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Abstract:
This article delves into Richard Powers’s novels The Overstory and
Bewilderment through the lens of anthropocentrism, it shows the
associations between humans and their natural world. It describes
how these interactions can reveal human exploitation of nature as
well as reconsidering our place in the ecosystem. Both novels show
biological and spiritual interconnections through the main char-
acters and their reactions to the natural elements. Richard Pow-
ers’ use of this narrative style enhances the reader’s understanding
of the importance of eco—friendly life and shows how trees con-
tribute to human life, both through emotional and environmental
influence. The research criticizes human tendencies toward supe—
riority by condemning human actions that cause the devastation
of the environment as well as human civilization. The Overstory
and Bewilderment, throughout their characters, become more en—
vironmentally conscious, it inspires the reader to contemplate the
linkages that connect all living things, fostering a more holistic and
compassionate perspective of the natural world. This study proves
that the connectivity of humans and their environment may influ-
ence community values, it urges a rethinking of anthropocentrism
and boosting awareness of the significance of supporting ecologi-
cal balance. Powers promotes a more nuanced concept of cohabi-
tation, bringing up new possibilities for environmental ethics. Fur—
thermore, this investigation shows how the intertwining of all living
things can reshape ethics and activities, calling for a re—evaluation
of the concept of anthropocentrism and raising awareness of the
importance of preserving ecological balance.
Keywords: interconnections, anthropocentrism, awareness, ecol-
ogy, ethics.
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Introduction:
Environmental issues in literature nowadays are crucial subjects for
future generations that reflect the world’s current challenges. Ca-
tastrophes such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution,
have appeared as prominent themes that require to be addressed
in the literature. Literature on the other hand plays an important
role in increasing awareness of these concerns so it allows authors
to depict the complicated interaction between humans and non-
human in an emotional and thought-provoking manner. Literary
works especially novels, particularly those classified as environ-
mental literature, offer a chance to grasp environmental issues as
well as the ethical standpoint, encouraging the reader to consider
his crucial role in confronting these challenges. Literature generally
may show the social, economic, and psychological consequences
of environmental disasters for entire societies, it helps readers grasp
environmental concerns in a more comprehensive way than sci-
entific reporting or news (Armstrong, 2024). The moral messages
in literature also promote communal responsibility, and the text
reminds us that the environment is a vital part of our entire lives.
Literary works reflect the environmental changes that the region
is experiencing, such as water shortages, desertification, and pol-
lution. From this outlook, they have evolved into a tool for raising
awareness and encouraging collective action for a more sustainable
future.
Ecology, on the other hand, is a theoretical framework for under—
standing humanity’s complicated interaction with nature, it focus—
es on the idea of anthropocentrism, which claims that man is the
centre of the universe, thus destroying the natural environment.
Powers highlights this idea in The Overstory and Bewilderment by
depicting the conflicts because of urban expansion and economic
exploitation (Armstrong, 2024). These novels invite the reader to
rethink this principle, as they highlight the importance of non-
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human beings and their vital role in the ecosystem. Through the
novels’ characters and their experiences, this study explores how
ecological thinking can lead to a better understanding of the inter—
connected relationships between all living things. As put forward
by Val Plumwood in her book Environmental Culture, anthropo-
centrism is a cultural construct that supports human dominance
over nature, suggesting that the framework is rooted in literary tra—
ditions:

“Literature, reflecting and shaping dominant cultural paradigms,
has long reinforced the anthropocentric view that the non-human
world exists primarily to serve human needs. This perspective has
perpetuated a hierarchical relationship between humans and na-
ture, contributing to ecological degradation.”(Plumwood, 2002, p
14)

Anthropocentrism is a theory, in which humans are the centre of
the universe and its most important elements, where all things,
values, and standards are evaluated based on their relationship to
humans and their needs. This idea is present in most literary nar—
ratives throughout history, nature and other non-human creatures
are often depicted as background or resources that serve human
goals (Probyn-Rapsey, 2018, p. 54). In some literary works, hu-
man characters are presented as the driving forces of events, while
the natural world is marginalized or an obstacle to achieving hu-
man goals. This view reinforces the idea that humans have absolute
control over nature, which leads to an imbalance between humans
and the non-human world. As put forward by Greg Garrard who
discusses anthropocentrism highlighting how traditional narratives
often position humans as superior to other creatures:
“Anthropocentrism, the belief in human superiority and dominion
over the non-human, has been a dominant paradigm in Western
literature, shaping narratives that marginalize the natural world
and prioritize human concerns. This anthropocentric bias has con-
tributed to the ecological crises we now face, by fostering a cultural
disregard for the intrinsic value of non-human life.” (Garrard, 2012,
p13)

However, anthropocentrism in narratives reflects a broader, more
comprehensive view that has been formed over centuries of scien—
tific and cultural progress. This view has contributed to the over—
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exploitation of natural resources and the neglect of environmental
as well as ethical values toward the natural world, leading to the
current environmental crises.

In recent decades, some literary works have begun to challenge an—
thropocentrism by adopting perspectives that rehabilitate nature
and other beings. Both Powers’ novels try to break self-—centred
ideas, they show trees and other living things as entities with their
own lives as well as values, rather than mere complements of hu-
mans. These novels attempt to reframe the relationship between
man and his surrounding world, presenting an ecological outlook
in which the focus is on the interconnectedness of humans and oth-
er beings within a shared ecosystem. Narratives, especially envi—
ronmental novels, stand for ethical and philosophical shifts, as they
call for the recognition that humans are not the only organisms
with intrinsic value or a right to exist. They promote a more holis—
tic view that values all forms of life and looks to create an ecological
balance, reconsidering the dangers of natural exploitation. Litera—
ture that refutes this notion helps to a more comprehensive picture,
in which people become part of an integrated system rather than its
only ruler (Mylius, 2018, p. 161).

Richard Powers, an American author, is well known for his sophis—
ticated style of writing on environmental concerns. He combines
science and his literary works, which often include scientific and
philosophical issues in the cosmos of his books, showing his deep
concerns and in—-depth thoughts on the relationship between hu-
mans and nature, Powers’ emphasis on nature is more than sim-
ply a plot device in his writings but it is a philosophical standpoint
through which he advocates for broadening human awareness be—
yond the anthropocentric perspective. Both Bewilderment and
The Overstory show humanity’s negative impact on the environ-
ment as well as emphasizing the interconnectedness of all forms of
life. Powers on the other hand encourages readers to look at nature
with respect besides raising ethical questions about humanity’s re—
sponsibility to the Earth, making him one of the prominent eco-
logical writers in contemporary literature (Celoria, 2022).

In The Overstory, Powers explores the consistent stories of a vari—
ous interconnected group of characters who share a passion for and
advocacy for trees. Each character has a unique background and
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wide experience, but they all share a deep understanding of the vi—
tal importance of trees to sustain ecosystems. Throughout telling
the stories of these characters, the novel highlights how humans are
part of a larger natural network, and this article investigates how
the destruction of this system through human activity threatens the
humans and non-humans on the earth. The narrative is a call to
preserve the environment and to respect nature, rather than exploit
it. As said by Power’s speaker in this quotation:

“No one sees trees. We see fruit, we see nuts, we see wood, we see
shade. We see ornaments or pretty fall foliage. Obstacles blocking
the road or wrecking the ski slope. Dark, threatening places that
must be cleared. We see branches about to crush our roof. We see
a cash crop. But trees—trees are invisible.” (Powers, 2021, p. 403)
This saying captures the interdependence of humanity and the en-
vironment, a prominent subject in The Overstory, and emphasizes
the need to preserve the natural world rather than exploit it.

As for Bewilderment, it focuses on the story of a father and his
young son who show a deep connection to the natural world and
feel the impact of environmental degradation on the individuals
and nature as well. Through the character of the father, who works
in the field of astronomy and searches for extraterrestrial life forms,
the novel invites us to think about whether humanity has the right
to dominate the planet or whether we should reconsider our re—
sponsibilities towards nature. The novel raises issues such as the
climate crisis, mass extinction, and the impact of human activi-
ties on the ecosystem, and shows how a human-centred view leads
to disastrous consequences. As put forward by Richard Powers in
this quote, when he focuses on the human-centred view that con—
tributes to environmental degradation, then he demands the need
for greater awareness and responsibility toward nature (Bromley,
2024).

“T'rees know when we are close by. The chemistry of their roots and
the perfumes of their leaves pump out change when we’re near...
when you feel good after a walk in the woods, it may be that certain
species are bribing you”. (Powers, 2021, p. 404).

Both The Overstory and Bewilderment, explore how the human
quest to control nature leads to dire consequences, and invite read—
ers to think about the complex relationship between humans and
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the Earth, highlighting the importance of respecting nature and
living in balance with it. These novels deal with the relationship be—
tween humans and non-human surroundings. They revolve around

a group of characters whose fates are intertwined with the fate of o0

non-human creatures of the United States. Through a diverse nar—
rative that combines the stories of multiple characters, these novels
weave intricate threads that highlight the impact of the environ-
ment on their lives, and vice versa. Powers uses the interconnected
narrative technique to show how each character stands for part of a
larger network, reflecting the concept of environmental entangle—
ment that transcends the traditional boundaries of human experi-
ence (Grener, 2020).

This research aims to study how The Overstory and Bewilderment
encounter anthropocentrism notion as well as offer a new perspec—
tive on the link between man and other creatures. The study helps to
shape an ecological viewpoint that goes beyond traditional norms,
emphasizing the relevance of human-nature connection. This es—
say will also address the ethical consequences of these relationships,
as well as how these books might motivate readers to live more
ecologically conscious lives (Grener, 2020). It aims to give a criti-
cal reading that reflects the richness of the novel’s environmental
concerns by delving into its various sides.

2. Anthropocentrism and its Environmental Consequences

2.1. Critique of Human Superiority

The Overstory introduces some significant questions about human
superiority, the prevailing belief that humans are superior to all liv—
ing beings, which justifies their exploitation of natural resources
for their benefit. This asserts the idea of centrism in the universe,
and all creatures must be under their service. In The Overstory, the
protagonists struggle the superiority thinking in various ways. The
intellectual transformation that both Adam and Douglas undergo,
for example, embodies an internal struggle with this concept; these
characters begin to realize that humans’ superiority at the expense
of other beings is unrealistic and harmful at the same time. Through
the narrative, Powers looks to show how the idea of human supe-
riority can lead to disastrous results, both for the environment and
even for humanity itself, as humans face the consequences of their
exploitation of the environment sooner or later.

v
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In Bewilderment, human supremacy is depicted throughout the
relationship between man and nature in the context of environ-
mental as well as social crises. Powers critiques the assumptions of
human dominance over the planet, showing the devastating effects
of this view on the environment, Theo, an astrobiologist, and his
son Robin, who has a deep emotional sensitivity to nature, repre—
sent models of anti—anthropocentric environmental consciousness.
Robin, with his innate empathy for living things, stands in oppo-
sition to the human world focused on profit and control. Powers
presents nature in Bewilderment as an independent entity with a
right to exist, this is expressed throughout Robin’s deep love for
wildlife, and his grief over the extinction of species, reflecting a
direct critique of the destruction that humans have caused to the
planet through their exploitative policies. Powers reflects on hu-
manity’s self—critical tendencies of prioritizing dominance over
sustainability in this quote:

“We were a species that had evolved to cooperate, and now we were
trapped in our cleverness, destroying the things that gave us life.”
(Powers, 2021, p. 58)

The novel explores the use of science and technology, not to fur—
ther human dominance, but to achieve a deeper understanding of
the natural world. Robin’s experiences using technology to create
an emotional connection with his father reflect the need for hu-
mans to reframe their relationship with nature more humbly and
respectfully. Bewilderment is a philosophical critique of human
supremacy through its characters and events, calling for the rec—
ognition that humans are not the centre of the universe, but rather
part of an interconnected web of life, and the survival of the planet
requires a retreat from human dominance and a more holistic and
respectful approach to nature. This questions humanity’s role in
the larger ecological context, urging consideration of our impact
on Earth.

2.2. Environmental Exploitation and human conduct

This study investigates how the characters in The Overstory high—
light the conflict between human development and environmental
conservation, as environmental exploitation is portrayed as a prod—
uct of anthropocentrism and humans’ desire to exploit natural re—
sources without regard for the long—term consequences. Through
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characters like Olivia and Nicholas, the role of environmental ac—
tivism as a natural resistance against these attempts to destroy for—
ests and biodiversity is highlighted (Anderson, 2022). Powers dis—
plays these characters embrace the idea that other beings deserve
protection not only for the sake of humans but because they are
part of a complex web of universe. Their environmental activism
is a direct response to the systematic exploitation of nature and re—
flects their moral transformation from individuals concerned with
their interests to individuals who defend other beings. Powers in
this quote captures the novel’s core argument of interconnection:
“You and the tree in your backyard come from a common ances—
tor. People aren’t separate from nature. We’re part of it.” (Powers,
2018, p. 32).

He is challenging anthropocentric worldviews, moreover, empha—
sizing that humans are an integral part of nature. It reflects Olivia
and Nicholas’s environmental activism, which is rooted in recog-
nizing the intrinsic value of non-human life.

In Bewilderment, environmental exploitation that devastates na—
ture is critically highlighted, which combines emotion and scien—
tific awareness. Powers presents a bleak picture of the relationship
between humans and the environment, showing how man is greedy
and is separated from nature, have led to environmental crises that
threaten life on the planet. The novel depicts environmental ex—
ploitation as a direct result of humans’ view of the Earth as a mere
resource. Theo, and his son Robin, show how some individuals ig—
nore the interconnectedness of all living things. This is a clear ref—
erence to climate change, biodiversity loss, and species extinction,
which are presented as inevitable results of human behaviour that
places profit and self-interest above any environmental considera—
tion (Crowley, 2020).

Robin, as a sensitive child to nature, reflects an ecological aware—
ness in opposition to general human conduct and greedy actions,
his grief over the extinction of animals, as well as the creatures he
loves, symbolizes humanity’s loss of its ability to empathize with
other beings. Robin is an innocent voice that condemns the de-—
structive actions of man, he also points to urgent change, by using
technology to connect Robin to the feelings of his late mother, who
was an environmental activist, the novel shows how science can be
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a tool for connecting with nature rather than exploiting it (Crow—
ley, 2020). It also points to the ethical challenges facing humanity if
it continues to use technology to promote dominance rather than
protect the environment. Bewilderment is a clear call to rethink
human behaviour toward the environment. This is put forward by
Richard Power when he underlines the moral responsibility toward
non-human life and the interrelation of all living beings.

“He didn’t want to save the Earth for his own sake. He wanted to
save it for the species that couldn’t say what they needed.”

This quote is associated with the themes of human responsibili-
ty, environmental crisis, and the ethical dilemmas explored in the
novel, the study explores the relationship between environmental
exploitation and human morality, calling for a more conscious and
connected view of the natural world. Powers presents a tragic pic—
ture of the consequences that await humanity if it continues to de—
plete the planet, but he leaves the door open to hope through the
consciousness of a new generation, represented by Robin.

2.3. The Role of Environmental Activism

In The Overstory, environmental activism is portrayed not only as
a social duty but as a moral imperative that stems from a deeper un—
derstanding of the value of non-human beings. Characters like Ol-
ivia and Nicholas develop into environmentalists, not only out of a
desire to preserve nature, but because they believe that non-human
beings have a right to life, and preserving the environment is part of
a broader moral responsibility that goes beyond human self-inter—
est. (Nichols, 2022). Powers portray this concept of protecting the
ecosystem as a means of fostering a spiritual and intellectual con-
nection with nature, an experience that prompts characters to re—
examine their beliefs and change their lifestyles to harmonize with
nature, reflecting the novel’s call for an environmental perspective
based on compassion and responsibility. As put forward by Pow-
ers, the speaker highlights the consequences of man’s conduct to-
wards nature:

“This is not our world with trees in it. It’s a world of trees, where
humans have just arrived.” (Powers, 2018, p. 34).

This viewpoint dramatically alters the narrative away from hu-
man supremacy, depicting people as latecomers in a natural-ruled
world. It underscores the protagonists’ support for environmental
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action as a battle to restore equilibrium rather than continue ex-
ploitation.

3. Environmental Philosophies and Ethical Reflections

3.1. The Shift from Anthropocentrism to Ecocentrism

In The Overstory, Powers looks to push the reader to reevaluate
the principle of anthropocentrism and replace it with an ecocentric
philosophy. Through depicting the intellectual transformations of
some characters, such as Mimi and Ray, Powers shows how a shift
toward an ecological perspective can lead to a radical change in hu—
mans’ understanding of their relationship with the natural world.
Powers invites the reader to adopt a perspective based on the idea
of equality among living beings, where non-human beings, such
as trees, are viewed as actors with intrinsic value that deserve re—
spect, he shows through his characters how this shift can lead to a
more harmonious relationship between humans and nature, based
on mutual respect rather than exploitation (Ryan, 2018).

3.2. Philosophical Reflections on Interdependence and Eco Con-
servation

The study finds out that The Overstory relies on the concept of
interdependence between humans and non-human beings to illus—
trate the importance of ecological conservation. Powers uses sci—
entific models of communication between trees as a metaphor for
these interconnections, as these networks support the balance in
the forest and enable trees to exchange nutrients and protect each
other. This concept reflects an environmental philosophy based on
the idea that the survival of species can only be achieved through
the support of each other, and the destruction or weakening of one
species leads to an imbalance in nature and ultimately affects hu—
mans. These reflections come as a call to stop looking at non-hu-
man beings as resources and begin to appreciate the role they play
in supporting the ecosystem, which requires a joint commitment
from humans to support this natural balance (Fraunhofer, 2024).
3.3. Beyond Human Rights: Towards a New Ethical Model

In The Overstory, Powers proposes a new ethical model based on
rejecting the idea of human centrism and controllers of nature, be—
sides adopting a more comprehensive vision. The novel calls for
going beyond the human right to exploit the earth, proposing a
model based on environmental values and justice towards non-hu-
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man beings. The novel treats nature as an equal partner and con-
siders that all living beings have basic rights to life, growth, and
survival, regardless of their direct benefit to humans. Through
the characters’ experiences, Powers explores how this new ethical
model can also improve the quality of human life, as embracing
environmental values can mitigate the effects of global environ-
mental crises and enhance the sustainability of life on planet Earth.
In The Overstory, Shard Powers portrays trees as objects that play
a pivotal role in history, memory, and communication, they are
not just inactive natural elements. Through interwoven stories of
human characters and trees, the novelist highlights how trees are
witnesses to human history, as well as agents in it. Powers shows
trees as living archives that carry within them the history of the
Earth, where climate change, natural disasters, and even human in-
tervention can be read through their tissues. It is a silent but pow-
erful memory, reminding us that human time is only a small part
of the extended environmental time (Ryan, 2018). Powers also ex-
plores the concept of the “Wood Wide Web” as a natural mecha-
nism through which trees communicate, whether through roots
or fungi. This scientific conception that Powers integrates into the
narrative gives trees a social dimension, where they share informa-—
tion and resources and help each other in a way that resembles hu—
man societies. Uniquely, he uses a unique approach to giving trees
roles similar to those of human characters: they have personalities,
they affect and are affected, and even resist attempts at exclusion or
destruction.

“There’s a world beyond the human that is so much richer than we
imagine. We keep destroying it because we can’t even see it.”

This quote critiques man’s superiority by emphasizing humanity’s
inability to value the intricate web of life beyond human interests
while it captures the philosophical basis of the novel’s environ-
mental resistance. Depicting trees as independent actors, Powers
reframes the relationship between humans and natural environ-
ments, calling for a deeper vision that highlights the intertwining
of their shared destinies (Crowley, 2020).

Conclusion:

In conclusion, Richard Powers’s The Overstory and Bewilderment
criticizes anthropocentric thinking through many situations in
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which the main characters are deeply intertwined with the natural
world. Through an eco—critical analysis, the two ecological nov-
els focus on the devastating effects of human exploitation of the
environment, calling for a rethinking of the relationship between
humans and non-human creatures. Richard Powers, moreover,
emphasizes the importance of nature as an independent entity, de—
serving of protection not only for the sake of humanity but because
non-human beings are integral to the interconnected web of life.
In Bewilderment, the personal and environmental impact of the
climate crisis is shown, while The Overstory explores the collective
struggle to protect forests and biodiversity. The two novels come
together in a single message: the human quest to control nature is
not only destroying the planet but also threatening the survival of
humanity itself. Through this vision, the two novels reimagine the
relationship between humans and nature, calling for a shift from
a model of domination to one of coexistence and harmony. This
analysis highlights the role of literature in promoting environmen-—
tal awareness and stimulating cultural change, as it shows the im-
portance of understanding the role of humans as part of a broader
system oflife. In doing so, these works contribute to shaping a con—
temporary critical discourse on the environment, making them a
cornerstone of modern ecological and literary discussions.

Richard Powers’s novels figure out a profound environmental
message that calls for reconsidering the relationship between man
and his wide universe, rejecting the idea of human-centeredness
that considers man as a supreme being in the ecosystem. Through
the novel’s characters and their intellectual transformations, Pow-
ers invites the reader to reflect on the impact of this centeredness
and how it has contributed to the destruction of the environment.
This study proves that nature does not exist only to serve man but
is intertwined with his existence, which requires a moral commit—
ment that respects the rights of other beings as well as supporting
ecological balance. These novels encourage the reader to adopt a
new environmental perspective that calls for preserving nature as
an essential part of the web of life, not just a resource to be con-
sumed. Powers presented, through scientific studies in the novel,
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such as the root communication networks between trees, a scien—
tific dimension that supports his environmental view, making the
call to preserve nature based on scientific foundations and not just
moral ones. Thus, The Overstory and Bewilderment stand for a
strong call to think about environmental values as a basic driver for
shaping environmental awareness and directing ecological policies
towards broader sustainability. This new ethical approach can help
mitigate the effects of environmental degradation and provide a
more balanced and sustainable environment for future generations.
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