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Abstract

Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer is a landmark ecofeminist novel that intertwines the lives
of women and the wild landscapes they inhabit. This article examines how Kingsolver uses
interconnected narratives to depict the symbiotic relationship between women and nature, portraying
ecological awareness and female empowerment as revolutionary acts. By analyzing the novel’s central
characters—Deanna Wolfe, Lusa Landowski, and Nannie Rawley—through an ecofeminist lens, the
study explores how Kingsolver challenges patriarchal and anthropocentric worldviews. It argues that
Prodigal Summer not only celebrates ecological resilience but also frames it as inherently political,
linking personal liberation to environmental stewardship.
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Since its emergence in the 1970s, ecofeminism has evolved into a critical framework for
examining the intersections of gender, ecology, and social justice. Authors like Susan Griffin, Ariel
Salleh, and Carolyn Merchant have articulated the myriad ways in which the domination of women and
the environment are historically and structurally interconnected. Barbara Kingsolver, with her unique
background as a biologist and novelist, brings a scientifically informed yet profoundly humanistic
perspective to ecofeminist literature. Her novel Prodigal Summer stands as a testament to the narrative
power of ecofeminism in contemporary fiction.

Published at the turn of the millennium, Prodigal Summer reflects rising ecological anxieties as
well as evolving feminist consciousness at the dawn of the 21st century. Set in the richly biodiverse
region of southern Appalachia, the novel follows three protagonists whose lives are intricately connected
to the land they inhabit. Deanna Wolfe, Lusa Landowski, and Nannie Rawley each represent different
facets of the ecofeminist struggle: wilderness preservation, sustainable agriculture, and organic
resistance to industrial encroachment.

The concept of “breaking the ground” functions on multiple levels in Kingsolver’s work. It
signifies a literal engagement with the earth—planting, farming, conserving—but also suggests a
metaphorical breaking away from patriarchal and capitalist systems that commodify both women and
nature. This article will argue that Prodigal Summer redefines revolution through acts of care, ecological
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wisdom, and personal agency. By embodying ecofeminist principles, Kingsolver's characters articulate a
revolutionary ethos that is as intimate as it is radical.

Kingsolver’s work is crucial not merely because of its subject matter but because of how it
enacts ecofeminist methodology through its narrative structure, characterization, and ecological detail.
This literary strategy blurs distinctions between human and nonhuman worlds, proposing a vision of
interdependence and resilience. In an era increasingly defined by ecological crisis and gendered
violence, Prodigal Summer offers a template for resistance grounded in the everyday practices of living
and loving differently. Ecofeminism encompasses a wide range of theories and practices, but central to
all is the recognition of parallel systems of oppression that impact women and the environment.
According to Karen Warren, ecofeminism is best understood as a "multilayered, pluralistic framework"
(Warren 22) that resists reduction to a single cause or solution.

Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer illustrates what Greta Gaard terms “material ecofeminism,”
which stresses the embodied, lived experiences of women in natural environments. By grounding her
characters’ struggles in the physical realities of ecological degradation, Kingsolver avoids the pitfalls of
abstract environmentalism. Deanna’s solitary life in the Zebulon National Forest exemplifies this
material engagement with ecology. Her work tracking coyotes is not merely scientific; it is a form of
embodied resistance against anthropocentric narratives that demonize predators. She tells Eddie Bondo,
“Predators keep ecosystems healthy. They’re part of the balance” (Prodigal Summer 75). Her defense of
the coyote becomes a defense of wildness itself—wildness that patriarchy seeks to control or eradicate,
much as it has historically sought to domesticate women.

Similarly, Lusa’s negotiation between rural traditions and scientific knowledge reflects an
ecofeminist concern with intersectionality. As Stacy Alaimo points out, "Ecofeminist practice demands
attention to how race, class, and cultural identity intersect with ecological concerns" (Alaimo 88). Lusa’s
journey demonstrates that sustainability cannot be achieved without addressing broader social dynamics.
Thus, Kingsolver’s novel is not merely ecofeminist in theme but ecofeminist in structure and spirit.

In Prodigal Summer, the wilderness is not inert scenery but a living, breathing character.
Kingsolver's depiction of the Zebulon Valley echoes the ecofeminist argument that nature is active and
agentic. As Val Plumwood critiques, the Western tradition has historically cast nature as passive,
feminized, and inferior to human culture (Plumwood 8). By contrast, Kingsolver’s wilderness pulses
with agency and vitality. Early in the novel, Deanna reflects: "The forest had welcomed her home, and
in return, she had promised it her faithfulness, her careful attention” (Prodigal Summer 17). This sense
of reciprocal relationship challenges anthropocentric binaries that separate human from nonhuman. The
forest teaches, nurtures, and sometimes disciplines its inhabitants, modeling a more sustainable mode of
coexistence. Kingsolver’s attention to ecological detail—species interactions, seasonal changes, food
webs—underscores the interconnectedness of all life. Such narrative strategies mirror ecofeminist calls
for relational epistemologies that recognize the mutual dependencies among beings.

Deanna’s storyline functions as the novel's clearest articulation of radical ecofeminism. Choosing
solitude in the wilderness, she rejects societal expectations of domesticity and caretaking roles
traditionally assigned to women. Her conflict with Eddie Bondo dramatizes the clash between
conservation and traditional masculinity. Eddie, a hunter and rancher, embodies an ethos of control over
nature. Deanna, in contrast, argues for coexistence: "Coyotes are not villains. They are survivors. They
keep the forest honest” (Prodigal Summer 98).
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Their sexual relationship complicates easy binaries, suggesting that dialogue between opposing
worldviews is possible, albeit fraught. Deanna's eventual decision not to reveal her pregnancy to Eddie
asserts her autonomy, reaffirming her allegiance to the wild rather than to patriarchal family structures.
While Deanna embodies the wild and solitary aspects of ecofeminist resistance, Lusa Landowski’s
journey foregrounds the complexities of belonging, identity, and adaptation in human communities. An
outsider by marriage—a city-bred, half-Palestinian, half-Polish entomologist transplanted into the
deeply conservative farming community of Egg Fork—Lusa's story highlights the intersectional
dimensions of ecofeminism.

Her initial alienation mirrors ecofeminist critiques of how capitalist-patriarchal systems not only
marginalize women and nature but also enforce rigid boundaries of race, ethnicity, and class. Lusa
reflects on her outsider status poignantly: "There was no place for her among them, no corner of their
conversation where she could sit down and be comfortable™” (Prodigal Summer 142).

After her husband Cole’s death, Lusa faces an impossible choice: conform to the community’s
traditional farming practices, which are heavily reliant on pesticides and industrial monoculture, or forge
a new path that honors both her scientific training and her growing ecological consciousness. Choosing
the latter, Lusa transforms Cole’s farm into a sustainable enterprise, breeding goats for meat—a
culturally risky but environmentally savvy move. Her innovations blend ecological sensitivity with
economic realism, demonstrating a model of sustainable living that defies both capitalist industrial
agriculture and romanticized notions of returning to the land.

Thus, Lusa’s story enacts what ecofeminists like Ariel Salleh call “meta-industrial labor”—forms
of work rooted in ecological knowledge, communal sustainability, and care ethics (Salleh 23). By
adapting without surrendering her values, Lusa embodies the ecofeminist revolution Kingsolver
envisions: not a rejection of community, but its transformation from within. Nannie Rawley, the fiery
orchardist committed to organic farming, represents the generational memory and long-term resilience
of ecofeminist practice. In her late seventies, Nannie refuses to conform to the chemical farming
practices embraced by her neighbor, Garnett Walker, a staunch advocate of pesticide-driven apple
production.

Their frequent debates—playful yet profound—mirror broader societal clashes between
industrial modernity and ecological stewardship. Nannie insists: "You can't kill your way to a clean
farm, Garnett. That's not how life works" (Prodigal Summer 219). Her emphasis on working with
natural systems, rather than against them, embodies an ecofeminist ethos rooted in reciprocity, humility,
and patience. Moreover, Nannie’s role as an elder disrupts dominant cultural narratives that marginalize
older women as irrelevant or powerless. Instead, Kingsolver portrays her as a vital source of ecological
wisdom and revolutionary spirit, subtly mentoring younger generations through her steadfast example.

In celebrating Nannie’s defiant commitment to organic methods, Kingsolver aligns herself with
ecofeminist visions of intergenerational solidarity. Sustainable futures, the novel insists, are seeded not
only in youthful rebellion but in the quiet, enduring labor of those who have weathered decades of
struggle. One of Kingsolver’s most innovative contributions to ecofeminist literature lies in the structure
of Prodigal Summer itself. The novel’s braided narrative—three distinct yet interwoven storylines—
mimics ecological networks where diverse species and systems are interdependent.
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Each protagonist’s story initially appears isolated but gradually reveals deep connections:
Deanna’s wildlife work affects the local farming economy; Lusa's agricultural innovations offer models
for future sustainability; Nannie’s ecological philosophy shapes the valley’s cultural landscape. The
characters’ fates entwine, just as ecosystems depend on complex interrelationships. This structure
embodies what Catriona Sandilands terms “queer ecology”—a critical framework that challenges rigid
binaries (nature/culture, male/female, wild/domesticated) and embraces fluidity, relationality, and
hybridity (Sandilands 43).

Deanna’s relationship with Eddie, for instance, defies traditional gender roles: she remains
physically and emotionally autonomous despite their intimacy. Similarly, Lusa’s blending of scientific
and traditional knowledge disrupts binaries between outsider and insider, science and folklore. Thus,
Prodigal Summer queers not only gender and sexuality but also traditional notions of human/nature
relationships, offering a vision of life grounded in multiplicity, adaptability, and mutual flourishing.

Kingsolver’s commitment to ecological realism—detailing food webs, predator-prey dynamics,
soil regeneration—reinforces this ethical vision. Relationships, whether among people or species, are
messy, dynamic, and vital. Kingsolver’s notion of revolution is radically different from grandiose
narratives of violent overthrow or heroic individualism. In Prodigal Summer, revolution unfolds in acts
of everyday courage: choosing to defend coyotes, refusing to spray pesticides, daring to farm differently,
nurturing a goat herd against all odds.

These acts reflect ecofeminist critiques of traditional politics, suggesting that real change occurs
at the intersections of private choices and communal responsibilities. As Kingsolver writes: "The
smallest actions were part of the great web of life, the silent revolutions of soil and seed" (Prodigal
Summer 348). By centering women’s labor, ecological stewardship, and emotional resilience,
Kingsolver articulates a revolution rooted not in conquest but in care.

Conclusion

Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer stands as a major contribution to ecofeminist literature,
offering a compelling vision of revolutionary living grounded in ecological consciousness and female
empowerment. Through the interwoven lives of Deanna, Lusa, and Nannie, Kingsolver dramatizes the
inextricable links between personal transformation and environmental stewardship. Each protagonist’s
journey—whether toward wilderness intimacy, agricultural reinvention, or organic resistance—
challenges dominant systems of exploitation and control. Together, their stories affirm that survival,
resistance, and flourishing depend upon breaking ground: sowing new ways of being that honor life’s
complexity, interdependence, and beauty. In a world increasingly imperiled by ecological crisis and
systemic injustice, Prodigal Summer offers both an urgent warning and a tender hope. It reminds us that
revolution is not solely the domain of the spectacular or the violent; it also lies in the quiet, persistent
acts of those who choose to live differently—to love differently—and, in doing so, to heal the ground
beneath their feet.
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