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Abstract
The article examines the significant role of women as eco-warriors in Barbara Kingsolver’s novel Prodigal Summer, focusing on characters like Deanna, Lusa, and Nannie. These protagonists strive to conserve the integrity of crops through the use of organic fertilizers and sustainable agricultural practices, reflecting a profound commitment to nurturing and preserving the soil and land. Their environmental awareness extends to wildlife conservation, notably in efforts to save coyotes from extinction, underscoring the interconnectedness of all life and the importance of biodiversity. Through an ecofeminist lens, the paper analyzes how the oppression of women and the exploitation of nature are intertwined, both rooted in patriarchal structures that the female characters vigorously oppose. The discussion will address how the actions of these women align with key United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, including the sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, gender equality, sustainable agriculture, and the importance of community partnerships. By capturing the wilderness and complexity of the Appalachian ecosystem, the article illustrates how Kingsolver’s narrative champions female stewardship and sustainable development as essential to ecological and social renewal.
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[bookmark: _Hlk204109262]Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk204109332]Ecocriticism positions literature as crucial for addressing ecological concerns and fostering environmental awareness. Distinct from Marxist or feminist criticism, which primarily interpret texts through the frameworks of class or gender, ecocriticism places the natural world and the dynamics of human-nature relationships at the center of literary analysis. As Glotfelty and Fromm (1996) observe, this perspective promotes an “Earth-centered” reading of literary works (p. xxi). Similarly, Buell (1995) defines ecocriticism as “the study of the relation between literature and environment conducted in a spirit of commitment to environmental praxis” (p. 430), highlighting the field’s activist and ethical imperatives.
Ecofeminism is a branch of ecocriticism that merges feminist theory with environmental analysis. Ecofeminism, or ecology feminism, is a philosophy and movement that emerged from the intersection of feminist and ecological thought. The term was coined by French feminist Françoise d’Eaubonne in 1974 in her book Le féminisme ou la mort ("Feminism or Death"). Ecofeminism is a distinct branch of feminism that challenges all forms of domination, including the subjugation of women by men, and highlights how these power hierarchies are interconnected and impact both people and the natural world.  Ecofeminists argue that resisting patriarchy inherently means resisting the destruction of the Earth, as both forms of domination are interconnected. Merchant (1996) states that people of all genders can join efforts to protect the environment to meet essential human needs, and that the Earth is home to countless living and non-living beings, many of which possess unique beauty and inspiration. From the perspective of Gaard (1993) “Ecofeminism calls for an end to all oppressions, arguing that no attempt to liberate women (or any other oppressed group) will be successful without an equal attempt to liberate nature” (1). Sturgeon (1997) states that ecofeminism is a movement that links environmentalism and feminism, asserting that the ideologies justifying injustice based on gender, race, and class are fundamentally connected to those that enable the exploitation and degradation of the environment. Mellor (2000) articulates the link between female subordination and environmental oppression, 
Ecofeminism is a movement that sees a connection between the natural world and women’s subordination and oppression of women…Ecofeminism brings together elements of the feminist and green movements while simultaneously offering a challenge to both. It takes from the green movement a concern about the impact of human activities on the non-human world, and from feminism, the view of humanity as gendered in a way that subordinate, exploit, and oppress women. (Mellor, 2000, p. 1)
Ecofeminism not only critiques the intertwined oppressions of women and nature but also highlights the vital roles women play in conservation and sustainable community practices. Literature, too, has become a powerful medium for exploring and embodying ecofeminist themes, offering nuanced portrayals of women’s relationships with the natural world and their resistance to environmental and social injustices. Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer, often regarded as her magnum opus, exemplifies these ideas through its setting in the Appalachian Mountains and its focus on women whose lives are deeply intertwined with the land. The narrative weaves together three interconnected storylines that explore ecological and human relationships in Eastern North America. Set in the southern Appalachians, Prodigal Summer unfolds over a single transformative summer, following three interconnected women whose lives reflect the region’s environmental and social challenges. Deanna Wolfe, a forest ranger, dedicates herself to protecting the returning coyotes and explores a complex relationship with Eddie Bondo, a much younger rancher. Lusa Landowski, after the sudden death of her husband, must choose between continuing as a tobacco farmer or pursuing more sustainable, eco-friendly practices with goats. Nannie Rawley, a staunch advocate of organic farming, frequently clashes with her neighbour Garnett Walker, who favours chemical pesticides. Through these characters, Kingsolver explores themes of conservation, sustainable agriculture, and resistance to environmentally harmful norms, underscoring women's critical role in defending nature and challenging prevailing attitudes in Appalachian society.
[bookmark: _Hlk204109485]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Hlk204109657]Rodríguez (2023) examines how transnational ecological challenges reshape regional farming cultures in Turtle Valley and Prodigal Summer, as both novels advocate for sustainable coexistence amid environmental harm caused by industrial and agricultural practices. He explores how ecological crises and toxic environments increasingly shape human identity and livelihoods in the face of ongoing environmental and economic upheaval. Cappelli (2017) underscores the ecological importance of coyotes as keystone predators and examines how Abbey’s Desert Solitaire and Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer use narrative to critique the political and environmental consequences of predator removal. He asserts that both authors advocate for a biocentric approach, urging readers to recognize the necessity of predators for ecosystem stability and to reconsider human-centered policies in favor of ecological balance.
	Fraser (2014) argues that the novel provides a nuanced literary perspective on rural studies by interweaving ecological themes and the tensions between agriculture and sustainability within its interconnected stories. Cavalcanti Novaes (2004) in her thesis argues that in Prodigal Summer, Kingsolver’s female protagonists challenge patriarchal norms and economic dependency by asserting independence in traditionally male-dominated rural spaces, drawing on ecofeminist principles. 
McConnell and Saladyga (2019) frame the forest as a contested space where competing interests such as conservation, timber extraction, and economic needs intersect, using multiple narrative perspectives to highlight the complexity of land uses. He states that sustainable forest management requires an integrated, multifaceted approach rather than a single, dominant perspective. McIntyre (2023) analyzes how Prodigal Summer uses zoomorphism to blur gender binaries and challenge essentialist views, while also applying Gumbrecht’s theory of presence to dissolve boundaries between humans and nature. 
Hirsch (2014) examines how Prodigal Summer and All Over Creation use ecofeminist perspectives and scientific evidence to critique environmental degradation and gender oppression, advocating for ecological and gender justice. He asserts that by linking biodiversity with cultural diversity and examining the effects of toxic practices on motherhood and fertility, both novels underscore the interconnectedness of ecological health and social inclusivity. Ali and Sasani (2024) argue that ecofeminism links women’s liberation with environmental justice, showing how Kingsolver’s Animal Dreams and Prodigal Summer depict female protagonists forging deep bonds with nature as a form of resistance to patriarchal oppression. 
Magee et al. (2008) contend that Kingsolver’s nature writing, particularly in Prodigal Summer, employs metaphorical landscapes and strong female protagonists to explore the complexities and contradictions of ecofeminist activism. The study highlights the tension between romanticized ecological ideals and the practical realities of rural life, demonstrating how her narratives both evoke empathy and critique the challenges of integrating ecofeminist principles into mainstream culture. Prajznerová (2007) argues that Harriette Arnow’s Hunter’s Horn and Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer exemplify American literary bioregionalism by portraying female protagonists who achieve rootedness through intimate, place-based knowledge and sustainable relationships with their Appalachian environments. 
The literature review reveals that, while ecological and bioregional analyses of Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer have been explored, there is a significant gap in scholarship specifically examining the role of female eco-warriors and the novel’s alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals. Most existing research centers on broader ecocritical or bioregional themes, such as the interplay between human communities and their environments, or the interconnectedness of women and nature. However, these studies do not systematically address how the novel’s female protagonists actively contribute to ecosystem conservation or how their actions resonate with specific Sustainable Development Goals, leaving this area underexplored.
[bookmark: _Hlk201560373]Eco Warriors: Female Agency against Patriarchy and Environmental Exploitation
[bookmark: _Hlk201560342][bookmark: _Hlk204110073]The novel Prodigal Summer (2000) weaves together the interconnected stories of three women Deanna, Lusa, and Nannie. Each embodies a distinct facet of ecofeminist activism in their Appalachian community, weaving together earthy wisdom, resistance, and stewardship. Kingsolver depicts her female characters as having a deeper connection to the natural world than their male counterparts. Their daily lives are immersed in physical engagement with the land, crops, trees, plants, birds, and animals, yet their greatest devotion is reserved for the Appalachian Mountains.
[bookmark: _Hlk204110158]
Deanna Wolfe: The Sentinel of the Wild and Guardian of the Appalachian Balance
Deanna Wolfe, one of the novel’s three central characters, profoundly shapes the narrative. After enduring exploitation and subjugation in her marital life, which was marked by frequent conflicts, misunderstandings, and harsh treatment from her husband. Largely misunderstood, especially by her husband, Deanna lives alone as a forest warden in Zebulon Forest, forging a solitary existence closely connected to nature. When she is away from people, Deanna finds joyful companionship in nature; much like the Romantic poet Wordsworth, who wanders lonely as a cloud, she roams the Zebulon Mountains, drawing solace and connection from the natural world. She stands as a vigilant and mindful protector of the forest. Deanna independently explores the forest without depending on Eddie Bondo, a rancher. 
Eddie Bondo observes Deanna closely and examines her speech as if learning a puzzle, which reflects a kind of male gaze. He tells her, “Most girls I know, they’ll yap half the day about something they haven’t done yet and might not get around to” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 6). He states that the women he has met were talkative and unreliable. Deanna self-assuredly responds that “Well, then. I’m not most girls you know,” asserts her individuality and challenges his assumptions, and shows her resistance to patriarchal categorization. Deanna responds unapologetically and directly, asserting her individuality and authority without any concern for social norms that often keep women in subordinate roles.
	Deanna’s understanding of the coyote family’s female-led social structure challenges the patriarchal misreadings of local men, who misunderstand and attempt to control what they do not comprehend. By protecting the secret of the den from the Zebulon Valley farmers, Deanna establishes dominance both for herself and for the coyotes. Her empathy with the “astute ladies” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 21) of the coyote pack reflects the solidarity between women and nature, while her careful stewardship of choosing not to disturb the den demonstrates resistance to patriarchal intrusion and violence. Through her actions and perspective, Deanna challenges the dominant narratives that justify both environmental destruction and women's subordination, which highlights the crucial role of female power in fostering ecological and social resilience.
[bookmark: _Hlk200717410] Lusa Landowski: The Wild Heir of Honeysuckle
Lusa Maluf Landowski was recently widowed after her husband, Cole Widener, died tragically just a year after their marriage. In the novel’s opening, she struggles with the decision whether to remain at the family farm or return to Lexington, the city she once called home. As an entomologist, Lusa faces the added challenge of navigating her grief and professional identity in this rural setting.
Lusa does not receive the support she needs from her husband, Cole. Instead, Cole expects women to play a passive role and consistently holds up his sisters as examples, never standing up for Lusa when his sisters mock her. He remains silent in the face of their ridicule and fails to understand or appreciate his wife’s feelings. Cole dies without ever recognizing Lusa’s inner beauty or acknowledging her talents, focusing instead on her perceived shortcomings and mistakes.
Lusa’s embrace of the “wildness and beauty of the honeysuckle,” dismissed as a weed by her community, reflects her ecofeminist appreciation for nature’s intrinsic value over utility or control. Cole challenges this by mocking urban lifestyles, saying, “I’m just sorry… that I’m not from someplace fancy where people keep their dogs in the house and their gardens in window boxes” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 37) revealing rural-urban tensions. Lusa counters by highlighting the intellectual engagement of urbanites with nature, while Cole’s comment about city yards ending “in the flat killing mulch of a sidewalk” exposes his limited view. Their exchange calls for a more inclusive understanding of environmental stewardship. Passmore (2024) notes that Kingsolver consistently takes the opportunity to highlight the critical viewpoint that “mountain/country people” hold toward “city people.” 
 	Lusa is portrayed as an outsider in her late husband’s rural community, and even in grief, she is excluded from vital knowledge, as noted by the author: “the damage to the body… wives are never told about” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 51). This exclusion exemplifies patriarchal norms that marginalize women and restrict their autonomy. Plumwood’s critique of dualistic thinking in ecofeminism aligns with Lusa’s experience, suggesting that oppressive ideologies and social practices reinforce each other. Despite her outsider status and urban background, Lusa’s deep connection to nature is overlooked, highlighting the need to challenge both ideas and practices that hinder women’s participation.
Lusa finds herself at odds with her in-laws, who attempt to exert authority over her by insisting her to leave the house after her husband’s death. Defiantly, she resists their pressure and boldly asserts her right to remain in her home, declaring that “she would stay here till the end, until the last person had said good-bye”. Her staunch refusal, “But why should I go home if you’re all staying here?” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 75) reveals her determination to challenge the social expectations and patriarchal norms that seek to displace her. In this moment, Lusa’s courage exposes the broader struggle many women face when asserting their autonomy against restrictive societal conventions. Her actions highlight the intersection of gender and environmental stewardship, illustrating ecofeminist principles through her refusal to be disempowered and her commitment to her rightful place in her husband’s home.
Lusa’s voice is marginalized in her marriage and community, paralleling the disregard for the insects and animals she values. Her scientific insights, such as her appreciation for bees and the Io moth, are dismissed. At the same time, Cole’s sisters and generations of women before them were “slaves to the twice-daily milkings” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 37), reflecting the dual oppression of women and nature. Challenging patriarchal norms, Lusa innovates by keeping the cow with her calf overnight, allowing for evening-only milkings and greater flexibility. This practical change reduces women’s labor and respects animal needs, modeling a more humane, balanced approach to both work and stewardship.
Cole’s sarcastic suggestion that Lusa should write a garden column in the newspaper titled “sorry-ass bumpkins” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 37) reflects his insecurity and sense of inferiority when confronted with Lusa’s extensive knowledge and urban background. Rather than appreciating her expertise, Cole uses humor and sarcasm to mask his discomfort, subtly undermining Lusa’s authority and reinforcing traditional gender and rural-urban hierarchies. This attitude illustrates how patriarchal norms can belittle women’s knowledge and discourage their leadership, especially in contexts where men feel threatened or outshone. Cole’s behavior exemplifies the tendency to devalue women’s contributions to environmental and agricultural knowledge and to resist challenges to established power structures. Cole’s sarcasm, therefore, not only exposes his insecurity but also highlights broader social patterns that ecofeminism seeks to dismantle and patterns that privilege male authority and dismiss women’s voices, especially in rural and environmental contexts.
Cole trivializes Lusa’s knowledge and innovative ideas, reinforcing traditional gender roles that often devalue women’s voices, especially in rural, male-dominated spaces. He repeatedly puts down Lusa by mocking her urban background; he says, “you can take the girl out of the city, but you can’t take the city out of the girl” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 38), making light of her loneliness and expertise. Cole’s attitude toward Lusa is a clear example of what ecofeminist philosopher Karen Warren, drawing on Marilyn Frye, calls “arrogant perception,” an outlook rooted in domination, dismissal, and the maintenance of patriarchal hierarchies. This stance leads him to trivialize and ignore Lusa’s knowledge and expertise, reinforcing her subjugation. Ecofeminist ethics argue that real change requires a basic shift from this arrogant, degrading perspective to one of “loving perception,” which is characterized by care, respect, and openness to difference. For Cole, this would mean moving beyond his tendency to devalue Lusa’s insights and genuinely valuing her experiences, creating a relationship based on reciprocity rather than hierarchy. Only by adopting this loving, respectful approach can oppressive structures be dismantled. 
Lusa’s experience of being called “Mrs. Widener” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 43) instead of her name, despite keeping her maiden name, symbolizes the erasure of her identity. Ecofeminism examines how patriarchal societies include women’s identities under male lineage and family names, denying women autonomy and voice, just as nature is often stripped of its complexity and named only in terms of its utility to humans. The sister’s actions, such as gossiping and making Lusa feel unwelcome, serve to isolate her and silence her voice within the family and community. This mirrors the ecofeminist analyses of how women and nature are both silenced and subjugated in patriarchal systems, their knowledge and experiences devalued or ignored.
Nannie Rawley: The Orchard Witch—Guardian of Wild Appalachia
Nannie’s environmental activism is inseparable from her independent, non-traditional identity as a woman. She is unmarried, raises a child on her own, and refuses to be shamed or silenced by her community. Nannie is depicted as both a “witch” and a protector of nature, who challenges patriarchal and dismissive attitudes toward women’s environmental knowledge, “working in darkness like the witch she was, to move her sign over onto Garnett” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 87). Her opposition to chemical use and advocacy for organic methods represent a challenge to male-dominated, industrial agriculture. The author writes, “She was the sworn friend and protector of all creatures great and small, right down to the ticks, fleas, and corn maggots, evidently” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 88). 
Nannie Rawley is depicted as a determined and principled environmental activist in the rural Appalachian community. Her boldness is evident in her public stand against herbicide spraying, represented by her hand-painted sign “NO SPRAY ZONE” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 86). She physically claims and protects land beyond her property, challenging local norms and the expectations of her neighbor, Garnett.
Nannie is described in earthy, natural terms as “all rosy-cheeked amongst her daisies with her long calico skirt and braids wrapped around her head like some storybook Gretel” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 85). She is closely associated with her orchard, her baking, and her kindness, all of which root her in the land and community. Her defiance of social norms is both comical and subversive, which embodies the ecofeminist ideal of a woman who lives in harmony with nature, despite patriarchal disapproval. 
Women’s environmental stewardship can play a transformative role in reclaiming ecological balance and empowering marginalized communities. This is evident in the Asian honey bee conservation project in Minhe County, China, where a community-wide commitment led to reduced pesticide use, environmental education for over 130,000 people, and renewed dedication to biodiversity Currea and Huus-Hansen (2018). Such examples highlight how women’s leadership can drive sustainable change at the grassroots level. A similar dynamic unfolds in Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer through the character of Nannie Rawley. As a determined environmental activist, Nannie resists patriarchal skepticism and social resistance by refusing to allow herbicides on her Appalachian land. Her advocacy for organic methods not only protects her landscape but also fosters habitats for wild plants, beetles, and salamanders. Nannie’s activism demonstrates how grassroots ecofeminism empowers women to become stewards of biodiversity and agents of environmental change, echoing the successes seen in global conservation efforts.
 	Together, these three women represent the transformative power of ecofeminism in rural Appalachia, each forging a path of resistance, renewal, and stewardship in harmony with the land.
[bookmark: _Hlk204110480]Women’s Environmental Stewardship and Its Resonance with the Sustainable Development Goals 
[bookmark: _Hlk204110611]The female eco-warriors in Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer exemplify the principles of sustainability through their advocacy for ecological balance, social justice, and gender equality. Their actions resonate with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), including the eradication of hunger, the promotion of well-being, gender equality, responsible consumption, and the preservation of biodiversity. As Kingsolver (2000) illustrates, these women actively resist patriarchal and environmentally exploitative practices, embodying what (Mahato, 2015) describes as a bond between women and nature that is central to ecofeminist thought. This interconnectedness echoes Curren and Metzger’s (2017) assertion that the discourse of sustainability emphasizes the lasting interconnectedness of human and nonhuman welfare with the health of the natural world, emphasizing the need for present actions that protect environmental integrity for future generations. By highlighting the ecological consciousness and agency of her female characters, Kingsolver’s narrative aligns with global calls to action, demonstrating how local resistance and care can contribute to broader goals of planetary health and social equity.
Elements that reflect the objectives of SDG 2 (Zero hunger)
Lusa’s careful management of her dairy cow, such as milking, making yogurt and cheese, and offering surplus milk to Rickie’s family, illustrates how small-scale, traditional practices can support food security and minimize hunger within a rural community. She says, “I’ve frozen enough butter and cheese to last me all winter, and fresh milk I just don’t need. Unless your family wants it?” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 152).  The willingness to share resources strengthens social ties and ensures that nutritious food is available to others who might need it. 
The discussion between Lusa and Rickie about the “slaughter-goat craze,” raising goats for meat, and the difficulties in selling them highlights the need for sustainable, locally adapted agricultural practices that support food security and rural livelihoods. Lusa tells Rickie, “They’re supposed to be slaughter goats. The idea was to sell them at the state fair while they were still under forty pounds or something... But you can’t sell a goat around here. Heck, you can’t give away a goat around here. I know because I tried” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 157). Goats are recognized as a valuable source of milk and meat, and their ability to thrive on marginal land makes them especially important for small-scale farmers looking to diversify food sources and ensure year-round nutrition. Lusa’s conversation about producing goats for holiday markets and her pragmatic approach to land and animal management highlight the importance of food security and sustainable agricultural practices. 
Elements that reflect the objectives of SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being) 
Lusa feels very lonely and isolated after moving to a rural community. She has no friends and finds it difficult to relate to the local women, and her husband, Cole, does not understand or support her feelings. The only people she feels comfortable talking to are far away in Lexington, and even they are starting to lose patience with her. This loneliness and lack of social support affect her mental health, making her feel even more disconnected and unhappy. Without this support, individuals like Lusa can experience loneliness, anxiety, and depression, which can affect their overall well-being.
	Lusa’s severe insomnia and emotional distress after her husband’s death highlight her mental health struggles. Jewel, her sister-in-law, says, “I was coming to check on you... I brought you something to take... Yeah. They won’t hurt you any” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 78). The offer of sleeping pills by Jewel shows an attempt to support her well-being. This reflects SDG 3’s focus on mental health care and the importance of community support in healing. 
	Lusa and Jewel’s conversation about the plight of widows in the neighborhood reveals the psychological toll of widowhood and community judgment, which highlights the need for social support and mental well-being. Jewel says, “Around here, people act like losing your husband was contagious” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 113). This reflects the stigma and social challenges widows face, which emphasizes the importance of community health and support.

Elements that reflect the objectives of SDG 5 (Gender Equality)
Deanna’s reflections on her divorce, her independence, and the ways her skills and preferences were devalued by her ex-husband align with SDG 5, which seeks to empower women and challenge gender stereotypes. Her self-sufficiency and her nuanced understanding of both nature and human relationships highlight the value of women’s experience and agency. Her journey is also about reclaiming her identity after a marriage defined by patriarchal norms. Her reflection on her name, “that name is nothing to me now, but it’s still yet stuck all over my life” and the playful banter about “scent marking” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 28) highlight how women’s identities have historically been shaped by men. 
Deanna’s reflections on her relationship with Eddie Bondo and her lonely life in the mountains reflect her journey toward self-reliance and autonomy. She enjoys the freedom to exist without being watched or judged, to care for her body on her terms, and to live outside the expectations often placed on women. Her ability to appreciate her own company and the natural world, rather than defining herself through a man’s presence, aligns with SDG 5’s emphasis on women’s empowerment and independence.
Deanna resists being defined by her relationships with men, pushing back against Jerry’s and Eddie’s assumptions about her romantic life, she questions, “Why does everybody assume boyfriend when a girl and a guy are friends?” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 254). She asserts her independence and autonomy, both in her work and her personal choices. The narrative challenges societal expectations that a woman living alone must need male companionship or validation, thus promoting the empowerment and agency of women.
The traditional way of dividing property keeps women at a disadvantage, making it harder to achieve the SDGs’ goals of equality and empowerment for women. It shows that changing such customs is essential for real progress in gender equality and reducing inequality in rural and agricultural communities. In Cole’s family, each daughter receives only one acre while the son gets the remaining fifty-five acres; the women have far less land and, therefore, less economic power and security. This makes them more dependent on male relatives and limits their ability to make independent decisions about farming, income, or their future. For instance, if one of the sisters wanted to start her own agricultural business, her single acre would not provide the same opportunities as the large farm her brother owns.  
The gendered expectations and pressures placed on women in rural Appalachian society, including judgments about their marital status and roles within the family and community are demonstrated through the following line, “She’d accepted the family’s judgment of Jewel as a child and not a woman, simply because she was manless” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 114). This highlights the patriarchal norms that define women’s identities largely through their relationships with men.
Elements that reflect the objectives of SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production)
Deanna’s daily routines show a lifestyle that is resourceful and mindful of waste. She uses basic, unprocessed foods (powdered eggs, grits), cooks with a wood stove (a renewable energy source when used sustainably), and manages her resources carefully. This reflects the ethos of SDG 12, which encourages sustainable consumption and production patterns, minimizing environmental impact, and making thoughtful use of resources.
	Lusa’s observation about the artificial, plastic woodwork in the funeral parlor, “What an odd thing, Lusa thought, to buy and install plastic woodwork in this town surrounded on every side by forests” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 70). This highlights the irony and unsustainable choices often made in modern life. This subtle critique questions why, in a region which is rich in natural resources, people would opt for artificial, non-biodegradable materials, reflecting SDG 12’s call for responsible, locally rooted consumption.
	Lusa’s commitment to minimizing waste and maximizing the use of her garden’s bounty aligns with SDG 12’s focus on sustainable food production and reducing food loss. Lusa processes and preserves large quantities of fruits and vegetables, “processing quarts of cling peaches... cut up and blanched piles of carrots, peppers, okra, and summer squash for the freezer” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 403) and feels a moral responsibility not to waste food: “Look at those peaches, I should throw those away? That would be a sin” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 404). Her creative ideas for sharing surplus, like hanging cucumbers on neighbors’ mailboxes, further reflect a sustainable, community-oriented approach to abundance.
Elements that reflect the objectives of SDG 15 (Life on Land)
Deanna’s work involves monitoring not just large animals like deer or predators but also tiny organisms such as worms and termites. These small creatures play a crucial role in the functioning of the ecosystem. They break down dead organic matter, recycle nutrients, and maintain soil health. By studying and protecting them, Deanna helps ensure that the foundational processes of the ecosystem remain intact. Deanna’s understanding that “without worms and termites you’d be up to your hat brim in dead tree branches” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 13). This shows her awareness of the ecosystem’s complexity. Through her work and interactions (like educating Eddie), Deanna helps raise awareness about the importance of all species, including those often overlooked. This promotes a culture of respect and responsibility toward nature.
Deanna’s careful and respectful approach while observing the coyote den reflects SDG 15. She is mindful not to disturb the animals, planning to build her blind “as little disturbance as possible and leave few clues in case anyone else should be poking around here” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 59) Her knowledge and concern for the coyotes’ welfare and recognizing them as “refugees of human damage” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 58) shows her concern in the protection and understanding of wildlife.
Deanna’s work as a wildlife biologist and her efforts to restore the coyote population directly support SDG 15. She has “wrangled a rare agreement between the Park Service, the Forest Service, and the Department of Game and Inland Fisheries,” resulting in “one of the most heavily poached ranges of southern Appalachia… becoming an intact ecosystem again” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 61). Her actions embody the goal’s focus on ecosystem restoration and biodiversity protection.
The focus on ginseng, a plant that has been “overharvested for about five generations” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 195) directly addresses the need for conservation and sustainable management of wild species. Deanna’s actions, such as hiding ginseng leaves and scattering berries to help the plant reproduce, are practical examples of grassroots conservation. “She didn’t mention that whenever she found it in that condition, she plucked off the gaudy leaves and tucked them in her pockets to save it from being discovered by hunters. She scattered the ripe berries under new groves, helping the ginseng roots to keep their secrets” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 196). This illustrates a personal commitment to biodiversity and ecological renewal, protecting endangered species and restoring ecosystems.
Deanna’s acute sensory awareness of the changing season, the author notes, “she could smell and taste the change, even hear it” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 388). Her deep connection to the landscape reflects a personal ethic aligned with the SDGs’ call to value and protect natural habitats. Her observation of bird migration, the “chickadees, her familiar anchors” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 388), and her reverence for the valley and mountains of her childhood highlight an understanding of the importance of preserving the integrity of local ecosystems and their inhabitants.
Lusa’s careful collection of rainwater for her ferns, her attention to the rhythms of nature, and her awareness of the farm’s needs all point to a lifestyle that values sustainable resource use and environmental stewardship. The author notes, “She’d set out the buckets to collect a drink for the potted ferns on the porch, which were out of the rain’s reach and turning brown, even in this soggy weather, as brittle and desolate as her internal grief” (Kingsolver, 2000, p.103). Lusa’s small act of water conservation is an example of mindful, sustainable living that honors the land and its resources. The description of the “rich smells of decomposition and sweet new growth” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 104) reflects a respect for natural cycles of decay and renewal, which are essential to healthy ecosystems.
Lusa’s search for alternatives to the tobacco plant, “What else can people grow around here, on little scraps of land at the bottom of a hollow? What can earn you enough to live on, besides tobacco?” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 109) reveals her desire to find economically viable, sustainable crops. The discussion of failed tomato ventures and the realities of rural markets highlights the challenges of diversifying crops while maintaining ecological and economic sustainability. Additionally, Lusa’s successful cherry harvest, despite the “durn jaybirds” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 111), is a small triumph of biodiversity and local food production.  “I’m surprised you got cherry one off them trees this year... So, you got you enough for a pie or two anyways, did you?” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 111). This exchange highlights the value of local, diverse food sources and the challenges of maintaining them.
Rickie suggests the alternative ways to manage his hayfields with Lusa, he tells her, “Well, they’d keep the thistles and briars from taking over my hayfields. I could get rid of my cows. Then I wouldn’t have to learn how to run the bush hog” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 158). Goats are noted for their ability to control weeds and brush naturally, reducing the need for chemical herbicides and heavy machinery. By grazing on thistles and briars, goats help maintain pasture health, promote biodiversity, and support soil fertility, which is a key aspect of sustainable land use and ecosystem restoration. This natural weed control aligns with eco-friendly agricultural practices and helps conserve the health of Appalachian landscapes. Kaoma (2024) notes that goats naturally control weeds and invasive plants, reducing reliance on chemical herbicides and supporting ecosystem health.
Lusa’s explanation of the butterfly weed’s role in the monarch butterfly’s life cycle, “the monarch… lays its eggs on the leaves so the caterpillars can eat butterfly weed when they hatch out” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 291) highlights the importance of native plants and pollinators in maintaining ecosystem health. By teaching Crystal, her niece, about these natural relationships and choosing to conserve flowering weeds, Lusa is actively fostering biodiversity and ecological awareness. Lusa’s explanation to Crys about the interconnectedness of trees, insects, and birds, she says, “About nineteen million bugs, for starters…Nineteen thousand birds that eat them…The rain would run straight down the mountain and take all the topsoil off my fields. The creek would be pure mud. This place would be a dead place” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 356) directly links healthy forests to biodiversity, soil, and water conservation. Her opposition to clear-cutting for quick profit and her appreciation for the slow, complex growth of forests reflect the SDGs’ emphasis on long-term ecological health over short-term economic gain.
[bookmark: _Hlk200135068]Barbara Kingsolver’s "Prodigal Summer" strongly aligns with the principles and objectives of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Through the heroic deeds of its female eco-warriors, the novel addresses SDG 2 by promoting sustainable agriculture and food security, SDG 3 through its focus on well-being, and SDG 5 by advocating for women’s land rights. It further supports SDG 12 by encouraging sustainable consumption and resource management, and SDG 15 by championing the conservation and restoration of terrestrial ecosystems and biodiversity. Kingsolver’s narrative offers a holistic vision of sustainability, seamlessly integrating ecological, economic, and social well-being in alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals.
Celebrating Female Stewardship and Ecological Renewal in the Appalachian Wilderness
Deanna manages her home and its relationship with the wild, accepting the challenges and joys of living alone in nature. Her actions of feeding birds, observing coyotes, and respecting even the mice illustrate a mindful, nurturing approach to ecological renewal. When the coyote appears at the end of Chapter I, she says, “Not human, not raccoon. Coyote” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 69). This symbolizes the possibility of ecological renewal, with Deanna as both witness and participant in the restoration of the Appalachian ecosystem.
	Deanna’s role as a guide, her ecological knowledge, and her protective stance toward wildlife embody female stewardship. She is both participant and protector in the ecosystem, modelling a respectful, informed engagement with the land. “Her dad had taught her to hunt them [morels] in mid-May when oak leaves were the size of squirrels’ ears. Even the ravenous will of Eddie Bondo couldn’t make one appear in the third week of June” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 190-191). This shows her deep ecological knowledge and her respect for natural cycles. She does not exploit resources out of season or for selfish reasons. Her stewardship is rooted in tradition, observation, and restraint, all of which are crucial for ecological renewal.
	Deanna’s actions are restorative; she repairs trails, safeguards coyote pups, and honors the cycles of nature. The author notes, “The hardest work of Deanna’s life had been staying away from that den, protecting it with her absence” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 203). Her stewardship is not about domination or control, but about humility, patience, and a deep respect for the autonomy of wild lives. Her ecological renewal is rooted in care and wisdom, offering a model for how humans, especially women, can act as guardians of the wild.
Deanna embodies female stewardship through her scientific knowledge, her practical care for the cabin and its inhabitants, and her philosophical outlook. She is attentive to the needs of her environment, advocating for the protection of even the less-loved creatures like snakes. Her gratitude at the end, “Thanks for this day, for all birds safe in their nests, for whatever this is, for life” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 270) is a quiet prayer of stewardship and renewal, recognizing her role as caretaker and participant in the ongoing cycles of the natural world. Her life and choices celebrate the power of women to nurture, protect, and renew both human and nonhuman communities in the Appalachian wilderness.
Lusa’s struggle for autonomy, is revealed in her bitter reflection, “I’m supposed to go down there and apologize for my rash attempt at self-rule and beg them on bended knee to come set my tobacco” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 149), these lines emphasize the powerfully gendered expectations and disapproval women face in rural communities. Despite her nurturing role, evident in her care for animals and the land, even as she endures economic hardship and social isolation, her progressive idea to grow alternative crops instead of tobacco, which she recognizes as a health hazard to the community, is rejected by the men married to Cole’s sisters. “She saw she was being punished: the tobacco had been their idea, and now they were using it against her” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 149), illustrating how entrenched patriarchal and economic interests suppress women’s efforts to enact sustainable change. This scenario aligns closely with Carolyn Merchant’s argument that global society is in crisis due to exploitative environmental practices, and she suggests that “a shift in leadership, the one that embraces women’s perspectives and approaches, may be necessary to address these challenges.” Lusa’s vision of alternative, less harmful agriculture embodies this ecofeminist call for leadership rooted in care, sustainability, and community well-being, challenging the destructive status quo upheld by male-dominated power structures.
Lusa’s stewardship is quiet but profound. She tends to her plants, manages her grief, and keeps the rhythms of the household and farm alive. Her actions, like collecting rainwater, caring for the ferns, and preparing cherries for canning, are acts of renewal and resilience, sustaining both herself and her environment. Her connection to her ancestors, especially her grandfather the farmer and musician, underscores the continuity of stewardship across generations, The author writes, “He’d started out as a farmer before bending the rest of his life around loss. What would he have made of a rainy day in this hollow...?” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 104). Lusa’s reflection on her grandfather’s legacy and her role as a caretaker of the land highlights the enduring power of female stewardship and the potential for ecological renewal, even in the face of loss.
Lusa’s journey is one of claiming stewardship over her land and questioning inherited practices. Her willingness to challenge the status quo and imagine new possibilities for the farm is an act of ecological renewal and personal empowerment. Even as she faces resistance and economic realities, her voice signals a shift toward more thoughtful, sustainable, and inclusive land management. “Well, I hadn’t really thought. What about corn?” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 108). Her openness to alternatives, despite the financial pressures, reflects a commitment to renewal and adaptation. Lusa’s persistence in seeking alternatives, her care for her cherry trees, and her collaboration with Jewel in canning fruit all exemplify female stewardship and ecological renewal. Despite economic and social obstacles, she is committed to sustaining her land and community and to finding new ways forward that honor both tradition and change. “She’d been relieved when Jewel offered over the phone to come up and help her finish the canning” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 111). This act of mutual aid and domestic labor is a quiet but powerful celebration of women’s roles in ecological and community resilience.
Jewel’s recognition “It looks like a woman’s garden, some way. It doesn’t look like other people’s gardens” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 378) highlights the distinctiveness of Lusa’s approach, rooted in diversity, care, and renewal. Lusa’s physical transformation, gaining “upper-body strength” from her daily labor, symbolizes the empowerment that comes from direct engagement with the land. The passage celebrates women as agents of ecological renewal, sustaining both family and landscape through knowledge, resilience, and compassion.
	Nannie Rawley is depicted as a female steward, actively working to renew and protect her land through organic means. Her resilience and knowledge are celebrated, even as Garnett (and perhaps the community) mock or misunderstand her, “The organic-certification men probably called up Nannie Rawley for advice” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 88). In the crisis at the end, it is Nannie who comes to Garnett’s aid, the author writes, “And there she came, down the embankment...sliding down toward him, still carrying something in her hand from whatever home remedy she’d been out messing with...” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 90). This symbolizes the healing and nurturing role of women in both ecological and human communities.
	Nannie Rawley’s stewardship is a central example of female ecological renewal. Her actions, including organic farming, rescuing salamanders, and resisting chemical agriculture, demonstrate a commitment to sustaining and restoring the land’s health and diversity. The author writes, “She claimed there were ten or fifteen kinds of salamanders in Zebulon that were endangered species, and said she was doing her part to save the environment” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 140).  Despite being marginalized by her community, Nannie’s work is portrayed as essential for the future of the Appalachian environment.
	Nannie Rawley manages her orchard with scientific skill and creativity, patents new apple varieties, and fosters biodiversity by encouraging wild “accidental crosses” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 273) and bird activity. Her success in growing crops without chemicals and her willingness to experiment with new methods show a commitment to ecological health and renewal. Her stewardship is not just about maintaining the land, but about actively regenerating and diversifying it for future generations. The author notes, “Those trees wouldn’t start to bear apples for another ten years. Who did she think would be around to pick them?” (Kingsolver, 2000, p. 273). Her long-term vision and care for the land embody the spirit of renewal and intergenerational responsibility.
Conclusion
Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer skillfully illustrates how women, wilderness, and sustainability are deeply interconnected within the Appalachian landscape. Through the lives of Deanna, Lusa, and Nannie, the novel foregrounds women as eco-warriors whose actions, ranging from wildlife conservation to the adoption of organic farming, embody a profound commitment to ecological stewardship and community resilience. These female protagonists defy patriarchal norms and resist exploitative practices. They illustrate that the oppression of women and the degradation of nature are mutually reinforcing forces rooted in the same social structures. The protagonists have proved that by nurturing the land, advocating for biodiversity, and fostering sustainable agricultural practices, they exemplify the principles of ecofeminism and align their lives with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, particularly those related to gender equality, sustainable agriculture, and the protection of terrestrial ecosystems. Kingsolver’s narrative not only celebrates the Appalachian environment's complexity and beauty but also highlights women's indispensable role in driving ecological and social renewal. Ultimately, the novel serves as a testament to the transformative power of female stewardship, community partnerships, and an ethic of care, reminding us that the path to sustainability and justice is inseparable from the empowerment of women and the preservation of the natural world.
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