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Abstract 

This chapter examines Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer through the ecofeminist framework of 

Vandana Shiva, focusing on the interconnections between food production, biodiversity, women’s 

embodied knowledge, and resistance to chemical-based agribusiness. Kingsolver’s narrative critiques 

monocultural farming, pesticide dependency, and technological domination of land, while foregrounding 

ecological reciprocity and community-based agriculture. Through characters such as Nannie Rawley and 

Garnett Walker, the novel stages a philosophical conflict between industrial modernity and ecological 

humility. Drawing on Shiva’s concepts of biodiversity, seed sovereignty, and patriarchal control over 

nature, this study argues that Prodigal Summer articulates a literary model of resistance grounded in care, 

sustainability, and environmental justice. Kingsolver ultimately positions women’s ecological knowledge 

as central to restoring balance between humans and the natural world. 
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Introduction 

Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer occupies a crucial place in contemporary ecofiction for its 

sustained interrogation of industrial agriculture and chemical dependency. While the novel unfolds 

through intimate human relationships in rural Appalachia, its deeper narrative concern lies with ecological 

balance and the ethical dimensions of food production. 

Ecofeminism, particularly as articulated by Vandana Shiva, provides an illuminating framework for 

understanding Kingsolver’s critique. Shiva argues that modern industrial agriculture rests upon what she 

terms a “monoculture of the mind,” a reductionist logic that treats biodiversity as inefficiency and 

promotes uniformity, chemical control, and corporate profit over ecological health. ¹ This logic parallels 

patriarchal domination over women’s bodies and reproductive capacities. 

Kingsolver’s novel reflects precisely this conflict. It dramatizes how pesticide-dependent farming disrupts 

ecosystems and threatens human well-being, especially women’s reproductive health. The uploaded 

chapter emphasizes that Kingsolver’s environmental ethic is deeply rooted in her scientific training and 

belief in the interdependence of life forms. In Prodigal Summer, ecological knowledge becomes a moral 

responsibility. This chapter argues that Kingsolver’s narrative aligns with Shiva’s ecofeminist insistence 

on biodiversity, local food systems, and women’s ecological agency as counterforces to agribusiness 

domination. 

 

Theoretical Framework: Vandana Shiva’s Ecofeminism 

Vandana Shiva critiques industrial agriculture as a violent disruption of ecological cycles. For Shiva, 

biodiversity is not merely aesthetic variety but the foundation of sustainability. Monoculture farming 
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destroys resilience by replacing complex ecosystems with chemically-sustained uniform crops. ² Central 

to Shiva’s ecofeminism is the belief that patriarchal science reduces both women and nature to passive 

resources. The same structures that seek to control seeds through patents and genetic manipulation also 

attempt to regulate women’s reproductive capacities. ³ Chemical agriculture, therefore, is not neutral 

technology but an instrument of domination. 

Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer reflects this framework through its portrayal of pesticide use and its 

consequences. The novel rejects technological mastery and instead affirms ecological reciprocity a 

principle deeply resonant with Shiva’s call for “Earth democracy.” 

 

Agribusiness, Chemicals, and Ecological Imbalance 

 

In the section “Old Chestnuts,” Kingsolver stages the ideological confrontation between Nannie Rawley, 

an organic orchardist, and her neighbour Garnett Walker, who insists that agricultural success depends 

upon chemical intervention. Garnett’s belief that “success without chemicals was impossible” reflects the 

dominant agribusiness mindset. Through Nannie’s ecological reasoning, Kingsolver dismantles this 

assumption. The Volterra principle, referenced in the novel, explains that predator–prey relationships 

naturally stabilize ecosystems when left undisturbed. Pesticides, rather than solving imbalance, eliminate 

beneficial predators and intensify future infestations. This ecological insight mirrors Shiva’s argument 

that chemical agriculture generates dependency rather than abundance. Fertilizers and pesticides create 

temporary productivity while degrading soil fertility and biodiversity over time. ⁴ Kingsolver dramatizes 

this degradation not abstractly but through lived rural conflict. Chemical drift becomes a particularly 

significant motif. Nannie’s organic orchard is endangered by Garnett’s spraying, demonstrating that 

ecological harm does not respect property lines. Pollution circulates through wind and water, revealing 

what Stacy Alaimo later conceptualizes as “trans-corporeality” the permeability between environment and 

body. 

 

Women’s Embodied Knowledge and Reproductive Vulnerability 

 

Nannie Rawley’s resistance to pesticides is not merely theoretical. Her personal history specifically the 

loss of her child shapes her distrust of chemical exposure. Kingsolver subtly connects reproductive trauma 

with environmental toxicity, reinforcing ecofeminist claims that women’s bodies often become the first 

sites of ecological harm. Shiva argues that women in agrarian communities frequently possess ecological 

knowledge dismissed by patriarchal science. ⁵ Kingsolver echoes this claim by portraying Nannie’s 

experiential wisdom as superior to Garnett’s rigid adherence to chemical modernity. Women in Prodigal 

Summer are not passive victims but agents of ecological resistance. Their knowledge emerges from 

observation, care, and intergenerational continuity. Kingsolver thus reclaims female subjectivity within 

agricultural discourse. 

 

Biodiversity versus Monoculture 

 

One of Shiva’s most influential arguments concerns biodiversity as a political and ecological necessity. 

She contends that monoculture farming undermines resilience by eliminating genetic variation and 

ecological complexity. ⁶ Kingsolver’s Appalachian setting embodies this principle. The forest ecosystem 

surrounding the novel’s human drama thrives on diversity: predators regulate prey, insects pollinate plants, 

and soil organisms sustain fertility. The novel suggests that monocultural thinking whether in farming or 

ideology threatens this balance. Garnett’s fixation on single-crop efficiency contrasts sharply with 

Nannie’s commitment to ecological coexistence. Kingsolver ultimately portrays biodiversity not as 

romantic nostalgia but as scientific reality. 

 

Food Ethics and Ecological Humility 

 

Kingsolver’s broader “food ethic,” as referenced in the uploaded chapter, critiques energy-intensive, 

chemically dependent food systems that alienate consumers from the production process. Industrial food 

travels vast distances, consumes fossil fuels, and erases local agricultural traditions. Shiva similarly 

critiques the commodification of food, arguing that seed sovereignty and local farming practices preserve 

both ecological health and cultural identity. ⁷ In Prodigal Summer, ecological humility replaces 

technological arrogance. Kingsolver’s biologist perspective acknowledging humans as one species among 

millions, reinforces the need for restraint. Ecological survival requires cooperation rather than conquest. 
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Findings 

This study identifies the following key findings: 

1. Prodigal Summer aligns closely with Vandana Shiva’s ecofeminist critique of monoculture and 

chemical agriculture. 

2. Kingsolver portrays pesticide use as ecologically destabilizing and ethically irresponsible. 

3. Women’s embodied knowledge functions as a counterforce to patriarchal agribusiness ideology. 

4. Biodiversity is presented as both an ecological necessity and an ethical imperative. 

5. Food production emerges as a political act intertwined with environmental justice. 

 

Conclusion 

Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer offers a literary enactment of Vandana Shiva’s ecofeminist 

philosophy. Through its portrayal of pesticide debates, biodiversity, and women’s agricultural knowledge, 

the novel challenges industrial agriculture’s logic of domination. Kingsolver advocates ecological 

humility, community resilience, and sustainable food practices grounded in biodiversity. 

The novel ultimately suggests that restoring balance requires dismantling monocultural thinking not only 

in farming but in culture itself. In doing so, Kingsolver contributes a powerful ecofeminist vision of 

resistance rooted in care, interdependence, and ethical responsibility. 
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