
World Literature and the Anthropocene – Station Eleven Quote sheet


1. What connections does the novel draw between the “long sixteenth-century” world of the Tempest (e.g. the opening of the middle passage and expanded colonialism) as registered in the comic book “Dr. Eleven” and the current moment of logistics? 

It might be useful to consider Arboleda’s account of the “fourth industrial revolution” alongside Marcus Rediker and Peter Linebaugh’s account of the material conditions that underpinned the rise of transatlantic colonialism and the slave trade. “The Virginia Company, like capitalism more broadly, originated in a series of interrelated social and economic changes in late-sixteenth- and early-seventeenth-century England, changes that propelled the Sea Venture toward Virginia in 1609 and informed the writing of The Tempest soon after. We can list these changes as the shift in agriculture from arable subsistence to commercial pasturage; the increase of wage labor; the growth of urban populations; the expansion of the domestic system of handicraft or putting-out; the growth of world trade; the institutionalization of markets; and the establishment of a colonial system.” Such developments, they argue, were made possible by a profound and far-reaching cause: the enclosure of land and the removal of thousands of people from the commons, who were then redeployed to the country, town, and sea. Expropriation was the source of the original accumulation of capital, and the force that transformed land and labor into commodities. This is how some of the workers aboard the Sea-Venture became ‘hands.’” (Many Headed Hydra, 16) 

2. Given earlier accounts of the Anthropocene as starting with the moment of the colonization of the Americas, how might we read Station Eleven as thinking temporally about or theorizing the temporality of the Anthropocene? 

3. Like Fever Dream, Station Eleven too is a genre of competing genres – the postapocalyptic road novel, the millennial office novel, and the sci-fi fantasy comic book intertext. What work do these different genres do and what is the effect of them being put in tension with each other?

4. Consider Emily St John Mandel’s depictions of “logistics” in the novel? To what extent does it align with the accounts offered by Cowen and Arboleda? To what extent does the novel reveal or obfuscate the radical reorganization of landscapes, built environments, economies, and everyday life that underpins labour and logistics?

5. What do you make of the novel’s conclusion – particularly its return to the image of the ship? Is this a utopic ending? Dystopic? Something else?


