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Abstract 

This study examines children’s perception of nonhuman nature, contrasting 
it with that of adults, as portrayed in Rumaan Alam’s novel Leave the World 
Behind. The central argument asserts that, despite being largely overlooked 
in global ecological decision-making, children possess an instinctive 
understanding of nature that often surpasses that of adults. This article 
explores this theme through the lens of the novel, focusing primarily on the 
character of Rose and her brother. It contends that children not only grasp 
the intricacies of nature better than adults but also have a deeper awareness 
of ecological challenges. Utilising existing discourse on children and 
ecology, the study addresses issues such as eco-anxiety, resistance, rights, 
and the intrinsic value of nature. Building on theories regarding children 
and the environment, the article highlights significant insights from the 
novel’s omniscient narrator. Given that the novel concludes with the same 
ambiguity that lingers throughout, this study remains speculative as well. 
It underscores young people’s concerns about environmental degradation 
and their frustration at being inadequately recognised when expressing 
their anxieties, as articulated in contemporary children–ecology social 
theories. A parallel examination of these theories and the destabilised 
world presented in Leave the World Behind is also undertaken. 
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Introduction 

This article explores Rumaan Alam’s 2020 novel Leave the World 
Behind from an ecological perspective, connecting it to the omniscient 
narrator’s reflections on the interaction between children and ecology. 
These reflections resonate with the broader ecological concerns raised 
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in the essay, serving as part of the ripple effect of the anticipated 
disaster that the novel hints at. The internet-dependent characters’ 
vulnerabilities, alongside themes of racism and capitalist decline, 
reflect a detachment from nature, reducing it to merely a perpetual 
provider of human needs. An eco-conscious reading of the novel 
delves into Alam’s portrayal of generational divergence, emphasising 
children’s intuitive superiority over adults in adapting to 
monumental changes. In today’s complex world, the relationship 
between children and ecology is intricately intertwined. Beneath the 
surface of a seemingly simple plot, the novel weaves a mysterious 
tapestry in which humans and nonhuman nature engage in a 
profound, though elusive, interaction. Drawing on relevant theories 
about children and the environment, this article investigates how 
Rumaan Alam illustrates that children possess a greater 
perceptiveness of nature than their adult counterparts. 

Leave the World Behind is an ambiguous apocalyptic novel open to 
diverse interpretations. Released just before the coronavirus 
pandemic, it has taken on a prophetic quality. The pervasive sense of 
impending disaster throughout the narrative evokes a more primal, 
cyclical pattern of renewal in nature, spurred by human failures. This 
concept of renewal reflects nature’s ability to adapt and thrive despite 
the transformations it must undergo. The narrator, along with the 
coping mechanisms of various animals such as deer and flamingoes, 
captures the survival instincts of Rose, whose youth gives her the 
strength to embrace change and move forward. From the onset, Alam 
employs an intruding narrator to establish an atmosphere filled with 
suppressed tension and anxiety, underscored by an unsettling sense 
of impending dread that haunts the characters. 

There are countless questions posed throughout the narrative, 
yet few definitive answers. The plot of the novel centres on six 
characters: four adults and two minors. Among the adults, a palpable 
tension arises from a blend of racial prejudices and an overarching 
sense of xenophobia. The Black couple, GH and Ruth, who own the 
house, must navigate these complexities alongside the white family 
of Amanda and Clay, who have rented the vacation home. Forced to 
coexist, they attempt to bridge the awkwardness of their situation 
through shared food, drinks, and amenities. Alam skillfully 
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illustrates the psychological struggle of the four adults as they 
grapple with the bewildering circumstances, they and the world 
around them face. The novel is punctuated by narrative interventions 
in the form of fragmented reports of human catastrophe, often 
accompanied by ecological disasters. These glimpses into a troubled 
world offer ominous hints at future mutations the Earth and its 
inhabitants may endure. This collection of unsettling images creates 
an inexplicable sense of dread, heightened by the mention of a 
deafening noise that shatters glass and leaves people in a state of 
terror. 

Children’s vulnerability in the face of environmental hazards 
and climate change is a significant theme in contemporary socio-
economic discourse. Studies focusing on children and ecology 
explore the potential damage children may suffer due to ecological 
crises. Before delving into these theories, it is essential to examine 
how Rumaan Alam portrays child characters in Leave the World Behind 
as they become ensnared by the mysterious forces engulfing their 
reality. Alam suggests that children, perhaps through an instinctive 
connection to nature, possess a deeper understanding than adults. 
They believe that answers to their confusion lie hidden in the natural 
world. Alam’s depiction of siblings Archie and Rose, the children of 
Amanda and Clay, takes an evocative turn as they traverse the 
woods. He describes them as becoming part of the forest: “Peach-
colored, fuzzed, sticky, their bodies dissolved into the foliage; they 
couldn’t be seen, heard, or spied on as they investigated” (Alam, ch. 
19). 

Leave the World Behind recounts how the two families find 
themselves stranded in a Long Island vacation home due to a power 
outage in the city. The collapse of the internet and television leaves 
them blissfully ignorant of the outside crisis. In this oppressive 
environment, the adults tend to remain indoors while Archie and 
Rose seek adventure in the surrounding woods, escaping the 
monotony of their disconnected existence. As they explore deeper 
into the forest, they stumble upon an abandoned shack and glimpse 
another home across the way, belonging to the Thornes, but choose 
not to visit. Notably, Rose observes more than a hundred deer in 
chapter 13 but refrains from sharing this revelation until chapter 19, 
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deciding instead to confide in Archie while they are in the woods. 
This decision underscores the children’s tumultuous feelings about 
the inexplicable forces at play in their surroundings. The narrator 
suggests that one day, the changes in nature will profoundly impact 
their lives: “It would, of course; the world belonged to the young” 
(Alam, ch. 19). This notion resonates with theories in children–
ecology discourse, which emphasize how young people view the 
preservation of nature as deeply personal, given that their futures are 
inextricably tied to the well-being of the Earth. 

This study employs a secondary research methodology centred 
on fictional writing. It involves extensive readings of literary articles, 
online resources, and the main text. The arguments presented focus 
on sociological and ecological aspects, drawing upon scholarly works 
from sociology, anthropology, and ecology to explore themes beyond 
the literature itself. Although the relationship between children and 
the environment is significant, it remains underexplored in the 
extensive anthropological literature on environmental education. 
Contemporary ecological studies increasingly foreground justice and 
equality as prerequisites for environmental preservation. Burns H. 
Weston, for instance, articulates a principle of “intergenerational 
ecological justice” grounded in three core commitments: the 
conservation of ecological options, the conservation of planetary 
quality, and the conservation of equitable resource access (Weston 
254). Ecological justice, therefore, cannot be claimed until individuals 
of all ages, classes, races, and genders hold equal rights and 
responsibilities in environmental decision-making. 

Ecofeminism, a pivotal branch of ecocriticism, has long 
interrogated the oppressive structures embedded in patriarchal 
thought. In “The Power and Promise of Ecological Feminism,” Karen 
J. Warren proposes the concept of an “oppressive conceptual 
framework,” one that clarifies, defends, and sustains relationships of 
domination and subordination (Warren 125). Ruthanne Kurth-Schai 
extends Warren’s insights by linking children’s subordination to 
similar patterns of marginalisation experienced by women and other 
disadvantaged groups. She observes that although children bear “the 
heaviest burden” of environmental degradation, their concerns – 
lacking political power – are consistently overlooked (Kurth-Schai 
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197). Kurth-Schai argues that Warren’s themes of “relationship, 
pluralism, inclusion, and transformation” collectively offer a more 
suitable ethical and conceptual framework for addressing the needs 
and interests of children (201). 

However, even Kurth-Schai’s inclusive approach proves 
insufficient for analysing how Leave the World Behind represents 
children’s perceptions of, and responses to, ecological change amid 
intersecting concerns such as racism, capitalist collapse, and 
geophysical upheaval. The novel’s prescient narration also gestures 
toward evolutionary processes and highlights how individuals of 
different ages, races, and genders react to environmental crises. In an 
interview, Rumaan Alam described the difficulty of writing children’s 
psychology as “young children are not governed by adult logic.” He 
suggested that children, unlike adults, are often guided by instinct, a 
quality that adults frequently dismiss because it eludes their rational 
frameworks. Alam notes that he treated children and animals in 
parallel, regarding both as psychologically inscrutable – much like 
the natural world itself. Throughout the novel, the omniscient 
narrator invokes universal phenomena such as animal migration, 
mutation, and geological transformation. Contemporary scholars 
have similarly noted the deep, often overlooked connection between 
children and nonhuman nature – a connection that adults tend to 
neglect in favour of their own priorities. Louise Chawla, Bridget 
Stirling, and Caroline Hickman are among those who question 
whether children’s rights to environmental knowledge and 
participation are adequately recognised. 

Recent ecological theory increasingly emphasises the inclusion of 
children – alongside women – in environmental decision-making 
processes. Canadian scholar Bridget Stirling argues that children 
should be regarded as “distinct environmental citizens,” rather than 
merely vulnerable individuals, so that they may respond actively and 
meaningfully to environmental concerns (Stirling 222). Addressing 
Canadians’ ambivalent attitudes toward climate inaction – marked by 
tensions between environmental protection and economic interests – 
Stirling identifies Indigenous communities and Canadian children as 
groups that consistently demand urgent climate action. She 
characterises children’s school strikes not simply as protests but as 
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“resistance to a system that isn’t responding to their demands” (224). 
Her work is especially relevant to this article, which draws from the 
expanding literature on children and the environment. 

Stirling critiques the tendency to deny children agency by 
restricting their participatory and decision-making power in 
ecological matters. She argues that adults often impose a relationship 
between children and the environment that is premised on children’s 
“futurity as human becomings” rather than acknowledging them as 
human beings in the present (226). Although this stance may appear 
protective – preserving a supposedly innocent childhood – it 
ultimately serves adult needs (229). Moreover, she warns that 
framing children as future “problem-solvers for our present-day 
harms” not only perpetuates environmental injustice but also places 
an undue burden of responsibility on them (230). Stirling concludes 
that incorporating children into environmental discourse as both 
stakeholders and “very real present-day citizens” is essential, since 
they are disproportionately affected by environmental harms and 
will continue to experience those consequences long after adults are 
gone (235). 

The concepts discussed in the theoretical framework align 
closely with Rumaan Alam’s nuanced portrayal of parent–child 
dynamics in Leave the World Behind. In the novel, Amanda and Clay 
adopt the role of protective parents by suppressing information and 
containing their anxieties within the adult sphere. The narrative 
establishes a persistent divergence between adult and child 
experiences – one that proves largely insurmountable. When the 
Black Washingtons appear at the door of their own home, now rented 
to Amanda and Clay, the white couple is immediately fearful, unable 
to imagine that Black people could own such an affluent property. 
Although Amanda worries about the safety of her children, neither 
she nor Clay wakes them. They prefer to keep them in what they 
perceive as blissful ignorance. This motif of dual realities – one for 
adults and one for adolescents – pervades the novel, eventually 
extending to the Washingtons as well. All uncanny events and the 
adults’ frantic conjectures about them remain confined to adult 
conversation. As Amanda insists, she wants to “keep… things 
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between the adults. I don’t want the kids to panic over nothing” 
(Alam, ch. 14). 

Yet Rose also harbours her own secrets. After witnessing an 
unusually large herd of deer in chapter 13, she chooses not to tell her 
parents. She anticipates disbelief because she is a child; adults will 
assume she is lying or exaggerating. Only she senses that something 
is fundamentally wrong: “The morning was too quiet. It was telling 
her something. She tried to hear that” (Alam, ch. 15). The narrator 
repeatedly reinforces the idea that children perceive ecological shifts 
more acutely than adults. As Archie and Rose navigate the forest, the 
narration reflects on the instinctive knowledge children are said to 
possess, which diminishes with age before resurfacing in old age. 
Unlike the adults, who respond to uncertainty with fear, the children 
anticipate change without dread. Nonhuman nature, too, is portrayed 
as aware of and prepared for imminent transformation. In chapter 21, 
the narrator forges an explicit connection between youth and nature, 
suggesting their shared attunement to the larger patterns of the 
world – a connection that the final chapter revisits and tentatively 
resolves. 

The children’s relationship with nature in the novel mirrors the 
ambivalence described in psycho-social environmental theory. Louise 
Chawla identifies three primary sources of children’s environmental 
anxiety: fears for self-preservation, responsibility toward present and 
future generations, and recognition of nature’s intrinsic worth 
(“Children’s Concern” 14). Reviewing a wide range of studies, she 
observes that both rural and urban children “were simultaneously 
tantalized by the woods and afraid to enter them” (15). While such 
ambivalence gradually shifts as children age, Chawla notes that 
genuine caring dispositions toward nature – valuing it not merely for 
human utility but for its intrinsic significance – must be cultivated 
through empathy and sympathy (16). She argues that collaborative 
social education involving both men and women, shaped by 
caregiving practices, can foster children’s sense of connection and 
nurturing regard for nonhuman nature (18). Chawla ultimately 
advocates a restructuring of “human relationships with the physical 
world” (19). In Leave the World Behind, nature functions as a vital, 
animate presence – magnanimous, awe-inspiring, and at times 
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menacing. Rose in particular senses its mystery and seems to possess 
survival knowledge shared by trees, animals, and insects.  

The novel’s intrusive omniscient narrator reinforces this insight 
through intermittent revelations about both present and future 
catastrophes, even as the narrative voice often remains cryptic and 
suggestive. The final chapters, however, adopt a more direct tone. 
Rose’s solitary venture to the abandoned house across the forest 
underscores her resilience and adaptability. The narrator becomes 
especially forthright about children’s tacit wisdom: “Kids knew 
something, and the knowledge they had was tacit or unspeakable” 
(Alam, ch. 40). This assertion parallels the narrator’s broader belief in 
nature’s cyclical power to regenerate following catastrophe, 
reminiscent of the Earth’s rebirth after the biblical flood. 

Rose’s silence regarding the deer further demonstrates that 
children often withhold knowledge because they anticipate adult 
dismissal. This contributes to their anxiety about environmental 
change. The narrator’s reflections in chapter 21 extend this idea to 
trees, which are described as “alive,” capable of feeling like “Tolkien’s 
majestic creatures,” and able to mutate and endure – as mangroves 
do – amid ecological upheaval. The chapter ominously references 
“the seismic reverberations of bombs far distant” and the death of 
trees due to the ocean’s recession from the land. It predicts that trees 
and animals will not merely withstand future evolutionary shifts but 
will flourish without human interference. The following passage, 
though lengthy, is central to this article’s argument: 

The sickness in the ground and in the air and in the water was all a 
clever design. There was a menace in the woods and Rose could feel it, 
and another child would have called it God. Did it matter if a storm 
had metastasized into something for which no noun yet existed? Did it 
matter if the electrical grid broke apart like something built of Lego? 
Did it matter if Lego would never biodegrade, would outlast Notre 
Dame, the pyramids at Giza, the pigment daubed on the walls at 
Lascaux? (Alam, ch. 21) 

The narrator’s unusually direct tone in conveying the magnitude 
of ecological risk contrasts with the restraint evident elsewhere in the 
novel. While Leave the World Behind intertwines character and plot 
from the start, its most striking accomplishment is its sustained 
alignment of children with nature – a thematic gesture consistent 
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with contemporary ecological theories that foreground intersections 
among environment, society, race, and economy. 

As noted earlier, the narrator becomes even more explicit in the 
final chapter about children’s superior understanding of ecological 
transformation: “Rose knew what the noise was, but no one had 
asked her. It was the sound of fact. It was the change they’d 
pretended not to know was coming. It was the end of one kind of life, 
but it was also the beginning of another kind of life” (Alam, ch. 40). 
Travelling alone through the woods, Rose pursues the possibility of 
finding other survivors, yet her bond with nature remains equally 
central. After eating a nectarine, she drops the pit, hoping it may 
grow into a tree in the years to come. She knows that trees do not 
grow into one another: “Trees knew to occupy only their given patch 
of earth and sky. Trees were generous and careful, and maybe that 
would be their salvation” (Alam, ch. 40). Such reflections imbue Rose 
with a wisdom that surpasses that of the adults – Clay, Amanda, the 
Washingtons, and others. 

Rose’s withholding of knowledge reflects a broader 
phenomenon: young people believe adults will not take them 
seriously, a perception that produces anxiety. Caroline Hickman 
discusses this in her 2020 essay “We Need to (Find a Way to) Talk 
About… Eco-Anxiety.” Eco-anxiety refers to the distress arising from 
heightened awareness of environmental and biodiversity crises, 
emphasising the emotional response to large-scale ecological harm. 
As a psychotherapist, Hickman finds that children often experience 
environmental destruction as “personal” (Hickman 412). They feel 
that those with power do not care about their future and are failing to 
preserve ecological balance. Many children she interviewed 
described feeling abandoned by a world that is “cruel and 
indifferent” (412). Meanwhile, debates persist over whether children 
should participate in environmental activism or even be made aware 
of ecological risks. Parents and policymakers often argue that such 
involvement imposes unnecessary anxiety on young people. Scott 
Morrison, for example, publicly urged Australian children to reduce 
their climate protest activities. Confronted with this tension, many 
young people, Hickman notes, fear “being judged and criticised” 
when they speak about the climate crisis (413). 
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Conclusion 

In Leave the World Behind, Rose ultimately chooses to confront her 
anxiety by sharing her emerging strategies for survival in a 
transformed world. The novel concludes in a manner consistent with 
its earlier chapters: it resists definitive closure, refusing to explain or 
resolve the uncanny events that have unfolded. Instead, it ends with 
a series of unsettling yet meaningful questions that reinforce the 
pervasive atmosphere of uncertainty. Through her solitary journey 
and practical decisions, Rose learns to rely on modest pleasures, 
cooperation, and the small acts of endurance that make life tenable 
amid collapse. She comes to recognise that larger forces – 
geopolitical, ecological, evolutionary – lie beyond human control, and 
that a humble, communal mode of living may offer a sense of 
purpose within an otherwise chaotic existence. This sensibility aligns 
with Louise Chawla’s emphasis on cultivating connection and hope 
in ecological education. Chawla argues that the study of ecology and 
natural history “needs to be combined with learning how to protect 
the natural world,” underscoring the value of social trust and the 
reassurance that “individual actions are amplified by the 
contributions of other people” (“Childhood Nature Connection” 635). 
Ecological studies, she contends, should help young people articulate 
their emotional responses to environmental transformation. One way 
to do this is by enabling them to locate meaning and optimism within 
a crisis. Rose’s efforts to survive through simplicity echo what 
Chawla describes as “finding value in voluntary simplicity” – a 
lesson that the adults of Leave the World Behind neither model nor 
understand (635).  

This article has demonstrated how children-centred ecological 
theory illuminates the novel’s persistent alignment between youth 
and nonhuman nature. The final chapter thus emerges as a fitting 
conclusion, depicting a child’s attempt to create meaning and 
coherence amid chaos, uncertainty, and ecological dread. Through 
Rose, the novel suggests that children possess forms of knowledge, 
adaptability, and emotional clarity that adults lack – qualities that 
become indispensable when confronting the irreversible changes of a 
world on the brink. 
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