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Abstract

This paper examines Pearl S. Buck’s The Good Earth (1931) through an ecofeminist
lens, revealing the interconnectedness of women's oppression and environmental
exploitation. Ecofeminism posits that the patriarchal systems dominating women also
exploit nature. By analyzing key themes, particularly the relationship between women
and land, the study highlights how characters like O-Lan embody this bond. Wang
Lung’s treatment of both O-Lan and the earth reflects the patriarchal tendency to
devalue essential contributions. The paper argues that Buck critiques these oppressive
systems, suggesting that sustainable futures require equitable relationships with both

women and nature, ultimately advocating for ecological and social harmony.
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Introduction

Ecofeminism, first introduced in the 1970s, studies how the oppression of
women and nature are connected. It argues that the same patriarchal systems
that dominate women also exploit the environment. This paper explores The
Good Earth (1931), written by Pearl S. Buck, through an ecofeminist lens. The
novel portrays life in rural China, focusing on the importance of land, the role
of women, and survival. By analyzing these themes, the paper shows how
women and nature are treated similarly in the story, both in exploitation by a

male-dominated society.
Ecofeminism as a Theory

Ecofeminism as a theory combines environmental concerns with feminist
theory. It argues that the mistreatment of both women and nature comes from
the same root cause—patriarchy. Feminist thinker Vandana Shiva explains
that "women in subsistence economies, producing and reproducing wealth in
partnership with nature, have been experts in their own right of holistic and
ecological knowledge of nature’s processes" (Shiva 10). This means that
women, especially those working closely with nature, have valuable insights

and a deep connection to the environment.

In The Good Earth, the main character, Wang Lung, has a close relationship

with the land, just as the female characters are connected to natural cycles and
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farming. Ecofeminism helps us understand the deeper meaning behind these

connections and the ways in which both women and nature are exploited.
Women and Land in The Good Earth

Pearl S. Buck draws a clear connection between how women are treated and
how the land is handled in The Good Earth. One of the key female characters,
O-Lan, Wang Lung's wife, represents this bond with the earth. As a former
slave, O-Lan is valued for her hard work and ability to have children, both of
which are linked to agricultural productivity. Her role in the household is
similar to the way the land is used for growing food. Just as Wang Lung farms
the land for prosperity, he also uses O-Lan's labor without recognizing her
personal value. This reflects an ecofeminist idea: both women and nature are

often viewed as resources for men’s benefit.

For example, after O-Lan gives birth to her children, she immediately returns
to work in the fields. Her body is seen as another tool for farming. Buck
writes, "Out of the ground, O-Lan had drawn sustenance not only for herself
but for the family, her fertility paralleling the land's" (Buck 83). O-Lan’s
physical strength and endurance show the connection between women and

nature, both vital for survival but exploited in the process.
The Earth as a Feminine Entity

In The Good Earth, Pearl S. Buck often describes the earth as nurturing and life-
giving, much like the women in the novel. This mirrors the ecofeminist belief
that patriarchal societies often describe nature as female to justify exploiting it.
Wang Lung sees the land as the source of his family’s life, wealth, and future.
But he also views the earth as something he can control and manipulate, much

like his relationships with women.

Ecofeminist scholar Ariel Salleh points out that "Capitalist patriarchy sees
nature and the feminine as its opposites, as resources to be harnessed,
controlled, and exploited" (Salleh 21). In The Good Earth, we see this dynamic
at play in Wang Lung's attitude toward both the land and the women in his
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life. He feels entitled to control the earth's resources and the women’s labor.

His increasing power over the land parallels his growing control over O-Lan

and the concubines he acquires later in the story.

O-Lan’s eventual death can be seen as a reflection of the unsustainable way
women and nature are exploited. Just as overworking the land can lead to
environmental destruction, exploiting O-Lan’s labor and body ultimately
leads to her physical decline. Buck seems to suggest that such practices, where

control and power dominate, eventually lead to breakdown and loss.
O-Lan: A Symbol of the Earth

O-Lan is a key figure in the novel, embodying the connection between women
and the earth. Her life is defined by hard work, both in the home and in the
fields. Much of Wang Lung's success can be attributed to O-Lan’s labor,
although he never truly appreciates her contribution. She helps him farm the
land, which leads to their eventual prosperity. Her fertility and ability to bear
sons are also linked to the earth's fertility. The family’s rise in fortune is
closely tied to both the land's productivity and O-Lan’s labor, but she receives

little credit for her role.

O-Lan’s treatment by Wang Lung highlights how patriarchal systems devalue
women’s contributions. Her work in the fields and her role as a mother are
essential to the family’s survival, yet Wang Lung treats her as if she is
replaceable. When he becomes wealthy, he takes a concubine, preferring her
beauty over O-Lan’s practical qualities. This echoes the ecofeminist idea that
women, like the land, are seen as resources for male benefit, and their

personal value is often overlooked.
The Role of Fertility and Labor

Fertility is a recurring theme in The Good Earth, both in terms of the land's
ability to produce crops and women’s ability to bear children. Wang Lung
depends on the land for food and on O-Lan to give him sons, who will carry

on his family name. Fertility, in both cases, is seen as a commodity, something
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that can be exploited for personal gain. Wang Lung values O-Lan because she

gives him children, much as he values the land for the wealth it brings him.

Ecofeminists argue that patriarchal societies reduce women to their
reproductive capabilities, viewing them only for their ability to produce
children. In the novel, O-Lan’s worth in Wang Lung’s eyes diminishes after
her fertility declines. Ariel Salleh writes, "Women and nature are both
‘othered’ by patriarchal thought, their value reduced to their productive and
reproductive functions" (Salleh 34). O-Lan’s decline parallels the land’s
depletion from overuse, reflecting the ecofeminist belief that both women and

nature are seen as disposable resources.
Environmental Degradation and Social Breakdown

As The Good Earth progresses, the consequences of exploiting the land become
more evident. Drought, famine, and soil depletion begin to take a toll,
mirroring the decline of O-Lan and other women in the story. The
environmental crises reflect Wang Lung’s unsustainable relationship with the
earth. Just as he pushes the land beyond its limits, he also overworks and

devalues O-Lan, leading to her eventual death.

The environmental disasters in the novel —drought, famine, floods—serve as
symbols of the ecofeminist critique of patriarchal capitalism. Vandana Shiva
notes that "The destruction of nature and the marginalization of women are
not inevitable outcomes of development but the results of a particular model
of development that prioritizes profit over sustainability” (Shiva 28). In The
Good Earth, Wang Lung’s relentless pursuit of wealth damages both the land

and the women in his life, leading to long-term destruction.
Conclusion

Pearl S. Buck’s The Good Earth offers a rich exploration of ecofeminist themes,
showing the deep connections between the exploitation of women and nature
in patriarchal societies. Through characters like O-Lan and the symbolic

treatment of the land, Buck critiques the way these systems devalue women
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and the environment. Wang Lung’s changing relationship with both reflects

the broader ecofeminist argument that the oppression of women and the
exploitation of nature are interconnected. The novel suggests that
sustainability —both social and environmental —requires a more balanced and

respectful relationship with both women and the earth.
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