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Abstract 

Aims: This research applies an ecocritical-psychoanalytic interpretation on the massive piece of literature, 

“The Overstory”, written by Richard Powers in 2018, to examine the complex ideas of eco-trauma and 

environmental memory. Methods: . The thesis argues that the increasing issue in the present environmental 

crisis, specifically the deforestation and loss of biodiversity in the novel, becomes a massive traumatic 

incident in the lives of the human characters and in nature itself. Ecocritical criticism, specifically its concern 

with the role of the non-human agent, is combined with psychoanalytic approaches, specifically its 

principles on the mechanisms of trauma and repression, in order to explore the manner in which the tree 

characters’ conscious and unconscious experiences intersect with the human characters. Additionally, it 

uncovers the manner in which the loss for the characters is more than only an external ecological disaster, 

becoming instead an internal psychological injury that gives rise to the presence of grief, denial, and 

radicalism. Results: Moreover, it explores the manner in which “The Overstory” engages with the deep, 

web-like life of trees in order to show eco-memory, an archive for the ecological history that escapes the 

anthropocentric notion of forgetfulness in an ecological manner. Implications: The principal thesis is that 

Powers’s story succeeds in translating the private repressed eco-trauma into an ecosystemic understanding, 

emphasizing an essential need for an ecological self by converting the anthropocentric understanding into a 

more comprehensive eco-centric self.  
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Introduction 

The release of The Overstory by Richard Powers (Powers, 2018) marks a significant 

moment in contemporary literature, with the narrative altering the idea of anthropocentric issues 

to the nonhuman agency of trees and forests. The narrative is set during the Anthropocene, which 

is a geological age characterized by the alterations of the Earth's ecosystems due to human beings 

(Buteler, 2023; Crutzen, 2002; Dhungana, 2025; Kucharzewski, 2022). The work by Powers is a 

critical reflection of ecological time, interrelatedness and the psychological consequences of the 

destruction of the environment. The significance of this study lies in its examination of the 

emotional and psychological impact of the climate crisis, implying that ecological loss can only be 

addressed by taking care of the environment. The novel is not only an environmental lamentation, 

but it is also an instruction on how to be more attentive to the environment through dealing with 

the collective grief through the experiences of the nine primary characters who are all linked 

together through horrendous experiences concerning the natural world. 
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The present research paper applies a multidisciplinary approach that involves Ecocriticism 

and Psychoanalytic Trauma Theory to understand a set of internal processes of repression, denial, 

and mourning, which define human reactions to the ecological downfall. At its core, this is 

supported by the Eco-Trauma Theory, the development of which was based on the writings of 

Whitehead (2004), who recognized psychological wounding as the consequence of the loss of an 

ecosystem. This is combined with the conceptualization of trauma that was proposed by Cathy 

Caruth (Caruth, 1996), which comprises trauma as an event that is not completely assimilated at 

the moment of its happening but reoccurs in unmediated forms. The study further alters the concept 

of postmemory introduced by Marianne Hirsch (Hirsch, 2012) to theorize the concept of 

environmental memory, Transgenerational. The forest is an ecological unconscious, a nonhuman 

archive of memory that preserves the history of the land through biological cycles of persistence 

and the communication networks of trees (Hirsch, 2019). 

Although the ecocritical interest in The Overstory has been broad, a critical gap persists in 

the literature discussing the particular nexus between psychoanalytic trauma recovery and 

transgenerational environmental memory. The political activism or botanical realism of the novel 

are frequently discussed in contemporary scholarship (Cooke, 2021; Gandotra & Agrawal, 2020; 

Guanio-Uluru, 2024; Karpouzou & Zampaki, 2023; Nardizzi, 2025), but not the way the nonhuman 

world functions as an external and internal memory. More recent movements in the field, including 

the research of the phenomenon of solastalgia (Albrecht, 2019) and radical botany, demonstrate 

that the focus on the affective aspects of climate change is being actively researched, though the 

contribution of the forest as an active tool of human psychological healing is not a particular focus 

yet. This paper redresses this neglect by suggesting that the formal elements in the novel are created 

to fill the void in personal sense of fragility and that of the nonhuman memory, which is long-

lived, vast, and everlasting. 

This paper directly addresses this scholarly neglect through the following research 

objectives. First, to develop and apply a novel, integrated theoretical framework synthesising 

Ecocriticism and Psychoanalytic Trauma Theory, uniquely positioned to analyse how literary 

narratives translate individual eco-trauma into a collective ecological awakening, thereby 

enriching both fields. Second, to identify and analyse particular instances of eco-trauma, loss, 

displacement, and guilt experienced by the human figures in Richard Powers's The Overstory. 

Third, to examine how the novel represents environmental memory through the life cycles, 

communication networks, and longevity of trees, contrasting it with short-term human memory 

and historical records. Finally, to contribute to the wider discussion of climate fiction (cli-fi) by 

demonstrating the importance of psychological elements as motivators for environmental ethics 

and activism. 

The central thesis of this study is that Powers’s narrative effectively translates repressed 

individual eco-trauma into an ecosystemic understanding, emphasising the critical need for an 

ecological self by shifting anthropocentric perspectives toward a more comprehensive eco-centric 

consciousness. This paper will outline specific expressions of eco-trauma, such as displacement 

and guilt, and discuss the conceptualisation of environmental memory in terms of deep time 

thinking, which challenges anthropocentric viewpoints of history. The hypothesis is that the novel 

is an example of a narrative approach in which the understanding of the ancient environmental 
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memory is the key to long-term stewardship. Ultimately, this analysis assumes that eco-trauma 

recognition and processing should become a condition to take significant environmental action. 

Methods  

Research Design 

This study undertakes a critical analysis of Richard Powers's The Overstory (Powers, 2018) 

through an integrated ecocritical-psychoanalytic lens. This research design is specifically tailored 

to explore how contemporary literature, particularly a work like The Overstory, articulates and 

processes the complex issues of eco-trauma and environmental memory in the Anthropocene 

(Crutzen, 2002). The design is predicated on the understanding that both environmental and 

psychological theories are indispensable for a comprehensive interpretation of the novel's profound 

engagement with human-nature relationships and the impacts of ecological destruction. 

The methodological innovation lies in the integrated ecocritical-psychoanalytic approach. 

This combination is superior to isolated theoretical applications because it enables a holistic 

understanding that bridges the internal psychological landscape of human characters with the 

external ecological realities they inhabit. A purely ecocritical reading, while acknowledging the 

nonhuman, might fall short in fully explicating the complex internal human processes triggered by 

ecological loss. Conversely, a purely psychoanalytic reading, focused solely on the human psyche, 

risks re-centering the anthropocentric perspective that The Overstory itself seeks to deconstruct. 

By interweaving these two perspectives, we move beyond analyses that either prioritize 

environmental themes without delving into their deep psychological impact, or that explore trauma 

without fully acknowledging its ecological origins and nonhuman manifestations. This dual lens 

uniquely enables us to understand how Powers’s narrative moves beyond mere environmental 

lamentation to outline a profound ecological consciousness, achieved through the processing and 

recognition of collective eco-trauma. 

Source of Data 

The primary textual data for this study is Richard Powers's 2018 novel, The Overstory 

(Powers, 2018). This work was selected for its profound and multifaceted engagement with 

environmental themes, its innovative narrative structure that foregrounds nonhuman agency, and 

its exploration of the psychological and emotional impacts of ecological degradation on human 

characters. The novel's multigenerational narrative tracing the lives of nine diverse, seemingly 

unrelated characters, and their deep and often traumatic relationships with the nonhuman world, 

provides a rich textual environment for the application of our chosen theoretical framework. 

Secondary data includes relevant scholarly articles, books, and theoretical texts from the fields of 

ecocriticism, psychoanalytic trauma theory, and environmental humanities, which form the 

conceptual basis for our analysis. 

Data Collection 

In the context of this literary critical study, “data collection” refers to the systematic 

engagement with and extraction of textual evidence from The Overstory relevant to our research 

questions. This involved a process of iterative close reading, wherein the novel was read multiple 

times with specific analytical objectives in mind. During these readings, particular attention was 
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paid to: 

● Identification of eco-traumatic events and their psychological manifestations: Passages 

describing character experiences of ecological loss, displacement, guilt, and their resulting 

emotional and behavioral responses were identified and cataloged. 

● Instances of environmental memory: Narrative segments detailing the long-term historical 

presence of trees, their communication networks (Simard, 2022), and their role as ecological 

archives (O’Neill, 2023) were noted. This also included moments where characters interact 

with or interpret these forms of nonhuman memory. 

● Literary devices and narrative structures: Key metaphors, symbols, narrative perspectives, 

and structural choices (such as the lace-like, interwoven narration) that contribute to the 

novel's representation of eco-trauma and environmental memory were systematically 

documented. 

This methodical textual engagement ensures that the analysis is deeply grounded in the 

primary text, allowing for a robust interpretation informed by both our theoretical framework and 

the intricate details of Powers's narrative artistry. 

Data Analysis 

The data analysis proceeded by applying the integrated ecocritical-psychoanalytic 

framework to the textual evidence gathered from The Overstory. This involved a rigorous process 

of close reading and thematic interpretation, guided by our conceptual framework of Eco-Trauma 

Theory and Transgenerational Environmental Memory: 

The analysis is guided by a conceptual framework that synthesizes Eco-Trauma Theory 

and Transgenerational Environmental Memory. 

● Eco-Trauma Theory: This framework builds upon the observations of scholars such as 

Whitehead (2004), who identified a distinct psychological wounding that ensues from the 

loss or degradation of ecosystems. This wounding often manifests with symptoms akin to 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder caused by ecological loss. We further amalgamate this with 

Caruth's (Caruth, 1996) theory of trauma, which describes it as an event “not fully lived” at 

the moment of its occurrence, yet returning later in unassimilated forms. In The Overstory, 

the pervasive and often slow violence of environmental destruction functions precisely in 

this manner, constantly haunting the characters and driving their actions. 

● Transgenerational Environmental Memory: This concept adapts Marianne Hirsch's (Hirsch, 

2012) theory of postmemory to specifically target the environment. It posits that ecological 

history, particularly that embodied by ancient natural entities like old-growth trees, 

constitutes a form of memory for subsequent generations, not through direct lived 

experience, but through stories, heritage, and tangible physical remnants. This model 

suggests that the novel adopts a nonhuman perspective, where the overstory and root 

networks of the forest function as an ecological archive. These centuries-old trees, 

communicating with each other (Simard, 2022), become the repressed past of the land itself 

(Freud, 1961), holding memories of evolution, tragedies, and resilience that transcend 
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fleeting human recollection. 

Applying this integrated model, the analytical approach involved a meticulous close 

reading of The Overstory, focusing on: 

⒈ Character Development and Psychological Trajectories: examining how characters like 

Nicholas Hoel and Olivia Vandergriff embody and react to eco-trauma, tracing their 

psychological journeys from repression and denial to activism. We specifically analyzed 

narrative passages that describe their emotional and behavioral responses to environmental 

destruction, linking these to the tenets of psychoanalytic trauma theory. 

⒉ Narrative Structure and Nonhuman Agency: investigating how Powers's lace-like, 

interwoven narrative, mirroring the root systems of a forest, conveys a truth that transcends 

individual human experience. This involved analyzing narrative voice, focalization, and the 

literary devices used to imbue trees and forests with agency, memory, and communicative 

capacity, informed by ecocritical perspectives. 

⒊ Symbolism and Metaphor: deconstructing the novel’s rich symbolism and metaphors related 

to trees, forests, and ecological processes (e.g., the “wood wide web” (Simard, 2022), the 

arboreal archive (O’Neill, 2023)) to uncover how they function as material carriers of 

environmental memory and manifest eco-trauma within the text. 

⒋ Temporal Dimensions: analyzing how the novel's temporal shifts and emphasis on “deep 

time” challenge anthropocentric notions of history and memory, forcing readers to re-

evaluate human activity within a broader ecological context. 

The aim was to discover how relationships within the novel, such as Nick's bond with the 

chestnut tree or Patricia Westerford's scientific research, exemplify the transfer from an 

anthropocentric understanding to a more ethical, ecocentric relationship with the environment, 

grounded in deep time. 

Results 

This section presents the key findings derived from our integrated ecocritical-

psychoanalytic analysis of Richard Powers's The Overstory (Powers, 2018). Applying the 

framework established in Section 2, our close reading of the novel has illuminated how Powers 

systematically textualizes eco-trauma and environmental memory. We categorize these findings 

into distinct themes, demonstrating the novel's intricate portrayal of the nonhuman world as both 

a site of ecological memory and a catalyst for human psychological transformation. Specifically, 

the analysis reveals how Powers employs narrative structure, character development, and symbolic 

representation to portray trees as “arboreal archives” and the forest as a “wood wide web,” thereby 

challenging anthropocentric notions of time and memory and foregrounding the deep 

psychological impact of environmental degradation. 

The Forest as a Living Archive of Environmental Memory 

The analysis reveals that The Overstory profoundly redefines memory, extending it beyond 

human cognition to encompass the biological and physical processes of the nonhuman world. The 
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forest, in Powers's narrative, functions as a dynamic, multi-layered archive that holds the history 

of ecological change, trauma, and resilience. 

The Arboreal Archive: Embodied Deep Time 

The novel establishes the individual tree, particularly the Hoel family's American chestnut, 

as a primary repository of environmental memory. This chestnut tree is presented as a “living 

document,” a silent, stationary observer of centuries that endures beyond human lifespans: “A 

thing can travel everywhere, just by holding still” (Powers, 2018). This observation implies that 

the tree's memory is not fleeting or subjective like human recollection, but is physically inscribed 

within its rings and structure. Following Jan Assmann's theory of communal memory (2011), the 

tree operates as a material object that externalizes history, its physical presence embodying a 

tangible link to the past. Powers's concept of the tree “traveling” highlights its existence within 

“deep time”—a geological scale against which human lives appear remarkably brief, repositioning 

the tree as a chronicler of vast ecological epochs. 

The Wood Wide Web: Collective Biological Memory 

Beyond individual trees, the novel foregrounds the collective, unconscious environmental 

memory embodied by the “wood wide web.” This concept, grounded in the scientific findings on 

mycorrhizal networks by Suzanne Simard (2022), illustrates the forest as a “social being” (Powers, 

2018) that “knows things.” Powers's depiction expands the notion of “knowing” to a shared, 

biological activity, where the forest's cognizance implies a deep, unconscious memory of 

evolutionary successes and tragedies. This collective memory allows the forest to adapt to past 

environmental stressors, such as droughts or changes in soil composition, in ways that transcend 

individual human capacity. As O’Neill (2023) suggests with the concept of arboreal architectures, 

this interconnected network of the forest effectively substitutes and often supersedes the 

fragmented and personalized memories of human characters, offering a more complete and 

enduring historical record. 

Nonhuman Testimony vs. Human Amnesia 

The Overstory draws a stark comparison between the enduring memory of the forest and 

the selective amnesia of human industrial progress. Old redwoods are described as “A tree is a 

passage between the earth and the sky... It is a chronicle of all the things that ever happened to it” 

(Powers, 2018). This statement positions the nonhuman as an archival entity, making the forest a 

“more qualified historian” than any human actor. This directly addresses the critical gap 

highlighted in our introduction: the forest serves as an exteriorised location for the recollection of 

trauma (“everything”) that humans have actively repressed. The tree, composed of “cellulose and 

bark,” is not merely an object from the past but the past itself, a living testament to environmental 

history and the slow violence inflicted upon it (Plumwood, 2002). 

Narrative Temporality and the Integration of Eco-Trauma 

The formal elements of The Overstory, particularly its narrative structure and temporal 

shifts, are instrumental in conveying and processing eco-trauma, ultimately guiding the reader 

toward a profound ecological consciousness. 
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Structural Temporality: Narrating Trauma and Fostering Ecological Consciousness 

The novel's narrative strategy, characterized by its slow pace and non-linear unfolding, 

mirrors the operative process of environmental memory, emphasizing the vast temporal 

discrepancy between temporary human existence and the enduring permanence of forests. As the 

text suggests, “The best arguments in the world won't change a person,” implying that a deeper, 

more embodied understanding is required for transformation (Powers, 2018). The stories, 

especially those encapsulated in the “Seeds” section, function as the “recollection of the land itself” 

(Powers, 2018). By transforming the repression of eco-trauma into a collective narrative of the 

woodland, Powers assists both his characters and, by extension, the reader in progressing towards 

an ethical acknowledgement of environmental degradation. The forest thus provides a “secure 

storehouse” for fragmented and injured human identities, demonstrating how the processing of 

trauma, as described by Judith Herman (Herman, 1992), can transition from individual suffering 

to a shared, collective working-through that culminates in environmental activism and a more 

holistic ecological self. 

Discussion  

This study undertook an ecocritical-psychoanalytic analysis of Richard Powers's The 

Overstory (Powers, 2018) to explore the intricate relationship between eco-trauma and 

environmental memory. The findings confirm that Powers masterfully employs narrative structure 

and character development to depict a profound psychological transformation from individual eco-

trauma to a collective, ecosystemic understanding. The forest, far from being a passive setting, 

emerges as a dynamic representation of both the human unconscious and a living repository of 

memories and traumas that society has vigorously repressed (Brown, 2022; Fisher, 2002; Holifield, 

2015; Wang et al., 2023). This analysis yields several significant implications for literary studies, 

ecocriticism, and the broader environmental humanities. Firstly, the portrayal of the “arboreal 

archive” and the “wood wide web” fundamentally challenges anthropocentric notions of memory, 

suggesting that literature can effectively represent nonhuman entities as active chronologists of 

“deep time,” capable of holding historical and traumatic records that far surpass human individual 

or even collective recollection. This extends scholarship on cultural memory to explicitly include 

ecological systems, pushing beyond human-centric frameworks to acknowledge the earth itself as 

a historical agent (Erll, 2014; Pieck, 2023; Rothberg, 2020). Secondly, the study demonstrates how 

The Overstory illustrates the transition of eco-trauma from a personal, debilitating experience to a 

catalyst for collective environmental action. This aligns with trauma theory's focus on “working 

through” (Herman, 1992) but crucially expands it into an ecological context. The characters' 

journeys, from isolated suffering to radical activism, imply that the recognition and processing of 

environmental grief are not merely therapeutic but politically vital for fostering environmental 

ethics and mobilisation, suggesting a powerful role for narrative in mediating psychological 

distress into productive social change. Finally, Powers's use of an interwoven, non-linear narrative 

structure, mirroring the interconnectedness of the forest, is not merely an aesthetic choice but a 

crucial epistemological tool. By presenting the repression of eco-trauma within a collective 

narrative of the woodland, the novel educates readers on the complex, systemic nature of 

environmental degradation and encourages a shift towards an “eco-centric self,” highlighting the 

unique capacity of literature to cultivate ecological consciousness and empathy, fostering a deeper 
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understanding of environmental degradation (Rishma & Gill, 2024; Zapf, 2016). 

This research significantly expands upon initial formulations of eco-trauma (Reddy, 2024; 

Refaie & Thatcher, 2025; Rishma & Gill, 2024; Saksono et al., 2025) by demonstrating its complex 

psychological manifestations within a literary context. It integrates Caruth's (Caruth, 1996) 

understanding of trauma as an unassimilated event, showing how The Overstory depicts 

environmental destruction as a perpetually returning, haunting force that drives characters to re-

enact traumatic events. By adapting Hirsch's concept of postmemory (Hirsch, 2012) to 

“transgenerational environmental memory,” this study contributes to the growing field exploring 

how past ecological events are remembered and transmitted across generations. It aligns with 

recent scholarship that recognises nonhuman archives and the long-term historical presence of 

nature in shaping contemporary environmental thought (O’Neill, 2023). The “wood wide web” 

(Simard, 2022) as a form of “biological memory” provides a scientific grounding for the novel's 

philosophical exploration of an “ecological unconscious” akin to Freud's concept of the repressed 

past (Freud, 1961), reinforcing the idea that the physical environment itself holds a memory that 

can instruct and inspire. Furthermore, while acknowledging existing ecocritical analyses of The 

Overstory that focus on its botanical realism or political messaging, this study offers a 

methodological advancement by explicitly integrating psychoanalytic theory. This addresses the 

critical gap identified in the introduction, moving beyond discussions of “what” the nonhuman 

does to “how” it functions as an internal and external memory, influencing human psyche and 

action. This offers a more nuanced understanding of nonhuman agency (Garrard, 2011) by linking 

it directly to human psychological processes and the drive for environmental stewardship. The 

novel's portrayal of trees as “more qualified historians” (Powers, 2018) echoes Plumwood's 

arguments for overcoming anthropocentric reason (Plumwood, 2002), reinforcing the idea that 

nonhuman perspectives are essential for understanding environmental crises. 

Despite its contributions, this study is subject to certain limitations. The analysis is 

concentrated on a single literary work, The Overstory. While this allows for an in-depth critical 

reading, the generalizability of these specific textual findings to other works of cli-fi or broader 

ecocritical discussions may require further investigation. Additionally, the study primarily 

employs an ecocritical-psychoanalytic framework. While effective for its stated objectives, other 

theoretical lenses (e.g., postcolonial ecocriticism, queer ecocriticism, material ecocriticism) could 

offer alternative insights into The Overstory's complex themes, particularly regarding diverse 

human experiences of environmental trauma. As a literary critical study, the findings are based on 

qualitative interpretation of textual evidence. While rigorous, they do not involve empirical data 

from human subjects and thus do not directly measure the psychological impact of the novel on 

readers, which would require different methodologies. 

Building upon these findings and acknowledging the limitations, future research could 

explore several promising avenues. A comparative study of The Overstory with other prominent 

works of cli-fi that address eco-trauma and environmental memory could further validate and 

refine the integrated ecocritical-psychoanalytic framework, identifying recurring narrative 

strategies and thematic patterns across a broader literary landscape. Furthermore, interdisciplinary 

investigations could explore the practical applications of these literary insights. For instance, how 

might the novel's depiction of eco-trauma inform environmental communication strategies or 
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psychological interventions for individuals experiencing ecological grief and anxiety? This could 

involve collaborations between literary scholars, psychologists, and environmental educators. 

Investigating reader responses to The Overstory's representation of eco-trauma and nonhuman 

memory could also provide empirical data on the novel's actual impact on cultivating ecological 

consciousness and motivating environmental action, bridging literary criticism with the social 

sciences. Finally, further theoretical work on “transgenerational environmental memory” could 

delve deeper into the specific mechanisms by which ecological histories are metaphorically and 

literally transmitted and received across human and nonhuman temporal scales, potentially 

drawing on fields like environmental history and cultural geography. By pursuing these directions, 

scholarship can continue to deepen understanding of how literature shapes perceptions of 

environmental crises and fosters the psychological shifts necessary for meaningful ecological 

engagement. 

Conclusion 

The Conclusion part of a scientific article or a paper is used to outline the most important 

findings and conclusions of the research. It typically includes: This paper compares The Overstory 

by Richard Powers through the prism of ecocriticism and psychoanalysis, and it is clear that the 

work under analysis is a sophisticated reflection on the psychological and ethical impacts of the 

Anthropocene. The analysis has constructively created a structure to consider the eco-trauma, the 

mental distress of the environmental destruction, and the environmental memory, the archive land 

that keeps its history. The ecological crisis is brought in the novel as a shared, continued trauma 

that takes the form of repression and denial of, and radicalization of, the human characters. The 

discussion revealed that the movements of character development through the transfer of our 

knowledge of eco-trauma, as a personal and repressed phenomenon (the roots of personal trauma), 

into a common and expressed phenomenon (the crown of activism). Another significant finding in 

the analysis was that the non-human world, especially the ancient trees, was the most significant 

memory of the environment, providing us with a vision of interconnectedness and deep time, which 

disturbs a human-centred worldview and superficial historical narrative essentially. The 

combination of the personal crises of the characters in the novel indicates that ecological ethics 

cannot be actualized in our world due to alignment or belief, but through an affective and 

psychological process of our collective wound, or eco-trauma. The structure of the narrative 

eventually indicates that the interpretation of the forest as the persisting memory is the finally 

required treatment avenue on the way to the ecological awareness and proper action. They propose 

that The Overstory can be applied to educational contexts both within environmental humanities 

and psychology, to open transdisciplinary dialogue on both eco-trauma and ecological grief. 

Moreover, climate policy-makers ought to take into account the psychological implications of 

environmental degradation and generate mental health resources and neighborhood-based 

interventions that enable population acquisition of a way of eco-trauma to climate adaptation 

engagement. To future research I would recommend the Eco-trauma and Environmental Memory 

topic to be studied oppositely.  
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