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Richard Powers’ The Overstory presents a compelling exploration of environmental ethics through 

an ecofeminist lens, highlighting the deep connections between nature, activism, and the role of 

women in ecological resistance. Against the backdrop of global warming and industrial expansion, 

the novel portrays individuals and communities who challenge environmental degradation and 

advocate for sustainability. Unlike the pastoral idealism of Wordsworth and the English Romantics, 

Powers’ narrative embraces a more urgent and pragmatic environmentalism. His reference to the 

Chipko movement in India and the resistance of the Kayapo people in Brazil underscores the 

intersection of environmental justice and gender, emphasizing the crucial role women play in 

ecological activism. Through the character of Mother N, Powers affirms the strength and resilience 

of women in leading environmental movements, positioning them as central to both nature’s 

preservation and civilization’s sustainability. This paper examines The Overstory as a work of 

ecofeminist resistance, analyzing how Powers intertwines ecological consciousness with feminist 

ethics to advocate for a deeper, more interconnected approach to environmental stewardship. 
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1. Introduction 

The rapid expansion of human civilization has led to profound and often irreversible 

environmental consequences. Both developed and developing nations experience the effects 

of ecological degradation in distinct yet interconnected ways. Addressing these disparities 

requires a more equitable distribution of resources and a commitment to sustainable 

development. As Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha argue, “the ecological footprint of 

an average American far exceeds that of an individual living in the Global South,” illustrating 

the unequal consumption of the earth’s finite resources (178). This imbalance underscores the 

urgent need for a shift toward environmental responsibility, a theme central to Richard Powers’ 

The Overstory. 

In The Overstory, Jorgen Hoel plants a chestnut tree in his backyard, believing that future 
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generations will one day enjoy its shade and fruit. His hope reflects a fundamental human 

desire for sustainability, the aspiration that natural resources remain available for those who 

come after us. He envisions his children playing around the tree, imagining that they will 

“shake the trunks and eat its fruit for free” (Powers 7). However, the reality of environmental 

exploitation challenges such expectations. One of the most striking examples of ecological 

loss in American history is the destruction of the nation’s once-thriving redwood forests. These 

towering trees, once admired for their resilience and longevity, became commodities as 

industrial logging expanded, particularly after World War II. Initially overlooked in 

comparison to redwoods, Douglas-fir trees also fell victim to deforestation as the demand for 

housing and infrastructure soared. Powers’ novel captures this crisis, portraying both the 

devastation of these forests and the environmentalists who emerged to resist their destruction. 

The depletion of natural resources has reached unsustainable levels, exceeding what the planet 

can regenerate. As Jeremy Lamb notes, humanity now consumes resources at a rate “twenty-

two percent beyond” the earth’s sustainable limits (40). This crisis has spurred environmental 

movements throughout history, with activists recognizing the connection between ecological 

destruction and broader societal issues. The Romantic-era writers, such as William 

Wordsworth, expressed concerns about environmental degradation in their poetry, while 

novelists like Charles Dickens and Mary Shelley addressed industrialization’s toll on human 

and ecological well-being (Wapner 40). Powers builds on this literary tradition, quoting Henry 

David Thoreau to emphasize the interconnectedness of humanity and nature: “Old trees are 

our parents, and our parents’ parents, perchance. If you would learn the secrets of Nature, you 

must practice more humanity” (Powers 5). These words encapsulate the novel’s central 

message, preserving the natural world requires both individual and collective action. The 

novel’s protagonists embody this philosophy, risking their lives to protect America’s heritage 

trees from destruction. 

In the 1970s, Women of All Red Nations (W.A.R.N.) emerged as a collective of Native 

American women advocating against the environmental devastation caused by uranium 

mining. Their concerns extended beyond ecological damage to include severe health 

repercussions, particularly reproductive issues such as a significant increase in miscarriages, 

birth defects, and childhood cancers (Stein and Unger 57). This fervent commitment to 

environmental justice finds a parallel in the female characters of Richard Powers’s The 

Overstory, who embody a deep-seated ecological consciousness and an unwavering 

determination to protect America’s dwindling heritage trees. 

Patricia Westerford, a dendrologist, dedicates her life to understanding the intricate workings 

of ancient trees, uncovering their complex communication networks and communal bonds. 

She asserts that trees are “members of a community” (Powers 158), revealing that they are 

interconnected through an airborne network, sharing an immune system, and collectively 

safeguarding one another (158). Similarly, Olivia Vandergriff undergoes a profound 

transformation after surviving electrocution, evolving from a reckless and rebellious youth 

into a devoted environmental activist. She interprets her near-death experience as a spiritual 

calling, guided by “large, powerful, but desperate shapes… [which]…beckoned to her” (196). 

This newfound purpose compels her to take action, recognizing that “the most wondrous 

products of four billion years of life need help” (205). 
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The struggle of women in the United States to safeguard nature resonates with global 

environmental movements, where grassroots organizations led by women have resisted 

ecological exploitation. In India, the Chipko movement emerged as a pioneering ecofeminist 

resistance, with women at the forefront of efforts to halt deforestation. Just as the felling of 

redwoods and firs in America signified ecological loss, the removal of kharik and banj trees 

in the Himalayan forests to make way for commercial pine plantations threatened the region’s 

environmental stability. These trees held profound cultural and emotional significance for the 

local women, who regarded them as integral to their homeland. Vandana Shiva, in Staying 

Alive: Women, Ecology, and Survival in India, highlights how these women physically 

embraced trees to prevent their destruction, confronting the patriarchal forces driving 

deforestation. Drawing from Mira Behn’s ecological insights, Sunderlal Bahuguna, who had 

collaborated with her in the Bhilangana Valley, helped shape the movement (Shiva 66). 

However, as with many environmental struggles, women’s contributions were often 

overshadowed by male activists who garnered greater public recognition. 

By weaving together the narratives of The Overstory and historical ecofeminist movements, it 

becomes evident that women have long played a crucial yet frequently overlooked role in 

environmental advocacy. Their resistance is rooted in a profound connection to nature, 

emphasizing an ethic of care that challenges the exploitative frameworks driving ecological 

destruction. The parallel struggles of W.A.R.N., the Chipko movement, and Powers’s female 

protagonists underscore ecofeminism’s enduring relevance, reinforcing the need to recognize 

and amplify women’s voices in the fight for environmental justice. 

In The Overstory, Patricia Westerford, from a young age, exhibits a deep affinity for trees. Her 

father, recognizing her unique connection, shares his knowledge with her rather than her 

brothers. On her birthday, he gifts her Ovid’s Metamorphoses, inscribing, “For my dear 

daughter, who knows how big and wide the family tree really is” (Powers 147). As she 

matures, Patricia dedicates herself to studying trees, emphasizing their interconnectedness and 

mutual support. However, her research is dismissed by the patriarchal scientific community, 

leading her to withdraw into the wilderness. Patricia’s dedication parallels the sentiments 

expressed by Henry David Thoreau in his essay “Walking,” where he declares, “Give me a 

wildness whose glance no civilization can endure” (Thoreau and Hyde). Like Thoreau, Patricia 

finds solace among trees, as they provide her with a sense of belonging and peace. She reflects 

on the tranquility Anne Frank found during World War II in the sight of a chestnut tree “in her 

hopeless hiding,” considering it incomparable to other earthly pleasures (Powers 275). 

Similarly, Mimi Ma, a Chinese-American engineer, evolves into a tree activist after witnessing 

the destruction of old-growth forests. Over the course of the novel, her awareness deepens as 

she joins other environmental activists in their efforts to protect trees. After Olivia 

Vandergriff’s tragic death, Mimi is forced into hiding, adopting a new identity. During this 

period, she seeks solace in the past, recalling the “calligraphic copy of Wang Wei’s twelve-

hundred-year-old poem left unfurled on parchment across the desk in her father’s study” 

(Powers 50). This poetic memory encapsulates her longing for peace amidst turmoil, 

reinforcing her commitment to environmental preservation. 

Both Patricia and Mimi’s journeys align with the broader themes of ecofeminism and 

resistance present in global environmental movements. Their narratives underscore the vital 
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yet often overlooked role of women in ecological activism, challenging patriarchal structures 

that marginalize their contributions. By drawing connections between The Overstory, 

Thoreau’s reflections, and historical struggles such as the Chipko movement, it becomes 

evident that women’s engagement with nature is both deeply personal and politically 

significant. Their resistance is rooted in an intrinsic understanding of nature’s 

interdependence, emphasizing an ethic of care that counteracts environmental exploitation. 
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