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The Purple Emperor is an unusual butterfly in its own right. Affectionately 

dubbed “His Majesty” by smitten lepidopterists, the male Apatura iris sports striking 

deep purple wings and exhibits startling dietary proclivities: Although the butterfly 

spends most of its days supping on honeydew in treetops, it’s known to go 

slumming in the understory and scarf feces and carrion.  

 But for pure shock value, the butterfly’s diet pales in comparison to the 

species’ movements over the past few decades. Traditionally found in temperate 

areas of Europe and Asia, the Purple Emperor has been expanding North at a 

breakneck pace. The Baltic Sea blocked its path poleward in northern Europe for a 

decade or two, but once the Emperor slipped by that barrier, it flew north more than 

120 miles in a scant five years.  

 Camille Parmesan told the story of the Purple Emperor’s explosive expansion 

on a cool October day in Washington, D.C., to a large audience of scientists, 

journalists, academics and interested citizens. They’d gathered in the Carnegie 

Institution for Science’s luxurious auditorium for a daylong series of presentations 

and discussions called “Climate Science, 50 Years Later.” The event commemorated 

the 50th anniversary of the first official warning about climate change to a U.S. 

president.  

 Parmesan, who studies the impact of climate change on wildlife, spoke about 

the Emperor to illustrate how species are moving in response to temperature 



changes around the world — in a series of recent meta-analyses, researchers found 

that about half of the species studied are changing where they live, often in great 

haste.  

 But the case of the Purple Emperor is more than an example of climate 

change havocking natural systems. The butterfly exemplifies many aspects of 

climate change and the challenge it poses to storytellers: widespread yet elusive, 

resistant to facile interpretation, at once inspiring and troubling, and seemingly in 

perpetual flux.  

A brief history of climate change 

Scientists have been studying climate change — and science writers 

attempting to cover it — for far longer than many people realize. Although the 

warning from President Lyndon Baines Johnson’s science advisory committee in 

1965 offers a handy reference point for this year’s climate talks in Paris, the study of 

climate change actually began about 140 years earlier, in the 1820s. Joseph Fourier, 

a mathematician and Egyptologist, was puzzled by the Earth’s high temperature: He 

calculated that it should be colder, so something must be trapping heat in the 

atmosphere. Then the Victorian natural philosopher John Tyndall solved the 

mystery in 1859 by showing that gasses such as carbon dioxide and water vapor can 

trap heat in the planet’s atmosphere. Finally, when Svante Arrhenius proved that 

human-caused emissions were sufficient to alter the planet’s climate in the 1890s, 

the components for a rudimentary understanding of anthropogenic climate change 

were in place. But a basic scientific understanding of climate change did not quickly 

translate to policy changes or accurate journalistic coverage.  



 

A wicked problem 

Although the science was clear well before the dawn of the 20th century, 

climate change still presents an unparalleled challenge to journalists and 

storytellers today. To better understand the intersection of narrative journalism and 

climate change, and to gather insights and best practices for telling the stories of 

climate change, I spoke with a group of five veteran climate change writers — 

journalists, cultural historians and activists — about the challenge of covering the 

climate and the role narrative plays in the story of climate change. 

Climate change can be a difficult beat, in part, because the very nature and 

scope of the problem strains the bounds of conventional narrative.  

“It's probably uniquely difficult because you're dealing with an issue where 

the cause and effect are displaced from each other both in time and place,” said 

Mark Lynas, author of Six Degrees and High Water. “My emissions here will affect 

somebody who I'll never meet a long time into the future.” 

Longtime environmental reporter Bud Ward agreed: “Climate change, unlike 

most other social, domestic or environmental issues is a centuries-long battle… This 

is the one where I'll go to my grave seeing the least progress.” 

That challenge extends even to story elements as fundamental as naming the 

problems and players involved: “We don't know what to call the issue — to call it 

climate change or global warming or what,” Ward said. “We also don't know what to 

call the cynics or skeptics or deniers or denialists or doubters or those who refuse to 



accept the science... It's really an epic conundrum in terms of a communication 

issue.”  

Those obstacles notwithstanding, there was a broad consensus among the 

folks I interviewed that narrative tools can grapple effectively with climate change. 

And what’s more, they believe in the power of effective storytelling to inspire, 

inform and, ultimately, transform.  

Narratives and literary devices 

Jeffery Biggers, founder of the Climate Narrative Project at the University of 

Iowa, not only sees a public inundated by the 24-hour news cycle and inured to 

calamity, but he has also experienced it in his own life. He described “feeling as if 

every day as a journalist, I would get emails from new studies — and these were 

sort of the ‘tipping point’ studies, and breakthroughs, and sort of ‘last chance’ 

studies, and just one after another and the science was just piling up — and realizing 

outside of a 24-hour news cycle, none of this information was really enduring. And it 

might get some big headline, but then the next day we're back to the Kardashians.”  

“We're not getting those deeper stories,” he said, “riveting stories or 

nonfiction narratives that allow us to go and really understand and want to do 

something about it.”  

But like an implacable boulder in a swift river, powerful narrative journalism 

can serve as a bulwark against the incessantly churning currents of today’s news 

environment. Thoughtful writers can readily apply the tools of narrative journalism 

to stories of climate change. “It comes down to Creative Writing 101,” Biggers said. 



“It's about setting the scene, having great characters, and having conflicts and a 

narrative arc and some sort of denouement.”  

 Of course, basic episodic and breaking news will always be a part of the 

climate change story, as AP science writer Seth Borenstein knows well. “You do… 

end up writing over and over, ‘The hottest month on record,’ ‘The seventh time this 

year we broke records for the hottest month ever,’ blah, blah, blah… Oh my God. You 

have to do it that way,” he said. But even then, there’s room for storytelling: “You 

find real people — you find real events — and show how it happened.”  

 Those real people — authentic human actors — constitute a key part of 

climate change narratives. “Humans don’t empathize with grass,” as Lynas put it. 

Ward agreed: “I think the only way for us to get readers to engage is to tell 

character-driven stories we can relate to,” he said. But finding those characters can 

be tough, in part because it’s hard to put a face on climate change or point to a 

particular culprit. “It’s not like toxic substances or chemical waste, where you have a 

55-gallon drum, where you have a skull and crossbones,” Ward said.  

 And journalists must be vigilantly mindful of their subjects’ humanity: “You 

don't want to be in a situation where you're presenting people as victims,” Lynas 

said, “like famine victims used to be in the 1980s: anonymous-black-children-with-

flies-in-their-eyes type of things… try and represent people's perspectives honestly 

in all of their complexity. People's real lives aren't just about living a particular 

narrative.” 

 Biggers, in his portrait of “Gary DeNeal, the poet errant of southern Illinois 

hills,” sketched an individual who is more than just a character in a story about coal 



and climate change: “Gary always arrived at our meetings in midsentence, a tiny 

dog-eared notebook opened to questions and poems that he had scribbled at night 

when the whippoorwill sounded,” he wrote.  

Authors can become characters in narratives, too, and several of the writers 

with whom I spoke saw value in occasionally introducing the first person into a 

story. Bestselling author Kristin Ohlson became part of the story in her 2014 book 

The Soil Will Save Us, an exploration of soil carbon sequestration. “I think that the 

use of the first person can be like somebody who grabs the reader by the hand and 

sort of tugs them along and says, ‘Look, I'm discovering this stuff as I go along; come 

and discover it with me,’” Ohlson said.  

In the opening chapter of The Soil Will Save Us, for example, Ohlson wrote: “I 

grew up in an agricultural valley in California and love the rhythm of plowing, the 

graceful lines incised on the land, the opening up of all that bountiful and mysterious 

earth.” Beside being lovely, the passage links Ohlson to readers who might cherish 

their own memories and aesthetic attachments to potentially destructive land 

management strategies. The first person can be especially potent, Biggers noted, in 

today’s “selfie world.”  

ELFLAND and the ground beneath our feet 

Just after lunch at the same event where Parmesan spoke of the Purple 

Emperor, University of Georgia meteorologist J. Marshall Shepherd bounded onstage 

to speak about the hurdles scientists, journalists and meteorologists face when 

communicating about climate change. A jovial, charismatic man in a crisp suit and 

purple tie, Marshall was more than equal to the spectators’ postprandial stupor.  



To reach audiences not predisposed to consume climate-change narratives, 

Shepherd said, special tools might be required. He extolled the value of a 

communications strategy whose acronym itself evokes enchantment: ELFLAND. 

Developed by the Forest Service’s Steve McNulty, the acronym is short for “Establish 

Contact, Listen, Find Common Ground, Lessen Mistrust, Assess Needs, Nurture and 

Deliver.” Although billed as a “method for building trust and collaboration in 

addressing climate change impacts,” the ELFLAND technique could guide narrative 

journalists writing about climate change.  

In some cases, the common ground necessary to transcend polarized and 

politicized narratives and galvanize action lies, literally, beneath our feet.  

Ohlson came to write about climate change through an interest in food 

systems and soils. In her experience, farmers and ranchers who are uninterested in 

partaking in conversations about climate change are more eager to engage when the 

topic is presented through the lens of soil health. “People care about many things 

and just because they’ve been sorted into political camps by the nature of the 

politics in our country doesn't mean that we all don't share a common interest in 

many, many things,” she said. “I think that this whole question of healthy soils is one 

of those things… it's not politicized; it's not something that's going to make people 

feel that they're going to have to retreat to their partisan corner.”  

Ward experienced a similar phenomenon in the deeply red, coastal area of 

Virginia where he lives. For example, he said, if he gives a lecture about sea level rise 

or coastal erosion without mentioning climate change up front, the audience is often 

engaged and receptive. “If you're talking about saltwater intrusion, they're 



intrigued; if they know you're talking about climate change from the beginning, 

they'd change the channel.”  

In addition to structuring stories to circumvent the audience’s biases, 

analogies offer another key tool for successful climate change coverage. Each 

interviewee highlighted those tried-and-true workhorses of science writing as 

indispensable tools when covering climate change. “Scientific language is 

ridiculously dense and difficult for the layperson,” Ohlson said. “I very much see 

myself as a translator, somebody who's translating that language into something 

that ordinary people can follow… I rely a lot on metaphor and analogies to do that.” 

In a recent story for the AP, Borenstein quoted Al Gore using an analogy that 

illustrates the power of literary devices to bring home a point: “There's a long list of 

events that people can see and feel viscerally right now. Every night on the 

television news is like a nature hike through the Book of Revelation.”  

In his talk at the Carnegie Institution for Science, Shepherd boasted that “they 

call me the king of analogies,” and rattled off a slew of handy tools for thinking about 

climate change: The coach is climate, Lebron James is weather; the weather is your 

mood, climate is your personality. 

The tools of narrative journalism — including compelling characters, 

illuminating analogies, the judicious use of the first person and canny story 

structures — can elevate climate change coverage in particular and science writing 

in general. After all, as Ohlson notes, if science writing is done well, “Why shouldn't 

everybody find it as exciting and fascinating as a novel?” 

 



Data is not the plural of anecdote 

Ward turned to an analogy when suggesting how writers should handle 

individual events within the context of climate change. Imagine teams playing a pair 

of basketball games — matches identical in all respects save one: The floor on the 

first court is six inches higher than the second.  

Will the game with nearer hoops sink more baskets? Almost certainly. Can 

one say the higher floor caused any individual shot to be made? Probably not.  

“We're kind of establishing a higher baseline in many of these areas and in 

many locations,” Ward said. “That's not based on modeling. That's not based on 

estimates. That's based on observation.” Sure, there’s uncertainty, but it’s important 

to recognize that “uncertainty cuts both ways,” he said. “Those who argue you're 

overstating the severity of the problem, probably need to recognize there's an equal 

or greater potential or likelihood that we're understating it.” 

Adroitly handing science and scientific uncertainty — and understanding 

how narrative journalism can capture, convey or distort science — was a priority for 

the interviewees. “It's important to understand that data is not the plural of 

anecdote,” Lynas said. Compelling stories, without the backing of hard science, 

aren’t necessarily representative. Drawing on peer-reviewed studies and upon 

interviews with actual scientists instead of relying on anecdotes and hearsay can 

help ground a story in reality and insure a truthful narrative. “This is not politicians 

talking about what's on Starbucks coffee cups,” Borenstein said. Science writing 

about hot air can be grounded in sturdier truths than the words of opining pundits 

and politicians’ hot air. As Lynas put it, “Science has its own problems,” such as 



frequently irreproducible results in peer-reviewed studies, “but it's still a lot better 

than guesswork and ideology.”  

Reporters in all areas of journalism struggle to find anecdotes that are both 

compelling and representative, but because of its elusive fingerprint, climate change 

can be an especially challenging subject for environmental journalists. Lynas takes a 

balanced approach to anecdote: “Get the evidence straight in terms of the real 

science and then, yes, use anecdotes — but make sure that the anecdotes support an 

evidence-based approach.” In his 2004 travelogue High Tide, Lynas wrote about 

traveling to the Andes Mountains and witnessing glaciers disappearing, but he also 

explained that his observations were meaningful because those same trends are 

present in mountain ranges around the world. In much the same way, the story of 

the Purple Emperor is meaningful because the species’ range expansion is 

representative of what scientists are observing the world over. But both data and 

anecdotes can challenge writers: “You've got to be pretty rigorous in doing it [using 

anecdotes] because otherwise it's just another bloody polar bear,” Lynas said. 

Conversely, hard data should be “woven into the story without suffocating it,” 

Biggers said.  

It’s important to note, as several of my subjects did, that science is not an 

immutable, perfect truth: “It's all shades of gray in science, and people — especially 

editors — have trouble with shades of gray,” Borenstein said. “There is a sense of… 

uncertainty within the science.” Capturing that ambiguity has often meant hedging 

— writing that a weather event is “is symptomatic of what we expect to see in a 

warmer world,” a refrain Ward said he regularly heard from equivocating scientists.  



Borenstein’s reporting on the devastation caused by Superstorm Sandy offers 

an instructive example of hedging in the face of scientific uncertainty. “You sort of 

say, ‘Okay, the science can't tell you,’ but you sort of draw a picture, and you reflect 

what's happening.” While covering the storm and its aftermath, Borenstein wrote 

about the elements of the situation —the rise in sea level, the excess flooding, the 

warmer ocean, the front that steered the storm toward New Jersey — without 

explicitly attributing the superstorm to climate change.  

“Instead, I said, ‘Let's look that these parts: Here's what happened and what's 

changed,’” Borenstein said. “You couldn't attribute that event to climate change, but 

you can dissect it.”  

Science to the rescue? 

Hope is on the horizon for writers uncomfortable with hedging. An emerging 

field, called climate change attribution science, strives to find the fingerprints of 

climate change in weather events by modeling the situation in question with and 

without the contributions of climate change and comparing the outcomes. Of course, 

climate change attribution science is not without its detractors, such as Kevin 

Trenberth, a senior scientist at the National Center for Atmospheric Research. In the 

detractors’ view, the effects of climate change are so pervasive, so ubiquitous, that 

everything has changed and there’s no cause to quibble over individual events. 

Ward questioned the journalistic utility of a focus on causation in weather 

events by applying a similar logic: “In a real sense, the question shouldn't be, ‘Was 

this event caused by climate change or global warming?’ because the answer might 



be — it perfectly might be — ‘No.’ But was it influenced by the fact of global climate 

change? The answer there is probably ‘Yes.’”  

Regardless, the young science of climate change attribution could offer a 

greater sense of certainty to writers covering extreme weather events. And there’s 

only one catch: “The problem with climate attribution studies,” Borenstein said, “is 

that the first one took four years or three years, which isn't really a journalism time 

frame.”  

Fortunately, the process has become far faster over the past few years. In a 

series of papers released earlier this year, scientists sought telltale signs of climate 

change’s influence in 28 weather events from 2014 and found its signature in half. 

As for the other 14 events, the absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, or so 

the saying goes.  

The future of climate change reporting 

  Climate change journalism, like the scientific understanding of the 

phenomenon and the world’s political stance toward it, will continue to evolve in 

the coming years and decades. My sources said they anticipate shifts and 

continuities in how the story of climate change will be told in the future. What is 

certain, as Ward said, is that “it will continue to be a challenging and demanding 

issue. It will continue to require a level of expertise on the part of reporters and 

editors…” 

Although Borenstein said he anticipates “basically the same thing,” he 

expects a stronger focus on extreme weather. “Just 10 years ago no one was talking 

extreme events. But extreme events are where it really hits people… No one really 



feels average temperature, but you feel extremes.” He also pointed to the uncertain 

fate of the world’s ice sheets, increasing “global weirding” and potential 

technological solutions as likely drivers of climate change narratives.  

“I think you'll see more talk of geoengineering,” he said, “As the problem gets 

worse, people are going to look at the tech fix, however damaging it is. I think that'll 

be a fascinating story. And then there'll always be the politics story.” Biggers 

suggested that climate-driven migration will be — and is already emerging as — a 

crucial part of the climate change story, and he lamented what he perceives as a 

widespread decline in substantive longform journalism.  

 For Lynas, much of the current writing on climate change falls into the 

twinned, competing narratives espoused by dyed-in-the-wool environmentalists 

and market-oriented doubters. “Until the politics of it shifts,” he said, “the 

journalism will continue to be captured by one or the other narrative.”  

 Regardless of the narrative lens through which a story is presented and the 

political proclivities of a reporter’s audience, several interviewees acknowledged 

that climate change fatigue poses a serious obstacle for writers. But they felt strong, 

solutions-oriented narrative journalism could help counter the public’s ennui, and 

most see gradual improvement in climate change coverage: More journalists are 

avoiding the fallacy of false balance, whereby writers pay disproportionate attention 

to marginal, widely discredited views in a misguided attempt to fairly portray both 

sides of a story.  

 But Ward feared that changes in the world’s newsrooms could presage a 

return to flawed climate change coverage. “… as the mainstream media, the 



traditional, conventional media continue to eliminate science sections, continue to 

dilute beats… as they continue to lay off more senior, experienced science writers 

who have the ability to provide context, and they go to more general assignment 

reporters, who can't be expected to have that same ability or that same familiarity, I 

think we could end up going back to the same false balance approach because of the 

learning curve general assignment reporters might face,” he said.  

For Biggers, truthful, accurate reporting free of false balance is only part of 

environmental journalists’ responsibilities. Like the muckraking journalists who 

covered labor issues and the struggle for civil rights, climate change journalism 

should foment change.  

“It all comes down to [this], ‘How do we take the techniques of storytelling to 

take the science and reproduce it in a way that actually galvanizes people to do 

something?’” Biggers said. “Not just be shocked, not just be demoralized, not just to 

put their tail between their legs, but to… get up and want to go do something. 

Because I really feel like we've reached that point now where we have to see 

ourselves as a catalyst for change, not only the messenger.”  

The big story 

Like the hunt for the elusive Purple Emperor, the climate change beat 

rewards persistence. “I think it's understanding the minutia as a journalist that 

allows you to go get really new stories, original stories, or tell the story in a way that 

is different, turns on some light bulbs,” said Biggers. “And I think you're only going 

to get that because you spent all those years listening, interviewing, thinking you've 

wasted your time, but that one interview has led you on to something else, which 



leads you on to something else, which leads you on to the big story.” And it’s a beat 

the five writers found deeply satisfying. “I find it fascinating; it's an endless fount,” 

Borenstein said. “It's about the fate of the Earth. How much more important can it 

be? How much more interesting can it be? It's science; it's politics; it's diplomacy… 

It's got everything I want as a reporter.” 


