
Représentations dans le monde anglophone
ISSN : 2552-1160
Éditeur : UGA éditions

28 | 2024  
The Unbearable Precariousness of Place and Truth suivi de Autour du fonds
Léonie Villard

An Exploration of the Limits of Analogical
Thinking in a Post‐Truth Climate: The Inland
Sea by Madeleine Watts
Explorer les limites de la pensée analogique dans un climat de post‐vérité
dans le roman The Inland Sea de Madeleine Watts

Anne Le Guellec-Minel

https://publications-prairial.fr/representations/index.php?id=1055

DOI : 10.35562/rma.1055

Référence électronique
Anne Le Guellec-Minel, « An Exploration of the Limits of Analogical Thinking in a
Post‑Truth Climate: The Inland Sea by Madeleine Watts », Représentations dans le
monde anglophone [En ligne], 28 | 2024, mis en ligne le 16 décembre 2024,
consulté le 16 décembre 2024. URL : https://publications-
prairial.fr/representations/index.php?id=1055

Droits d'auteur
CC BY-SA 4.0

https://publications-prairial.fr/representations/index.php?id=1055


An Exploration of the Limits of Analogical
Thinking in a Post‐Truth Climate: The Inland
Sea by Madeleine Watts
Explorer les limites de la pensée analogique dans un climat de post‐vérité
dans le roman The Inland Sea de Madeleine Watts

Anne Le Guellec-Minel

TEXTE

The apoca lyptic over tones of the inter na tional coverage of the 1919–
2020 bush fires in Australia seemed to signal that some thing so
momentous was taking place that it would finally jolt Australian
decision- makers out of decades of climate change deni alism and
envir on mental inac tion. Popular outrage at Scott Morrisson, the then
Liberal- National Party Prime Minister, for his stupendously casual
atti tude to climate science warn ings contrib uted to his being voted
out of office in 2022. Two months after the leader of the oppos i tion
Peter Dutton announced, in June 2024, that he would go to the next
elec tion prom ising to build seven nuclear power plants, Anthony
Albanese’s Labour govern ment approved the construc tion of “the
largest solar precinct in the world”. 1 Despite these recent policy
devel op ments the nation alist narrative of envir on mental
partic u larism and settler resi li ence, upheld by powerful media outlets
and fossil fuel lobby groups, still holds great power to persuade in
21st century Australia. The diffi culty for dissenting voices to make
them selves heard in Western demo cra cies in the current cultural
climate, which has seen a marked erosion of the authority of
tradi tional guar antors of know ledge and contrib uted to the rise of
popu lism, is the tenor of The Inland Sea (2020), a debut novel by
Australian writer Madeleine Watts. The main prot ag onist, an
Australian liter ature graduate student based in Sydney, finds herself
strug gling to make sense of her profes sional goals and love life in an
increas ingly chaotic social and envir on mental climate. Mainly set
during the 2013 New South Wales bush fires, the novel weaves
together several narrat ives. The fictional account of the prot ag onist’s
final, anxiety- ridden year in Sydney before she decides to go abroad
altern ates with refer ences to early 19th century English explor a tions
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of, and theories about the Australian outback, as well as
heterodie getic addresses to the reader narrating the effects of global
warming that archae ology and climate science predict for the future.
This volume’s invit a tion to analyse how the notions of place and
post‐truth inter sect implies that the histor ical epistemic break
repres ented by the advent of a “post‐truth era” has also had an
impact on place, defined as a lived- experience envir on ment with
which humans estab lish mean ingful rela tions at an indi vidual or
collective level. Whether post‐truth, in line with the post‐modern
substi tu tion of situ ated know ledge for univer salist know ledge, is
defined as the relativ isa tion of all truth‐claims, or is thought of more
radic ally as the refut a tion of the belief in a corres pond ence between
language and the world, or as the denial of the very idea of truth as
an abso lute, a prim itive axiom upon which an epistemic enter prise
can be safely built up, in any case the found a tion alist concept of
emplaced mean ing ful ness cannot but be also put into serious doubt.
However, since in Australia it was terra nullius, that so‐called
“beau tiful fiction of law” (Dolin), that long served as basis for settlers’
land claims, any belief in emplaced mean ing ful ness has owed more to
adher ence to settler colo nial ideo logy than to “the largely
unself con scious inten tion ality that defines places as profound
centres of human exist ence” (Relph 43). As Victorian archives show,
even as settle ment was expanding, terra nullius was contro ver sial not
only in Britain but also in Australia (Dolin). This complic ates attempts
to present Madeleine Watts’s twenty‐first century critique of the
settler- colonial sense of enti tle ment to place as reflecting the
“paradigm shift” commonly asso ci ated with the advent of the
“post‐truth era”. Yet some reviewers (Dobbs, Lucas, Mac Veagh)
have compared The Inland Sea to Jenny Offill’s 2020 novel Weather,
written after Donald Trump’s 2016 elec tion, as it also juxta poses
personal, domestic anxi eties with larger polit ical anxi eties, and the
even larger anxi eties about climate change. This article will there fore
look into how the Australian setting of post‐truth, in the cli‐fi novel
The Inland Sea, affects its writing, narrative arc and moral conclu sion.
The first part of the article will briefly outline some of the linguistic,
philo soph ical and socio- political tensions that are encap su lated in
the broad notion of post‐truth, in order to see what echoes of these
tensions are revealed in the cultural envir on ment of Watt’s novel. The
second part explores how the discon nec tion of govern ment and
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media from the Australian public’s lived exper i ence of global warming
impacts the concept of place as “home” and the possib ility of
devel oping a grounded narrative in the novel. In the third part, the
ques tion raised by Amitav Ghosh about the suit ab ility of the novel
genre to talk about climate change will be used as a starting to point
to discuss the moral, polit ical, as well as aesthetic respons ib il ities
involved in writing Australian fiction in a post‐truth era.

“Some times the only way to main tain a forest is by starting a
controlled forest fire.” This is the meta phor that Habsgood- Coote
uses, in his prag matist approach to language, to justify why he
believes the catch‐all phrase “post‐truth” should be banned from use.
Rather than the “ordinary language” philo sophy approach—which is
compar able, he says, to that of a gardener who respects the
complexity and organic unity of natural language, and sees ordinary
language as “embod[ying] the wisdom of collective exper i ence”—
Habgood- Coote prior it ises “the utility of language as a tool for
co‐ordin a tion and talking about the world”, and favours the “forest
manager” approach in order to main tain a “travers able linguistic
land scape” (1). “Post‐truth”, according to Habgood- Coote is confusing,
as its usage is trend- related and does not refer to a specific, well- 
identified object; secondly, it is redundant as other words already
exist to refer to the hardly novel occur rence of “blatant false hoods
expressed in the public sphere” (8); and thirdly, in the hands of
govern ment author ities and the estab lish ment it can be an
ideo lo gical weapon to discuss the “epistemic health of demo cracy”,
partic u larly when used enclosed in “scare quotes” (3). Although
Habgood- Coote makes an early disclaimer, stating that he has no
authority to legis late linguistic usage (2–3), the advice he gives is
based on a firm trust in the possib ility of scientific objectivity in
social sciences, a belief in a correct manage ment of know ledge at the
service of the common good, and faith in the axiom that language
gives reli able access to the reality of the world and ought to
guar antee social cohe sion. He denounces the “bad ideo logy”
asso ci ated with the use of the phrase “post‐truth” because he
believes it mainly aims to dele git imise views not supported by the
experts in power (Estlund’s “epis to cracy” 2008), yet his funda mental
epistemic confid ence is at odds with the post‐modern approach of
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someone like Michel Foucault who clearly iden ti fied truth
with power:

Truth isn’t outside power, or deprived of power […] Each society has
its regime of truth […]: that is, the types of discourse it harbours and
causes to func tion as true; the mech an isms and instances which
enable one to distin guish true from false state ments, the way in
which each is sanc tioned; the tech niques and proced ures which are
valor ised for obtaining truth; the status of those who are charged
with saying what counts as true. (113–114)

Truth, according to Foucault, is always situ ated (in a specific time and
polit ic ally specific place) and defined by specific condi tions of truth
(basic concepts and exper i mental prac tices) under a specific regime
of truth. The post‐modern distrust in the meta phys ical philo sophies
of history derived from the Heide g gerian relo cating of meaning and
truth within language itself need not however lead to an
epistem o lo gical capit u la tion. In The Trans parent Society, Gianni
Vattimo critiques the effects of what he terms the “guilty conscience”
of the liberal intel li gentsia. The current wide spread lack of
confid ence in Western scientific- technological culture, because of its
links to the capit alist system of exploit a tion that destroys man’s
authentic rela tion ship with nature, have left intel lec tuals feeling that
they were (or could be perceived as being) complicit in the promo tion
of this culture, hence their retreat from the public arena (47–48).
Chaos and confu sion have ensued, as the inform a tion wars waged
unchecked by the media leading to the prolif er a tion of conflicting
altern ative truths. Rather than rueing the relativ isa tion of the
abso lute, however, “weak thought” proponent Vattimo embraces the
idea that language can at best convey an inter pret a tion of reality, and
works towards a “weak” rather than “strong” onto logy. For him,
post modern anti‐found a tion alism should not be seen pess im ist ic ally
as a state of dead- end crisis but rather as a chal lenge to develop a
more rigor ously histor icized process of inter pret a tion, and as a
unique oppor tunity for the demo crat isa tion of public life: “Living in
this multiple world means exper i en cing freedom as a continual
oscil la tion between belonging and disor i ent a tion” (20).

3

Feminist theory thinker Shelley Budgeon agrees that “post‐truth”
describes a “decisive cultural shift in the socio- political land scape”
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insisting however that in this land scape, “estab lished norms used to
estab lish know ledge claims are being selectively recon structed” (253
emphasis mine). A shift is not a revolu tion, and Budgeon is not
sanguine about the real oppor tun ities for demo cratic debate the
partial changes of the post‐truth era have brought about:

That which may be under stood as factual evid ence is, thereby, put
into dispute by intro du cing a very different standard for meas uring
the truth of claims. The result is a level ling of the posi tions from
which “truth” eman ates—a “demo crat isa tion” of epistem o logy that at
heart is driven by a suspi cion of “elites”, estab lish ment author ities
and minority groups who are seen to have been granted a priv ileged
posi tion that is unjus ti fied. Post‐truth rhet oric calls for author it ative
status to be handed back to “normal” indi viduals who are incited to
speak the truth of their own indi vidual exper i ence through the lens
of “common sense”. (253–254)

Budgeon speaks of a “level ling” of truth‐assigning posi tions enabling
the denial of the truth‐claims not only of the estab lish ment, but also
of minority groups who had been granted a voice by the post‐modern
cultural relativism ethos. She concedes, moreover, that the
found a tion alist feminist approach that constructed feminine phys ical
and emotional exper i ence as essen tially different from, as well as
superior to so‐called “universal” ration ality has proved a double- 
edged tool. In the post‐truth era, it could be appro priate to define
“circum stances in which objective facts are less influ en tial in shaping
public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief” (Oxford
Dictionary), and used by “normal indi viduals” as a tool of self- 
empowerment through the soci etal (re)margin al isa tion of
other groups.

5

Albeit for opposed reasons, Habgood- Coote and Budgeon are both
suspi cious of the moral and polit ical ends the term “post‐truth” can
be made to serve: elitist ends when used to discredit the protest of
sections of the popu la tion against the failure of liberal demo cra cies
to engage real ist ic ally with economic and social evol u tions; popu list
ends when claiming to cham pion the views of the kind of
conser vative “silent majority” Pres ident Nixon used as leverage
against anti‐colo nial activ ists during the Vietnam War for example.
Post‐truth is thus described by Habsgood- Coote and Budgeon as
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mere power- consolidating rhet oric, suggesting that no real paradigm
shift has in fact occurred.

Set in 21st century Australia, The Inland Sea seems to confirm this
view, while pointing to unignor able external factors such as rising
heat and uncon trol lable fires to bring into stark relief the aber rant
work ings of a society disastrously clinging to a settler nation’s regime
of truth, epitom ized by the stub bornly optim istic Australian idiom:
“She’ll be right.” The novel reflects the tensions and contra dic tions
encap su lated in the catch‐all notion of “post‐truth” summarily set
out above: the imme diate threats asso ci ated with global warming
should under mine, and yet appear to bolster tradi tional nation alist
narrat ives of colo nial control and resi li ence. The main prot ag onist
and narrator is a liter ature graduate student at the univer sity in
Sydney who is told by her thesis super visor that “more women with
good minds” like her are needed “to stop the discip line turning
stale” (18). This view suggests that the judi cious ques tioning of
estab lished know ledge, far from being destabil ising, is condu cive to
its continued epistemic relev ance. But after the narrator has
struggled for a year to write a doctoral proposal, both super visor and
aspiring academic have to acknow ledge that the latter has become so
“neur ot ic ally inar tic u late” that she must put off, and most likely
abandon her hopes of ever entering “the sand stone sanctum of
academia” she had formerly pictured as a “kind of utopia where men
and women spent days on end walking the flag stones and making
sense of all that was sense less” (18).

7

Thus cast adrift from the career on which she had been set, and
having come to distrust “all the patterns of reason that [she] had
believed [she] could rely on” (19), the unnamed narrator sees “the
open wilder ness of adult hood stretched ahead like so much
waste land” (9). What could simply read like a form of teenage angst is
asso ci ated, however, with solastalgia, the word Australian
envir on mental philo sopher Glenn Albrecht coined to refer to the
home sick ness people exper i ence when mourning a home
envir on ment that is (being) irre triev ably lost. The novel is set during a
partic u larly acute climatic crisis, in the austral summer of 2013 when
historic bush fires swept across the state of New South Wales,
destroying hundreds of houses and build ings, as well as thou sands of
acres of agri cul tural and national park land. In a city full of smoke and
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the sound of sirens, the narrator is in such a constant state of stress
that general anni hil a tion is almost tempting:

[G]reat clouds of flame burned along the horizon in the west.
We could all see it was out of control. Nobody needed the Rural Fire
Service to confirm it. There was a horrible brit tle ness to the leaf
litter, and crickets, and the sirens. 
I looked directly at the paperbark tree across the street […]. It would
take so little to catch light. For all of it to go up in flames. And would
that be so very bad? (228)

The narrator’s exist en tial distress is heightened by the fact that her
social inter ac tions reveal that she seems the only one exper i en cing
any concern. As one of her friends tells her, only talking about
“normal weather” is socially accept able (42). Yet the novel itself is
struc tured in four sections entitled “Heat”, “Flood”, “Tremor” and
“Wild fire” in refer ence to the real natural disasters that incred ibly all
occurred in 2013, dramat ic ally signalling the end of
climatic normality:

The heat was relent less. We were told that the intense weather
signalled the end of “station arity”. The thousand- year storms no
longer happened every thou sand years. They seemed to occur yearly
now, maybe more, along with the heat, the fire and the floods. (19)

Such a sequence of events convinces the narrator that “the
improb able [is] prob able” (219), and makes her increas ingly impa tient
with the media reporting rising temper at ures as they would sporting
feats: “In the end, they would say that this January was the hottest
month on record, in the hottest year on record, although they’ve said
that about every year since.” (9)

The narrator is partic u larly riled by the “show” of jokey indif fer ence
to the envir on mental implic a tions of the increasing heat that the
media encourage among their audience:

9

On the seven o’clock news there was always someone making a show
of frying an egg on the asphalt of an outer- suburbs driveway. Watch
this! they would shout to the camera. Yolks slipped out onto the
bitumen and sat trem bling there beneath the burning Australian sun.
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The people on the news were always grin ning, nearly naked but for a
singlet or a pair of shorts, sweating into their sunglasses. (9)

At the dispatch emer gency call centre where the heroine has found a
job after losing her student allow ance, a silent tele vi sion broad casts
such inane infotain ment to help the workers insu late them selves
from the callers’ personal tragedies: “As [the man] whimpered, I’m
fucking dying, I was looking up at the tele vi sion where a smiling man
was frying another egg on yet another stretch of suburban
bitumen”. (43)

Yet even in the city, people are not immune to the changes in the
weather as reported acts of social viol ence reveal:

10

The convul sion of the storm struck in a way that seemed only
natural, following as it did the tense weeks that seemed to justify the
punch to the back of the head, the child left locked in the back seat
of the car, the missing girl. (10)

Here the reas oning that tent at ively links natural and social viol ence
(“only natural”, “justify”) confus ingly asso ci ates meteorological
logic with aberrant human viol ence, seeming to reflect the narrator’s
and her fellow Australians’ slip ping grip on reality.

Govern ment narrat ives about what is happening evid ence the same
discon nec ted ness as the news bulletin. Dramatic bush fires having
broken out across the state, a never- ending stream of desperate calls
for help make the heroine’s shifts at the emer gency call centre
partic u larly harrowing. Yet the Prime Minister thinks it appro priate
to insist that “these fires are certainly not a func tion of climate
change, they are a func tion of life in Australia” (228). Prime Minister
Tony Abbott actu ally spoke these words during the 2013 bush fires,
even accusing United Nations Frame work Conven tion on Climate
Change exec utive secretary Chris tiana Figueres of “talking through
her hat” when she linked bush fires with human- caused emis sions of
green house gases. 2 To a certain extent, climate change deni alism in
Australia makes polit ical sense, consid ering that the nation’s
economy still relies heavily on fossil fuel extrac tion. Never the less,
resorting to nation al istic chau vinism to excuse govern mental
inac tion is a symptom of how Australian post‐truth popu lism opposes
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“the funda mental prin ciples of demo cratic commu nic a tion, namely
the need for fact‐based, reasoned debate, toler ance and solid arity—
essen tial prin ciples for viable public life in today’s glob al ised and
multi cul tural soci eties” (Waisbord 18).

Unlike her co‐workers who insu late them selves from the most
stressful aspects of their job by refusing to talk or think about it
during and after their shifts, choosing instead to believe in hair- 
raising online stories about self- cannibalism in far‐away places like
London (135), or to get excited about conspiracy scares, the narrator
finds that “the emer gen cies of those on the phones were leaking
through the borders of [her] own personal emer gen cies” (89).

12

The main prot ag onist’s mental and phys ical bound aries become
increas ingly porous as the narrative progresses, so that to try to
resist losing herself entirely, and because she seems unable to accept
the absence of any ‘true’ external reality or defin itive meaning, she
starts collecting facts, quota tions, snip pets of conver sa tion that seem
“pertinent to [her] own general condi tion” (42):

13

The note book became a place for certain types of inform a tion,
unat trib uted frag ments I wrote in from other texts, inter spersed
with my own thoughts and diary entries, as though by leaning into
the frag ment a tion of my own workday exper i ence I might somehow
conquer the sense of disarray and poor atten tion I felt daily on the
phones. (42)

These frag ments of inform a tion are linked to the prot ag onist’s story
only metonym ic ally, through spatial juxta pos i tion on the page. In one
such sequence, an entry such as the unex plained plague affecting
star fish of the Western Pacific Coast is followed by a snippet of
Roman myth o lo gical lore which inter preted volcanic erup tions as a
sign of “Vulcan’s anger each time he learnt that Venus, his wife, had
been found fucking someone else” (41–42), and a passage from Close
to the Knives: A Memoir of Disintegration by Amer ican artist and
prom inent AIDS activist David Wojn arowicz. It falls to the reader to
attempt to recon struct the discursive logic linking these disparate
bits and pieces: in a world where science is as yet unable to
under stand the full complexity of inter ac tions within biotopes and
there fore the real extent of the impact of global warming, the only
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altern at ives to try to make sense of the “slow apoca lypse” of the
age (Watts Irish Times) are typic ally miso gyn istic myth, and
testi monies of other people’s exist en tial crises.

As could be expected, this form of frag mentary, appar ently haphazard
accu mu la tion of facts does not provide the narrator with a stable
ground on which to rebuild her confid ence in truthful
repres ent a tions of the world, nor with a sense of exist en tial purpose.
Instead, her distrust in author it ative repres ent a tions and her
increasing feeling of alien a tion from her home land is compounded by
her reading of the explor a tion journal written by her ancestor, and
proudly given to her by her own father, the early 19th century
New South Wales General surveyor John Oxley.

14

Reading this journal reveals to the narrator that rather than resulting
from a change of paradigm that the post‐truth era is supposed to
have intro duced, her 21st century contem por aries’ neur otic
determ in a tion to ignore their impending doom is a continu ation of
the beha viour of 19th century explorers who, against all evid ence,
were intent on finding the myth ical inland sea that would help
making an alien land their “Home”:

15

[I]f you didn’t believe in an inland sea and all that ripe promise of the
land scape, you might then have to face what you’d done—set up
home on this drought- ridden ancient ness that you’d stolen and
didn’t under stand. [Oxley] that feck less imper i alist trudging through
the land scape for all those weeks in 1817, [was slowly] overwhelmed
by a sense of alarm that there was simply fuck‐all Out There.
No Provid ence, no Eden, no neat or rational conclu sion to
the narrative. 
Except that wasn’t what he reported when he got back to the
coast. (51–52)

As the narrator becomes aware, reflecting on the lie her ancestor
manu fac tured to cover up his lost gamble on the land scape,
Australia’s settler culture has no authen tic ally grounded tradi tion of
place to fall back on.

In the Heide g gerian concep tion of place as a mean ingful “home”
grounded in everyday exper i ence, place and truth are merged in the
core values of stability, security, perman ence. Noting how “[p]lace

16



An Exploration of the Limits of Analogical Thinking in a Post‑Truth Climate: The Inland Sea by
Madeleine Watts

attach ment processes normally reflect the beha vi oral, cognitive, and
emotional embed ded ness indi viduals exper i ence in their
socio phys ical envir on ments”, Perkins and Brown have studied the
effects of disrup tions in place attach ments caused by volun tary
relo ca tions, but also burg laries and disasters. Their study confirms
how “funda mental” place attach ments are to the “exper i ence and
meaning of everyday life” (279). But in Sydney, the narrator’s place
attach ments seem to be in a constant state of disrup tion, and not
only because of extreme weather events: “Bougain villea choked the
windows, tree roots unsettled the pave ment, and the streets in the
last light of evening looked like the return of the bush was being kept
only barely in reserve” (31). Throughout the novel, the urban
struc tures supposed to keep the natural envir on ment at bay prove
illusory. In the crum bling section of Redfern where the narrator lives,
rain, insects, leaves keep flying in through the window or down the
flim sily boarded‐up chimney; the smoke and light from the bush fires
pervade the city; even the pictur esque growths of palms and
bougain villea on the water front are described as great swarms
erupting from “some madman’s garden of Babylon” (10).

Watts has been taken to task for not “reck oning with her [narrator’s]
depol it i cised exist ence in a gentri fying enclave of Redfern” (Dobbs).
But it seems that in a world where the city’s historic land marks—
Redfern being an inner city suburb of Sydney histor ic ally asso ci ated
with indus trial and racial struggles—are threatened either by the
bush, or by the new elites’ social ambi tions, no “human‐scale”
equi valent of “station arity”, no emplaced, “self- contained
narrative” (123), reli gious, polit ical or other wise seems possible:

17

As the flood swept south across the state line and into New South
Wales all the records were broken. A thou sand‐year flood, again,
when there had been a thou sand‐year flood only three years
earlier. […] 
Some hideous auspice, this, or proof of God’s displeasure, or else just
simply bad luck. The Prime Minister conceded that it was indeed
“a tough period”. 
And so the waters crept. The ocean bled into the land. Salt
water seeped into the crops. Rivers not rivers. Homes not
homes. (77–78)
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The narrator’s feel ings of epistemic, cultural and emotional
home less ness and her polit ical disen gage ment lead her to
dismissively portray her native city as “a small and insig ni ficant place
on a stretch of shore in the far‐right corner of the map, a city nobody
remembered, or cared to pay atten tion to” (249). Her decision to leave
it behind can there fore be under stood as an expres sion of exist en tial
despair about, or disgust with, her home land. But the novel does not
suggest that she is expecting to find a mean ingful life else where, for
she is attracted to “the kind of place with no partic ular purpose” (71),
and picks Los Angeles as a place to move to only because it has
“nothing to do with [her], where there would be no history or
memory teth ering [her] to the land” (56). Nor does the narrator claim
the moral high ground for her state of dissociation.

In fact, in the last two para graphs of the book, the narrator swims out
into the middle of a bay and unex pec tedly enjoys what could be
described as an oceanic feeling of unbounded complete ness. This
final moment of release from anxiety, bodily limit a tions and
senti mental ties could be seen as a possib ility of resol u tion or
sublim a tion for the main prot ag onist, and there fore also as a partly
positive end point for the narrative arc. However, it seems more
relevant to inter pret it as a psych ic ally regressive moment for the
narrator, according to Freud’s analysis of the oceanic sensa tion
(Freud, Kristeva), and as deceptive resol u tion for the novel as a whole.
Indeed, to reach this place of bliss and harmony the narrator first has
to “pick [her way]” through the scum of urban waste clog ging the
beach and the water’s edge, as well as through the “massacre” of
disor i ent ated and weakened migratory birds who died in a recent
storm (250–251). She is not entirely obli vious to how morally shocking
her private moment of holistic well being is. In fact, she perceives that
by contrast with the foully poignant peri phery of the bay, the water in
the middle is “preter nat ur ally clear […] obscenely blue and lovely” (251
my emphasis). Far from providing any defin itive answer to the
heroine’s quest, her private/cosmic exper i ence of psychic and
phys ical whole ness at the end of the novel—similar to the one
19th century colo nial explorers aspired to in their search for the
fabled inland sea—poin tedly with holds any reas suring closure.
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Acknow ledging in an inter view that Amitav Ghosh’s book
The Great Derangement had proved a form ative read for her,
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Madeleine Watts bluntly recused the “tradi tional bour geois” realist
novel’s fore grounding of “prob ab ility” and its attempt to “ration aliz[e]
the novel istic universe by turning it into a world of few surprises,
fewer adven tures, and no miracles at all” (Ghosh 15 quoted in Watts
“There’s some thing thrilling”). “I think Australia has always had
‘surreal’ or non‐real weather”, Watts told the inter viewer, shifting
from Ghosh’s anti‐bour geois angle of attack to an anti‐colo nial
envir on ment alist one: “It doesn’t fit the realist novel—and climate
change just makes everything exag ger ated. And that’s
realism’s problem.”

She also seems to agree with Ghosh that the realist novel’s focus on
an indi vidual char acter’s moral and epistemic trajectory through life,
an approach that is epitom ised by the Bildungsroman genre, cannot
adequately represent the vast ness and complexity of ongoing
anthro po cenic crises:
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I was inter ested in enga ging with the coming- of-age novel, but the
arc of a bildung s roman gener ally has the char acter coming to a kind
of resol u tion at the end, a place at which becoming ends and
adult hood begins. It became fairly obvious to me in the writing
process that the char acter in my novel was never going to learn
anything and that I didn’t want her to. […] I hated the false
impos i tion of logic on to a world when my world—the polit ical and
ecolo gical and economic world I lived in—felt like one of complete
chaos. (Watts “Vulnerability”)

Watts describes her own book as an “anti- coming-of-age novel”,
a conscious rejec tion of “any kind of redemp tion narrative” that is
best suited to represent “the exper i ence of [her] generation”:
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It’s a very unre flective book. You are so close to the narrator and
what’s happening—the back story is viol ence, natural disaster,
frightened animals. So it all comes across in the register of panic.
And when you can’t reflect—because all you have is a fight- or-flight
response—it can become very diffi cult to escape from anything.
That’s why I wanted the struc ture of the book: it gets more and more
and then just ends, without much resol u tion. (Watts “Vulnerability”)

The current rise in mental health prob lems among younger
gener a tions in Western demo cra cies, partly as a result of the

22



An Exploration of the Limits of Analogical Thinking in a Post‑Truth Climate: The Inland Sea by
Madeleine Watts

pandemic, economic uncer tainty and climatic insec urity, lends
weight to Watts’ desire to produce a narrative that really “grapple[s]
with the idea that there’s no fix to this” (Watts “Vulner ab ility”). To do
this, it is neces sary to decon struct the presump tion of the
bildung s roman that the journey will even tu ally lead the main
prot ag onist to a place of enlightened stability and control. Yet even if
The Inland Sea offers up no resol u tion at the end, and even if
frag ment a tion and narrative collage are substi tuted for discursive
linearity, these do produce a discourse that uses analo gical thinking
to prove a point.

Reviewer Katie Dobbs sums it up as follows: “The search for the
inland sea […] inspires a chain of meta phors that draw a tenuous line
between colo nial fore fathers, violent fathers, and shit head lovers.”
This is achieved thanks to heterodie getic, expos itory passages that
are distrib uted throughout the novel. Most of them revolve around
19th century explor a tions of the continent but they also deal with a
variety of topics, ranging from biolo gical accounts of the impact of
stress on mental and bodily func tions, climate model ling projec tions
of how rising sea levels will impact coastal cities like Sydney and the
interior (197–198), or inform a tion about the disastrous ecolo gical
consequences of 19th and 20th century irrig a tion projects (195). As
mentioned earlier, Surveyor general John Oxley, in partic ular, is a
recur ring figure. He is ambi val ently presented as a national hero, a
presump tuous fool and liar, but also as one of the narrator’s
ancestors, and someone she iden ti fies with, in her quest for
reas sur ance via the lover she renames Lachlan, after the “ghost river”
her ancestor followed into the interior (147). Oxley also serves to
model the pred atory men she encoun ters in her daily life.

23

One chapter is devoted to a discus sion of conflicting 19th century
geolo gical theories, English “uniform it ari anism” (a theory according
to which all points of the Earth had changed at the same rate and in
the same way through time) versus French “cata strophism” which
hypo thes ised an evol u tion made up of sudden, epis odic cata clysms.
This short chapter connects English geolo gist Lyell—who rejected
cata strophism as “pre‐ration alist, and essen tially un‐English,
[r]evol u tionary hogwash”, thus “waging an ideo lo gical war in the form
of rocks” (145)—with Lyell’s “protégé” Charles Darwin, famous
Australian explorer Charles Sturt and earlier explorer John Oxley in
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the same belief that the earth was “Orderly and Consistent and could
be mastered by Men [and space] was made for conquering”: “They all
believed. Believed in the warm, wet centre opening its legs out there
in the heart of the dead, dry country. […] The desert had to be other
than empty. The river must flow back ward for a reason” (146–147).
In accord ance with the concept of gendered settler colo ni alism the
heterodie getic narrator draws a parallel between these Victorian
men’s desire to conquer the land and their mascu line desire to
possess the female body, denoun cing the dangers of analo gical
thinking which allowed belief and reas oning, scientific theory and
ideo logy to overlap. The chapter thus begins with the narrator first
denoun cing the fallacy of an analogy early 19th century theo lo gian,
geolo gist and palae on to lo gist William Buck land made between coal
form a tions in England and Australia, and then analo gic ally portraying
the settlers’ exploit ative impulses as sexual ones:

Buck land, in his paper, described “A strong analogy between the coal
form a tion of the Hunter’s River and River Hawkes bury in New South
Wales and that of England, which well deserves to be accur ately
invest ig ated”. This would prove a confusing analogy. New South
Wales is not England, and Hunter coal is not English coal, but it
would not stop anyone from reaching a hand into the navel of the
earth and squeezing at any prom ising flesh they could find. (145)

Analo gical reas oning is presented as fallible by the narrator, yet is
constantly used to expose the uncon scious motiv a tions behind
colon ising greed. Linking European regimes of truth, repres ented as
combining a belief in the univer sality of exper i mental find ings and a
trust in deductive ration ality—both portrayed as “arrogant”—with
masculinist exploit ative atti tudes to the land, the novel turns the
inland sea of the title into a meta phor signi fying for these men the
promise of sexual, scientific, ideo lo gical, as well as profes sional and
commer cial fulfil ment and security.

25

The inland sea that the title of the novel alludes to is the fiction early
19th century explorers created when they observed New South Wales
rivers flowing west wards, away from the coast, leading them to
believe that there must be an inland sea into which these rivers
flowed. In an inter view Watts explains that “this utter belief, based on
a kind of ‘rational thinking’ that isn’t rational, which perpetu ates the
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inland sea as a kind of logical conclu sion” was what had
inter ested her:

Part of what the book says about the inland sea—why it works as an
image—is that it’s been proven to be false but then still you have
people like Charles Sturt going out in the desert saying, Right, this
has to be here. It was an atti tude to land that erased Indi genous
know ledge; it wasn’t inter ested in paying atten tion to what was there
or talking to the people who own the land. (Watts “Vulnerability”)

Post- modern critiques of imper i al istic “grand narrat ives” have
effi ciently discred ited colo nial truth‐claims based on Euro‐centric
ideas of superi ority, and in this context, the fact there was no inland
sea to be found makes the obstinacy of 19th century explorers seem
ridicu lous. Yet, as the narrator concedes later, rising sea‐levels will
bring back into exist ence the Early Creta ceous Eromanga Sea in the
low‐lying plains of the Australian interior: “Oxley wasn’t wrong,
exactly. He was just 110 million years too late, and a few hundred
years too soon” (198).

27

This remark, even if put to the reader with a heavy dose of irony,
acknow ledges that from a geolo gical perspective, the hypo thesis of
the exist ence of an inland sea made sense, and that its absence was a
mystery that could not fail to intrigue explorers like Charles Sturt.
Logic ally, this fact should radic ally under mine the novel’s analo gical
struc ture: if explorers like Oxley and Sturt were not just arrogant
imper i al ists, driven by a desire to prove their own white, mascu line
superi ority, if their science at least was sound, then they were
acquiring valid geolo gical know ledge about place. From a scientific
perspective, the line Watts attrib utes to Charles Sturt—“Right, [the
inland sea] has to be here”—is there fore more similar to Galileo’s
apocryphal “And yet it moves” than to William Mulhol land’s line
“there it is, take it” (216). In the 1910s, civil engineer Mulhol land
campaigned for and led the construc tion of the contro ver sial
Los Angeles Aque duct, which, by 1913, diverted the Owens River to
irrigate the San Fernando Valley where the syndicate of wealthy
investors he was part of had bought up land. The construc tion of the
aque duct ruined the Owens Valley farmers and ranchers, and dried
up Lake Owens, leading in the 1920s to legal and polit ical conflicts
that became known as the “Cali fornia Water Wars”. By aligning Sturt’s
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determ in a tion to find an inland sea with Mulhol land’s diver sion of a
well‐known river for direct personal profit, Watts presents the
explorer’s efforts as a pure expres sion of arrog ance and greed. Yet, as
suggested above, Stuart’s appar ently counter- factual asser tion could
also stem from trust in the exper i mental know ledge and a correct
obser va tion of the land. The narrator’s feminist critique of 19th and
20th century faith in scientific reas oning, equating it with imper i alist
mach ismo, is there fore an over sim pli fic a tion. Moreover, as an
axio matic starting point for the produc tion of other analo gical links
between the first explorers’ sense of epistemic and patri archal
superi ority and the narrator’s male contem por aries’ miso gynist sense
of gendered enti tle ment, it tends to obscure key, place- specific
issues. Firstly, the reader may be led to believe that Australia’s
disregard for Indi genous people’s land and water rights is a thing of
the colo nial past—not because the novel suggests these rights are
now acknow ledged, but because Indi genous Australians and their
ongoing struggle for sover eignty are completely absent from the
diegetic present. Further more, by linking the exploit ative ethos of
settler colo ni alism to Australia’s miso gyn istic culture, the analogy
ulti mately makes the story all about the narrator and her struggle to
come to terms with constant instances of casual male aggression.

Her on- again, off‐again boyfriend having entirely failed to support
her after having pushed her into having an abor tion, the narrator is
lost for words when he seems to focus only on his own sense of hurt
at her temporary phys ical unavail ab ility: “He implied that my absence
in his bed had wounded him. And this had both touched and angered
me, so that I didn’t know which emotion was the correct one to
express, and so said nothing” (104–105). This confirms Budgeon’s
point about the “post‐truth” re‐appro pri ation of the supposedly
feminine language of emotions to main tain mascu line dominance.

29

Simil arly, when the narrator hears two men worrying about the
impact the sexual alleg a tions against three Sydney foot ball players
would have on the “general morale of the team”, and dismissing the
woman’s alleg a tions off‐hand, just because of the way she looked, the
fact that all she can do is write down the clinching argu ment “She’s
asking for it” (112–113) is indic ative of her disem power ment as a
woman. Listening to a murder report, she learns that the assailant
was ashamed for having cried all through his police inter rog a tion like
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a “big sissy man”, but felt legit imate in killing his victim because she
had pushed him away when he was “actu ally trying to do a nice thing”
by picking her up (100–101). This leaves the narrator strug gling to
under stand “the kind of man who hunts a girl, throws her down,
weeps, leaves her body and walks away, returning to the world as
ordinary a man as he had always been” (102).

In these incid ents, and in the media coverage that some receive, what
the narrative convin cingly points out is that the claim to feel ings of
pain is put by the indi vidual or group inflicting the viol ence rather
than by the victim. This reversal reflects the way post- truth dynamics
coalesce with anti‐feminist rhet oric: in the post‐truth “refor mu la tion
of gender hier archy, masculinity is recon sti t uted as a site of injury,
complic ating the effort to estab lish the validity of claims made by
women about their exper i ences” (Budgeon 254–255). Since feminist
theory tradi tion ally grants personal exper i ence the seal of
authen ti city when making know ledge claims, the partic ular
import ance afforded to emotions and the personal narrative in the
post‐truth era actu ally weakens the feminist position:
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Within the post‐truth “feeling culture”, this expres sion of pain takes
on the status of truth and there fore men’s rights groups regu larly
deploy emotion as the basis for making anti‐feminist claims and
defending miso gynist views. Although expressive reac tion in
post‐truth culture is accepted as an altern ative to rational argu ment
[…] women’s distinctive access to emotional knowing does not afford
them epistemic legit imacy. (Budgeon 256)

The fact that the narrator is confused and often rendered speech less
by remarks which construct masculinity as a site of injury rather than
aggres sion there fore convin cingly illus trates the effects of post‐truth
recu per a tion of the rhet or ical tools femin ists honed in an unequal
power struggle.

However, because of the novel’s over riding focus on the narrator’s
phys ical and psycho lo gical distress, it can be argued that the analogy
between the viol ence she exper i ences in her own body and colo nial
depred a tions ulti mately serves to deflect diffi cult ques tions about
contem porary Australia’s enduring prob lem atic rela tions to place.
The moment the narrator almost gets raped by the “man from the
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desert” she met in a night‐club illus trates the obfus cating power of
analogy: “The soil [was] so polluted and wet and soft that when he
pushed me down and my hand reached out to catch my fall I felt as
though I were penet rating the flesh of the earth” (240). In a sense, to
use the termin o logy intro duced by I. A. Richards, the narrator’s
increas ingly battered, bruised, bleeding body ends up being the main
“tenor” of the analogy, colo nial exploit a tion and envir on mental
degrad a tion being reduced to the status of a mere “vehicle”.

The implic a tions of such figur ative connec tions in the novel is
vari ously appre ci ated by Watts’s reviewers. Overall Katie Dobbs is
crit ical of the “uneasy correl a tion between inva sion, envir on mental
cata clysm and the narrator’s personal upheavals (from sexual
harass ment to botched IUD implant a tions) that errs into melan cholic
solipsism”. Her conclu sion is ambi valent, though, as she seems to be
congrat u lating Watts on abstaining from trying to provide solu tions,
while also condemning what she sees as the novel’s purely aesthetic
approach to our anxious times:
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With no preten sions to lighting the way out of our current mess,
Watts guides us into the thicket, leaves us in an anxious twilight
between the material and the figurative. Where, we might imagine,
our aspiring- writer narrator is sitting down to pen her
Künstlerroman—while outside her window, in her fabled Cali fornia,
yet another band of devast ating fires, driven by record- breaking
drought and heat, burn.

Another reviewer is simil arly perplexed by the confla tion of the
histor ical femin isa tion of terra incognita (“a symbolic equa tion so well
estab lished that the feminist critique of the trope has become its own
schol arly cliché”) with personal, ecolo gical and climatic disaster:
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Has this novel taken the woman- as-nature and recast it into
some thing new? Or does it get stuck rehashing notions of gendered
wilder ness? What are the affective politics of presenting an
indi vidual woman’s pain along side and as figure for crises of global
propor tions? (MacVeagh)

Arguing in defence of the novel that it “resists unitary read ings”,
however, MacVeagh, with a nod to Ghosh’s refer ence to “unbear ably
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intimate connec tions over vast gaps in time and space”, gives it the
benefit of the doubt:

It plays with the idea that under standing ecolo gical and personal
cata strophes through each other is some thing cringey and then
chal lenges that cringe’s gendered stakes. […] In care fully lining up
clima to lo gical events and the banal ities of breakups, The Inland Sea
suggests that climate crisis may very well be repres ent able within
the generic contain ment of everyday life.

MacVeagh’s argu ment does not, however, specify how the word
“under standing” should be under stood. By using the same word to
refer to the heroine’s heart break and to ecolo gical disaster, she
asserts the exist ence of simil ar ities, that, it is implied, would allow
the reader to relate emotion ally to both. But is meta phor ical or
analo gical under standing helpful in this case? In a sense, the
narrator’s early disclaimer on the opening page of the novel is as
illu min ating as it is ambiguous:
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In the end, they would say that this January was the hottest month on
record, in the hottest year on record, although they’ve said that
about every year since. But this was the last January I sweltered
through before I left the city entirely. I don’t know anything about
those other summers. (9 my emphasis)

What could be a prelim inary admis sion of epistemic incom pet ence is
also a way for the narrator to warn us from the outset that she has
lost patience with the inca pa city of climate science to make an
impact on state policies, with the Australian media, and with Australia
as a place she could call home. The art of fiction is not about
deliv ering a “message”, and form less ness (which Watts claims for her
narrator) and incon clus ive ness can be useful figur ative devices to
portray a young woman’s psycho lo gical distress and cultural
melt down in the post‐truth era—but they can also be aesthetic
fail ings and represent an abdic a tion of intel lec tual respons ib ility. As
Jeff Malpas puts it when debating the dangers of post‐modern
scep ti cism, “retrieving truth” is vitally important as:
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[…] frag ment a tion of discourse and an aban don ment of truth […] is a
denial of the problem posed by modernity and not a resol u tion. In
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failing to deal with that problem, the spectre of modernity, the
iden ti fic a tion of the true with the tech no lo gical, will always be
among us. (303)

The post‐modern “incredu lity towards metanar rat ives” (Lyotard XXIV)
that served the colo nial expan sion of European empires, and the
post‐colo nial denun ci ation of the enduring legacy of imper i alist
truth‐claims in power rela tions in settler cultures have certainly
complic ated the speaking posi tion of non‐Indi genous writers in
Australia today. While it was still possible for high modernist writers
like Patrick White (The Tree of Man, Voss) and David
Malouf (Remem bering Babylon) to poet ic ally portray settler
indi gen isa tion as a way out from the clas sic ally exploit ative colo nial
rela tion ship to the land, this solu tion was largely fore closed to later
gener a tions of writers like Andrew McGahan (White Earth) or Kate
Gren ville (The Secret River). For the earlier gener a tion of writers,
indi gen isa tion meant either that their char ac ters came to a better
under standing of, and a rever ence for, place through ordeal and
humbling exper i ence, or through assim il a tion into Abori ginal culture
like Gemmy who is adopted into an Indi genous community. McGahan
or Gren ville, on the other hand, had to find ways of portraying their
non‐Indi genous char ac ters’ funda mental discon nec tion from place as
a way to show that their claims to a deep know ledge of the land were
illusory, while making their exper i ences emblem atic of an
enlightened Australian iden tity. The post‐truth era having cast
further suspi cion on estab lished modes of learning and
commu nic ating inform a tion, the priv ileged speaking posi tion of
young, university- educated, published non‐Indi genous writers makes
what they can cred ibly say about Australia today partic u larly elusive.
Perhaps this is why, rather than attempting to broach politically- 
sensitive issues, The Inland Sea opts for a virtuoso rendering of
feel ings of indi vidual pain, disor i ent a tion and insec urity, and trusting
the reader to accept their analo gical exten sion to a lament on
colon isa tion and the destruc tion of the natural world. However,
Watts’s rather compla cent disavowal of any form of truth outside the
all‐encom passing suffering psyche argu ably prevents the novel from
convin cingly enga ging with such issues.
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RÉSUMÉS

English
Despite recent decar bon isa tion policy decisions in Australia the nation alist
narrative of envir on mental partic u larism and settler resi li ence still
encour ages exploit ative atti tudes to place. The diffi culty for dissenting
voices to make them selves heard in Western demo cra cies in the current
cultural climate, which has seen a marked erosion of the authority of
tradi tional guar antors of know ledge and contrib uted to the rise of
popu lism, is the tenor of Australian writer Madeleine Watts’s debut novel
The Inland Sea (2020). After outlining some of the linguistic, philo soph ical
and socio- political tensions that are encap su lated in the broad notion of
post‐truth, the article explores how the discon nec tion of govern ment and
media from the Australian public’s lived exper i ence of global warming
affects the concept of place as “home” and the possib ility of devel oping a
grounded narrative. Finally, the ques tion raised by Amitav Ghosh about the
suit ab ility of the novel genre to talk about climate change is used as a
starting to point to discuss the moral, polit ical and aesthetic respons ib il ities
involved in writing Australian fiction in a post‐truth era.

Français
Malgré les déci sions poli tiques en matière de décar bo ni sa tion prises
récem ment en Australie, le récit natio na liste du parti cu la risme
envi ron ne mental et de la rési lience des colons encou rage toujours un
rapport au lieu fondé sur la surex ploi ta tion. La diffi culté pour les voix
dissi dentes de se faire entendre dans les démo cra ties occi den tales dans le
climat culturel actuel, qui a vu une érosion marquée de l’auto rité des
garants tradi tion nels du savoir et une montée du popu lisme, est le thème du
premier roman de l’écri vaine austra lienne Made leine Watts,
The Inland Sea (2020). Après avoir souligné certaines des tensions
linguis tiques, philo so phiques et socio po li tiques résu mées dans la notion
géné rale de post‐vérité, l’article explore la manière dont la décon nexion du
discours domi nant par rapport à l’expé rience vécue des effets du
réchauf fe ment clima tique impacte la façon dont l’espace national est
repré senté dans le roman. Enfin, la ques tion soulevée par Amitav Ghosh
quant à la perti nence du genre roma nesque pour parler du chan ge ment
clima tique est utilisée comme point de départ pour évoquer les
respon sa bi lités morales, poli tiques et esthé tiques qu’implique l’écri ture de
fiction en Australie à l’ère de la post‐vérité.

INDEX



An Exploration of the Limits of Analogical Thinking in a Post‑Truth Climate: The Inland Sea by
Madeleine Watts

Mots-clés
roman national, changement climatique, analogie, fiction féministe

Keywords
national mythologies, climate change fiction, analogy, feminist fiction

AUTEUR

Anne Le Guellec-Minel
anne.leguellec[at]univ-brest.fr 
  
Anne Le Guellec-Minel is a senior lecturer at the University of Western Brittany
(Brest) and a member of HCTI (UR 4249). Her fields of interest include the
production of the national imagination in Australian postcolonial literature and
culture, with a particular focus on the legacy of national mythologies and their
contestation in fiction and film. In 2019 she edited La mémoire face à l’Histoire :
traces, effacement, réinscriptions, and in 2022 A Literature That Belongs to Place :
Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria.
IDREF : https://www.idref.fr/111219884
HAL : https://cv.archives-ouvertes.fr/anne-le-guellec-minel
ISNI : http://www.isni.org/0000000359166075

https://publications-prairial.fr/representations/index.php?id=1064

