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Abstract 

Richard Powers’ 2018 novel The Overstory confronts an uncertain planetary 

future in the face of a world ravaged by climate change. While many recent works of 

environmental-based literature employ elements of science fiction—dystopian settings in 

a not-so distant future—Powers’ novel mirrors the contemporary United States and 

rooted in applicable ecology. The following analysis explores how The Overstory and 

selected precedent works of fiction use narrative to contextualize complex ideas, 

particularly the climate crisis. While data and science can be instructive, they often fail to 

grab public attention to the degree necessary to inspire appropriate reactions and 

behaviors, as underscored by many actions of the American government. Climate crisis 

skeptics are unlikely to care more about the environment through a bombardment of data, 

but those nonbelievers might be moved by a well-told story they can connect with. 

Drawing on the literary field of eco-criticism—particularly the work of Ursula K. Heise 

and Richard Nixon—this paper explores how fiction can shape the conversation around 

climate change in ways that account for both the human and natural world. 
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Frontispiece 

           Which piques your interest more? 
 
 

 

            —Image from Katharine Hayhoe  

 
Or? 

 
 
 

“No iron spike can pierce a human heart as icily as a period in the right place.” 

        —Isaac Babel 
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Chapter I 

The Roots Beneath The Overstory 

Floating in this cosmic jacuzzi 
We are like frogs, oblivious 
To the water starting to boil 

No one flinches, we all float face down 
 
 

—“Warning”, Incubus 
 

In October 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change issued a report 

confirming that collective and coordinated environmental action from all global nations 

was imperative for “limiting global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius” by the year 2040 to 

prevent irrevocably damaging the natural systems of Earth (IPCC). To avoid global 

environmental catastrophe, according to the data, humanity would need to reduce its 

global carbon emissions as much as 40 percent by 2030. The stark forewarning was clear: 

without substantial and immediate action, the environmental destruction inflicted on the 

planet would be beyond repair.  “We are the last generation that can prevent irreparable 

damage to our planet,” (IPCC) United Nations General Assembly President, María 

Fernanda Espinosa Garcés of Ecuador, warned a U.N. General Assembly gathering after 

the report’s release. Even before the IPCC’s report release, the world’s powers were 

already aware of the damaging costs of climate change. On December 12, 2015, 196 

parties at the UN Climate Change Conference in Paris, France, adopted The Paris 

Agreement on climate change (“The Paris Agreement”). The pact was a multilateral and 

binding agreement between nations across the globe “to keep the increase in the global 
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average temperature to well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels and pursue efforts to 

limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels” (“The Paris 

Agreement”). With nearly every nation of the world agreeing to cut their share of 

greenhouse gas emissions, it was a landmark document of scientifically-backed ambition. 

The Paris Agreement's targets were seen by the majority of the globe as the first step in a 

longer-term, meaningful effort to combat climate change. 

 However, despite the explicit data-based warnings, a movement of adequate scale 

toward reversing the collective carbon footprint remained elusive. As Richard Kerridge 

highlights in The Oxford Handbook of Ecocriticism, psychoanalyst Joseph Dodds’ term 

“splitting” helps to explain the phenomenon of knowing a traumatic truth but being 

unable to contextualize its magnitude (52), such as the climate crisis. A gulf between the 

urgency of the climate crisis and a groundswell call-to-action began to form. Though a 

poll in 2015 found that “three-in-four Americans consider climate change to be a serious 

problem,” a complacency remained toward addressing the increasingly extreme weather 

and degrading environment (Stokes et al.). That same poll revealed that Americans are 

among the most likely of the world’s nations “to believe that the effects of climate 

change are a long way off” from being a catastrophe. Possibly even more concerning, 

science deniers were found in highly influential populist positions. The United States 

government was led by first term president Donald J. Trump, whose administration was 

able to proactively obstruct the suggested science-backed steps toward mitigating climate 

change while simultaneously amplifying misinformation that favored fossil fuels (Pierre 

and Neuman).  
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Moreover, Trump's first head of the Environmental Protection Agency, Scott 

Pruitt, “would not agree” that carbon dioxide emissions were a primary cause of climate 

change, despite overwhelming scientific consensus (Worland). With former ExxonMobil 

CEO, Rex Tillerson, as his Secretary of State and over $107 million raised from oil and 

coal interests for his inauguration, the fossil fuel industry had Trump’s attention and 

sympathetic ear (Wilson). On November 4, 2019, the Trump Administration withdrew 

the United States from the Paris Climate Agreement. Michael Pompeo, the Secretary of 

State at the time, pronounced that “President Trump made the decision to withdraw from 

the Paris Agreement because of the unfair economic burden imposed on American 

workers, businesses, and taxpayers by U.S. pledges made under the Agreement” 

(Pompeo). This justification resonated with a segment of the American population that 

were given to viewing climate action through an economic lens, interpreting global 

environmental efforts as a threat to job security and economic stability, especially those 

in the energy industries. However, the new Trump Administration policies were far from 

popular, as “two-thirds of Americans” believed the “government should do more on 

climat and the rollbacks were additionally highly polarizing in a time of American history 

that was often deeply divided along partisan political lines (Tyson and Kennedy). This 

shift in policy directly aligned with the broader—and often contradictory—stance of the 

administration that appeared to favor deregulation for industry interests over scientific 

consensus on existential threats. While the spread of climate disinformation became 

rampant in the United States, it became clear that there was a need for a shift in how 

scientific communication was delivered to a public that was increasingly receptive to 
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unproven conclusions provided by authoritative figures with personal interests in denying 

the mounting data against fossil fuels.  

Even so, over the course of its four-year term, the Trump Administration loudly 

declared human-caused climate change as a “hoax” as they rolled back and abolished 

over 100 laws and protections for the American environment (Popovich et al.). Under 

Trump’s direction, the Environmental Protection Agency weakened limits on carbon 

dioxide emissions and restrictions of mercury emissions from power plants. The U.S. 

Interior Department actively sought to open more land for oil and gas leasing while the 

Department of Energy slackened its efficiency standards. The collective deregulatory 

actions of the administration represented a retreat from the United States' international 

and domestic environmental responsibilities and only proved to exacerbate the crucial 

need for climate action. In short, despite the majority of Americans believing that the 

climate crisis was real and more action was necessary to mitigate its effects, the 

government’s policies were purposefully retreating in the opposite direction. A 

charismatic leader’s denial of climate data was having a more meaningful impact with the 

broader American public than the scientific community and how they were disseminating 

their argument to the populace. The scramble was on to find new ways of communicating 

to motivate the larger public to care about the environmental crisis.  

 It was during this period that Richard Powers wrote The Overstory. Published in 

2018, the novel was written as a direct response to the American environmental 

protection rollbacks taking place in the mid-2010s. As explained by Powers, “Every form 

of mental despair and terror and incapacity in modern life seems to be related in some 

way to this complete alienation from everything else alive” (John). He crafted his 
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narrative not just as a work of fiction, but to be a catalyst for both collective and 

individual action against the ecological degradation he witnessed worldwide and, 

specifically, from the Trump Administration. The novel was an attempt to communicate 

the ecological truths behind the climate crisis in an emotionally engaging format, shaking 

us from our notions of human exceptionalism. Powers interspersed authentic scientific 

research and data throughout The Overstory to support the human characters' narrative 

arcs for a reflection of the United States he was experiencing. 

The Overstory was a wide commercial success and among the novel’s many fans, 

former U.S. President Barack Obama told The New York Times in 2021 that “it changed 

how I thought about the Earth and our place in it” (E. Klein) and as of 2024, has sold 

more than two million copies (Hsu). A reproach to the way we live so separately from 

nature today, The Overstory is a particularly affecting example of narrative fiction due to 

its notable inclusion and focus on non-human stakeholders. The novel interlocks its 

characters and how their lives intersect as they each come together to take on 

environmental degradation, protect the destruction of a forest, and foster their unique 

relationships with the natural world. The characters cross paths and, unbeknownst to 

them, have been linked to each other and their environments for far longer than they 

knew. From a first-generation Indian-American programmer in Silicon Valley 

endeavoring to create a video game that mirrors the interdependence of the natural world 

to a periodically out-of-work Vietnam veteran who is dismayed to learn his efforts to 

replant trees is continuously upended by the commercial tree farming industry, The 

Overstory takes a constellation of nine human characters from different walks of life and 

illustrates the inherent connectedness among the globe’s inhabitants. Breaking both 
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temporal and biological barriers, the narratives unfold across decades, with many of the 

human characters participating in environmental activism when they individually 

recognize their interdependence with trees and the greater natural world. Yet, humans do 

not take the lead character role in the novel, and the arbor-focused narrative is 

exemplified through its four sections —named “Roots, “Trunk,” “Seeds,” and 

“Crown”—that attune the reader acutely to the lives of both its human and non-human 

characters.  For Powers, the novel is about “being bound back into a system of meaning 

that doesn’t begin and end with human” (John).  

 In keeping with this, The Overstory, which was shortlisted for the Man Booker 

Prize in 2018 and won the Pulitzer Prize in 2019, does not simply weave the narratives of 

nine human characters, but provides agency for the non-human world through its ever-

present main character: the trees. Covering over 31% of terrestrial land on earth in 2015 

(Lago et al.), trees play a major role in the climate crisis, storing billions of tons of carbon 

that is compromised by the deforestation of over a third of the world’s forests up to 2023 

(Wood). Powers notably intersperses authentic scientific data and research throughout 

The Overstory to support the human characters' narrative arcs and a reflection of the 

United States of the time. By breaking these borders, the novel chips away at the 

politically-based narratives which have alienated contemporary American culture from 

the natural environment that humans are very much a part of and not exceptional to. In a 

profile for The New Yorker, Hua Hsu notes that Powers is “as interested in probing the 

frontiers of technological innovation as in expanding the possibilities of fiction” (Hsu). 

For The Overstory, that interest is directed toward representing nonhuman forms of 

consciousness in an active narrative voice. At times in the novel, trees will narrate, 
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eliminating a perceived barrier between the human reader and the rest of the natural 

world. Powers steps away from anthropocentric narratives and highlights an earth-

centered global connectedness that explores a potential redefinition of humanity’s 

relationship with the environment. 

Building on this concept, our relationship to nature and environment is reflected 

in many of the narratives that we create and tell one another, as humans have for 

millennia. Ecocriticism, a field that emerged in the late 20th century during American 

land-use debates, seeks to analyze how literature represents nature and the non-human 

environment, recognizing that culture and ecology are deeply interconnected. Ecocritics 

from Lawrence Buell, whose work suggests that the responsibility falls on creators of 

narrative to drop the barriers between humankind and the rest of nature, to Timothy 

Morton, who theorizes that narrative has the ability to allow readers to understand the 

scale of phenomena that is otherwise too large for humans to comprehend, have 

considered this anthropocentric mindset for decades. It has been said that for as long as 

humans view themselves as separate from the rest of nature, they will fail to adequately 

save the entire biosphere. That failure to shake an anthropocentric worldview allows for 

humans to continue attempting to control and commodify a nature that they believe is at a 

safe distance from humanity—which will only serve to exacerbate the existential crisis 

that we face.  

Along the same lines, in her book Sense of Place and Sense of Planet, ecocritic 

Ursula K Heise introduces eco-cosmopolitanism—a literary lens that seeks to disrupt our 

tendency to create boundaries between not just the nonhuman world and the humanity—

but between our fellow humans and ourselves. Eco-cosmopolitanism—unlike nation-
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based ecocritical literary concepts, or other strictly human-based theories, such as 

hybridity or borderlands theory and their very real and justified worry of literary 

homogenization of cultures—attempts to arrest our viewpoints from being rooted in a 

focused sense of local or regional frameworks, but as a connected whole. Likewise, Rob 

Nixon’s theory of slow violence espoused in his book Slow Violence and the 

Environmentalism of the Poor describes how the gradual unfolding of the climate crisis is 

a difficult concept for humans to comprehend and even less likely to capture our 

attention. Nixon calls for creatives to craft narratives that can connect the temporal events 

of environmental degradation in a more cohesive and holistic fashion; one that 

storytelling is primed for. By incorporating Heise’s theory of eco-cosmopolitanism and 

Nixon’s theory of slow violence as lenses, this paper will examine the ways that 

narratives must begin to include the agency of nature into its conversation, much like 

Powers’ The Overstory. To meet the crisis at its appropriate scale, eco-cosmopolitanism 

posits, as does Powers, that the stakeholders in the environmental crisis include far more 

than solely humans.  

  In recent discussions of ecocriticism, critics have argued for narrative’s ability to 

emotionally connect readers with the climate crisis in a way that scientific data does not. 

In Literature for a Changing Planet, Martin Puchner contends that the “climate change 

conversation is too important to take place without the humanities” (11) or the insights of 

ecocriticism. From such a perspective, it is possible, though admittedly quixotic, that 

environmentally-based fiction has yet to reach its full potential for efficacy. This genre, 

of course, is not without precedent. John Steinbeck’s seminal novel The Grapes of Wrath, 

and Rachel Carson’s nonfiction book Silent Spring have each used narrative to not only 
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reflect the climate crisis avant la lettre, but in some instances, effect change in their own 

ways. Powers argues against and addresses the disturbingly low priority contemporary 

culture has placed on the natural world by depicting how human beings appear to no 

longer see ourselves as part of an ecosystem or recognize our intrinsic interdependence 

with nature. To wit, Powers was inspired to write the novel after encountering a Redwood 

tree while hiking in Northern California for a bit of respite from his day-to-day life in the 

city. In an interview, he goes on to describe a question he sought to answer in The 

Overstory as “How did we become so alienated and estranged from everything else alive” 

(Alter) and wonders aloud how we arrived at the cultural framework that humans are the 

exceptional beings on the planet while other species have, consequently, become less 

sacred? Accordingly, it is imperative to study storytelling, from the past to the present-

day, to discover how the framing of our relationship with the nonhuman world has 

evolved in order to properly address the global environmental crisis. The environmental 

stakes have never been higher.  

 The following analysis explores how Richard Powers’ novel The Overstory—and 

selected works of storytelling that have set its precedent—use narrative to contextualize 

large concepts, particularly the climate crisis. At its best, literature has a way of lifting 

readers above their experience and, from a new vantage point, earning new perspectives 

and understandings of the world they live in. This discussion develops around the 

ecocritical lenses of eco-cosmopolitanism and slow violence, with a consideration of 

American-based literature and the role nature has played in those narratives as the catalog 

developed. The Overstory, a rebuke of the policies during the first Trump Administration 

and our growing detachment from the rest of the natural world, is rooted in applicable 
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ecology to mirror the present-day at the time of its publication. Against this backdrop, the 

paper will observe the ways that Powers’ novel and those before him have directly 

addressed the environmental rollbacks of their time and the role that narrative—whether 

literature or other storytelling mediums— can play in connecting abstract data and 

constructs for a broader public understanding. 
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Chapter II 

Ecocriticism and Cultural Conceptions of our Relationship to Nature 

Mercy, mercy me 
Ah, things ain't what they used to be 

Where did all the blue skies go? 
Poison is the wind that blows 

From the north and south and east 
 
. 

— “Mercy Mercy Me (The Ecology)”, Marvin Gaye 
 
Heise and Nixon’s overlapping notions of the reciprocal harm of humanity’s 

current relationship with nature is a concept now regularly explored within literary theory 

and, most specifically, ecocriticism. Since the late 20th century, ecocriticism has analyzed 

how literature represents nature and the non-human environment, recognizing that culture 

and ecology are deeply interconnected. Norwegian philosopher and pioneer of ecological 

philosophy, Arne Naess, laid the groundwork for ecocriticism in his 1973 essay, The 

Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement. Coining the movement “deep 

ecology” (Naess 95)—a perspective that urges humans to view themselves as integral 

parts of a larger ecological system rather than as separate or superior entities—Naess 

argues that to address environmental crises meaningfully, it is essential to consider not 

only how the environment serves human needs, but also how all organisms interact 

within a shared ecosystem. Building on this philosophical foundation, Cheryll Glotfelty 

further shaped ecocriticism as a distinct academic field in The Ecocriticism Reader: 

Landmarks in Literary Ecology, in which she “defined ecocriticism as the study of the 

relationship between literature and the physical environment” (Glotfelty xvii). Glotfelty 
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emphasizes that ecocriticism adopt “an earth-centered approach to literary studies” 

grounding its analysis “in the premise that human culture is connected to the physical 

world, affecting it and affected by it” (Glotfelty xix). Her work suggests that literature not 

only reflects human experiences within nature, but also shapes how societies perceive 

and interact with the natural world. For the ecocritic Lawrence Buell, literature has the 

capacity to “connect readers vicariously with others’ experience, suffering, pain: that of 

nonhumans and humans” (Buell 2). In his book Writing for an Endangered World, Buell 

argues that one of ecocriticism's goals is to challenge the boundaries traditionally drawn 

between human and non-human realms. He suggests that “the nature-culture distinction 

itself is an anthropogenic product” (Buell 3) and discourse must shift away from 

anthropocentric narratives toward an inclusive understanding that acknowledges all 

ecological participants. 

Supporting the activist mission of changing perspectives to create meaningful 

change that many ecocritics feel their work embodies, Timothy Morton, a scholar of 

environmental humanities and literary theory, argues in their 2010 book The Ecological 

Thought that environmental thinking must dismantle the divisions humans have created 

between themselves and the nonhuman world: “Human beings need each other as much 

as they need an environment. Human beings are each other’s environment. Thinking 

ecologically isn’t simply about nonhuman things. Ecology has to do with you and me” 

(4). For Morton, accepting global interconnectedness and erasing the perceived 

separation between humans and the natural world must be reflected in the narratives we 

create and is essential to tackling the environmental crises we confront today. They 
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suggest that “humanities research can ask questions that science should address” and 

“questions that scientists may not have asked yet” (13).  

To take a case in point, Morton introduces the concept of “hyperobjects,” which 

they define as phenomena that are so vast in temporal and spatial scope—such as climate 

change—that they defy human comprehension and require the new modes of thinking 

that Powers proselytizes for in The Overstory. Morton believes that if we were to insert 

the fields of quantum theory and relativity into art, the vastness of those concepts coupled 

with narrative could smash the borders we in the Anthropocene have believed to be true, 

including our belief in human exceptionalism (Daggett). Richard Powers will often try to 

frame the scale of time in very anthropocentric ways throughout The Overstory as a 

means of connection and understanding of what Morton would label hyperobjects. When 

a beloved tree in the novel is cut and a character returns to visit its stump, Powers 

describes how the character lays their head “near the ring laid down the year 

Charlemagne died” (358). Through this method, Powers appears to be linking a well-

known historical figure to provide context for how something that had just been alive had 

existed for centuries, well beyond human physical capabilities. Morton contends that only 

by recognizing the scale of our natural surroundings and, for that matter, the climate 

crisis, can humanity begin to address environmental degradation to an appropriate degree 

and acknowledging hyperobjects force us to confront the limits of human-centered 

perspectives and to accept that ecological challenges often operate on scales beyond 

human perception and control.  

Likewise, philosopher Jane Bennett emphasizes decentering humanity in 

ecological discourse. In her work Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, Bennett 
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introduces the concept of “vital materialism.” She argues that nonhuman entities such as 

animals, plants, and microbes possess a form of agency with implications across whole 

ecosystems. Bennett makes note of “the hubristic demand that only humans and God can 

bear any traces of creative agency,” and the human tendency to always be looking “for 

that special something that makes human participation in assemblages radically different” 

(121). This approach to the nonhuman world upends contemporary human behavior and 

exceptionalism by its suggestion of a reconfiguration to our relationship with the 

nonhuman world. Vital materialism encourages a point of view that recognizes 

nonhuman entities as important participants with their own forms of distributive agency 

for their lively energy, or “vitality,” that have an integral role on the planet. To Bennett, 

even forms of “matter that we consider” to be “’dead,’ such as fossils or stones” have 

energetic forces of their own that very much play into the planet's lifeforce (Khan). 

Though this understanding conflicts with Morton’s emphasis on the theory of relativity, it 

is a unique way to consider the environment as the need for a new framework of how we 

regard our nonhuman surroundings grows.  

Interestingly, deconstructing the notion of human exceptionalism in the way that 

Morton and Bennett suggest is not unique to the literary or ecocritical worlds but very 

much prevalent in global divinity. Many, if not all, world religions have made spiritual 

pleas to protect the sanctity of the Earth beyond just humanity. For example, in 2015, the 

leader of the Roman Catholic Church, Pope Francis, called for a healing of humanity’s 

rupture from its essential relationships with the Creator and the earth itself in his papal 

encyclical “Laudato Si.” Dedicated solely to the environment, Pope Francis instructs his 

followers that man’s “dominion” over the earth is misinterpreted as encouragement for 
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the unbridled exploitation of nature and highlights that “the Bible has no place for a 

tyrannical anthropocentrism unconcerned for other creatures” (68). Bennett’s 

presentation of the natural world as alive with agency that must be respected, in many 

ways, mirrors Pope Francis’ plea for a global recognition by his followers that humanity 

is part of nature. He further expounds that “nature cannot be regarded as something 

separate from ourselves or as a mere setting in which we live. We are part of nature, 

included in it and thus in constant interaction with it.” (139). With over 1.4 billion 

Catholics in the world (Cardiel) and 53 million Catholics in the United States (Nortey et 

al.), all of whom are being called spiritually to observe a reverence and respect for the 

natural world in all of its forms, one would not be faulted for expecting to see more 

tangible shifts in attitudes toward the non-human environment. Powers appears to seize 

upon this opportunity of widely accepted theological environmentalism to emphasize the 

moral position of human responsibility to the planet. 

Building on this, the spiritual stewardship of the environment through the 

teachings of world religions as a whole is representative throughout The Overstory. 

Powers has said that the novel is swarming with “dark green religion” and that “tree-

consciousness is a religion of life, a kind of biopantheism” (Hamner). For instance, one 

character is a Christ-like figure: a misunderstood outcast prone to blunders, but with a 

steady moral compass. While he walks through a colonnade of cottonwoods, the narrator 

quotes the Book of Psalms, an ancient anthology of prayers recognized by both the 

Jewish and Christian faiths: “Let the field be joyful and all that is therein. Then shall all 

the trees of the wood rejoice.” The narrator describes the hymn from the wood rejoicing 

as only being heard by the wood (read: nonhumans), while their human neighbors are 
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missing from the proverbial communal place of worship. Earlier in the novel, as the 

character is planting Douglas-firs in the Pacific Northwest, he reminds himself of words 

he once read, attributed to Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai: “If you’re holding a sapling in 

your hand when the Messiah arrives, first plant the sapling and then go out and greet the 

Messiah” (89). In that vein, another character, dendrologist Patricia Westerford, reminds 

herself of Buddha’s words while she is writing her book and considering how humans 

cannot seem to fathom something’s value if they cannot overtly understand that thing’s 

use to them: “A tree is a wondrous thing that shelters, feeds, and protects all living things. 

It even offers shade to the axmen who destroy it” (222). In short, if 75.8% of the world 

identifies as religious (Hackett et al.) and their foundational texts teach a stewardship of 

the earth and all of its inhabitants, it should follow that we would not find ourselves in the 

crisis that we have brought upon ourselves. Powers incorporates reflections of several 

world faith’s doctrines toward the environment as a form of signposting that we are all 

bound not just biologically, but spiritually, to consider our intrinsic responsibility to the 

non-human natural world.  

Considering the preceding discussion, we arrive at our concepts of combatting the 

slow violence of the environmental crisis through eco-cosmopolitanism. Ursula Heise, a 

researcher in the environmental humanities and proponent for imagining forms of 

belonging beyond local and national boundaries, among other barriers, expands upon the 

foundational theories of interconnection and nonhuman agency in an environmental 

justice framework that builds on the hopes ecocritics have for what literature has the 

potential to achieve. In her scholarship, Heise emphasizes that “Combining theoretical 

and analytical work with creative experiments and public engagement” (Heise 19) is a 
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fundamental task for environmental humanists. This approach advocates for 

interdisciplinary collaborations that bridge the divide between scholarship and social 

action, encouraging a move toward practices that can meaningfully influence public 

policy and social attitudes. Heise argues that “reading environmental world literature also 

entails identifying the ways in which concerns with degraded nature are connected to 

other social struggles or indeed function as metaphors for them, and why they do so” 

(344). She highlights that the impacts of environmental degradation are felt unevenly 

across diverse social and cultural groups, and that literature offers a powerful lens for 

exploring these intersections and gaps in a way that may not be visible in the average 

day-to-day life. Like other ecocritical scholars, Heise emphasizes that the study of 

narratives as a means of uncovering “important clues about how particular cultural 

communities positioned their own past, present, and future with regard to nonhuman 

species and inanimate nature” (341) is a worthy, if not vital, pursuit. By analyzing 

environmental narratives, Heise sheds light on underlying social tensions and cultural 

shifts, helping us trace the evolving understanding of the relationship between humans 

and nature.  

Furthermore, Heise’s theory envisions an ecological citizenship that transcends 

borders, much as The Overstory converges the narratives of both humans and nonhumans 

regardless of geography or biological family, by inviting individuals and communities to 

recognize their shared responsibility in addressing global environmental crises like 

climate change and biodiversity loss. Eco-cosmopolitanism calls for a reimagining of our 

collective role in the stewardship of Earth, acknowledging the interconnectedness of all 

species and ecosystems within a dynamic, interdependent global environment. Similar to 



 

18 

Morton’s position on the role of narrative in the environmental crisis, for art to take the 

lead for facilitating our understanding of new concepts that have previously been beyond 

our comprehension, Heise states that “environmentalism needs to foster an understanding 

of how a wide variety of both natural and cultural places and processes are connected and 

shape each other around the world” while acknowledging “how human impact affects and 

changes this connectedness” (21). Forms such as allegory and narrative, she notes, have 

shaped the environmental imagination of the globe’s scale, providing context to complex 

enormity. Earth is bound by a global ecosystem that functions on a level that transcends 

human-made borders—epitomized by “global commons,” such as oceans. Heise 

highlights that due to this connectivity, “there is no such thing as a local environmental 

problem” (39). On that note, migration of both humans and ecology is so common and 

widespread throughout history that rootedness, or a prevailing attachment to a single area 

or location, cannot be thought of as the intrinsic way of relating to a place. Recalling 

Lawrence Buell’s assertion of the necessity for environmentally-based creative works to 

go beyond using the nonhuman environment as just a framing device, but as a presence 

that suggests human and natural history are parallelly implicated, there is great possibility 

for mediums, such as literature and its imaginative scope, to illustrate our connectedness 

with nature. Climate change, with its unprecedented scale and complexity, creates a new 

challenge for creatives to make connections across the vast ecological temporal scales 

that are difficult to translate for human comprehension. For Heise, “understanding 

climate change ecologically and converting a sense of the quite divergent impacts it 

might have on communities around the globe is a task” of enormous and critical 

importance (206). In like manner, Powers closely suggests with The Overstory the need 
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to shift our communal focus from individualism to who we all are inside the larger 

community of the planet.  

 Crucially, eco-cosmopolitanism underscores how differing works of both fiction 

and nonfiction, including Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, can help depict the ways that 

local environmental issues are shaped by global forces. Heise argues that literature can 

keep environmental topics in the public discussion, much like it is effective for other 

topics, like civil rights. She delves into literature that focuses on exposure to chemical 

toxins, including a precedent of applying eco-cosmopolitanism to a Richard Powers’ 

work with his 1998 novel Gain. According to Heise, Powers explores the topic “in the 

context of complex global systems so as to investigate how such systems might be 

effectively captured in narrative” (161). In Gain, Powers’ utilizes the “social scenario of 

white, middle-class” Americans being exposed to chemical pollution, or “a social class 

that formerly believed itself exempt from such environmental dangers” (170). With an 

omniscient narrator and a narrative element that uses quotes and descriptions from 

advertising materials and legal documents from the novel’s corporation, the reader is able 

to get context and control in a way that the characters of the story would be unable to 

comprehend. This narrative technique derived from modernist urban novels such as 

James Joyce’s Ulysses, as Heise points out, inserts “fragments of ‘authentic’ discourse 

from a variety of modern institutions and media into a fictional” (174) narrative. This 

structure supports Powers’ “juxtaposition of the rise of a company and the decline of an 

individual” in conjunction with the “involuntary risk from chemical exposure and 

voluntary risk from substances that might bring benefit” (70). From the reader’s view, 

Powers can portray the complex global techno-economic systems that deliver those 
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substances and how impenetrable their workings are for the ordinary citizen, let alone 

larger systems meant to control them. As the boundaries between body and environment 

blur with the use of chemicals in Gain, Powers calls attention to how local inhabitation 

can be affected by global influences. Reading The Overstory, the lens of connecting 

global networks to discover root causes will continue to translate.  

Like eco-cosmopolitanism, Rob Nixon expands on this theme of narrative 

contextualizing large phenomena in his work on “slow violence” with an argument 

against the impracticality of literature and the humanities. Nixon, a professor in the 

humanities and environmental studies, has dedicated his career to the transformative 

energy of the environmental humanities. In his book Slow Violence and the 

Environmentalism of the Poor Nixon describes the environmental damage “caused by 

climate change as a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed 

destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically 

not viewed as violence at all” (2). Where Heise’s eco-cosmopolitanism on global 

connectivity and inclusion of all communities, Nixon highlights the drawbacks of 

ignoring marginalized communities—how environmental destruction is often unevenly 

distributed among the world’s inhabitants and the lack of representation for some of those 

inhabitants leads to injustice. This focus on leaving no community behind balances 

Heise’s breaking of all barriers, which must be done with care. Nixon’s illustration of 

environmental degradation as a vast entity that passes by most humans without the degree 

of attention that it warrants recalls Morton’s hyperobjects (though with a decidedly more 

accessible approach to explaining for the lay-reader, as Morton’s use of quantum physics 

may turn away the audience it most desperately needs to convince). Nixon argues that 
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traditional definitions of violence, focused on immediate and visible harm, obscure the 

more insidious forms of harm wrought by environmental degradation.  

Extending this argument further—like ecocritics before him—Nixon writes that to 

confront “the slow violence of the climate crisis” and achieve environmental justice, it is 

paramount “to confront slow violence requires, then, that we plot and give figurative 

shape to formless threats whose fatal repercussions are dispersed across space and time” 

(10). He calls upon storytellers, whom he refers to as writer-activists, to help mitigate the 

representational challenge of making the slow violence of the climate crisis visible. 

Nixon also highlights the needs for these writer-activists to represent marginalized 

communities such as the Global South, the “disposable people” of the world’s poorest 

areas that are often ignored or overlooked (4). Unlike other literary lenses, there is a 

pressing urgency to tell compelling enough narratives within a visceral timeline to 

mitigate the climate crisis. Slow violence theory and the environmental harm that it 

embodies stretches across generations, inflicting harm through pollution, climate change, 

deforestation, and other gradual yet devastating processes. Therefore, a challenge that the 

humanities faces is to convince readers to care about the environment and nonhuman 

entities on a wide cultural level. It is important for the cause, then, that—like Rachel 

Carson’s Silent Spring that will later be explored—Powers’ The Overstory has had so 

much commercial popularity and recognition. Ecocriticism as a literary movement finds 

its purpose in an attempt to influence cultural behavior and policy toward the 

environment: to inspire the creation of new works that address environmental concerns 

and, by extension, increasingly introduce themselves into general cultural debate. Nixon, 

Heise, and Puchner challenge the humanities to imaginatively bring attention and context 



 

22 

to the environmental crises that we collectively face and incite a response to match its 

scale. 
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Chapter III 

From Thoreau to The Overstory: Nature Represented in American Literature 

Hey, farmer, farmer, put away your DDT 
I don't care about spots on my apples 

Leave me the birds and the bees 
Please! 

 
. 

— “Big Yellow Taxi”, Joni Mitchell 
 
In order to understand the context in which The Overstory was written and the 

precedent that has been set by other forms of environmental writing, it is worth 

considering the influence that the non-human natural world has had on literature—

particularly American literature—and how its blueprint has informed the American-born 

Powers’ novel. From 1851’s Moby Dick, in which Herman Melville showcases the 

subliminal power and raw indifference of nature, to Toni Morrison’s 1987 representation 

of nature as a space of transitional rebirth and witness to painful pasts in Beloved, 

American literature continually defines and redefines nature. Often serving as both 

setting and symbol, nature’s role in literature reflects the myriad evolving ideologies 

across literary eras that often, but not always, is the muse through which the author is 

seeking to define humanity’s spiritual relationship with the natural world at that moment 

in time. For instance, where Moby Dick was written in a 19th century view of nature as a 

sublime unknown entity of beautiful power, The Overstory reflects the growing 21st 

century understanding—and product of the American environmentalism movement—of 

nature as an interconnected and imperiled system of which humans are very much part of. 

Whether written from Puritan New England or the Antebellum South, the presence—or 

absence—of nature in its literature provides crucial insight into how different periods of 
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American history have perceived and interacted with the non-human world in that 

particular space of American time and culture.  

With that said and an acknowledgement of the importance for breaking down the 

national borders that surround studies of literature and narrative, it feels important to 

examine the American-centric literary culture and understand Power’s literary forebears, 

despite its reaches for the global, to grasp the context that The Overstory was written in. 

On the topic of American-based literature, Heise would likely agree with Martin 

Puchner’s assertion that when it comes to the academic sphere “the organization of 

literature departments along national lines makes it doubly difficult” to address the 

environmental crisis at scale through narrative when “climate change cannot be solved, or 

even understood, as long as we remain tethered to the nation-state” (72). However, a deep 

focus on American-based literature would potentially be counter-intuitive to forwarding 

the notion of borderless connection among the planet’s inhabitants and literature. For 

Puchner, encapsulating narrative under the broad umbrella of “world literature” allows 

for broad, cross-cultural comparisons. Storytelling, like globalization or the climate crisis, 

is interconnected on a planetary scale. Though The Overstory was written in reaction to 

the environmental policies of an American government, the ramifications were felt 

globally. Val Plumwood, along the same lines, challenges the status quo of how society, 

both American and global, view our relationship with nature. She believed, like Heise, 

that our human-centered view of nature provides a dangerous set of illusions about the 

human condition that creates a false sense of human autonomy from nature. To 

understand how Richard Powers arrived at writing a novel about the environmental 

rollbacks of the first Trump Administration, it is important to reflect on the body of 
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preceding American-based literature that considered the American people and their 

relationship to the natural world surrounding them.  

As portrayals of the nonhuman environment and the narratives surrounding them 

shift, American literature has continuously grappled with the role of nature and 

humanity’s place within it. In the early 19th century, American literature and the presiding 

attitudes toward the natural environment were particularly influenced by the 

Transcendentalist movement. Published in 1836, Ralph Waldo Emerson’s foundational 

Nature, argues for the Transcendentalist tenet that the divine is not to be found in abstract 

theological ideas or in human-made institutions, but rather in the natural world that 

surrounds us all: “Nature always wears the colors of the spirit” (14). Divine connection to 

the natural world, for Emerson, means that humanity's spiritual well-being is intertwined 

with our relationship to the environment and that disengaging from nature leads to 

spiritual and moral decay. He saw the natural world as a living, breathing mirror of the 

human soul. Emerson contended that in order to reconnect with our truest selves, we must 

first reconnect our souls with the world around us. Nature, and the Transcendental belief 

system that Emerson championed, resonated deeply with another future 

Transcendentalist, Henry David Thoreau.  

For over two years, Thoreau documented his self-imposed seclusion from a cabin 

on Walden Pond in Massachusetts. Powers begins the first chapter of The Overstory 

quoting Thoreau's 1855 journal “Old trees are our parents, and our parents’ parents 

perchance. If you would learn the secrets of Nature, you must practice humanity” (5) 

illustrating Powers' fictional account of the real American chestnut tree blight of the 

1900s. Under the mentorship of Emerson, Thoreau chronicled his experience in his 
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landmark work Walden—a meditation written in prose on the virtues of simple living and 

a self-sufficiency that is in harmony with the movements of the natural world. Thoreau’s 

experience of living “deliberately” in nature, set consciously apart from the distractions 

and materialism found within human society, became both a philosophical and practical 

guide to living a more intentional life attuned to the rhythms of the Earth. Thoreau writes, 

“Heaven is under our feet as well as over our heads” (316). The divine is not a distant, 

otherworldly concept, but something immediately accessible in the beauty and sanctity of 

the environment around us. As much a social critique as autobiography, Thoreau’s prose 

became central to the development of a new school of American literature centered 

around the exploration of nature and natural history. 

Much like Thoreau, John Muir saw nature as a sacred space of profound beauty 

and spiritual renewal that deserved not just appreciation, but protection from the rapid 

industrial expansion in the United States during the late 19th century. Following 

Thoreau’s literary footprint, John Muir was a naturalist renowned for his descriptive 

writing that depicted his own experiences of the natural world’s sublimity while 

traversing the American West. As the Scottish-born American Muir explored North 

American areas from the Sierra Nevada to modern-day Alaska, he documented his 

explorations in several books, including 1911’s My First Summer in the Sierra. In the 

book, he conveys his belief in the sacredness of nature by stating, “Days in whose light 

everything seems equally divine, opening a thousand windows to show us God” (82). 

Through his work, Muir established himself not only as a passionate observer of nature, 

but as an early advocate for wilderness preservation that has become synonymous with 

American environmentalism. When reflecting on his own unlikely lifelong foray into 
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environmental activism, a Midwestern artist turned environmental activist character from 

The Overstory quotes from Muir’s book of originally unpublished journal entries titled 

John of the Mountains—“I only went out for a walk” (318)—a quote that's popularity 

continues today.  

It is worth noting that—while these authors were profound proponents of the 

sanctity of nature—their misgivings may have contributed to our growing sense of 

separation from nature. In a similar way to Ursula K. Heise and Rob Nixon, William 

Cronon expounds on how interpretations of “wilderness” as a sublime place untouched 

by humanity can be a continuation of the misgiving conception that humans are separate 

to nature. His “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature” 

illustrates how American literature moved from biblical associations of wilderness as a 

place on the margin of society where it is easy to lose oneself to moral confusion and 

despair to the end of the 19th century, where the previous natural wastelands became 

places of priceless beauty. Cronon notes that from Thoreau to Muir and beyond, there has 

been a tendency to develop a romantic idea of “wilderness” as a pure and separate realm, 

which itself is a cultural construct and an obstacle to considering humanity’s inherent role 

within nature. While Muir’s exclamations of preciousness of these locations—along with 

others—led to a valuable appreciation for the preservation of natural spaces and 

Yosemite being deeded to California as the nation’s first wildland park (with 

Yellowstone soon to follow as the first true national park), Cronon argues that it is not 

“wilderness” that should be championed, but “wildness.” Nature exists everywhere and it 

is important to find the sacredness of the nonhuman world not just in designated spaces, 
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but all around us and part of our everyday—a barrier breaking framework sure to be 

dually championed by Heise.  

With that in mind, the debate between the American preservation movement and 

the dualling American conservation movement in the 19th and early 20th century shaped 

Muir’s work. The preservation movement, which Muir championed, sought to protect 

natural landscapes from any human exploitation, with the view that they are sacred 

spaces that should remain untouched by human industry. Conversely, as the first head of 

the United States Forest Service, Gifford Pinchot and his fellow conservationists argued 

for natural resources to be sustainably put to use for the benefit of Americans. Pinchot’s 

resource-oriented view of nature called for the nation’s natural spaces to be inherently at 

the disposal of the American people, which needed to be cautiously, but expediently, 

used for their long-term viability. This heavily contrasted with Muir’s preservationist 

approach, championing an appreciation of nature that transcended human utility and 

prioritized the inherent beauty and sanctity of the natural world. Their debate over land 

use extended to the need for protecting ecosystems’ biodiversity while recognizing 

humanity's complex dependence on certain natural resources is an argument that persists 

in the present-day. 

 Given this context, American literature has often explored the tension between 

what defines American freedom and the pursuit of true liberty, including our relationship 

to the nation’s soil. Years after Muir, American environmentalist Aldo Leopold, who 

initially followed in Pinochet’s tradition of believing that nature’s best utility is its 

resources for human-specific needs, saw his conservationist beliefs begin to take a more 

Muir-like ecocentric approach. Leopold, who attended the Yale School of Forestry & 
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Environmental Studies (now Yale School of the Environment)—created, interestingly, 

via a donation from Pinchot to begin one of America’s first forestry schools—worked for 

the U.S. Forest Service and proposed the formalization of the Gila National Forest, 

becoming the first national wilderness area in the United States. Leopold’s A Sand 

County Almanac, a 1949 collection of essays from throughout his career, remains a 

landmark text in the American environmental movement. As he describes “A thing is 

right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. 

It is wrong when it tends otherwise” (Leopold 262). It was in this text that Leopold 

coined his land ethic theory—a framework that expands the definition of environmental 

stewardship to include all stakeholders, including the plants, wildlife, and land. In a 

similar vein, Henry Nash Smith explored how the American cultural ideal of the West as 

a land ripe for settlement contrasted with the dueling ideal of the American frontier as 

pristine wilderness. His book Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth, 

investigates how the American Westward movement and “Manifest Destiny” ethos could 

conflict with other American ideals, such as preserving the majesty of its natural spaces 

for all Americans. On that note, The Overstory says “You can’t come back to something 

that is gone” (28). The conflict between land ethic and the call to treat shared natural 

spaces as inherently precious contrasted with the Manifest Destiny ethos of every person 

only has responsibility to their own wellbeing forms a rift between what it means to be 

American and an American’s relationship to the environment.   

 In that vein, two works of literature from the 20th century, the fictional The 

Grapes of Wrath and the nonfictional Silent Spring, undoubtedly influenced The 

Overstory. Both texts aim to reflect to their readers the reality which readers are unable to 
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see without the context of narrative. Written in the wake of the Dust Bowl and the Great 

Depression, Steinbeck’s 1939 novel The Grapes of Wrath explores, among other themes, 

industrial agriculture and the human cost of ecological disaster. In a letter to his agent, 

Elizabeth Otis, before he began work on the novel in early March 1938, “Steinbeck 

wrote, ‘I want to put a tag of shame on the greedy bastards who are responsible for this’” 

(Jordison). The novel’s Joad family, due to the untenable conditions wrought by the dust 

storms ravaging the American prairies, is forced to abandon its family home in Sallisaw, 

Oklahoma, to seek the promise of prosperity in California. As the minority of wealthy 

landowners and banks pushed out tenant farmers, such as the Joads, widespread 

unemployment and poverty swept the nation and the rural communities of the American 

Great Plains as dust destroyed the American west. The large companies and government 

had created an abusive system in which “men who have created new fruits in the world 

cannot create a system whereby their fruits may be eaten” (349).  

 Between 1934 and 1940, the American prairie states suffered a period of severe 

dust storms that became widely known as the Dust Bowl. Thought to be an unfarmable 

part of the continent, the Homestead Act of 1862 was signed by President Abraham 

Lincoln to encourage development of the western territory during the American Civil 

War. Technological advances in mechanized plowing and mechanized harvesting opened 

opportunities to operate on larger swaths of land. However, proper understanding of the 

Great Plains’ topsoil and improper land use patterns resulted in the displacement of its 

native grasses that had adapted to the period of drought and high winds commonly 

experienced in the area. As the drought of the 1930s settled in, the cultivated, unanchored 

soil began turning into dust. When the winds came in, they would sweep up the dust into 
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billowing clouds, known as “black blizzards,” that choked not only the Great Plains, but 

reached as far as the East Coast (US Department of Commerce).  

 In this context, The Grapes of Wrath reflects the environmental devastation of the 

Dust Bowl and is a portrait of the interwoven fates of both humans and nature that 

underscores the vulnerabilities of exploiting that relationship, a theme The Overstory 

endeavors to achieve. A contrast is drawn between the reverence that the smaller farmers 

have for the land and the detached greed of corporate agriculture, a throughline to the 

relationship between the environmental activists and the industrial loggers in Powers 

novel. The Grapes of Wrath illustrates that “the companies, the banks worked at their 

own doom and they did not know it” (312). Both novels correlate the real-life events that 

transpired of a hastily encouraged U.S. government campaign that failed to account for 

potential environmental blowbacks to attempting to tame the land. Each work 

underscores the systemic injustice exacerbated by environmental exploitation—Steinbeck 

railing against the social and environmental failures of the Great Depression (and 

possibly defending Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal of governmental moral obligation 

to regulate industry) and Powers illustrating the destruction of ecosystems in the name of 

bolstering industry by the Trump Administration. Noting that human actions can unsettle 

the delicate balance of nature, Steinbeck emphasizes the interconnectedness of ecological 

systems and the consequences for disrupting them. Tom illustrates his view of the 

interconnectedness of the world by saying to his mother, “a fella ain’t got a soul of his 

own, but on’y a piece of a big one” (419).  

 Where The Grapes of Wrath utilized fictional narrative to highlight environmental 

crisis, Rachel Carson’s environmental nonfiction book Silent Spring, alternatively, is a 
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piece of prose tackling the U.S. chemical industry and its disinformation campaign in 

support of the compound dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT). DDT was discovered 

by Austrian chemist Othmar Zeidler and formed into an insecticide by Swiss chemist 

Paul Hermann Muller in 1939 (ACS). Colorless and tasteless, it was created as an 

insecticide used to limit the spread of insect-borne diseases such as malaria and typhus in 

Europe and the South Pacific during World War II (EPA). Touted as a modern miracle of 

science—an effective tool for wiping out disease-carrying and invasive insects—the U.S. 

government actively encouraged the use of DDT throughout the 1940s and 50s. Post 

World War II, the United States saw public health programs using the DDT chemical in 

mass spraying campaigns to combat vector-borne diseases. At the encouragement of the 

USDA, large-scale industrial farming operations used it to control pests. DDT began to 

find its way into the American home, used in consumer products like sprays for 

household and garden insects. Efforts were made to eliminate mosquitoes from spreading 

malaria to human citizens, kill lice from human hair, rid boll weevils from cotton farms, 

ticks from affecting livestock, bark beetles from decaying trees. Skeptics, such as nature 

writer Edwin Way Teale voiced that "a spray as indiscriminate as DDT can upset the 

economy of nature as much as a revolution upsets social economy. Ninety percent of all 

insects are good, and if they are killed, things go out of kilter right away" (NRDC). 

Naturally, Teale’s concerns were largely ignored. DDT’s detrimental effects slowly—and 

violently—began to reveal themselves, from declining bird populations of the bald eagle 

and peregrine falcon to developmental challenges in human children that were exposed. 

DDT increases cancer risk, can cause seizures, and potential to create reproductive 
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disruptions in humans (Eskenazi et al.). Likely, there were prices to pay for the miracle 

chemical.  

 In this connection, Silent Spring is a documentation of the ecological destruction 

as a result of the wanton use of the DDT pesticide and a critical initial impetus for the 

previously discussed modern environmentalist movement. Carson’s book continues to be 

cited as an example of a work that transformed environmental policy and humankind’s 

relationship with nature. Beginning her career as a marine biologist with the U.S. Bureau 

of Fisheries, Carson transitioned into a natural science writer and drew wide acclaim for 

her trilogy of books on the biology of oceans in poetic, lyrical prose. Initially serialized in 

three parts by The New Yorker beginning in June 1962 before being published in full 

form by Houghton Mifflin, Silent Spring is non-fiction told in story-like, emotive prose 

about how DDT contaminates exposed ecosystems, spreading from the water and soil up 

through the food chain. Because the chemical does not break down easily, it builds up in 

the tissues of plants and organisms, including humans. When describing the damage 

inflicted upon the animals of infected ecosystems, Carson posits “by acquiescing in an act 

that causes such suffering to a living creature, who among us is not diminished as a 

human being” (Carson). She appeals to our better angels and writes with her targeted 

audience—concerned housewives—in mind.  

Reinforcing this point, Rob Nixon writes that Carson brought the “broad 

international public into” a science-backed “awareness of the protracted and 

indiscriminate casualties inflicted by DDT” (6). He highlights that her prose “addresses 

environmentally embedded violence that is often difficult to source, oppose, and once set 

in motion, to reverse” (7). Similarly, in a reflection on the 50-year anniversary of the 
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release of Silent Spring, Eliza Griswold notes that Rachel Carson was aware of her 

audience, being particularly popular with housewives, and the mainstream thinking of the 

era that personal action was necessary to right the wrongs of society (Griswold). The 

widespread public concern ignited by Silent Spring led to unprecedented calls for stricter 

pesticide regulations, playing a significant role in shaping American environmental 

policy. In 1972, “the United States banned the use of DDT and, in the same year, the 

Environmental Protection Agency” was formed (EPA). The EPA’s official website cites 

the public response to Silent Spring as a major motivator behind the United States 

creating the department to formally address how the federal government would respond 

to its environmental responsibilities (EPA, 2024). Aside from its occasional application 

in public health emergencies such as malaria control, its use is almost globally restricted 

under guidelines from the World Health Organization. The book’s influence, and the 

narrative that it illustrated, emotionally connected its readers to the argument against 

DDT and led to sweeping changes in environmental legislation in the 1970s, from “the 

Clean Air Act of 1970 to the Endangered Species Act of 1973” (Scozzaro). Silent Spring, 

importantly, helped to change public perception, without which there could not be the 

adequate push for policy reform and proper regulation.  

Still, despite the success of works such as Grapes of Wrath and Silent Spring, it is 

often said that nature-based narratives have the tendency to trend toward simple pastoral 

descriptions—meant to encourage self-reflection—while the engaging storytelling aspect 

of the work is ancillary. Understandably, there are writers who want to articulate the joy 

and transformational experiences they themselves have experienced in nature and 

translate to others. However, this type of writing is unlikely to result in converting 



 

35 

climate-skeptics or the indifferent, and we are left with the same concerned minority that 

we began with. Heise calls for more persuasive aesthetic solutions such as narratives 

found in The Grapes of Wrath and Silent Spring to not only articulate the vision for a de-

territorialized environmental vision that properly reflects our ecological systems, but to 

hook the reader into both understanding and, critically, caring about the stakes. What 

Nixon illustrates with slow violence theory is how dramatizing environmental dilemmas 

when “we plot and give figurative shape to formless threats whose fatal repercussions are 

dispersed across space and time” (9). Though posing formidable imaginative difficulties, 

well-crafted narratives can give shape to the large phenomena of the climate crisis in 

writing that replicates the forming of a personal relationship, because the unpersuaded 

remain many. Throughout The Overstory, Powers uses fictional dramatic narrative to 

engage readers with the ways that the U.S. Government's degrading and deceptive tactics 

in the 2010s were deeply contradictory to scientific environmental research in an attempt 

to open the possibility for a new real-life understanding of humanity’s relationship to the 

planet. 
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Chapter IV 

The Overstory and the Narrative of Environmental Regression 

Your cover up is caving in 
Man is such a fool 

Why are we saving him? 
Poisoning themselves now 
Begging for our help, wow! 

 
. 
— “All Good Girls Go to Hell”, Billie Eilish 

 
Richard Powers’ narrative shapes its ecocritical argument through fictional 

characters that are challenged with convincing their counterparts, whether simply 

agnostic or aggressively hostile to the cause, of impending environmental catastrophe. 

From resource extraction to industrial farming, The Overstory reflects the misleading 

illusions purported by the first Trump Administration and the fallible hubris of 

humanity’s notion of their ability of “conquering” nature. Recognizing this destructive 

anthropocentric border that society has created, Powers argued in an interview that: “One 

of our great errors in thinking — another aspect of that unfortunate idea of human 

exceptionalism that makes it so hard for us to be at home in this world — is that the 

natural and the man-made are distinct entities” (Hamner). A consistent theme throughout 

the novel is the tension between natural law and human-constructed law. The two 

paradigms are often in conflict with one another, with human law being particularly 

unequipped to protect beyond the bounds of human-centric interest and an echo to Aldo 

Leopold’s theory of land ethic. The Overstory’s character Douglas Pavilicek reflects on 

his “conviction that the greatest flaw of the species is its overwhelming tendency to 

mistake agreement for truth” (84) when considering how we find ourselves in such a 
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crisis. Powers highlights throughout The Overstory’s narrative that to achieve a sense of 

purpose, it is best practice to have an argument to make, and to make it well.  

To exemplify, The Overstory begins with a description of the American chestnut 

tree blight of the 1900s. In the novel, a chestnut from a Nebraskan family’s front yard 

survives several generations to varying degrees of appreciation by the family members. 

What remains consistent throughout the generations is the destruction of major 

ecosystems due to a societal aesthetic demand and the introduction, and subsequent 

destruction, of the American chestnut at the hands of humanity’s ignorance. The planter 

of the family’s tree, a Norwegian immigrant in 1800s Brooklyn, New York, develops an 

affinity for the plentiful American chestnut. Marrying a local Irish girl who grew up two 

blocks away, he and his wife move to Iowa to chase their own American dream in the 

western prairie. The man discovers six chestnut seeds in his coat pocket and plants them 

in the western Iowa soil. However, a disease is sweeping across the United States and 

“every fourth tree of a forest stretching two hundred million acres from Maine down to 

the Gulf–is doomed” (13).  

Mirroring the real-life blight “of the American chestnut, between 1904 and 1940, 

over 3.5 billion American chestnut trees of the Appalachian hardwood forest succumbed 

to a fungal blight called Cryphonectria parasitica” (Sierra Club). After observing 

chestnuts developing cankers with orange spots at the Bronx Zoological Park, the 

mycologist William A. Murrill determined that an airborne fungal disease brought by 

Japanese chestnuts to American for ornamental uses was spreading fifty miles a year, tree 

by tree (Zimmer). An anchor of Eastern North American ecosystems, “America’s perfect 

tree” was reduced to an underground root system that is undisturbed by the pathogen 
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(The American Chestnut Foundation). The tiny chestnut grove that the Nebraska family 

had planted is an anomaly in that part of America, and stranger still, is the lone surviving 

tree—what is known as a sentinel tree. The chestnut breaks through barriers that are 

generational, cultural, and geographical—echoing Heise’s idea of deterritorialization 

through human societies increasing connectedness. Breaking through human-constructed 

barriers is imperative to getting closer to no longer being anchored in our idea of a closed 

off world, as represented by Powers' fictionalized depiction of the chestnut tree blight.  

Of relevance is how The Overstory portrays more intentional forms of ecological 

destruction, often at consent or will of the U.S. Government. As the novel progresses, 

everyday people-turned-activists learn of thousands of acres of public lands in 

Washington, Idaho, Utah, and Colorado that are being offered for lease by the U.S. Forest 

Service to private speculators and developers. Though upsetting, this does not come as a 

shock to the Christ-like character Douglas Pavlicek, who notes that  “Healthy chunks of 

public forest sold off to make way for yet another four-season resort” (345). Earlier in the 

novel, while nursing a drink alone in a bar, he is perplexed with how there could possibly 

be clear cutting on national forest territory, a natural space that he and many others had 

understood to be protected land. He is informed that, “You’re thinking national parks. 

National forest’s job is to get the cut out, cheap. To whoever’s buying” (87)—

unfortunately mirroring American homeland policy outside of the novel.  

As illustrated by the Forest Reserve Act of 1891 (U.S. Forest Service), where the 

U.S. Forest Service—under the leadership of Gifford Pinchot—began using the 

designated lands as “forest reserves” for resource extraction and public access through 

the legislation. In California alone, over 1 million acres have been clearcut for logging 
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practices since 1997 (Sierra Club). Clear cutting—or the felling of an entire forest—

impacts the environment in a myriad of ways, from disrupting the water cycle to 

spawning destructive wildfires (Bergès, Ogée, and Gosselin). No secret to those in 

policymaking positions, the dangers of clear-cutting were reluctantly acknowledged by 

the U.S. Department of the Interior in 2000, when in response to growing wildfires, they 

informed President Bill Clinton that “Clearcutting can cause rapid regeneration of shrubs 

and trees that can create highly flammable fuel conditions within a few years of cutting” 

(U.S. Departments of the Interior and Agriculture). Since 2009, California has 

experienced over 3300 wildfires, resulting in over 7.08 million acres burned. The 

problem only continues to grow, with 18 of the 20 most destructive wildfires in 

California’s history occurring since the turn of the 21st century. Despite mounting 

evidence, in the summer of 2025, the U.S. Senate passed “legislation that would require 

the U.S. Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management to sell roughly 3 million 

acres of its land by the year 2030 and opening those spaces to the destruction of resource 

extraction” (Clarke). The Overstory’s Douglas Pavlicek is representative of those of us 

who are unaware of what we do not know, only he is clever enough to eventually 

recognize those phenomena and react accordingly.  

This can be seen in—after what was meant to be a two week stay—The 

Overstory’s Olivia Vandergriff and Nicholas Hoel establish an encampment from within 

the canopy of an enormous California coastal redwood tree in protest of deforestation; the 

understory humans up in the overstory of the tree. Professional loggers and law 

enforcement are attempting to coax Olivia and Nick (of the Nebraskan chestnut tree 

family) out of the redwood but are unable to shake the protestors of their conviction for 
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the cause. The two are eventually joined by graduate student Adam Appich, who is 

observing eco-activists for his thesis on bystander effect—where “the presence of others 

discourages an individual from intervening in an emergency situation” (Psychology 

Today). In a final drastic move to disperse the now trio from the redwood tree, christened 

with the name “Mimas” by their larger activist group, government officials conduct a 

twilight helicopter mission that leaves the protestors with no choice other than to leave 

the mighty redwood or be blown from its towering canopy. The helicopter is “Big enough 

to hoist a tree older than America straight into the sky and haul it across the landscape” 

(325) as the raw power of nature is juxtaposed with the strength and will of human 

potential. “Burnt fossil steams from the beast, stinking like a burning oil rig” (326) and 

the three activists must reluctantly descend from Mimas’ overstory—the tallest level of 

vegetation in a forest. When they were in the canopy, Nick, Olivia, and even the reluctant 

Adam, found they had formed a profound connection among one another, the tree, and 

the ecosystem of their forest surroundings. While authorities escort the trio away, they 

turn around to take one last look at the tree that had become their home and observe, 

“men, saws, and machines prepare a fall bed right up to the edge of Mimas’s burls” 

(326). Unable to convince the loggers of Mimas’ intrinsic value, they are forced to watch 

as their beloved redwood— “half as old as Christianity”—will be fated to serve 

humanity’s whims, however vague our aims may be.  

Consequently, the now-activist characters of The Overstory—in their attempts to 

protect their respective natural spaces—experience what American ecologist Garrett 

Hardin termed “tragedy of the commons.” According to Hardin, the commons, or public 

resources, are limited and will deplete if humanity does not sustainably approach them. 
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He says that “in a world that is limited” and feeding our appetites for growth, that “ruin is 

the destination toward which all men rush, each pursuing his own best interest in a 

society that believes in the freedom of the commons” (Hardin). The theory emphasizes 

how an individual’s understanding that others will not act in the best interest of the 

public—not widely different from bystander effect—can often lead to a justification of 

their own self-interested behavior. Areas like fast fashion, in which product surplus 

builds as the public discards items for new trends, or the air pollution alone from traffic 

congestion resulting in 2200 “premature deaths annually in the United States” while car 

travel remains the predominant form of commuting, are examples of the tragedy of the 

commons (Spiliakos).  

For this reason, Powers echoes Hardin’s viewpoint, asserting that we find 

ourselves in the current environmental crisis because of “the idea that we are exceptional 

and independent and autonomous has created a culture in which these great, teeming, 

reciprocal communities of living things became nothing but commodities which we could 

use with impunity, as if somehow the very cycles of interdependence were no longer 

something that we had to answer to” (Powers and Vaughan-Lee). The individual-centric 

approach to nature and America’s resources is exactly what Aldo Leopold feared would 

become the prevailing ethos. There is also a tension in American environmentalism, as 

Heise points out, where many narratives focus on individual relationships to the 

environment that are meant to articulate a communal connection to nature, but can be in 

conflict with the global citizenship mindset that is necessary to confront the climate 

crisis. It is often through this individualism without nuance that the characters of The 
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Overstory learn firsthand the self-destructive aspects of the pursuit of freedoms in the 

name of public good, but at the expense of the non-human world.  

It is essential to note that this falls in line with a history of legislation from the 

Trump Administration targeted at reversing and diminishing environmental regulations, 

which inspired Powers to write his novel as a rallying cry against. Beginning in January 

2016, the Trump Administration began reversing and revoking legislation from emissions 

to wildlife protections. After witnessing the administration’s move to open national 

monuments—notably Bears Ears National Monument in Utah—for extraction, Powers 

felt compelled to address what he felt was fundamentally wrong about the legislation 

through his telling of The Overstory. He said, “It’s not about economics, it’s about 

ideology: we were told that the proper destination for mankind was domination” and 

continued “‘Let’s drain the swamp!’ That political metaphor is what they want to do to 

the landscape” (Fitzgerald). In August 2020, the Environmental Protection Agency, under 

the Trump Administration’s direction, announced their “decision to stop directly 

regulating potent heat trapping emissions from the oil and gas sector” (Farah and Hijazi). 

A flat-out dismissal of our interdependence with nature, the Administration’s rationale 

placed “a dollar figure on the harm caused by emissions” of methane, using a cost-benefit 

analysis to decide that it is in the American public’s interest to deregulate emissions to 

allow for cheaper fossil fuels. These actions harken back to Powers’ character, the tree-

dwelling activist Olivia Vandergriff, who drops out of her actuary program to devote her 

life to environmental activism, partially out of disgust of placing monetary value on such 

things and “calculating the dollar value of death.” She is disgusted by the thought that a 

price can be placed on irreplaceable parts of our shared ecosystem.  
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Indeed, the rollbacks outside of the novel did not end there, as the Trump 

Administration substantially weakened the Endangered Species Act in August of 2019, 

opening lands that were being conserved to protect species in danger of extinction from 

climate threats and human activity, threatening everything from monarch butterflies to 

black bears, and opening 9 million of public land to drilling (Rosa-Aquino). In January 

2020, Trump announced to the American Farm Bureau Federation, “I terminated one of 

the most ridiculous regulations of all: the last administration’s disastrous Waters of the 

United States rule”. In The Overstory, as his partner reads to him about the history of the 

founding of the United States, Ray Brinkman thinks to himself, “It’s a story to match any 

fiction: the well-wooded land, succumbing to prosperity” (422). The deregulation of 

protected wetlands opened the real-life opportunity for corporations and farmers to 

discharge chemical and pollutants into smaller headland waters, eventually draining into 

the larger wetlands areas where old regulations protected against the discharge of 

fertilizers and industrial chemicals into those waters. The alleged necessary cost of doing 

business for the American people.  

To demonstrate this point, The Overstory’s Mimi Ma—a former engineer turned 

psychotherapist who develops a deep appreciation for a grove behind her company’s 

headquarters—has been working to convince the local government that the city’s plans to 

cut down the trees behind her building and replace them with a different species is wrong. 

Despite a scheduled town hall meeting on the subject, she arrives at work one morning to 

find that “where there should be foliage, there’s only an expanse of gray-blue 

cumulonimbus” (190). She is devastated to learn that her natural sanctuary is now a bald 

patch where “the prim clearing denies that anything ever happened. Not a trunk or branch 



 

44 

left behind” (190). Mimi notices the rings on the exposed wood of the stumps and how 

the rings greatly outnumber her age, contextualizing just how long the forest had been 

part of the area’s ecosystem. The truth-denying human exceptionalism displayed by the 

local government’s decision to cut the forest for its own short-term benefit is a depiction 

of the materialistic perspectives that are widely accepted and the uphill battle storytellers 

to contend with for changing perceptions on planetary relationships.  

Preying on a fear of change and suspicions of a shifting of culture, governments 

and corporations both outside of the novel and in The Overstory are better able to suggest 

they are offering a way of life inherent in the populace’s values, despite evidence to the 

contrary. Greenwashing—the “practice of making a product, policy, activity, etc. appear 

to be more environmentally friendly or less environmentally damaging than it really is” 

(Merriam-Webster)—is a pernicious aspect of modern American culture. The Overstory 

describes a fictional logging company, Humboldt Timber, that was a family business for 

almost a century, paying employees generous benefits and with an overfunded pension 

system. Humboldt Timber originally cut selectively, which allowed them to have a 

sustainable yield of the best wood in the business. When a junk bonder from Wall Street 

manipulated the system for a hostile takeover of the company, Humboldt Timber does 

away with the benefits system and cut every possible tree they could, so fast that 

government legislation can’t move fast enough to stop it if they wanted to.  

As an illustration, a particularly affecting example from the novel occurs at a 

roadhouse bar while celebrating the planting of his fifty thousandth tree, another bar 

patron scoffs at Douglas Pavlicek’s achievement. After overhearing a conversation 

between Douglas and his three-ball competitor, his opponent tells Douglas that a lot of 
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new oxygen and greenhouse gases have been put to bed because of his work. The man 

tells Douglas, “Hate to burst your bubble, friend” (185) and explains how the companies 

that Douglas plants for cut down way more trees than they ever intend to replace. The 

stranger explains “You would have to plant for like four or five centuries” just to keep up 

with their annual cut. He continues “You’re putting in babies so they can kill 

grandfathers” (186) and “when your seedlings grow out, they’ll be monocrop blights” 

(186). Douglas is crushed to learn that his individual effort is no match for the monolith 

destruction to ecosystems that corporate loggers are incurring on public lands.  

Notably, this observation relates back to The Grapes of Wrath, in which Steinbeck 

suggests throughout the novel that there are large and wealthy forces driving the 

disrespect and misuse of the land are the same ones responsible for the disrespect and 

misuse of the working class. Steinbeck holds a mirror to the anthropocentric mindset that 

reduces both nature and people to objects of exploitation, illustrated through a nightmare 

of drought and dust. The environmental exploitation of the land parallels the social 

exploitation of the migrant farmers and the isolating repercussions for choosing self-

interest over compassion. In reality, the drought and erosion affected over 100 million 

acres of the Great Plains region as the area experienced desertification. As a result, nearly 

350,000 people were displaced and forced to abandon their farmland in the Great Plains 

(Holley and Blaser). Exacerbated by the Great Depression and without properly 

sustainable agricultural practices, the Dust Bowl period of the 1930s was a vital lesson 

for humankind to work with nature instead of attempting to conquer it, a lesson that 

remained particularly apt in 2018.  
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Ultimately, this anthropocentric perspective is none too unfamiliar, as many real-

life corporations and governments widely tout their environmentally-friendly practices to 

a population that broadly values those policies, but are anything but sustainable. 

ExxonMobil promoted the narrative that they transformed discarded plastic into recycled 

materials through their advanced chemical recycling technology. A lawsuit later found 

that the process yields less than 8% recycled plastic, mostly becoming primary fuels and 

amounting to “less than one percent” of the company’s “total virgin plastic production” 

(California Department of Justice). This included the chasing arrows symbol associated 

with recycling to consumers, now found to be misleading. Another study found that four 

global oil companies, ExxonMobil, Chevron, BP, and Shell used terms like “low carbon,” 

and “transition” in marketing campaign pledges, but had used them strategically to 

obfuscate the truth around decarbonization (Li, Trencher, and Asuka). The greenwashing 

was not limited to fossil fuel producers, as a Norwegian Consumer Authority found the 

Swedish fast-fashion chain H & M had marketed a “sustainable” collection, yet was 

making unsubstantiated claims of the materials they were actually using in their new line 

(Hitti). Greenwashing takes advantage of the trust that the public generally gives that the 

information being provided is not going to be fraudulent. In a line that could easily have 

come from the pages of The Overstory, the naturalist Aldo Leopold said, “Like winds and 

sunsets, wild things were taken for granted until progress began to do away with them” 

(21). 

Reminiscent of Leopold’s land ethic theory, The Overstory similarly argues for a 

worldview that extends beyond human-based perspectives and is rooted in an eco-

cosmopolitanism framework. In A Sand County Almanac, Leopold argues that “When we 
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see land as a community to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and 

respect” (22). There is a concerted effort to promote both the health of the biotic 

community and humanity's inherent ties to the natural world in both Leopold’s and 

Powers' works as they each call for public and private decision-makers to consider the 

long-term effects of their decisions with the entire earthly community in mind. The 

novel’s Patricia Westerford is a dendrologist who is inspired by Leopold as “she searches 

Madison for relics of Aldo Leopold” (125) and kicks off the beginning of her academic 

career, hoping to inspire her students, much like she was, by Leopold’s land ethic theory. 

Leopold posits “Now we face the question whether a still higher ‘standard of living’ is 

worth its cost in things natural, wild, and free” (21); Powers appears to answer this 

question directly. His characters come to value trees with the same emphasis and value—

dropping the pretense that the land is merely a resource to be mined without restraint—

that Leopold calls for.  

Significantly, Powers' novel attempts to redirect humanity’s attitudes toward the 

rest of the natural world toward a fuller reconsideration of what it means to inhabit our 

shared planet. On a long road trip from rural Idaho to Eugene, Oregon, Douglas Pavlicek 

stops on a tree-lined highway to relieve himself. After spending the trip “trancing out on 

the miles-long walls of Engelmann spruce and subalpine fir” (86), he is astonished to find 

a clearing just beyond the roadside— “A stumpy desolation spreads in front of him” and 

“the ground bleeds reddish slag mixed with sawdust and slash” (87). His only memory 

that is relatable to this experience are the patches of jungle that the Dow and Monsanto 

chemicals allowed him to clear during his service in the Vietnam War—much like the 

DDT chemical that Rachel Carson campaigned against. To Douglas, “the forest is pure 
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prop, a piece of clever artistry” (87) and “every mile of it dupes his heart, just like they 

planned” (88). As an act of actionable defiance to the intentional destruction of the 

forests, he takes contract work planting Douglas-fir seedlings back in the stripped lands. 

“America’s most valuable timber tree” (88), Douglas is aware that he is merely covering 

the mistakes for the same companies that “cut down the primordial gods to begin with” 

(88). Through the chill of cold mornings and the heat of later afternoon, he works 

tirelessly to undo the nightmare of a clear-cut forest he sees each time he closes his eyes. 

Despite the uphill battle of his work, he takes solace knowing that “each weedy stem he 

puts into the dirt is a magic trick eons in the making” (90), though ultimately, he is 

devastated to learn of the destruction that all his work has supported. The scene speaks to 

attempts at reconstructing our societal perceptions of ourselves and fellow humans from 

an eco-centric perspective, reflecting humanity as embedded parts of our ecosystem that 

have a responsibility outside of our specific race.  

It merits attention that—after watching a documentary focused on the Redwood 

Summer of 1990—Powers based the environmental activists in his novel off the guerilla 

group, Earth First!, who protested the logging of giant sequoias (Fitzgerald). According 

to a Los Angeles Times article from that summer, “as many as 1,500 activists dress as 

owls and sing protest songs, chain themselves to heavy equipment and block logging 

roads, suspend themselves by wires above state highways and stand between angry tree 

fallers and ancient redwoods” (Stein). Activists who participated in the protests hoped 

that their activities spread awareness, despite the insignificant number of trees they were 

able to save. The demonstrations left many resentful, with logging industry 

representatives irritated at being told how to care for the forest by seeming amateurs, 
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while activists frustrated with the lack of reforms and ever-growing harvests. Just like the 

activists in Earth First!, the activist group in The Overstory, demand that non-violent 

tactics always be employed. Though some members eventually break that oath—which 

they come to regret—the majority of their acts of protest, including the most successful 

and resonating examples, are peaceful and non-violent. 

The connection becomes clear in several examples of environmental activists 

clashing with law enforcement and corporate loggers, seemingly at odds with one another 

over widely differing viewpoints in The Overstory. Powers will sprinkle in illustrations of 

commonality between conflicting viewpoints in the interactions of his characters. While 

Olivia Vandergriff and Nicholas Hoel are living in the canopy of Mimas, they frequently 

communicate with the loggers down below. At one point, a logger shouts to them “We 

know these forests. We respect these trees” (288) and suggests there is no stopping 

human’s demand for wood, let alone their own necessity to make a living cutting that 

wood to feed their own children. To this, Olivia replies “We’re not saying don’t cut 

anything… We’re saying cut it like a gift” (289). Instead of being put off by this 

interaction, the loggers return after a windstorm to check in on the two, saying, “We were 

worried about you” (296). Like a Christian evangelist who does not lead by speaking 

about Jesus when engaging nonbelievers, can more skeptics be won over with the proper 

framing to draw them in? Perhaps, but what they still cannot shake is the stigma of the 

terms “activist” and “radical.”  

This underscores how “othering” is deftly used by opponents of the activists in 

The Overstory as well as the Trump Administration. President Trump, himself, has used 

incendiary rhetoric aimed at his opponents that often successfully riles up his base for his 
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cause. He has said that “immigrants are poisoning the blood of our country” and that 

“they’re not humans; they’re animals” (Applebaum). In regard to his political opponents, 

he has declared that they “live like vermin within the confines of our country” 

(Kurtzleben) and “the enemy from within” (Egwuonwu and Uribe). As The Overstory’s 

Mimi Ma observes while participating in a protest, the locals who have come to witness 

the activism “exist by grace of timber” and see the activist as advocating directly against 

their way of life (239). Describing those opposed to the status quo and seeking change, it 

is easy to create discord and animosity through banner-ready name calling to cultivate a 

distrust, including environmentalists and those with scientific backgrounds who are 

endeavoring to change a way of life that the American people have grown accustomed to. 

Looking on as police violently break up a protest in the novel, Patricia Westerford’s 

partner describes the scene unfolding and says, “Pepper spray. With cotton swabs. It 

looked like something out of…not this country” (304). Through this fictional reflection, 

readers can remove themselves from an upsetting reality and potentially find solidarity in 

what is closer to a shared communal experience and circumstance.  

Interestingly, though fossil fuels and deregulated natural spaces are celebrated by 

many corporations and the Trump Administration’s political base, environmental and 

wildlife protections are widely popular amongst the American people. Endangered 

species director at the Center for Biological Diversity Noah Greenwald noted that “the 

regulations [were] totally out of touch with the American public, which broadly supports 

endangered species protections” when his organization challenged the Endangered 

Species Act rollbacks in court (Center for Biological Diversity). According to a 2023 

Pew Research Center poll, “the majority of Americans feel that the federal government is 
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not doing enough” to protect key areas of the environment (Pew Research Center). For 

instance, 63% say not enough is being done to protect America’s water systems, 58% 

believe more can be done to protect air quality, and 56% have the opinion that greater 

steps could be taken to reduce the effects of global climate change. Across the polling 

results, the subsequent majority often had the opinion that enough was being done, with 

the slim minority responding that there was too much action being taken. While these sets 

of data do not seem to explain how an administration openly touting their successes at 

environmental rollbacks would remain in power for the better part of a decade, they do 

reflect the importance of how that argument is often framed.  

From this, it becomes clear that—when using science against populist rhetoric—

fighting for a sustainable future can be an uphill battle. Much like The Overstory’s Adam 

Appich tells a court of law after being convicted of domestic terrorism for his 

involvement in an environmental protest gone horribly wrong, “Soon we’ll know if we 

were right or wrong” (471). The sense of confirmation that one’s position that climate 

crisis is an existential threat rings hollow if it can only occur once the destruction has 

become permanent. If narrative is to be a tool in the climate crisis’s mitigation, it will 

need to make its successful argument by encouraging its reader to imagine possibilities 

and try new ways of thinking.  
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Chapter V 

Ecology as Narrative Strategy 

This used to be real estate 
Now, it's only fields and trees 
Where? Where is the town? 
Now, it's nothing but flowers 

 
. 

— “(Nothing but) Flowers”, Talking Heads 
 
In a 2021 interview, Richard Powers cited that dendrologist Suzanne Simard “has 

been instrumental in a revolution in our way of thinking about what’s happening 

underground at the root level in a forest” (Klein). Simard, an ecologist and forester, is 

credited with launching the concept regarding the communication that occurs between the 

earth’s trees and forms the basis for The Overstory’s Patricia Westerford in The 

Overstory. Based closely off her work and loosely on Simard’s life, “Plant Patty” begins 

as a seed farmer’s daughter who becomes a groundbreaking, often misunderstood, plant 

ecologist studying forest ecosystems. The character, Dr. Westerford, much like Simard, 

publishes findings on the ways that trees communicate and share nutrients with one 

another in a journal, which becomes roundly rejected by many of her peers. Powers 

writes “No other animal closes ranks faster than Homo sapiens” (127)—a commentary on 

the human tendency to be cruel and ostracizing not just to other non-human entities, but 

to one another. This tendency is worth considering in light of the environmental crisis we 

have found ourselves in. Simard, speaking of her own rejection, has noted ““A few well-

established researchers did everything in their power to trash my work” and that “At one 

point I was ready to give it all up” (Banks). Nevertheless, she persisted, and in the 

preceding decades has gained a wider acceptance for her ecological findings. Other than a 
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simple ode to Dr. Simard, The Overstory uses the fictionalized role of Patricia Westerford 

to explore the gaps between data that we know and the ways that we feel about it.  

Simard has published on the “Net transfer of carbon between tree species with 

shared ectomycorrhizal fungi” and how “Meta-networks of fungi, fauna, and flora act as 

agents of complex and adaptive systems” (The Mother Tree Project and Program).  

Unlike Patricia Westerford, Dr. Simard grew up in a family active in the commercial 

logging industry. Her father, grandfather, and uncles were loggers in British Columbia 

who employed “low-impact methods to selectively harvest native cedar, Douglas fir, and 

white pine” (Jabr). Through these methods, “They took so few trees that Simard never 

noticed much of a difference” (Jabr). When she began working for a logging company in 

British Columbia herself, their clear-cutting methods were “completely different than 

what [she] saw my grandfather” and “dad and uncles” doing in her youth. Clearcutting, 

though not as popular as it was during Simard’s logging years in the 1970s, “is still 

practiced on roughly 40 percent of logged acres in the United States and nearly 80 

percent in Canada” (Jabr). The practice “removes these living sponges and disturbs the 

forest floor, increasing the chances of landslides and floods, stripping the soil of nutrients 

and potentially releasing stored carbon to the atmosphere,” and the resulting “sediment 

falls into nearby rivers and streams,” which can kill aquatic creatures and pollute sources 

of drinking water or destroy the habitats of numerous species that make their homes in 

the trees (Jabr). Simard’s research uncovered vital scientific data used to guide the 

management of the world’s forests, expressly important findings given the world’s 

declining capacity to sequester and store carbon as biodiversity is destroyed (Schueman).  
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 Importantly, the applicable ecology found within Powers’ realistic fiction can 

help expound on the known data produced by Simard by forming an emotional 

relationship to the evidence and closing the disconnect between the science that we know 

and the actions that we have been taking. Simard’s fieldwork led her to discover how 

dying trees disperse about 40% of their carbon through networks into neighboring trees, 

directly affecting the regenerative capacity of the forest for the future (Davies). Simard’s 

work identified that what separates a freshly planted forest from an old growth forest is a 

series of dense root networks, developed over centuries, that enriches and stabilizes the 

surrounding soil. An omniscient narrator in The Overstory tells us “There’s always as 

much belowground as there is above” (3). These systems, known as mycorrhizal 

networks, send nutrients and even communicate with one another through their 

understory network of roots. In 1997, Simard published an article in Nature and “What 

[she] and her co-authors showed is that the sugars made their way not just to the fungi but 

to other trees in the forest, seemingly travelling through the fungi” (Immerwahr). The 

study, titled “Net transfer of carbon between ectomycorrhizal tree species in the field” 

posits “the theory that plant community dynamics operate mainly within the constraints 

of resource supply should be reformulated to consider mutualism between plants and 

their mycorrhizal fungi, as well as microbially mediated resource sharing” (Simard). The 

theory upended the field of dendrology, suggesting that the natural world is both more 

connected and in less brutal competition than previously thought. In The Overstory, when 

Westerford is determining how to convey her findings through her writing, the narrator 

says, “She works to squeeze the nine-thousand-year saga into ten sentences” (221-222) 

Awareness in and of itself has not been producing the necessary groundswell of 
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environmental concern necessary to create change, but through a narrative semi-retelling, 

it can more broadly explore how to connect with readers emotionally.  

Owing to this, The Overstory allows for Powers to untether the discourse around 

the environment from specialist academic speech or politically charged debate, using 

story and image to contextualize the ecological concepts. Simard discovered how carbon 

molecules passed between birch and fir through mycorrhizal fungi, resulting in a net 

transfer and mitigating the shading effect of the birch having access to more light than the 

fir. In an interview, she explains how the fungal network “sends mycelium, or threads, all 

through the soil, picks up nutrients and water, especially phosphorous and nitrogen, 

brings it back to the plant, and exchanges those nutrients and water for photosynthate [a 

sugar or other substance made by photosynthesis] from the plant” (Toomey). The Nature 

article states, “Plants within communities can be interconnected and exchange resources 

through a common hyphal network, and form guilds based on their shared mycorrhizal 

associates” (Simard). Likewise, in The Overstory, Patricia Westerford writes in her own 

book, “Mats of mycorrhizal cabling link trees into gigantic, smart communities spread 

across hundreds of acres. Together, they form vast trading networks of goods, services, 

and information” (218). She provides examples of how “oaks and hickories synchronize 

their nut production to confuse the animals that feed on them” and how to think of trees 

and not just shaping themselves, but the tens of thousands of creatures, including humans, 

that are linked to them. For Powers, “that’s a whole new way of looking at forest” 

(Klein).  

It is worth noting that Simard’s experience evokes Rachel Carson and her work to 

warn the public of the dangers of the chemical DDT through the prose of Silent Spring. 
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Long known by the scientific community, Carson was able to convey complex scientific 

evidence of ecological issues through her accessible storytelling in a format that was 

understandable and digestible to the wider public. Carson exemplifies her findings 

through vignettes, allowing stories and case studies to illustrate points as opposed to 

presenting data. This approach opened the door for readers to connect personally with the 

data, opting for an emotional appeal without the technical jargon. With its first 

celebration in 1970, Earth Day continues to be a positive spotlight for raising awareness 

and promoting environmental conservation every April 22nd (Oluyomi). 

Nongovernmental Organizations such as Earthjustice and the Environmental Defense 

Fund, which set the basis for the fictional “Life Defense Force” that the eco-activist 

characters in The Overstory establish, with studies proving how critical litigation is to the 

enforcement and creation of necessary environmental protections in the United States 

(Rea et al.). Today, that legacy can be felt in legislation “such as the Paris Climate 

Agreement,” a collective effort among most “of the world’s nations to combat climate 

change” and lower greenhouse gas emissions (Jacoby).  

Remarkably, after The Overstory, Simard’s influence from being used as a 

touchstone for the novel gained further attention in the public zeitgeist with the 

publishing of her 2022 book Finding the Mother Tree. Her book arrived four years after 

the publishing of The Overstory and is an interesting example to consider if this is a 

demonstration of life-imitating art-imitating life. Though her research precedes Powers’ 

novel by decades, it indirectly mirrors the narrative of Patricia Westerford publishing her 

own research in a publicly digestible format in the book The Secret Forest. The fictional 

work also closely resembles The Hidden Life of Trees, a 2015 book by German forester 
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Peter Wohlleben that cites Simard’s research on the Wood-Wide Web through 

descriptive prose that gives trees anthropomorphic communication patterns and even 

feelings. Though The Hidden Life of Trees was criticized by many ecologists for its 

“wishful thinking” that trees communicate the same way as humans, it is difficult to 

separate that speculation from the genuine interest in trees that the book widely spread. 

When crafting her own book, Westerford tells her partner that while “Scientific papers sit 

in archives, matters of indifference to almost everyone” (219), writing public-facing 

works can get the attention of the audience the subject matter needs. She goes on to say 

that “People see better what looks like them” (221) and considers if there is harm in 

creating a narrative around trees communicating with the same feelings and friendships 

that humans have created in an effort to convey the very accurate data behind our 

interconnectedness to nonhuman life on the planet. It is potentially misleading, but as 

Westerford says, “science, too, has its seasons” (281) and can be proven wrong at any 

time. At the moment, though, it helps the wider public understand and connect with 

proven data in a constructive way.  

Consistent with this and rejecting that the humanities are impractical, Powers 

attempts to use imagination as means for creating a new cultural vision of humans' 

intrinsic connection to the wider environment. Due to an ear infection, Westerford could 

not speak until after she was three years old, possibly setting the stage for her to be 

someone who must listen intently and may not always be understood when she tries to 

communicate—not so un-treelike, a slow and deliberate creature herself. In Westerford’s 

book in The Overstory, she details how “poplars clean soils of chlorinated solvents and 

willows remove heavy metals” (218). A Purdue University study revealed that, through 
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their leaves and bark, trees absorb pollutants “such as carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxides, 

ozone and Sulphur oxides while filtering fine particulates such as dust, dirt, and smoke” 

(Purdue). They can mitigate the “heat island” effect in urban settings by cooling the air 

between 30-40 degrees Fahrenheit and “absorb up to 350 lbs. of CO2 per year” (Purdue). 

According to the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, research shows that 

regularly spending time in the vicinity of trees can provide “benefits from lowering 

stress, improving cognition, to boosting longevity.” Peter James, an assistant professor 

with HCSPH, extolls that regular proximity to “trees can translate into long-term changes 

in the incidence of depression, anxiety, cognitive decline, and chronic diseases including 

cardiovascular disease and cancer” (Chan). The humanities and narrative can help us 

discover how we feel emotionally and conceptualize the seemingly disparate data that we 

know to be true.  

Echoing this perspective, a short passage from The Overstory details, through the 

use of verse, the ways in which humans have put resources gleaned from trees to use:  

Tea from infant trees for heart trouble, 
leaves from young sprouts to cure sores, 
cold bark brew to stop bleeding after birth, 
warmed galls to pare back an infant’s navel, 
leaves boiled with brown sugar for coughs, 
poultices for burns, leaves to stuff a talking mattress, 
an extract for despair, when anguish is too much… (7) 
 

Before ever taking a holistic view of their role in the wider ecosystem, humanity is rife 

with reasons to value and protect trees. “There’s a tree for every purpose under heaven” 

(452) Simard tells a crowd of Silicon Valley professionals who have gathered to listen to 

her presentation on the best thing that they can do for the planet. The creative formatting, 

even just within The Overstory and including the verse above, are creatively used to 
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connect audiences with subject matter. Throughout the novel, we encounter fables, 

myths, and lyrics among other forms of aesthetic language that are attempting to convey 

data in a way that is lowering perceived barriers to entry and becoming more reachable to 

the general public. The Overstory toes the line between making an argument through 

scientific data while using the bait-and-switch of lyrical impressionism.  

Powers recognizes that there is value in creating narratives out of proven science 

to make it more accessible to a wider audience. Westerford’s editor for The Secret Forest 

rings her to gush after a first read through and say, “You make them come alive” (224). 

Humans connect with well told stories and, as Westerford tells hers, “The reading public 

needs such a phrase to make the miracle a little more vivid, visible” (221). The success of 

Simard’s Finding the Mother Tree and Wohlleben’s The Hidden Life of Trees offer 

examples of an anthropocentric public that is open to the idea that they are not the only 

beings of value on the planet—that there is room for more consideration of other 

inhabitants of the ecosystem. Readers of Westerford’s fictionalized version Simard’s 

work in The Overstory proclaim, “Patty, you wouldn’t believe what you have me seeing, 

between the subway stop and my office” (224) and “I’ve started seeing things” (257). For 

someone like Suzanne Simard and other climate scientists, it is hard to imagine they do 

not readily agree with Westerford when she tells her partner “The work part is telling 

people” (280), not the finding of the data to back it up. Humans connect better with a 

story and emotion.  

On that note, fictionalizing the work and life of Suzanne Simard through the 

character of Patricia Westerford is an attempt to create a more direct line of access into 

the protagonist’s experience in a way that Powers was able to have creative control while 
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maintaining the integrity of Simard’s work. This fictionalized framing of Simard’s work 

supports Heise’s assertion that aesthetic forms of writing can foster a more nuanced 

understanding of how individuals perceive the environmental crisis and its global reach. 

As an example, an episode of the television series Ted Lasso features a soccer coach 

telling his team that “We used to believe that trees competed with each other for light” 

and that “Suzanne Simard’s field work challenged that perception (“Midnight Train to 

Royston”). In a series with over 1.2 billion viewing minutes (Bell), audiences hear a 

coach tell his team—in an effort to work together more cohesively—that “Trees work in 

harmony to share the sunlight” and brought an academic idea to the wider public. Ursula 

K. Heise posits that it is a crucial challenge for both writers and artists to create a vision 

of the global connectedness “into a more formal framework able to accommodate social 

and cultural multiplicity” (21) to mark the necessary conceptual shift to understand the 

environmental crisis as a shared, borderless challenge.  
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Chapter VI 

Eco-cosmopolitanism and Connecting the Climate Crisis through Narrative 

While chunks the size of Delaware are falling off the poles 
Our heads are buried in the sand, our leaders dug the holes 
Like junkies hooked on fossil fuels heading for withdrawal 

How long until there's nothin left at all? 
 
. 

—"Watch It Fall”, Billy Strings 
 
The Overstory seeks to be unconfined from any constructed borders, whether 

temporal or geographical or otherwise. The narrative spans from the 1990s rural 

American Midwest to urban China of the 1940s. Throughout the novel, we encounter 

environmental events that adhere to no human-constructed borders. The effects of 

chestnut blights or logging in the Pacific Northwest and South America are felt on a 

global scale. Eco-cosmopolitanism, which Ursula K. Heise claims could also be called 

“environmental world citizenship,” attacks local notions of environmental theory, 

declaring that thinking locally is far too small of a scope to tackle the worldwide crisis. 

Elaborating on her theory, Heise states that it is “an attempt to explore what new 

possibilities for ecological awareness inhere in cultural forms that are increasingly 

detached from their anchorings in particular geographies” (13). In order to meet the 

global environmental crisis at necessary scale, a reconsideration of the interdependence 

of all of Earth’s inhabitants is in order.  

According to Heise, for the word eco-cosmopolitanism to work, we must 

“recuperate the term ‘cosmopolitanism’ as a way of imagining forms of belonging 

beyond the local and the national” (6). Humans must see themselves as citizens of the 

planet, not simply confined to their immediate surroundings or national identities. As 
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Nixon argues, we have a bias toward more overt existential threats which, in turn, 

“exacerbates the vulnerability of ecosystems treated as disposable by turbo-capitalism” 

(4). He continues that this trend often acts as a double-edged sword—that the 

environmental degradation the earth is experiencing is deepening the schism that 

separates humanity's poorest communities first and an unfortunate reflection on our 

ability to continue to not meet the disaster with the scale of attention that it demands. One 

way to accomplish this is a shifting of perspectives from human-centered narratives to a 

larger consciousness that is ecologically-encompassing on a planetary level.  

Consider how the discussion surrounding climate change, both in reality and in 

climate fiction, often remains dangerously and inaccurately anthropocentric. As eco-

philosopher Val Plumwood notes, Charles Darwin proved that humans did not arrive by a 

divine occurrence but evolved from non-human matter with an inherent dependence on 

the natural world. Contemporary society is inclined to center the conversation around 

climate change almost exclusively in terms of the impact it will have on humankind. 

Heise theorizes that we must “develop cultural forms of identity and belonging that are 

commensurate with the rapid growth in political, economic, and social 

interconnectedness that has characterized the last few decades” (6). Understandably, 

some may argue that if a reader cannot care about climate change for other human beings, 

they are unlikely to care about it for nonhumans. To this end, Powers challenges this 

notion by often imbuing the trees in his novel with very human relationships and even 

emotions, in an attempt to make their existence and participation in our environment 

more relatable. Practicing human exceptionalism neglects to acknowledge the fact that 

there is mindful matter surrounding humans that is just as much a planetary stakeholder. 
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This line of an anthropocentric mindset, or regarding humankind as the most significant 

and valuable element of existence, often to the exclusion of entities such as a God or 

animals, is pervasive across much of human society and fails to appropriately include the 

rest of the natural world and the dangers that infringing on their well-being poses for the 

environment as a whole. Powers himself says that “We won’t be well until we realize 

that” (John). Yet, conventional wisdom has led to a cultural framework that excludes 

non-humans as non-mindful and consequently non-important, while humans are regarded 

as both exceptional and separate from nature.  

To that end, the dividing line between humanity and nature in The Overstory is 

chipped away at in the narrative through Powers’ portrayal of nonhuman life, particularly 

trees, as characters with their own agency. The Nebraska family’s chestnut tree remains a 

generational presence throughout the novel. As the reader is introduced to various 

branches of the family’s lineage, those individual members identify their own history 

with the tree. The chestnut tree acts as a link to their ancestors, a reminder of their 

responsibility to their family, the land they’ve inherited, and as a result, the tree actively 

influences their behavior. The improbability of its long survival, as it evades a blight 

while growing in a non-native environment, connects those who encounter it not only 

with their families, but with ecosystems across the planet.  

In other words, this sense of belonging reaches across species. The Banyan tree 

that the novel’s Neelay Mehta falls from, which paralyzes him for life, inspires a 

worldwide AI-gaming empire that operates as a nonhuman agent not only in his own life, 

but across the globe. The fall from the Banyan’s branches forces Neelay to reckon with 

his own physical human limitations, but, by extension, encourages a lifelong fascination 
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and awakening to the nonhuman life around him. The game that he creates shapes the 

new worlds through arboreal forms that he has been inspired by in his real life, and this 

appreciation for plant-life reaches millions of users globally. Mimas, the enormous 

Redwood that becomes home to three human characters is a central presence as opposed 

to a setting. The tree becomes the reason for their protest, a centuries old character 

exceeding the human lifespan that lives on as an agent in the novel beyond its demise. 

The scale of Mimas goes beyond a simple local significance, not solely tied to the Pacific 

Northwest or contemporary times, but predating modern political borders and temporal 

frameworks that Powers portrays with what Heise would call a “planetary 

consciousness.”  

To be sure, The Overstory’s Adam Appich depicts a realistic sense of 

responsibility that balances between confidence that society will overcome the climate 

crisis and a resignation that his planet is doomed. He is completing a dissertation on 

cognitive blindness that develops into a study of how society ignores the evidence that 

humans are not the only planetary beings that are conscious, let alone have value. When 

we meet Adam as an adult, his data seeking mindset has kept him emotionally distant, in 

a counterproductive way, by training him to only see that data from a humanity-specific 

perspective. Adam is forever preaching to fellow grad students how “legacy cognitive 

blindness will forever prevent people from acting in their own best interests” (235). 

However, he soon learns that he is exercising a cognitive blindness of his own. In his 

pursuit of collecting data on human social structures and “the personality profiles of 

environmental activists” (319), he has been ignoring the ecological truths they have been 

desperate to convey. Nicholas Hoel illustrates to Adam how “you should be studying 
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everyone who thinks that only people matter” (319) and not those who take the rest of the 

living world seriously.  

In keeping with the invisibility of the environmental crisis, Rob Nixon highlights 

that humans are wired to recognize rapid changes and how they relate to us, while the 

environmental crises we face “present formidable representational obstacles that can 

hinder our efforts to mobilize and act decisively” if we do not acknowledge the larger 

scope. The “deterritorialization” that Heise speaks of is not limited to geographical or 

national boundaries, but a planetary interconnectedness that must be recognized. The 

Overstory’s Adam Appich, who was a neurodivergent child, was deeply misunderstood 

by his community and family in his younger years. His youthful studies of the trees in his 

yard led him to believe that humans are “far from being the best creatures in the world” 

and his study of ants inspired the conclusion that “soon the world will be returned to 

healthy intelligences, the collective ones” (56). He understands deeply the pain of seeing 

the world differently, and for that reason, being charged by his community as seeing the 

world incorrectly.  

By extension, Nixon further states that one of the greatest challenges to those 

trying to solve the environmental crisis is representational and that we must “devise 

arresting stories, images, and symbols adequate to the pervasive but elusive violence of 

delayed effects” we experience with the degradation of the environment. When The 

Overstory’s Mimi Ma asks Adam Appich how to convince the world that their 

environmental activism is imperative to the planet’s future, he responds that “The best 

arguments in the world won’t change a person’s mind. The only thing that can do that is a 

good story” (336). Many scholars agree with Adam. Heise calls for opening “possibilities 
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for new cultural encounters and a broadening of horizons” (10), which Powers achieves 

through heavy anthropomorphizing and projection. He acknowledges his take on the 

representational challenge in an interview when he says, “The world is failing precisely 

because no novel can make the contest for the world seem as compelling as the struggles 

between a few lost people” (385). If fictional narrative can provide a different lens 

through which to reflect our reality, then it is worth exploring the different mediums in 

which that can be achieved. While ham-fistedly preaching to the wider public the tenets 

of eco-cosmopolitanism and escaping our anthropocentric tendencies is much more likely 

to have an adverse effect for the cause, a well-crafted narrative can give shape and 

emotional connection that raw facts often lack.  

In fact, one of Powers’ most incisive examples of aesthetic forms connecting with 

its users for a newfound perspective is through the character Neelay Mehta, who after a 

crippling fall from a Banyan tree creates a gaming empire. A coding prodigy since his 

youth, Neelay is inspired by the vegetation and trees he encounters on the campus of 

Stanford University and develops the game Mastery after the experience, which becomes 

a worldwide sensation. Powers, himself, was inspired by the juxtaposition of Silicon 

Valley’s technological industry that was physically based among the Redwoods of 

Northern California (Hamner). Over time, Neelay becomes disillusioned by what he 

deems the purposelessness of the game. However, the rest of the company he creates, 

Sempervirens (the Latin name for redwoods), strongly disagrees and claims that “People 

want to grow. Expand their empires. That’s why they pay us every month. The place fills 

in. We make it a little bigger. There’s no other way to run a world” (411).  
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Neelay encounters another gamer while playing the game himself, who complains 

that, where the game used to be a refuge for him, it has too closely matched the greed and 

where “people build shit until the place fills up” (377). Neelay concludes that Mastery, 

like the real world, “has a Midas problem” and “everything’s dying a gold-plated death” 

(377). Inspired by Westerford’s The Secret Forest, Neelay endeavors to create a new 

game where users “learn what the world will bear, how life really works, what it wants 

from a player in exchange for continuing to play” (413). His aim is to create a new 

enterprise with global simulations of forest growth, climate impact, and ecosystem 

interactions. The new game has an atmosphere, water quality, nutrient cycles, and finite 

materials resources where regeneration only occurs at realistic rates and “A wrong choice 

in the game should lead to permadeath” (413). The design of the game illuminates to its 

users how no forest exists in isolation and nor do humans. When Neelay posits to his 

project managers the question “What do all good stories do” (412) to no answer, he 

answers himself that “They kill you a little. They turn you into something you weren’t” 

(412). Through his AI-driven game, millions of players will experience a simulation of 

our real-life living planet, learning that every action has game-wide consequences. 

After all, the video game that Neelay introduces in the novel would be quite 

revolutionary in the real world, contrasting a millennia-long history of humanity telling 

stories where the central actors are not confined to humans. Rather than simply being told 

about ecological systems and their interconnectedness, Neelay’s game allows users to 

feel and experience the networks instead. As Martin Puchner points out, “stories matter 

terribly to humans” because they “capture experiences that need to be passed down” (8). 

Those “stories create cohesion and cooperation within groups” and “articulate shared 
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values by explaining significant events of the past” (8). Powers’ novel alludes to and 

references several nature-based folktales and narratives throughout history. When 

describing the Nebraskan family’s chestnut tree origins, the narrator claims, “Seven 

hundred years before, a chestnut in Sicily two hundred feet around sheltered a Spanish 

queen and her hundred mounted knights from a raging storm” (10). As a real-life legend 

has it, Queen Joan I of Aragon and her hundred knights with their horses, took shelter 

under a chestnut tree on their way to Mount Etna. A very real tree that is located in 

Sant’Alfio in Sicily, it “is the largest and oldest known sweet chestnut tree in the world” 

and known colloquially as the Hundred-Horse Chestnut (BBC).   

In the same way, Douglas Pavlicek, who has been working on an Idaho ranch in 

human isolation, spends a great deal of time reading works such as Zaranthustra and The 

Epic of Gilgamesh. As Puchner points out, Gilgamesh and its use of cuneiform which 

was originally written on clay tablets, celebrates urban living and dismisses the 

wilderness and those who come from it as both different and not fit for human habitation. 

The character Enkidu is created by the gods to reign in Gilgamesh, king of Uruk, who has 

become too powerful for their liking. Eventually befriending Gilgamesh, Enkidu is not 

considered fully human until he joins society behind the city walls.  Together, Gilgamesh 

and Enkidu endeavor into the wilderness for what Puchner describes as “nothing but an 

elaborate logging expedition, extracting a resource that is crucial for building cities” (24) 

and laying waste to the natural space that Enkidu once called home. After observing a 

valley with acres of logged trees that have been purposely covered from human sight, 

Douglas observes “It turns out Gilgamesh and his punk friend Enkidu have already been 

through and trashed the place” (88). World literature inspires many of Powers’ characters 
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in The Overstory, whether it is Patricia Westerford’s father passing her books by John 

Muir and Aldo Leopold or Neelay Mehta being drawn to John Steinbeck’s The Pearl, in 

which human greed and purpose are weaved into the rhythms of the natural world.  

As an illustration, the characters Dorothy and Ray Brinkman in The Overstory are 

representative of the transformative potential in literature and its ability to present 

alternatives. Dorothy, who is terrified of marriage out of fear of “ownership,” avoids that 

official commitment to Ray. Ironically, Ray himself practices property law, believing that 

his work is what allows the world to continue to spin. After Ray experiences a 

debilitating stroke, Dorothy continues to feel a responsibility and stewardship over Ray, 

even though he would prefer her to “releaf” (393). Ray’s entire life has been forced to 

slow down, and he begins spending his days observing the natural world in his backyard. 

The yard has begun to rewild itself and Ray takes a keen interest in the life that surrounds 

an Eastern white pine. To keep him company, Dorothy reads her way through “The 

Hundred Greatest Novels of All Time.” Ray thinks to himself “though I am fake and 

nothing I do makes the least difference, still, I cross all distances to sit next to you in your 

mechanical bed, keep you company, and change your mind” (383). He needs fiction now 

more than ever. They invent a game to begin identifying plant life using a book they 

found that had long been untouched on their shelves. Soon, the nonfiction replaces the 

fiction they have been reading as they learn more about the trees and plants in their 

backyard, noting that “Each new tree is its own distinct epic, changing the story of what 

is possible” (442). From their observations of the natural world unfolding in their 

backyard and the discovery of Westerford’s The Secret Forest, they learn that “the best 

and easiest way to get a forest to return to any plot of cleared land is to do nothing” and 
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“do it for less time than you might think” (460). What they refer to as the Brinkman 

Woodlands Restoration Project, their backyard allows the rhythms of nature to reclaim 

the yard around their house—their cause giving new life to the nonhuman occupants 

around their home and a second life to each of them respectively.  

Thus, the rewilding of their own backyard from an individual, closed off entity, to 

a sprawling natural space opens the two characters up toward recognizing and witnessing 

what Heise would call “a network of ecological links that span a region, a continent, or 

the world” (56). Dorothy and Ray display the type of change that our mental frameworks 

require to fully recognize our responsibilities and actions, including how we lead our 

daily lives. This type of practical application is much easier said than done and the real 

challenge lies in the conversion of climate deniers and those who would prefer to ignore 

the building evidence. Nonbelievers of the climate crisis are unlikely to be pushed toward 

caring about the environment by being preached at, but there is a higher likelihood that 

those nonbelievers could be drawn to a well-told narrative that they could be interested 

in, or even better, relate to. It follows then, that storytellers in all mediums have the 

opportunity to remove the judgment and pressure that being addressed with raw data may 

harbor by elevating the conversation to an emotionally identifying narrative.  
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Chapter VII 

Narrative Mediums and the Cultural Translation of the Climate Crisis 

When hurricanes and cyclones raged 
When wind turned dirt to dust 

When floods they came or tides they raised 
Ever closer became us 

 
. 

— “Future Days”, Pearl Jam 
 
The Overstory provides an example of how environmentally-based writing can 

frame the conversation about the connection between the human and non-human world in 

the context that Ursula Heise, Rob Nixon, and many other ecocritics have been hoping to 

inspire. As investment and faith in the humanities deteriorates, Martin Puchner considers 

the possibility that, “By trying to help save the planet, the humanities might manage to 

save themselves” (109). In Powers’ novel, the trees are the overstory, while the humans 

are the underbrush. Compounded with an eco-cosmopolitan lens, it’s an example of the 

power that can be found in new perspectives by reimaging nature in a consciously 

attentive context and thinking beyond our imagined communities. We can show ourselves 

great respect, but that does not need to translate into placing ourselves exclusively at the 

top of planetary importance. The novel gives an active voice and contextual narrative to 

the non-human world that is vital for keeping the conversation of climate change both 

accurate and relevant in the social zeitgeist. At its most persuasive, the novel gives non-

human characters a legitimate role in the narrative’s world, an imperative framework for 

combating the slow violence of environmental degradation. As the trees say in the novel, 

“If your mind were only a slightly greener thing, we’d drown you in meaning” (4). The 

Overstory is an example of the possibilities that can arise when a writer helps us to re-
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imagine the world closer to the reality we often struggle to see, a globally connected 

species that is part of nature, not exceptional to it.  

At the time of this writing, Donald Trump is ten months into his second elected 

term as the President of the United States. His scorched earth approach to the 

environment appears to have only been emboldened by his reelection. President Joseph 

R. Biden, Trump’s predecessor to his second term, had a markedly different approach to 

the environment during his administration. On the campaign trail, Biden pledged he 

would commit the United States to cut emissions to 2005 levels by 2030 (The White 

House). Upon inauguration, a campaign he won over sitting President Trump, the Biden 

Administration began restoring many environmental protections that had been reduced or 

eliminated. They recommitted the United States to the Paris Climate Agreement, installed 

over half of the U.S. solar infrastructure within their tenure, and conserved over 674 

million acres of public land (Lashof). In November 2021, “Biden passed the 

Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act, a $1.2 trillion bill” to federally invest in the 

modernization of U.S. infrastructure, positioning the U.S. for cleaner transit and reduced 

emissions (117th Congress) and the Inflation Reduction Act in August of 2022, the 

largest-ever United States federal climate investment to date (U.S. Department of 

Energy). The legislation enacted a commitment to creating long term incentives for clean 

energy sources through clean energy tax credits, a federal fee on methane emissions from 

fossil fuel operations, and investments in forest and coastal restoration. It was estimated 

that “approximately 200,000 Americans’ lives would be saved from dangerous pollution” 

mitigated by the policies, and a year after the bill passed, nearly 150,000 clean energy-

based jobs were added, with 1 million of the clean energy jobs in the United States 
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centered in the American South, a region that widely voted against a Biden presidency 

(Milman).  

 By contrast, on the first day of his return to the presidency, Trump “backed the 

United States out of the Paris Climate Agreement for the second time” (Perez and 

Waldholz). In his first six months, 70% of federal web pages were wiped of mentions of 

climate change to “shift away from ideological activism” (Brady). He declared a 

“national energy emergency” and “called for the drilling in Alaska’s Arctic National 

Wildlife Refuge” in an order titled “Unleashing Alaska’s Extraordinary Resource 

Potential” (Bohrer). Similarly, coal, the world’s dirtiest fossil fuel, was revived through 

an executive order titled “Reinvigorating America’s Beautiful Clean Coal Industry” that 

reversed over 50 years of bipartisan efforts “to wean the United States off of coal power 

and toward less polluting and more renewable forms of energy” (Climate Action 

Campaign). Billions of dollars in environmental grants were canceled, offshore wind 

permits were revoked, and oil and gas was incentivized while hindering solar and wind 

(Climate Action Campaign).  

 As a result, the ramifications for these policies are generational setbacks for the 

planet. To speak in strictly human-based consequences: over 200 million people 

potentially being displaced by 2050 (World Bank Group). In the United States alone, 

climate disasters cost over $150 billion a year according to a 2023 study by NOAA that 

has also been partially scraped from U.S. government webpages (Crimmins et al.). Heat 

waves, droughts, and floods are happening with a disarming regularity. Wildfires ravage 

California, and wildfire smoke covers the air across the United States every summer 

(EPA). Over 1 million species face extinction—including pollinators— which 75% of 
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crops rely on and threatens global food security (Daigle and Janicki). Deforestation and 

ocean degradation are reducing global carbon sinks, leading to an increasingly warming 

planet (United Nations), and the “world’s forest carbon sink hitting its lowest carbon 

absorption point in at least two decades” (Harris and Rose). Air pollution and the fine 

particulate matter it generates is associated with over 7 million premature human deaths 

annually as the toxins lead to lung cancer, heart diseases, and chronic respiratory diseases 

(United Nations). The warming climate is a hotbed for expanding disease vectors such as 

malaria, dengue, and lyme disease (CDC). As we continue to ignore these catastrophes, 

the damage threatens to become permanent. The Amazon rainforest region is beginning 

to shift to a savanna-like ecosystem (McKee), the sea level will permanently rise as the 

ice sheets collapse in Greenland and Antarctica (NSIDC), and ocean circulation 

slowdown will disrupt weather patterns worldwide (NASA Science Editorial Team). 

It should be acknowledged, then, that while The Overstory did not affect climate 

change policy in any meaningful way, it does not mean that its impact was not made. To 

quote Rob Nixon, “Many politicians—and indeed many voters—routinely treat 

environmental action as critical yet not urgent” (9)—and therein lies a major challenge. 

“Climate fiction,” or narrative fiction that employs science-based facts to craft fictional, 

but possible, narratives of what the future could potentially hold if society were to allow 

climate change to persist, has increasingly grown in popularity in the last two decades. 

The term “climate fiction” or “cli-fi” was coined by the writer and author Dan Bloom in 

2007, who intended to create “a catchy buzzword that could raise awareness about global 

warming” (Ullrich). After author Margaret Atwood posted a tweet on the smartphone app 

Twitter using the term, the new genre hit the mainstream with newly found attention.  
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In turn, the genre’s popularity has grown quickly in this polarized moment of 

political and social backlash surrounding the climate crisis, especially for those who are 

aware of the dangers of environmental degradation but struggle to contextualize it for 

their peers. Instead of a straightforward detailing of scientific facts and numbers, climate 

fiction authors have the freedom to present the same factual data and information through 

a fictional thriller, mystery, or drama. Cli-fi allows writers to envision the distinct 

possibilities a future of climate change may pose and opens the possibility that readers 

can make better sense of the situation. The form appears to take away what can be stale 

facts that are difficult to contextualize and craft a narrative that can be engaging while 

placing a focus on the potential consequences that can result from complacency in 

addressing environmental issues. By providing an orientation to the fraught dangers of 

environmental degradation, climate fiction can potentially impact us culturally in a way 

that certainly science and facts have yet to.  

 As such, the use of applicable scientific data in fiction to provide potential 

scenarios of a future impacted by climate change continues to be both popular and 

uniquely effective for engaging new audiences to direct their attention toward climate 

issues (Funk). Recent pieces of literature have had tremendous mainstream success while 

simultaneously providing accurate scientific evidence in support of their fiction. From 

Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior to Samantha Harvey’s Orbital, narratives 

reflecting on human’s impact and relationship to the planet have reached audiences in 

ways that scientists struggle to get actionably through into the cultural zeitgeist. Perhaps 

not shocking for a genre that emerged from popularity in a Tweet, climate fiction has the 

additional benefit of having a unique strength for reaching younger generations. Films 
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such as Bong Joon Ho’s Snowpiercer and Adam McKay’s Don’t Look Up provide a 

context and outlet for viewers to discuss climate change that can feel less politically 

sensitive and more universally experienced, as much of the discussion surrounding 

climate change has become. This type of speculative fiction provides a new outlet for 

crafting the conversation from a common ground that facilitates an emotional and 

contextual response to engage in the discussion of environmental degradation.  

 On that note, as Puchner has highlighted, a necessity for more empirical 

information with quantitative methods for testing stories' effects on readers is paramount 

to the argument for narrative’s potential to (88). Certainly, there is no widespread 

agreement culturally that climate fiction or environmentally-focused narratives have the 

ability to change anthropocentric worldviews and inspire appropriate climate action—

whether the fiction gets the non-human narrative accurate or not. Ecocritic Anahid 

Nersessian is cautious of literature and literary criticism that assumes it is activist in and 

of itself. Value judgements of a work of literature cannot be made in the same way that 

we would judge laws about offshore drilling for fossil fuels. She highlights how David 

Fairer had warned that “it is surely invidious to use ecological criticism to fight merely 

literary battles” (214) and that it is difficult to weigh the truth-value of literary 

representation, especially when narrative creators are fallible to poor work (Nersessian). 

In fact, there are those, like Jeff VanderMeer of Annihilation fame, who feel that climate 

fiction runs the danger of enabling readers into thinking that climate change is a political 

fantasy in and of itself. Likewise, those sympathetic to the environmental movement have 

worried that climate fiction only reinforces many readers' understandings that the 

futuristic worlds that writers create are too earnest and poorly written, which only stunt 
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the progress of changing the narrative. VanderMeer criticizes The Overstory and Powers 

for, at times, being guilty of some easy metaphors, clunky characters, and even denatures 

its own integrity by anthropomorphizing nonhuman characters. If true, The Overstory and 

other narratives could run the danger that placing climate change in a fictional setting 

might reduce the urgency that readers feel about the subject’s real-world applications, 

potentially inspiring complacency rather than action in addressing the environmental 

crisis. 

A case in point is the work of Matthew Schneider-Mayerson, who has conducted 

studies on real-world readers of climate fiction and how far the influence of the subject 

matter extends into their actual lives. In his article “Does Climate Fiction Make a 

Difference,” Schneider-Mayerson explains how he is skeptical of crediting climate 

change with the ability to save the world but believes in narrative’s ability to influence. In 

one study, he had 161 readers of 19 different climate fiction novels and found that their 

reading helped them to imagine different possible futures and focus on aspects of the 

climate crisis they had not previously known. While climate fiction is unlikely to reach 

climate deniers and skeptics given its often overtly advertised relationship to the 

environment, Schneider-Mayerson’s study with the Yale Program on Climate Change 

Communication revealed that climate narratives do have an influence. They tested with 

two types of climate fiction, each represented by a specific text: Helen Simpson’s “In-

Flight Entertainment,” a realist short story on the moral dimensions of climate change 

denial and avoidance, and Paolo Bacigalupi’s “The Tamarisk Hunter,” a cautionary 

dystopian tale of a climate-changed future. The study found that it paralleled other studies 

where readers’ new concern about climate change was short-lived, but that reinforcement 
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from other forms of media and social influences can have compounding effects for 

prolonged attention.  

This suggests that—while it is unlikely that a single work of environmentally-

based narrative will change the world—a steady stream of those narratives could have a 

very real influence in getting society where it needs to be. Pucher said that “The new age 

of abundance in which ever more stories are vying for attention is unprecedented” (107) 

is not a bad thing if the narratives are being told through the appropriate lens. Each 

chapter of this thesis has included an epigraph featuring lyrics from musicians voicing 

their concern for the climate crisis. The title “Future Days” refers to a song by the 

American rock band Pearl Jam. Written by vocalist Eddie Vedder in the wake of losing a 

fellow musician friend to a drowning accident, the song reflects on holding on to belief 

and devotion to another even amidst profound loss (Peacock). “Future Days” features as a 

central motif in The Last Of Us, a video game-turned-popular television series set in a 

dystopian future where humans are suffering ecological backlash from a fungal 

pandemic. Including a bridge that conjures scenes of extreme weather, “Future Days” is 

played on guitar by the main character for his companion. The song acts as a symbol of 

the characters' connection and promise to one another—to find hope in the catastrophe. 

With a peak viewership of 8.1 million for its Season 2 finale (Stoll) and the game 

franchise selling over 37 million copies (Carter), The Last of Us is an example of several 

mediums being utilized to emotionally convey the narrative of environmental disaster. 

Conceivably in the future, the way youth have been inspired to be a psychiatrist after 

watching Good Will Hunting, or a wizard because of Harry Potter, there will be 

generations growing up inspired to be biologists and environmentalists who want to save 
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the world from climate destruction because of a piece of climate fiction they read in their 

formative years.  

 The implication is that narrative is a potent tool for reversing the human-centered 

modalities and inspiring action and behavior to curb the existential threat that climate 

change poses to our planet. Tedious descriptions of landscape are unlikely to sway hearts 

and minds, but a finely crafted storyline can be a boon to the cause. Is it possible one day 

that narrative can adopt a less dystopian and grim outlook on the future, where 

humankind has taken responsibility for the harm it has caused and met the challenges that 

climate change had threatened in the present day? It is interesting to consider the 

possibility of a positively framed vision of the future inspiring its readers to reach for the 

glimmering utopia that an author has illustrated and attempt to make it a reality.  

For these reasons, it is imperative that authors and artists properly frame the 

conversation around climate change in a context that accounts for both the human and 

natural world. In a time of agenda-based rapidly disseminated disinformation, there are 

real-life signs for hope—beyond temporary American setbacks—though they may not 

jump out as apparent amidst other pressing realities. Global carbon dioxide emissions 

have significantly slowed and global investment in clean energy far exceeds fossil fuels, 

which are wins for the entire planet (Boswell). Luckily, nature is much more resilient 

than humanity’s geopolitical wins. Data and science tell us what we should do, but they 

can often fail to grab our attention to a degree that is necessary to inspire the appropriate 

action and behavior from a consciousness that embodies the globe as whole, not 

separated by arbitrary human-imagined dividing lines. Narrative offers a unique outlet for 

inciting climate action in a way that contains the emotional and contextual responses that 
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science does not seem to do alone. Patricia Westerford realizes that her public-facing 

writing “needs some impossible trifecta: hopeful, useful, and true” (221); the truth can 

often be brutal. As participants on this planet, we have a moral responsibility to preserve 

our environment, not just ourselves, but for future generations. It may be that storytelling 

can be a vital tool for achieving that goal.  
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