution, you know, it’s not going to be everyone’s solution, as it were. But what were you hoping that people did take away, did leave with that—

NATHANIEL RICH: Yeah, I guess without, I mean it’s my hope was that it’s ambivalent, that’s the only, without getting into too much of the details of this last chapter it’s that we continue to hope, we continue to live, we’re human beings, and yet when we live in spite of the knowledge that we have about the future, in part because that’s how we’re built, and that we don’t have a choice, really, and that it’s not really productive or useful just to be depressed all the time, and that depression and anxiety is paralyzing and it doesn’t feel good, and I feel like the character’s passage through the novel is from a position of total anxiety and passivity to action but it’s action, it’s not blind action, it’s action knowing that he’s doing what he can, it’s probably not going to be enough, but he’s going to go on, I guess it’s like that Sam Beckett idea.

But it does remind me of one of my favorite things about, one of my favorite lines about your book, which I think I wrote down to make sure I get it right is about the madness gene that we have, and it’s not maybe a direct transition but it’s close, and it’s this idea that, you know, when scientists are discovering that earlier forms of man existed in all these crazy environments and would go climb deep into caves where they’d have to crawl to, what were they doing in there, they didn’t have flashlights, and it’s this idea that there’s this madness gene that causes us to explore in the same way that we’re now exploring. I want to find the exact line.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: It’s not my line, it’s someone else’s line.

NATHANIEL RICH: There’s a quote about the “human insanity and exploration thing,” is how one scientist puts it. (laughter) Insanity and exploration thing and essentially that maybe that is what separates us from the Neanderthals and that this is built into us, and even if it’s not explicitly like a hope gene, it’s essentially that, right, I mean it’s the idea that why would people set out in a boat five or ten thousand years ago into the open ocean in the hope of finding an island, because we know they did that because that’s how they got to Easter Island or wherever.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Or they got blown off course.

NATHANIEL RICH: Most of them probably died, yeah, and so what is that thing? And maybe that thing is connected to a kind of innate hopefulness in spite of what else we know or the knowledge that we have.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Yes, I mean, I definitely think they’re related and I think that yeah, they’re intimately related, I mean I hope one of the things that comes through in the book is you know what we would consider to be our best qualities, being extremely curious, being adventurous, being creative, being innovative, also turn out to be, you know, they just turn out to be in many instances very destructive. It’s not—once again it’s not a morality play. I mean, I think that’s also to be honest what a lot of environmental writing, you know, tends to sort of want to portray it as some kind of, you know, plot, there’s also often a lot of corporate greed, which I am completely 100 percent against corporate greed, and I think it’s a very serious problem, I don’t want to minimize it, but it’s not the only problem, it’s not why we’re in the mess that we’re in, unfortunately, there’s a lot of things that we value about ourselves that unfortunately have put us in the situation that we’re in, so I don’t think it’s really easy to extract that and that is also part of, you know, why I don’t think this story has a happy ending, if we just overcame some, you know, contingent thing about society, I think it’s much, much, ultimately more even, you know, might have been the madness gene, which is 200,000 years old at this point, so.

NATHANIEL RICH: One of the most haunting revelations in the book is this idea that we know that human beings hunted animals to extinction or continued to cause animals to go to extinction but this idea that this has been with us from the very beginning, even before tools were really good enough to do it that we were having this effect and it sort of confirmed this like pet theory I had that it’s not just that human beings are destructive, that our activities are sort of inadvertently destructive, but that we have to destroy, that is part of how we—we have to destroy, it’s not that it’s an accidental thing, a by-product of our civilization, but it’s we have to destroy and ruin in order to have a civilization and to survive and it’s built into us, it’s always been that way, and despite our best instincts it’s like that’s part of us, which is a really haunting, creepy thing to think about but I think that’s sort of reflected in what you’re writing about.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Well, it’s not, once again, these are, I always as a nonfiction writer, I always hasten to say, these are not original ideas to me. But you know the idea that we are creatures that move a lot faster than evolution, you know, if we decided that we want to go after that, you know, these enormous wombat-like creatures that used to roam around Australia, for example, before people arrived that basically were like enormous guinea pigs, you know, a ton in weight and if humans decided, and humans had never encountered this creature, right, until they got to Australia, which is already unbelievable, because humans got to Australia like 50,000 years ago, which is really, really a long time ago and how did they get there? We really can’t even imagine that, but anyway, so they arrive and they’ve never met this thing, but they figure out a way presumably you can imagine it pretty easily to hunt it, it has never had a large, you know, predator and, you know, within X number of thousand years they’re all gone. It is not really very difficult to see why that would happen when you think about it just as, you know, we’re just a very different kind of predator that can hunt prey that’s any size, basically any speed, because we’re just very, very smart and that just turns out to be, that gets back to this idea that our best qualities and our worst qualities may turn out to be the same thing.

So while I don’t know that I’d go so far to say you know it’s some, you know, kind of demonic demiurge or whatever but it just is a result of not of obeying the same laws of evolution, you know, you don’t, if you had to evolve a claw to take on this rhinoceros wombat, it’s called, you know, it would take you a million years, it would take you the speed that that wombat would learn how to avoid you, you know, but if you just use a spear, then that wombat is dead, and so you know I think it’s very clear that that happened over and over and over again, although one of the things that’s really interesting if you sort of cover this field is that that idea has been resisted, even though the scientific evidence is kind of increasingly overwhelming I think it’s sort of finally that debate is dying out but you still find people who, scientists who, you know, won’t sort of can’t, aren’t willing to accept that, I think that that’s an interesting comment on what we want to believe about yourselves.

NATHANIEL RICH: There’s some terms that made me laugh. I found myself, generally when I read things that horrify me, I laugh a lot, I find myself like cackling. It reminds me, Stephen King said he knew he was writing really good stuff when he’d find himself hysterically laughing at his computer and his wife would have to tell him to shut up when his writing was most disturbing. Among those, the terminology for scientists who have different theories about how species are wiped out and I learned that the person who coined the word scientist in 1832 also coined the word catastrophist, and then there’s neocatastrophism, which is described as a theory that holds that there are long periods—we’re talking about evolutionary time, right—there are long periods of boredom interrupted occasionally by panic, (laughter) which I felt like really spoke to me.

And I also felt like that—I wish I knew these terms when I was writing Odds Against Tomorrow or at least that they were real terms and not sort of words that I’d made up in my head, but it describes, it definitely describes the character in my book, except it’s probably long periods of panic interrupted by short periods of boredom. And then the other one is Catastrophozoic. 

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Yeah, yeah. Once again, none of these are my terms, yeah, the Catastrophozoic was invented by a guy named Michael Soulé, who is quite a famous conservation biologist.

NATHANIEL RICH: I tried to talk to him for the deextinction piece but he didn’t respond.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: I think he’s pretty ancient by now. Don’t take it personally. Yeah, yeah, yeah, well, you were sort of saying before that you think that, and I mean I don’t want t sort of date myself here, but I do think about it in terms of, you know, my own kids who will have grown up sort of they’re the first real generation that grew up with climate change as a big theme, or it should be a big theme, I don’t know if it really is, in the way that they think about the world, and I don’t know if climate change colored your own childhood but obviously you got a strong dose of something, and I wondered—

NATHANIEL RICH: I didn’t have the vaccine.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: I wondered, you see this as even a mark of—I mean you were sort of suggesting, and the book suggests that it’s in the air and maybe in the water. I mean, do you think that’s true? Because I sort of sometimes feel like people are sort of remarkably sleepwalking through everything.

NATHANIEL RICH: Yeah, it’s hard, it’s a good question, and I guess it’s hard to generalize about everybody, but I have a sense that people are attuned to catastrophe, that people, maybe there’s so much of it, but you basically can’t escape. Essentially, everyone’s a catastrophist now. And I think increasingly that will be even more so. We’ll all be experts on categories of hurricanes and wind shear and Richter scales and so on and water—ocean—you know, water levels, but you know you can’t go, I think you can’t check your e-mail or read a newspaper or watch the news without some new catastrophe now. Are they all real catastrophes, or are some of them inflated to sell page clicks? 

Like, sure, that’s part of it and I think what’s interesting to me is that, what it’s like to live, what do we do with all of this? And so I think one response is to basically say, “Forget it, I’m not going to think about this, it’s too scary, and I’m not going to do anything, and I’m going to put my AC on high,” and I think that’s a totally valid response, like I understand that on a human level completely, and I’m sure I’m guilty of that at times, too. And then I think another response is, “Well, okay, I’m going to join Greenpeace, and I’m going to lie down in front of whatever, an oil rig.” (laughter) And—can you do that? No one would even notice you. (laughter) It wouldn’t be very effective. They’re really tall in the sky. 

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: You need some friends. You need to get some friends—

NATHANIEL RICH: I haven’t dedicated a lot of time obviously—so you panicked, you think about it sometimes, and then make a donation to the World Wildlife Federation or whatever, Fund, whatever those people are called, and so how do you deal with this information, or do you just watch Hollywood movies about the world being exploded and feel that that somehow exorcises it? And I think they’re all reasonable, I think, and they’re all human responses, and I think we all do some of them at different times and but that’s, those are decisions that we now have to make, like we have all this bad information, and people can avoid reading your book but the information exists, regardless. And so what do we do with this? 

And that’s where I think fiction has a role to play in this whole conversation in that it’s—you know, fiction is the intersection between kind of public life and private and it allows us to think about the ways in which these larger issues are personalized, how they’re refracted through our own experience, and I think we’re going to see more of that in fiction. I think we’ll see more of novels trying to grapple with this idea and it’s inevitable, I think, in the same way that there’s a whole literature—

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Inevitable because this is the issue of our time or because it’s just such a damn good story?

NATHANIEL RICH: Both, I think. But especially since it’s the issue of our time, once the cities start to disappear there will have to be novels about it and I think, you know, and again it’s not like it—it needs to be—it shouldn’t be activist fiction, necessarily, but it’s I think we have to make sense of what this reality is. And, you know, there’s a whole canon of World War II fiction trying to understand the trauma of that. There’s a whole canon of Cold War fiction. And it takes forms—you can include stuff that’s pretty distant from actually talking about the bomb, I mean White Noise or something like that. And so but I’m surprised that it seems to me that with the environmental, these environmental issues that nonfiction is way ahead of the game and we have a whole canon of nonfiction about the environment but fiction is still lagging behind I think and I wondered why do you think—

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Yeah, yeah, people have made that point and I don’t have a good answer except that one of the things I wonder about and you solved it in a way that you know sort of came to be really interestingly prescient in the book with a, you know, huge storm named Tammy, so you were only one letter, but, you know, it doesn’t have a very clear crisis, so World War II was obviously very crisis—you know, there’s dead bodies, there’s drama, there’s an enemy, there’s all the things that narrative usually demands, and the Cold War also has, you know, brilliantly, you know, sort of two sides going at it, and one of the real problems I think even for nonfiction telling the story of climate change is there’s, you know, there’s no enemy, there’s no, you know, it’s just all of us driving our Hondas or even our Priuses or whatever, it’s all of us doing the most stupid, boring, you know, mundane crap and that’s the problem and, you know, that just doesn’t make a good story, so I wonder if that’s part of the problem.

NATHANIEL RICH: See, and I’m curious to know were you originally driven to the subject because it’s a great story, a high-stakes story that people weren’t telling well or at all, or were you drawn by some kind of ethical consideration or moral consideration?

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Well, I mean when I first started to think about it was right around the time when—it was the Gore/Bush election, actually, and there were these sort of two accounts of how serious this problem was and it seemed really hard at that moment to—for a layperson, even a pretty informed layperson like I consider myself to figure out what the real story was, and so it was really just like a—it was sort of this idea that the New Yorker was a great explainer, explanatory medium, but the problem was once again there was finding a story, so it took me several years, finally, I didn’t think I could write it, write this huge story, the end of the world as we know it, but I couldn’t find a way to write it until I heard. 
I kept talking to people in the Arctic about the Arctic, because the Arctic is really where climate change is showing up most dramatically, and that’s, you know, very much in—consistent with exactly what all the climate models would have predicted and did predict and then someone finally told me about this tiny little island that was disappearing and everyone was going to have to leave it although I should point out I think they’re still there. And when I heard that—which actually the island is shaped very much like the island of Manhattan—it was like okay finally I have a way to tell this story because it had people having to do something, because not doing anything is a terrible story. You know? And so that’s the story that you keep running up against with climate change, it’s like something really big is happening, and no one is doing anything, so it just— and that does seem on some level more fruitful for fiction but I can even see it as a big problem for fiction.

NATHANIEL RICH: I think now that it’s become this kind of genre, there are all these clichés that you see in nonfiction and fiction, there’s just terrible clichés about writing about these themes. And I think people—
ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Even in the fiction, you feel?

NATHANIEL RICH: Especially in the fiction, probably. 
ELIZABETH KOLBERT: And what are they?

NATHANIEL RICH: I mean, these postapocalyptic wasteland is now a cliché. I sort of have—mine is not really postapocalyptic, it’s like post bad storm, so I think it’s okay. It’s not The Road, you know.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: But you needed something.

NATHANIEL RICH: You need something. You need action, you need drama. I think we’ll have it soon enough in nonfiction, too. But yeah and I think there’s this whole idea that a call to activism, this discussion, just certain ways in which weather is discussed and anxiety is discussed. And it’s something I really struggled with when I was writing the book. I didn’t want to repeat any of this stuff that people do and that people are familiar with. And part of it was—

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: What do you feel about the whole cli-fi, is it?

NATHANIEL RICH: There’s a new term called “cli-fi” that I started to hear (laughter) after my book came out if you’re not familiar with it, there’s a man in Taiwan who invented it and is its biggest promoter. I’m surprised you haven’t heard from him.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: I know, I know.

NATHANIEL RICH: And yeah and the novel got wrapped up in the discussion of this genre, there was like an NPR story that I think started. So the idea is fiction about the climate and I think there’s very little good fiction about the environment. There are a couple of examples that come to mind. I think Ian McEwan’s book Solar is very good as an example of it’s not didactic, it’s not preachy, and it’s about sort of a convincing story about these issues. And there’s a good T. C. Boyle novel, Friend of the Earth, Barbara Kingsolver has written about it, and some other. J. G. Ballard, I guess it’s his first or second novel, The Drowned World is a good early example, but there’s very little. And I would say even—I love Boyle and I love McEwan, but I would say—and I love those books but they’re not their best books, those writers’ best books, and I think there’s a real opening there, but I think, yeah, but I do have a wariness about—like, anything, whenever anything crystallizes into a genre it’s going to have its clichés and its forms and I think if you want to do original work, you have to resist that. 

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: It’s interesting—I mean the thing that seems like. I mean, there’s also sci-fi about the climate but it does seem like it’s very, because one of the challenges you know in writing about climate change is always things are about to happen, you know, they’re about to get you know even worse, and so pushing, propelling people into the future, and I was thinking about, you know, tonight like the one person’s who’s not here who should sort of be sitting here is a scientist who you know is actually you know running climate simulations for the next century or millennium in some cases, and, you know, really seeing, you know, and I’ve talked to many, many climate scientists now over the years and they have that kind of prophetic, wild-eyed look of having seen the future on their computer screens and not being able to sort of, you know, get that message out so in some sense both you and I are just like the emissaries of these people who have actually done that work.

NATHANIEL RICH: And that makes me—I mean, my other question on this subject for you is now that you have published these two major books about different aspects of this issue and a lot of articles and you have the New Yorker, which reaches so many people, as a place for you to write, and do you feel at this point some obligation or sense of duty to continue to write about these issues, because probably a lot of your readers aren’t getting it from anywhere else, or nobody’s getting, all of us aren’t getting it from anywhere else, so, you know, do you feel that beyond it being a good story that for better or worse you’re stuck with it or that, you know, you have to continue because no one else will?

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: One of the first people I interviewed about the climate was a guy who studied forests in Alaska, and he had sort of happened onto—he was studying something else. To be honest, I forget what he was actually studying but he came upon the fact that these bark beetles—I’m sure everyone’s heard about this now, it’s now pretty well known, but they are these beetles that burrow under the bark of pine trees, and they were going through more and more, you know, they could go through their life-cycle much faster as it warmed very dramatically in the Arctic and so they while they used to be go maybe through one generation a year they now go through two or even three, and huge swaths of forest in Alaska and now in the American west are dying because of this and he—I remember he said to me, you know, when he first encountered it, he didn’t really want to change the focus of his research, it was like he had something going, and this was a real sort of pain in the ass, but he sort of felt like, you know, he couldn’t say, he couldn’t really justify saying the whole world was changing under him and he had sort of happened on it and he couldn’t be bothered, you know, to sort of follow up on it. So he did shift the whole focus of his research, and he’s probably still doing it now, I haven’t spoken to him recently, and I think if you talk to a lot of scientists out in the field, that’s how they feel, like they went to do something else and this just took over their research, and I also do feel that way but I also do feel the problems, you know, and I know this sounds like whining, but the problems of telling a story that you know where the world, where it’s like you know Franco’s still dead and the world is still getting warmer and you know we’re still not doing nearly anything to make a big difference, so, you know, where’s the story.

NATHANIEL RICH: I feel like the AC’s on a little too high in here.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: But I’ll ask you the same question, I mean we should just throw it open, because I claimed I was going to insist on being short. But do you feel like, I mean, I  know you have a new book in the works, I don’t know what it’s about, I don’t know if you want to tell us, give us a hint, but do you feel that this is a subject that you’re going to return to or get away from as fast as possible?
NATHANIEL RICH: No, it’s something I’m interested in and have been writing about a little in nonfiction pieces and it’s something that’s absolutely part of the novel that I’m working on now but it’s not, I think you have to be very careful, at least with fiction to not—because there’s this knee-jerk thing that I really want to go as far away from the kind of preachy environmental thing as possible, and so if anything it will be subtle to the point of invisibility, but of course it’s a huge high-stakes issue. 
You know, I’m interested in the way that human beings reconfigure landscape, and that touches on environmental issues but it’s not only that in the same way that Odds Against Tomorrow is not only, it’s not I didn’t see it as an environmental novel when I was writing about it, I was really writing about all kinds of disasters and disease and war and anxieties about every bad thing that could possibly happen—literally every bad thing that could possibly happen to us I tried to put into the book, so it’s, you know, I’m interested in it, it’s something. I don’t feel any moral or ethical obligation to write about it or to make any stand about it, I don’t feel like that’s my job, but I think it’s a fascinating story and it’s getting to the point where it’s hard to imagine not writing about it in some way, no matter how indirectly it might be, in the same way that probably in the years following World War II it was impossible not to write—for that to inform the experience or the novel but I’m—I think that’s—we’re going to see more and more of that. But the challenge for a writer is to do it in an original way, for I mean fiction and nonfiction is to do it in an original way, in a way that’s not boring, in a way that doesn’t make readers roll their eyes when they see it, it has to be exciting and new and that’s I think that’s where the hard work begins.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: So on that note—

NATHANIEL RICH: Questions?

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Was there going to be a mike? Is there a mike, does anyone have a mike?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There is a mike right here.

Q: You touched on the generation question. And do you think the generation question has something to do with why it’s been so difficult to get anything done politically about acting on the environment?

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: The generation meaning that—

Q: Meaning that so much our Congress et cetera is of an older generation.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: That’s a really good question. I mean, I sometimes worry the opposite. I will—I’ve given a bunch of talks at college campuses now, you know, and I often find that I go to like a college campus and the people who turn out to listen to me are all, you know, all have gray hair and the kids who are like, “this is your future, kids,” are too busy texting or I don’t know what the hell they’re doing. And so I worry that. I almost worry—I mean what I really worry about is that the whole idea of, you know, political action has come to seem sort of, you know, antiquated and something that young people who I’ll just say in that blanket way that I wonder if young people have any faith in anymore, and that I find very worrisome but I don’t know that it’s—I mean some of the great “leaders” on this issue are certainly of, you know, an older generation, so I just don’t know the answer to that. But the political groundswell isn’t behind them. I don’t know what age-group is to blame for that, although it would be interesting to look at polling data actually broken down by age, which I haven’t seen on this issue, I’ve seen it by party but I’ve never seen it by age. Good question.

NATHANIEL RICH: The political challenge that you’re talking about is also the same challenge that you face writing about these issues in that it’s a hard story to tell, and I don’t think a lot of politicians have your imaginativeness that they are able to construct narrative out of this mass of scientific data, and I guess it will take more disasters, it’s hard to imagine what else, or more writers who are doing a good job writing about it.

Q: I really enjoyed this conversation, thank you very much. And I have a slew of questions but I’ll try to make it simple. One is I was really curious your responses to the position of Baird Caldecott that the philosophy, the approach of philosophy is in itself an activist position. There are three parts, I’ll do it really quickly. So that’s one question. The second is I’m an ecological artist, and there’s a whole movement of artists that are incredibly engaged with this stuff and we work with a lot of young people who are very, very interested in solutions. So the second part of my question is how do you feel about solutions such as regreening the earth and then the third part of this is in relation to Vandana Shiva’s attitude, which is that it can’t come from the policy makers because they don’t care, it has to come from a grassroots movement, so I hope those three relate.

NATHANIEL RICH: I would just say that makes me think of your great piece which I wanted to discuss about Pleistocene Park, which I guess is probably an example of your second question, of a kind of positive, or an attempt for there to be a positive movement, I guess, where the idea is bringing back mammoths and installing them into a park that’s been set aside for them in Siberia, and you wrote a great piece about it examining the virtues and the blind spots perhaps in that.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Well, I certainly, you know, I mean, and this is only taking, you know, sort of question number two, I am certainly in favor of, I am genuinely in favor of people taking any action no matter how small, you know. But I think that the complexity is confusing and that piece that you referred to which is about this rewilding movement which sort of has more traction in Europe now is confusing, you know, that with a solution. I mean, you often hear people say, like, “How are we going to solve climate change?” And you know the fact of the matter is we’re not solving climate change. There’s a lot of climate change that’s already built into the system no matter what we do and that goes on for hundreds of years, you know, and so I think that the, you know, the—I totally would support, you know, pretty much anything and pretty much any project designed to bring attention to the issue and pretty much any project designed to try to ameliorate things, but I wouldn’t—I wouldn’t present it as a solution, I would present it as you know, as a little—as a—I don’t know how I would present it, how’s that? I’d present it as something that we’re doing because we have to, you know, because we want to do something, how’s that? And so that I think is the tension and the real difficulty around activism even, in some sense, you know, is that the scale is so, so huge, you know, and I’m sure this is a topic that comes up all the time when you guys are talking about what we should do and how do we sort of position what we’re doing, you know, with respect to this global, huge global issue? So that’s question number two, and now I can’t remember question number one.

Q: That it has to come from the grassroots.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Oh, yeah, you know, I’ve heard people have this argument and there’s one argument like, “Well, if we wait for this huge political movement that hasn’t yet come, we’re never—you know, it’s going to be too late and if we wait for our policymakers it’s going to be too late.” So you know you can slice and dice it any way you want and I don’t know the answer to that. I certainly think, I mean it’s actually interesting that you have people out there, you know, basically you have like Obama even out there saying, you know, basically, “make me do this,” and you want, you know, you need a lot a lot a huge political movement that hasn’t materialized yet, I think that’s pretty clear, but, you know, there are a lot of people working on that and I think, you know, some strides have been made, how’s that? And money going into it, I mean that’s the other thing, I mean there’s a huge amount of money on one side and not very much money on the other side.

Q: Just, I only have two things. Last week on the radio I was—they were on I think it was National Public Radio they just commented that there was a study done that the environment is number three on the priority list of you know individuals, you know, people in general, and I was thinking at the time, well, if the economy was better and health care was better, and the environment moved up to, you know, the first place, do you think that this would make any kind of difference in how proactive we are? 
And the other thing is that I feel like now global warming or climate change, because there’s a like dispute about whether or not those two terms actually mean the same thing, it’s beginning to really touch all of us, it’s not an abstract thing anymore. I mean, wheat fields in Russia were catching on fire two summers ago, we had Hurricane Sandy, all of these things are really now happening to us so don’t you think eventually we’re going to, you know, really feel compelled to switch our, you know, just to become like more proactive?
ELIZABETH KOLBERT: That’s the question of the century. I once again I don’t think anyone could answer that question. I think people will feel compelled to acknowledge that something big is going on, how’s that? But whether they will feel compelled—I mean and here you also get into the, you know, real, real complexity that once you acknowledge something big is going on, big things are going to continue to still go on even when we—you know, even if we were to, as I say, stop emitting carbon tomorrow, big things would continue, big changes are in the works, so it’s a very complicated issue politically because of that. You can’t say, you know, stop this and things will change, and we haven’t reached that, even that, you know, conversation yet, but that’s going to be a tough one to have if we ever reach it. And I certainly think that if environment—you know, there’s League of Conservation Voters and I think that’s a smart idea, you know, if the environment were a major voting issue, this is what, you know, 51 percent of the people were voting on, you’d obviously have a very different Congress and it would make a huge, huge difference. Yes, I think it would make a huge difference.

NATHANIEL RICH: I would just use this opportunity to express my discomfort with both those terms. I mean, climate change and global warming, I feel like climate change has a literary problem in that first of all it was invented by a GOP pollster because it’s softer than global warming, people reacted better, weren’t as scared by it, it seemed more benign. So I don’t like to use that word, I don’t use it in my book. I also don’t use global warming which also seems to me kind of a bankrupt use of the language because the emphasis is on the globe. Of course the globe is fine. You know, Earth is fine. We’ve had many phases of the planet that have been much hotter and much colder and more toxic and less toxic as you write about, even more toxic than I thought, in the book. But it’s the civilization that’s in trouble and I think that’s a point that you make very clear. Really it’s a species crisis and it’s our species that’s in crisis, so those two both seem to me kind of misnomers and it already detracting the conversation just at the very beginning but I haven’t come up with a better solution yet.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: I was going to say that’s a job for a fiction writer. 

NATHANIEL RICH: I’m derelict. 
(laughter)
ELIZABETH KOLBERT: I agree they’re not good terms, they’re very clunky, they’re two words, both of them. We could use something better—

NATHANIEL RICH: I’ll work on it.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: You should get on that.

NATHANIEL RICH: Sorry. This gentleman was waiting for a while, I’m sorry.

Q: This has been fascinating. You both talked about the dangers of complacency and I’m wondering if we here in America, especially with our national history and mythology, are putting too much faith into technology to get us out of this mess.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT:  Yeah, there’s a big, big strain. I definitely think that’s at the back of a lot of people’s minds—you know, something—we’ve always been saved by something before,  you know. We were running out of whale oil and we discovered, you know, oil, and we’re going to everyone always said we’re going to run out of oil and now we’ve,  you know, discovered hydrofracking and, you know, we’re always going to find something to get us out of this and I think that is definitely a big strain in American sort of techno-optimism, if things get bad enough, you know, we’re going to figure something out, and we just have to wait, you know, and maybe it’s even true. I mean, I don’t want to say it’s impossible, but I do think that that is a big unspoken sort of hope that people have.

NATHANIEL RICH: And that’s the deextinction thing, and that’s where they get the most criticism is that they’re proposing a techno-fix, as one conservation biologist put it when I talked to him about, and that techno-fixes aren’t going to get us out of it, you know, technology got us into it, and it’s not going to get us out of it and this that they’re putting forward this notion that using synthetic biology we might be able to reverse some of the damage that we’ve done is dangerous I think to a lot of conservation biologists because they feel like the solutions they have are more effective and that the solutions that they are practicing might be endangered even by a shifting of focus towards some of these more high-tech but more risky and often smaller scale technological solutions.

Q: Regardless of whether we can or can’t do anything about this right now, I wonder if you could comment on the role of writers in getting the message out, like the alcoholic has to accept that they have a problem before they can do something about it, and you’ve obviously written about it and that’s part of the mix, but you also see in the political spectrum, you see activism, you see art, you see humor, theater, other areas, and how, you guys have been on the front lines of this story for the last while, how effective is writing and are there other channels that you’ve seen which are growing and are more effective for getting it out?

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: I think that’s a really good question. I do think, I mean, and if I were sort of, you know, to get back to, like, the way we started this conversation, you know, what’s the justification for writing a book about a subject as depressing as this if it’s not to fix the problem? Well, it could be just because you’ve got to acknowledge that you have a problem, as you say, that’s like step one, and if you get people to do that, you’ve sort of at least earned your keep in a way or justified yourself and I do feel that way, and as a journalist that’s the only thing you need to do, tell people what’s going on. I don’t, it’s above my pay grade to really solve this problem for everyone, and I think a lot of—I do think a lot of maybe, a lot of media, you know, a lot of you know late-night, you know, John Oliver has just been doing these, you know some really good, you know, humor routines and Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert. There is a lot of humor around these issues that I think is very effective because it pierces some of the complete nonsense that’s, you know, out there so I think that there’s I personally welcome every—I just got, you know, a comic-book guide to global warming. 
I mean, everyone, you know, any medium, I mean I think what Nathaniel’s saying in terms of we’re going to see more fiction on the subject, I think we’re going to see more everything on it, because it’s like from all different angles people are trying to get at this you know story of our age and I think it’s all good and what of it is going to catch people’s attention is hard to know in advance, you know.

NATHANIEL RICH: I don’t have much to add to that except I feel like it’s not my role to tell people about this problem, and I feel like what I’m interested is the next step, which is trying to figure out how one exists in a world in which this is this problem and people aren’t paying attention, maybe that’s part of the story. What is it doing to us? You know, how does it shape how we live our lives, how does it shape how we dream about the future, how we plan for the future, how we consider our own actions, things like that, I think that’s more the domain of fiction and I think—I’m reluctant to get into, to write especially to write fiction, novels about that that’s trying to motivate people to act or to even tell them the story. I think there’s an enormous need for that but it’s not what I feel like—it’s not my responsibility, I think. I want to go to the next stage of the conversation, is how I see it. Which is a limited role but I think it’s also the form is limited. We can take one more.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: If anyone has one. One more. Going. Going—okay.

Q: Hi. I work for an organization and we do research around why climate change and these ideas aren’t catching on.

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: We should have had you up here.

NATHANIEL RICH: Can you answer the last question?

Q: The first question or the first response we’re getting is there’s not enough positive visions of the future and people can’t identify with that but then why can’t they identify with that is because we have so much distraction media so that people are, you know, glued to their computer screen, or glued to CNN, whatever your outlet is, and that it’s keeping people hooked. So I guess I’m wondering even if you’re not seeing yourself as an activist per se, but like knowing that as a writer you’re on the stage, you know, like, you’re the ones here, so what would be sort of your prescription for your personal self, like, knowing that context?

ELIZABETH KOLBERT: Well, I take that to heart, I do take that to heart, and after I wrote a long sort of very gloomy series about climate change, I very much set out to do okay this is a story, and it was about, you know, a story, okay, let’s find someone somewhere who’s done something. You know, because it’s hard to write as a journalist, not as a futurist, or whatever, but as a journalist about something that hasn’t happened, that just doesn’t make a good story, doesn’t make a story. 
And so I went to this island, a Danish island which had succeeded in going carbon-neutral. So it generated all of its own electricity and could even substitute out for oil, although they still used gasoline because their electric cars kept breaking. And I think people—I want to say that I got a lot of good response to that story, but I have yet to see another community—you know, I’ve yet to see a community in the U.S. take, it wouldn’t be that hard, you know, for some—for Nantucket to do the same thing, this was based on wind and it just took ten offshore wind turbines and I’ve yet it see it replicated anywhere, so I wonder if that’s like, once again that’s like people say these things and I wonder then if it’s really, if that’s really the case, or if that’s you know just hiding behind something else, I just don’t know, but I do take it seriously and I do you know, I do plead guilty of not having done that very often, but as I say, the stories are there if you want them and yet I don’t see them being acted on.

NATHANIEL RICH: I did a story in the last year for Men’s Journal about Aspen, which is I think trying to be a global model and they’re trying to get a hundred percent renewable. And they’re pretty close, actually, I think they’re about, they’ll be about 91 percent there. But what drew me to the story wasn’t so much this idea that Aspen represented this hope but the huge irony of it, where basically the residents of Aspen are the Koch brothers, (laughter) the CEOs of Exxon, and that the idea that in their sort of setting this good example for the rest of the world to follow that there was something that didn’t sit quite right with that either and that tension was interesting to me, but it’s not—

I don’t know. I think the most effective stories about this issue are ones that include that tension and that say, well, yeah, if anyone’s going to do it, Aspen’s going to do it because they have the money and they care and they have the power and the influence. The mayor said, “It’s like if Carbondale, the town down the road twenty miles, did this, like Bill Clinton wouldn’t come visit them, but he’s coming here to have lunch with me,” he was bragging a lot about his connections. 
But I think that tension, that irony between the desire to do well and the indifference to it is very central to this issue and these other related ironies that the people who can do well are the people who have done the worst in the past, the countries that can do the most are the guiltiest of the most offenses in the past and we are asking countries that have been in the third world to do more than we’ve done and all of that is a big part of the story and that’s what makes it an interesting story to tell and that’s I think the human quality of the story, that we’re completely flawed and confused but that’s why it’s an important story to tell too. I think we have to, you know, acknowledge that and I think ultimately that kind of story will be more effective than simply, you know, more propagandist traditional calls to activism, because I think people are kind of bored with that.
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