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Abstract: This study investigates the representation and significance of 
nature in James Fenimore Cooper's novel "The Prairie" through the lens of 
ecocriticism. Cooper’s narrative profoundly portrays the American 
wilderness, reflecting on humanity's complex relationship with the 
natural environment during the period of westward expansion. 
Employing an ecocritical framework, the analysis explores how Cooper 
delineates nature not merely as a backdrop but as an active, dynamic 
character that influences human actions and decisions. "The Prairie" 
vividly captures the grandeur and vastness of the American frontier, 
underscoring the simultaneous beauty and harshness of the natural 
world. Cooper uses detailed descriptions of landscapes and wildlife to 
illustrate nature’s autonomy, challenging the anthropocentric 
perspectives prevalent in early 19th-century American literature. The 
study further highlights the ecological consciousness present within the 
novel, revealing how Cooper anticipates contemporary environmental 
concerns by critiquing humanity's destructive exploitation of natural 
resources and disregard for ecological balance. Furthermore, this research 
emphasizes the role of the protagonist, Natty Bumppo, whose 
harmonious coexistence with nature provides a counter-narrative to 
exploitative attitudes. Bumppo embodies environmental ethics ahead of 
his time, advocating respect, stewardship, and coexistence. Ultimately, this 
ecocritical exploration of "The Prairie" demonstrates Cooper’s novel as an 
early literary call for environmental awareness, significantly contributing 
to discussions on the human-nature relationship. By reassessing Cooper’s 
ecological vision, the study underscores the continued relevance of his 
environmental perspectives and highlights literature’s enduring role in 
shaping ecological consciousness.  
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Introduction  

Ecocriticism is significant since it connects literature with environmental consciousness, 

providing critical perspectives on the representation and formation of human interactions with nature 

via narrative. It transcends simple textual analysis to investigate how cultural narratives shape 

ecological awareness and ethical conduct about the environment. Via the analysis of literary works using 

ecocritical perspectives—such as Greg Garrard’s notion of "dwelling"—ecocriticism enhances 
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comprehension of the human-nature relationship, emphasizing the necessity for sustainability and 

promoting environmental accountability via narrative influence (Garrard, 2012; Manaf et al., 2024). 

Ecocriticism is a newly emerging and significant field of literary criticism that examines the 

interaction between literature and the environment, highlighting the influence of cultural narratives on 

human perceptions of nature. Starting with the environmental movement of the 1960s and gaining 

recognition in the 1980s and 1990s, ecocriticism examines the worship and exploitation of nature in 

literary works. Ecocriticism examines the representation of ecological issues in literature, fosters 

environmental awareness, and maintains ecological literacy and action. Ecocriticism, studied from an 

interdisciplinary perspective, explores themes such as environmental degradation, ecological justice, 

and the interdependence of life, which encourage a reevaluation of humanity's position within the 

ecosystem and promote sustainable coexistence  (Fawareh et al., 2023; Iovino & Oppermann, 2014; 

Oppermann, 2006). 

"The Prairie: A Tale"  is a book about life on the American frontier in the early 1800s. It shows the 

clash between civilization that is moving forward and the wildness that is being encroached upon by 

people.  The main character in the novel is Leatherstocking, who is becoming older and lives alone on 

the wide-open grasslands west of the Mississippi River.  Cooper looks at morality, land ownership, 

natural law versus human law, and ecological destruction through his interactions with the Bush family, 

a group of rough settlers who represent the spirit of colonization and land greed, as well as Native 

Americans and soldiers.  This book is an adventure story that also makes philosophical points about 

national identity, personal freedom, and the balance between people and environment. It also criticizes 

greed and injustice in the process of moving west (Cooper, 2014; Cooper et al., 1985; Wuntu, 2014). 

Cooper's "The Prairie" is an important work in American literature because it goes into detail on 

how people lived in the environment during the key time of westward expansion in the United States. 

"The Prairie," which came out in 1827, is the last book in Cooper's Leatherstocking Tales series. It 

chronicles the account of Natty Bumppo, a frontiersman, and what he did and thought. Cooper's novel is 

different from other books from the same historical period since it concentrates on nature instead of 

humans. This was the first time that American writers cared about the environment. Ecocriticism is a 

way of looking at things that are similar to this one. It studies how literature and the environment affect 

each other and how cultural works show, affect, and relate to ecological problems and realities. Cooper 

does an excellent job of presenting the wide landscapes and varied ecosystems of the American frontier 

in "The Prairie." He shows how beautiful they are and how difficult they are to live in. The book offers 

wonderful photographs of big meadows, untamed landscapes, and many different creatures. These The 

pictures immerse readers in the experience and emphasize the beauty and complexity of nature. 

Cooper's vivid descriptions elevate nature from a passive background into an active force that has a giant 

influence on people's choices, actions, and destiny. The prairie is vital to the characters' lives; it has value 

and freedom beyond just being a place to do things. 

The idea of ecological balance  and the moral duty of humans to maintain it is at the core of 

Cooper's depiction of nature. Natty Bumppo, the main character, demonstrates a respectful and 

sustainable way to interact with nature. This approach is very different from other characters, who 

exhibit exploitative and harmful attitudes towards natural resources. The character Bumppo depicts a 

moral code based on caring for others, living in harmony with them, and respecting nature. This 

approach is very similar to current ecological ethics and values. Cooper's actions and views demonstrate 
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that he was ahead of his time in recognizing how humans can impact the environment's ability to sustain 

itself (Estok, 2009; Marland, 2013; Mnassar, 2016). 

Anthropocentrism was a popular ideology in the early 19th century that saw nature largely as a 

resource for human growth and exploitation. This novel takes a critical look at this idea. Cooper's 

criticism of this point of view is a first step in criticizing the unrestricted destruction and exploitation of 

the natural environment that happened before the fast growth of American territory. His story shows 

how bad it is to see nature only to get money and take land, which is similar to what people are talking 

about now when they talk about environmental destruction, resource depletion, and ecological 

calamities (Gansmo Jakobsen, 2017; Kopnina et al., 2018). 

Cooper's examination of human-nature relationships demonstrates a sophisticated 

comprehension of ecological interrelations. His portrayal of the grassland ecosystem demonstrates the 

complex equilibrium between species and their environments, highlighting how disruptions can result 

in far-reaching ecological consequences. The interconnectivity is evident in the interactions of humans, 

animals, and the grassland ecosystem, underscoring the necessity for ecological awareness and 

responsible contact with nature. Cooper's views are essential considering the historical background of 

America's westward expansion, a time characterized by significant ecological damage resulting from 

settlement, agricultural development, and hunting habits (Niemeyer, 2021; Riyatno & Ernawati, 2022; 

Wuntu, 2014). 

Employing an ecocritical perspective to analyze “The Prairie,” contemporary readers and scholars 

might uncover the ecological components embedded in Cooper’s narrative. Ecocriticism provides 

essential frameworks for examining how literature shapes individuals' perceptions and interpretations 

of the environment. This study uses this method to demonstrate how Cooper was progressive in his 

ecological knowledge and moral responsibility. It demonstrates how his literature has significantly 

progressed the discourse on the link between people and the environment, both historically and 

contemporaneously. 

An ecocritical examination of “The Prairie” highlights its enduring relevance in contemporary 

environmental discourse.  As global environmental challenges escalate, Cooper's narrative serves as a 

vital literary call for ecological awareness and sustainable practices.  His early advocacy for ecological 

integrity and recognition of nature's intrinsic worth still impacts modern environmental protection, 

conservation, and sustainability initiatives.  Reevaluating Cooper's ecological viewpoint enriches 

contemporary ecological discourse and provides historical context for understanding current 

environmental challenges and strategies.  

This ecocritical analysis enhances larger literary conversations concerning the cultural and 

historical importance of environmental topics.  "The Prairie" is positioned within the wider context of 

American literature that progressively emphasizes ecological awareness and environmental ethics.  

Cooper's work prompts readers to contemplate the cultural myths that influence perceptions of nature 

and humanity's position within the ecosystem. 

Cooper's "The Prairie" provides a significant literary perspective for readers and researchers to 

examine early environmental thought in American literature.  Its comprehensive depiction of nature, 

ethical considerations of human-nature relationships, and critical perspective on anthropocentrism 

establish it as a seminal book that substantially enhances environmental discourse.  This research 

critically reevaluates Cooper’s ecological insights, underscoring the novel’s enduring influence on 
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ecological awareness and accentuating literature's essential function in promoting sustainable 

interactions between humanity and the natural environment.  Cooper's tale is a seminal work for 

comprehending the changing relationship between mankind and nature, highlighting the ongoing need 

for ecological awareness and responsible environmental stewardship in modern civilization. 

Research Method  

 The methodological approach starts with a detailed textual study of "The Prairie," highlighting the 

representation of nature through descriptive passages, narrative structure, and character interactions 

(Ohrvik, 2024).  Special emphasis is placed on times where nature is shown as an active participant or 

agency rather than a simple passive backdrop.  The research also underscores narrative components 

that challenge anthropocentric perspectives and highlight ecological interconnectivity and 

environmental ethics. 

Primary textual evidence from "The Prairie" is methodically found, classified, and examined to 

illustrate how Cooper incorporates ecological principles into his narrative framework and character 

evolution.  Secondary sources, such as established ecocritical literature, historical documents, and 

pertinent academic studies, are employed to contextualize and substantiate the study.  These materials 

facilitate comprehension of the historical and cultural conditions shaping Cooper’s ecological 

viewpoints and substantiate the interpretative arguments articulated. 

This ecocritical analysis seeks to elucidate Cooper's ecological perspective and uncover the 

inherent environmental awareness in "The Prairie," highlighting the novel's ongoing significance in 

modern ecological discussions..  

Results & Discussion   

This research utilizes a qualitative methodology, employing ecocriticism as its principal analytical 

framework.  Ecocriticism is an interdisciplinary approach that examines literature's depiction of the 

environment and investigates the intricate connections between human civilization and the natural 

world.  This research employs an ecocritical perspective to analyze James Fenimore Cooper's novel "The 

Prairie," elucidating significant themes and depictions of nature. 

An ecocritical examination of James Fenimore Cooper’s "The Prairie" uncovers significant insights 

about the depiction of nature, the human-nature relationship, and environmental ethics in the narrative.  

This research conducts a thorough analysis of the text, revealing key theme topics such as nature's 

agency and autonomy, ecological balance and interconnection, a critique of anthropocentrism, and the 

portrayal of environmental ethics through the character of Natty Bumppo. 

1. Nature’s Agency and Autonomy 

One of the most striking elements in "The Prairie" is Cooper’s consistent portrayal of nature as an 

active and dynamic force rather than a passive backdrop. Through vivid and detailed descriptions, 

nature emerges as an influential entity shaping human experiences and outcomes. Cooper extensively 

describes the American prairie with both awe and respect, emphasizing its vastness, majesty, and 

intrinsic power. For instance, Cooper describes storms and natural disasters not merely as disruptions 

but as powerful reminders of nature’s autonomy, compelling human characters to respond and adapt 

rather than dominate. This active portrayal challenges traditional anthropocentric literary conventions 

and aligns closely with modern ecocritical thought that emphasizes nature’s intrinsic value and 

independent agency. 
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James Fenimore Cooper presents the prairie landscape as a powerful and autonomous force. He 

opens the novel with awe-inspiring descriptions: “A single glance sufficed to assure the most unlearned 

beholder, that here was to be found one of those grand scenes in which the hand of man had never made 

an effort to assert its dominion” (Cooper, 2014; Cooper et al., 1985). This passage affirms Cooper’s 

portrayal of nature as untouched and sovereign, emphasizing its independence from human influence. 

Such depiction aligns with ecocritical thought, where nature is viewed as an active force rather than a 

passive backdrop. 

2. Ecological Balance and Interconnectedness: 

The concept of ecological interconnectedness is prominently featured throughout the novel. 

Cooper highlights the delicate balance existing within the prairie ecosystem, illustrating how disruptions 

to this balance impact both humans and wildlife. Through interactions between characters and their 

environment, the narrative repeatedly underscores the necessity for harmony and balance in 

maintaining ecological health. For example, Cooper vividly portrays the consequences of over-hunting 

and resource depletion, which lead to negative repercussions such as scarcity and ecological instability. 

These portrayals resonate strongly with contemporary ecological concerns, illustrating Cooper's 

foresight in understanding the consequences of human actions on the natural environment. 

Moreover, Cooper’s representation of diverse wildlife interactions highlights a comprehensive 

understanding of ecological systems. Wildlife is not merely depicted as commodities for human 

exploitation but as integral components of a complex ecological web. The novel showcases the 

interactions between species and their habitats, emphasizing the importance of biodiversity and 

ecological health. Such depictions underscore the interconnectedness that sustains the prairie 

environment and reinforce the critical message that human activities have profound and lasting impacts 

on ecological stability. 

Cooper stresses the fragile ecological balance of the prairie through his treatment of wildlife and 

the impact of human actions. Natty Bumppo’s relationship with animals showcases a sustainable ethic, 

as seen in his hunting principles, where he avoids unnecessary violence: “It is ag'in reason to waste a 

life, when food and raiment are the gifts of God” (Cooper, 2014; Cooper et al., 1985). This ethos reflects 

Cooper’s early understanding of resource conservation and ecological balance. 

The narrative also critiques over-hunting and resource misuse. When characters exploit the land 

for greed, consequences follow, demonstrating how disruptions to ecological systems have cascading 

effects. Such moments resonate with modern environmental concerns about biodiversity and 

sustainability. 

3. Critique of Anthropocentrism: 

Throughout "The Prairie," Cooper effectively critiques anthropocentric attitudes prevalent in early 

19th-century America. Anthropocentrism, the belief in human superiority and the inherent right to 

exploit nature, is systematically challenged through various narrative elements. Cooper contrasts 

characters who embody exploitative attitudes toward nature with those who adopt respectful, 

harmonious interactions. The settlers and traders in the novel often demonstrate a disregard for 

ecological integrity, viewing the prairie merely as a resource to exploit for economic benefit. Their 

actions often lead to environmental degradation, highlighting the destructive consequences of 

unchecked human exploitation. 
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Through characters like Ishmael Bush, who ruthlessly occupies land and disregards native rights, 

Cooper critiques the prevailing anthropocentric ideology of the 19th century. Bush’s attitude reflects 

human arrogance and entitlement: “This is the lawless frontier, and I am the law upon it” (Cooper, 2014; 

Cooper et al., 1985). His belief in personal dominion over nature contrasts sharply with Natty Bumppo’s 

reverence for the land. 

In stark contrast, Natty Bumppo represents a profound departure from anthropocentric values. 

His respectful and sustainable interactions with the prairie serve as an ethical counterpoint to 

exploitative behaviors. “It is a blessed place for one who would see the hand of God in his works, and 

listen to His voice in the winds” (Cooper, 2014; Cooper et al., 1985). This contrast reflects Cooper’s 

critique of anthropocentrism and his support for a more spiritually grounded, respectful view of the 

environment.  Bumppo’s character frequently voices ecological consciousness, advocating restraint, 

respect, and coexistence with nature. Through this contrast, Cooper effectively critiques anthropocentric 

ideologies and advocates for a more ethical and sustainable relationship between humans and nature. 

This thematic contrast is particularly significant given the historical context of westward expansion, 

characterized by aggressive exploitation and ecological disruption. 

4. Representation of Environmental Ethics: 

Natty Bumppo embodies environmental ethics, serving as the moral center of the novel. His 

actions, values, and dialogue consistently reflect principles of stewardship, sustainability, and ecological 

responsibility. Bumppo’s relationship with nature is symbiotic and characterized by mutual respect and 

interdependence. For example, he says, “The land is not for man’s spoil; it is for his support. He that takes 

more than he needs is a thief of God’s bounty” (Cooper, 2014; Cooper et al., 1985). This direct 

condemnation of exploitation aligns Bumppo with ecological stewardship. Throughout the narrative, he 

models ethical behavior, such as sustainable hunting practices, conservation of resources, and active 

protection of wildlife and their habitats. Bumppo’s ecological insights provide readers with an early 

example of environmental ethics in literature, significantly predating contemporary ecological 

philosophies. 

Moreover, Cooper positions Bumppo as an educator and advocate for ecological awareness within 

the narrative. His dialogues frequently address the need for responsible ecological behavior, cautioning 

other characters against destructive practices. For instance, his condemnation of wasteful hunting 

practices and reckless exploitation of resources serves as an explicit critique of unsustainable human 

activities. Thus, Cooper effectively uses Bumppo’s character to communicate environmental ethics and 

advocate for the preservation and respectful interaction with nature. 

5. Contemporary Relevance and Ecocritical Significance: 

"The Prairie" maintains significant relevance within contemporary ecological discourse. Cooper’s 

early recognition of environmental ethics, ecological interconnectedness, and the consequences of 

anthropocentric exploitation resonates strongly with modern environmental movements. His narrative 

serves as an early literary advocacy for sustainable interactions with nature, presaging contemporary 

discussions on ecological sustainability and environmental protection. 

This ecocritical examination highlights literature's essential role in influencing ecological 

awareness and perspectives.  Literature serves as a distinctive medium for the exploration, critique, and 

successful communication of ecological topics to diverse audiences.  Cooper's vivid depictions and 



The Role of Nature in James Fenimore Cooper’s Novel … 

~ 89 ~ 
 

analytical insights can shape readers' perceptions and ideals, promoting enhanced ecological awareness 

and critical contemplation. 

The ecocritical analysis of James Fenimore Cooper’s "The Prairie" reveals a profound investigation 

of ecological themes, critiques of anthropocentric ideologies, and depictions of environmental ethics.  

Cooper's work substantially enhances ecological literature, providing profound insights and 

observations on humanity's connection with nature.  This research underscores the novel's enduring 

ecological significance, accentuating its relevance in current dialogues over sustainability, 

environmental ethics, and ecological accountability.  Cooper's seminal literary contributions are 

essential for comprehending and tackling persistent environmental issues, promoting a harmonious and 

respectful cohabitation between humans and nature. 

Conclusion 

 The ecocritical analysis of James Fenimore Cooper’s "The Prairie" highlights the novel's significant 

contribution to ecological literature, emphasizing critical insights regarding nature’s agency, ecological 

balance, anthropocentric critique, and environmental ethics. Cooper effectively portrays nature not just 

as a passive setting but as an active, influential entity with intrinsic value and autonomy, reshaping 

human actions and destinies. Through detailed narrative strategies, Cooper critiques the 

anthropocentric attitudes prevalent in 19th-century America, showcasing the destructive consequences 

of exploiting nature without regard for ecological balance. 

The character of Natty Bumppo emerges as a pioneering representation of environmental ethics, 

advocating for stewardship, sustainability, and respectful coexistence with nature. His ethical 

perspective contrasts sharply with the exploitative attitudes of other characters, reinforcing Cooper’s 

forward-thinking ecological consciousness. 

This study underscores the continued relevance of Cooper’s ecological vision, which resonates 

powerfully within contemporary environmental discourse. As ecological crises intensify globally, 

revisiting historical literary works like "The Prairie" becomes crucial in fostering ecological awareness 

and sustainable practices. Future research could expand on comparative studies of Cooper's other works 

or explore further intersections between historical ecological perspectives and contemporary 

environmental issues, contributing to broader understandings of literature’s role in environmental 

education and advocacy.  
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