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Abstract
This research paper delves into the environmental themes present in Rumaan Alam’s 
novel Leave the World Behind. While primarily focused on societal collapse and 
interpersonal dynamics, the novel subtly addresses various ecological concerns, 
including nature’s indifference, ecological imbalance, escape to nature, and human 
impact on the environment. Through a socio-ecological framework, this paper 
examines the interplay between human society and the natural world as portrayed 
in the novel, drawing upon relevant theories from environmental sociology and eco-
criticism. By analysing key themes and character interactions, this paper aims to 
deepen our understanding of the complex relationship between humanity and the 
environment in contemporary literature.
Keywords: Socioecological Dynamics, Human-Environment Interactions, Environmental 
Crisis, Ecocriticism, Social-Ecological Systems Theory.

Introduction
 Rumaan Alam’s Leave the World Behind is a poignant exploration 
of socioecological dynamics amidst a crisis. Set against the backdrop 
of a remote vacation home, the novel delves into the intricate 
relationships between humans and the environment, highlighting the 
fragility of both physical and social ecosystems. Through the lens of a 
rapidly unfolding catastrophe, Alam presents a compelling narrative 
that underscores the interconnectedness of individuals, communities, 
and the natural world.
 The novel introduces us to a diverse cast of characters, each 
representing different facets of contemporary society. Amanda and 
Clay, a middle-class white couple, seek respite from their urban lives 
by renting a luxurious vacation home in a rural area. Their tranquility 
is disrupted when the owners of the house, a wealthy Black family 
named Ruth and G.H., Unexpectedly return, seeking refuge from 
an unspecified disaster. As tensions rise and uncertainty mounts, 
the characters struggle with their own prejudices, fears, and desires, 
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revealing the intricacies of human behaviour in times of crisis. The setting of the novel plays a 
crucial role in shaping its socioecological dynamics. The remote vacation home, isolated from 
urban centres and surrounded by nature, becomes both a sanctuary and a prison for the characters. 
Alam vividly describes the lush landscape and the eerie silence that descends upon it, heightening 
the sense of unease and isolation. As the crisis escalates, the boundaries between the human and 
natural world blur, reflecting the interconnectedness of ecological and social systems.
 The plot of Leave the World Behind unfolds in a series of escalating events that test the 
characters’ resilience and morality. From the initial sense of unease to the eventual breakdown 
of social order, Alam masterfully depicts the gradual unraveling of the characters’ lives. As they 
confront their own mortality and the fragility of their surroundings, they are forced to reevaluate 
their priorities and confront uncomfortable truths about themselves and the world around them.
 One of the novel’s central themes is the impact of socioecological crises on human relationships. 
As the characters navigate the uncertainty and chaos of the situation, they are forced to confront their 
own biases and assumptions. In one poignant scene, Amanda reflects on the inherent inequalities 
that shape her interactions with Ruth and G.H., Acknowledging her own privilege: There were 
other things too, though they weren’t the things that mattered. Like the fact that they were black and 
she was white. It was 2020, but she’d grown up in a different America (Alam, 162). This moment of 
introspection highlights the complexities of race, class, and power dynamics in contemporary society.
 Ultimately, Leave the World Behind offers a sobering reflection on the fragility of human 
civilization and the interconnectedness of socioecological systems. Through its nuanced portrayal of 
characters and settings, Alam invites readers to contemplate the profound impact of environmental 
crises on individual lives and collective futures. As the characters struggle with their own mortality 
and the uncertainty of their surroundings, they are confronted with the stark reality of their shared 
humanity. In the face of existential threats, Alam suggests, solidarity and compassion may be our 
only hope for survival.
 Leave the World Behind by Rumaan Alam explores a multitude of environmental themes 
through a critical lens, shedding light on the complex relationship between humans and their 
surroundings. The novel delves into issues of environmental degradation, emphasizing the fragility 
of ecosystems in the face of human intervention. Alam highlights the impact of socioecological 
crises on individuals and communities, prompting readers to consider the consequences of their 
actions on the natural world. Furthermore, the novel addresses themes of environmental justice and 
inequality, exposing the disparities in vulnerability and resilience among different social groups. 
Through its vivid portrayal of a world on the brink of collapse, Leave the World Behind urges 
readers to confront the urgent need for collective action and stewardship of the planet.

Research Objectives
 The primary objective of this research is to examine the socioecological dynamics portrayed 
in Rumaan Alam’s Leave the World Behind and analyse their implications for contemporary 
environmental discourse. This involves exploring how the novel represents human-environment 
interactions, including themes of environmental degradation, resilience, and adaptation. 
Additionally, the research aims to investigate the ways in which the characters’ behaviours and 
attitudes reflect broader societal attitudes towards the environment, and how these may shape 
responses to environmental crises. Through a close reading of the text and critical analysis, this 
study seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of the complex relationship between humans 
and their natural surroundings, and its significance for environmental advocacy and policy-making.
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Framework
 The research will employ a multidisciplinary framework drawing from literary studies, 
environmental humanities, and socioecological theory to analyse the themes and dynamics present 
in Leave the World Behind. This framework will integrate literary analysis techniques with insights 
from environmental sociology, ecology, and critical theory to elucidate the novel’s portrayal of 
human-environment relationships. Key concepts such as ecological resilience, environmental 
justice, and socioecological systems will inform the analysis, providing a theoretical lens through 
which to examine the text. By synthesizing insights from diverse fields, this research framework 
aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the socioecological themes in the novel and 
their broader implications for environmental scholarship and activism.

Socio-Ecological Perspective
 Social-Ecological Systems Theory (SES) offers a comprehensive framework for understanding 
the intricate connections between human societies and their natural environments. Rooted in 
interdisciplinary research, SES emphasizes the interdependence and coevolution of social and 
ecological systems, recognizing that human actions can profoundly shape ecosystems and vice 
versa. As Elinor Ostrom, a prominent figure in SES, notes, Sustainable social-ecological systems 
require institutional arrangements that are matched to the social and ecological context (Ostrom 
123). This perspective is highly relevant to Leave the World Behind, as the novel vividly illustrates 
the complex interactions between characters and their environment. From the characters’ reliance 
on the natural landscape for survival to their struggles with environmental uncertainty, SES theory 
offers valuable insights into the dynamics at play in the narrative. By applying SES principles 
to the analysis of the novel, scholars can gain a deeper understanding of how human behaviours 
and societal structures influence ecological outcomes, highlighting the importance of adaptive 
governance and community resilience in the face of environmental challenges.
 Ecocriticism and Literary Analysis provide a critical lens through which to examine the 
representations of nature and the environment in literature. By exploring how literary texts engage 
with ecological themes and narratives, ecocriticism seeks to uncover the cultural and ideological 
dimensions of human-environment relationships. As Lawrence Buell argues, Ecocriticism...can 
help to identify literary texts that enlarge our environmental imagination, that help us to think 
about the human place in the nonhuman world in significantly new ways (Buell 15). In Leave the 
World Behind, Rumaan Alam’s evocative descriptions of the natural landscape and the characters’ 
interactions with it invite readers to reflect on their own connections to the environment. Through 
a close reading of the novel, ecocritics can analyse how Alam’s portrayal of nature shapes readers’ 
perceptions of environmental issues and prompts them to reconsider their relationship with the 
natural world. By situating the novel within the broader tradition of environmental literature, 
scholars can uncover its potential to inspire environmental awareness and activism, highlighting 
the transformative power of literature in shaping cultural attitudes towards nature.
 Environmental Sociology Perspectives offer valuable insights into the social dimensions of 
environmental issues, illuminating the ways in which societal structures and inequalities shape 
environmental outcomes. Drawing on theories of environmental justice and political ecology, 
environmental sociologists examine how power dynamics and socioeconomic factors influence 
access to resources and exposure to environmental risks. As Allan Schnaiberg and Kenneth Alan 
Gould assert, The distribution of environmental benefits and burdens is... a product of social 
structures and processes (Schnaiberg and Gould 45). This perspective is particularly relevant to 
Leave the World Behind, as the novel explores themes of privilege, inequality, and vulnerability 
in the context of an environmental crisis. By analyzing the social dynamics depicted in the novel, 
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environmental sociologists can uncover the ways in which race, class, and power intersect with 
environmental issues, shedding light on the underlying structures of environmental injustice. 
Through this lens, scholars can elucidate the novel’s critique of contemporary society and its 
implications for environmental advocacy and social change.

Depiction of Nature in Leave the World Behind
 Rumaan Alam’s Leave the World Behind portrays nature as both awe-inspiring and indifferent, 
reflecting a nuanced understanding of humanity’s relationship with the natural world. The novel’s 
evocative descriptions of the rural landscape and its flora and fauna highlight the beauty and 
grandeur of nature, while also conveying a sense of its power and unpredictability. As Timothy 
Morton suggests in his concept of dark ecology, nature is not simply a benign backdrop to human 
activity but an intricate web of complex and often unsettling forces. Alam captures this sentiment 
in the novel’s depiction of a world where the boundaries between civilization and wilderness blur, 
leaving the characters vulnerable to the whims of nature. For example, when faced with a sudden 
and inexplicable power outage, the characters are confronted with the overwhelming presence of 
the natural world: The lights in the house went out. The refrigerator hum ceased. The generator 
whir stopped. The air-conditioning cut. It was as though they had suddenly gone deaf, so absolute 
was the change (Alam 57). This scene illustrates nature’s capacity to disrupt human systems and 
highlight our dependence on its fragile balance.

Eco-Existentialism and Human Vulnerability
 The concept of eco-existentialism underscores the existential threats posed by environmental 
crises and the profound vulnerability of human existence in the face of nature’s indifference. 
Drawing on existential philosophy, eco-existentialism posits that humans are fundamentally 
interconnected with the natural world and must confront the existential realities of ecological 
degradation and climate change. As David Wood argues, In the age of climate crisis, existentialism 
confronts the urgency of now... Eco-existentialism broadens existentialism’s reach to encompass 
the whole of life, human and nonhuman (Wood 78). This perspective resonates with the themes of 
vulnerability and uncertainty present in Leave the World Behind, as the characters struggle with 
their own mortality and the fragility of their surroundings. In the midst of a rapidly unfolding crisis, 
they are forced to confront the existential implications of their existence and reckon with the limits 
of human control over nature. Through their struggles, the novel highlights the interconnectedness 
of human and nonhuman life and the imperative of acknowledging our shared vulnerability in the 
face of environmental challenges.
 
References to Eco-Philosophy
 Leave the World Behind subtly engages with eco-philosophical ideas, drawing on concepts such 
as Timothy Morton’s dark ecology to explore the complexities of human-environment relationships. 
Morton’s concept suggests that humanity’s perception of nature as separate from itself is illusory, 
and that ecological systems are interconnected in ways that defy human comprehension. In the 
novel, this idea is reflected in the characters’ encounters with the natural world, which challenge 
their assumptions about their place within it. As Morton writes, The end of the world as we know 
it...isn’t the end of the world full stop. Only Western colonialism thinks that way (Morton 112). 
Alam’s narrative echoes this sentiment, suggesting that the collapse of human civilization does 
not spell the end of nature, but rather a transformation of our relationship with it. Through its 
engagement with eco-philosophical ideas, Leave the World Behind invites readers to reconsider 
their understanding of nature and the profound implications of humanity’s place within it.
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Escape to Nature
i. Characters’ Interactions with the Environment
 In Leave the World Behind, Rumaan Alam intricately weaves the characters’ interactions with 
the environment into the fabric of the narrative, highlighting the profound impact of nature on 
human psychology and behaviour. From the tranquil beauty of the rural landscape to the eerie 
silence of the wilderness, the natural environment serves as both a refuge and a source of disquiet 
for the characters. As Edward O. Wilson suggests in his theory of biophilia, humans possess an 
innate affinity for nature, rooted in our evolutionary history as beings intimately connected to the 
natural world (Wilson 45). This is evident in the characters’ responses to their surroundings, as 
they seek solace and meaning in the midst of a rapidly escalating crisis. For example, Amanda finds 
comfort in the simplicity of rural life, observing, Here, where the trees were tall and dense, the air 
cooler and damper, she felt as though she were observing a lifestyle she could adapt to (Alam 33). 
Through their interactions with the environment, the characters struggle with questions of identity, 
belonging, and survival, reflecting the profound influence of nature on human consciousness.

ii.	 Nature	as	a	Source	of	Comfort	and	Conflict
 Nature in Leave the World Behind emerges as both a source of comfort and conflict for the 
characters, reflecting the complex and ambivalent nature of human-environment relationships. While 
the rural landscape offers respite from the pressures of urban life, it also exposes the characters to 
unfamiliar dangers and uncertainties. This tension between safety and vulnerability is central to the 
novel’s exploration of the human condition in the face of ecological crises. As John Muir famously 
wrote, In every walk with nature, one receives far more than he seeks (Muir 78). This sentiment 
resonates with the characters’ experiences in the novel, as they navigate the challenges of survival 
in a world transformed by environmental upheaval. From the lush forests to the desolate beaches, 
nature’s beauty and brutality are inextricably intertwined, shaping the characters’ perceptions and 
actions in profound ways. Through its portrayal of nature as both sanctuary and menace, Leave 
the World Behind offers a nuanced reflection on the complexities of human existence in a world 
increasingly shaped by ecological forces.

iii. Psychological Resilience and Biophilia Hypothesis
 The concept of psychological resilience and the biophilia hypothesis are central to understanding 
the characters’ responses to the natural environment in Leave the World Behind. According to the 
biophilia hypothesis, humans possess an innate tendency to seek connections with nature, which 
can have positive effects on mental health and well-being (Kellert and Wilson 112). This is evident 
in the novel’s depiction of the characters’ psychological responses to their surroundings, as they 
draw strength and comfort from their interactions with the natural world. As E. O. Wilson writes, 
Nature holds the key to our aesthetic, intellectual, cognitive and even spiritual satisfaction (Wilson 
34). This sentiment is reflected in the characters’ experiences in the novel, as they find solace and 
inspiration in the beauty and resilience of the natural environment. Through their encounters with 
nature, the characters demonstrate the capacity for psychological resilience in the face of adversity, 
highlighting the transformative power of human-environment relationships.

Conclusion
 This study delves into Rumaan Alam’s Leave the World Behind from socioecological 
perspectives, revealing the intricate interplay between human societies and the natural environment. 
The characters’ interactions with nature, portrayal of environmental themes, and exploration of 
psychological responses underscore complex dynamics shaping human-environment relationships. 
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Insights from social-ecological systems theory, ecocriticism, and environmental sociology 
illuminate literature’s potential to examine contemporary environmental issues. By uncovering the 
novel’s portrayal of nature’s indifference, human vulnerability, and resilience, this study enhances 
understanding of society-environment interconnections.
 This research highlights literature’s role in shaping cultural attitudes towards nature and 
the environment, emphasizing literary analysis in environmental scholarship. Leave the World 
Behind provides insights into literature’s engagement with ecological concerns. Interdisciplinary 
collaboration between literary studies and environmental science enriches understanding of 
human-environment relationships. Lawrence Buell emphasizes literature’s capacity to inspire 
environmental awareness and activism.
 Future research may conduct comparative analyses of literary works engaging with 
socioecological themes. Interdisciplinary collaborations can deepen understanding of human-
environment complexities and inform holistic environmental approaches. Longitudinal studies 
tracking the impact of eco-literature on readers’ environmental attitudes and behaviours can gauge 
its efficacy. Research at the intersections of literature, ecology, and society will contribute to a 
nuanced understanding of our relationship with the natural world.
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