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Abstract 
This paper examines O. Henry's The Last Leaf 

through Donna Haraway's concept of the 

Chthulucene, arguing that the story anticipates an 

ecological worldview grounded in coexistence rather 

than anthropocentric domination. While the narrative 

is traditionally interpreted as a tale of sacrifice, hope, 

and artistic devotion, this study demonstrates that it 

also foregrounds the interconnectedness of humans, 

nonhuman nature, and creative practice. The ivy leaf 

functions as more than a symbol of resilience; it 

becomes an ecological agent that sustains Johnsy's 

will to live, revealing the inseparability of human 

survival from the natural world. Likewise, Behrman's 

final artistic act challenges the boundary between art 

and ecology, illustrating how creative intervention 

can foster care, responsibility, and multispecies 

interdependence. Drawing on Haraway's theory of 

"making kin," the paper argues that The Last Leaf 

imagines survival as a collaborative process 

emerging from relationships among people, nature, 

and material environments. In doing so, the story 

offers an alternative to human-centred narratives of 

progress and control, instead promoting an ethics of 

care, mutual dependence, and ecological 

responsibility. By reinterpreting O. Henry's classic 

through an ecocritical lens, this study highlights its 

contemporary relevance to debates on sustainability, 

environmental ethics, and the reimagining of human–

nature relations in the age of ecological crisis. 
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I. Introduction 
The Anthropocene has emerged as one of 

the most influential frameworks for understanding 

the unprecedented impact of human activity on 

Earth's ecosystems. Popularized by Paul Crutzen and 

Eugene Stoermer, the term describes a geological 

epoch in which human actions have become a 

dominant force shaping climate, biodiversity, and 

planetary processes. While the concept has 

significantly contributed to environmental discourse 

by highlighting the scale of ecological degradation, it 

has also been criticized for reinforcing an 

anthropocentric perspective that continues to position 

humanity as the central agent of environmental 

change. Ecocritics argue that such a framework often 

overlooks the “complex interdependencies among 

humans, nonhuman species, and material 

environments that collectively sustain life” (Garrard 

16–18). Consequently, scholars have sought 

alternative paradigms capable of reimagining 

ecological relationships beyond narratives of human 

dominance and exploitation. 

Among the most influential responses and 

refusals to accept the Anthropocene, Haraway's 

‘Chthulucene’, which she introduces in Staying with 

the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene is highly 

effective. Rather than interpreting ecological crises 

solely as the result of human activity, her idea 

advocates an ethics of coexistence grounded in 

multispecies entanglements, mutual care, and shared 

responsibility. She argues that survival depends not 

upon technological mastery or total human control 

but upon the practice of "making kin, through which 

humans acknowledge their interconnectedness with 

animals, plants, landscapes, and other forms of life” 

(Haraway 30, 102). The Chthulucene therefore shifts 

attention from domination to collaboration, 

emphasizing that life persists through networks of 

reciprocity and collective resilience rather than 

individual control. 

This ecological perspective provides a 

compelling framework for reinterpreting literary 

texts that depict relationships between humans and 

the natural world. Although O. Henry's The Last Leaf 

has traditionally been read as a sentimental narrative 

celebrating sacrifice, friendship, and artistic 

devotion, its engagement with nature invites a deeper 

ecocritical analysis. Set against the backdrop of 

illness and despair, the story presents the lives of two 

friends, Sue and Johnsy, who “lived at the top of a 

building with three floors. One of these young 

women came from Maine, the other from California. 

They had met at a restaurant on Eighth Street. There 
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they discovered that they liked the same kind of art, 

the same kind of food, and the same kind of clothes. 

So they decided to live and work together” (Henry 2). 

At the same time, O. Henry pays equal importance to 

the ivy vine, which he represents not only as scenery, 

but as a living presence whose gradual disappearance 

(leaf-shedding process), profoundly shapes Johnsy's 

emotional and psychological condition, since:  

Mr. Pneumonia touched Johnsy 

with his cold fingers. She lay on 

her bed almost without moving, 

and she looked through the 

window at the wall of the house 

next to hers…the busy doctor 

spoke to Sue alone in the hall, 

where Johnsy could not hear. ‘She 

has a very small chance,’ he said. 

“She has a chance, if she wants to 

live. If people don’t want to live, I 

can’t do much for them. Your little 

lady has decided that she is not 

going to get well. (Henry 2) 

Hence, Johnsy is convinced that her own life is tied 

to the final remaining leaf that in turn demonstrates 

the intimate relationship between human 

consciousness and the natural environment. Nature 

therefore functions as an active participant in the 

narrative rather than a passive backdrop, influencing 

both individual ‘survival’ and ultimate ‘hope’ in the 

life of Johnsy as: “She was looking out the window 

and counting—counting back. ‘Twelve,’ she said; 

and a little later, ‘Eleven’; and…’Nine’; and then, 

‘Eight’…There was only the side wall of the next 

house…An old, old tree grew against the wall. The 

cold breath of winter had already touched it. Almost 

all its leaves had fallen from its dark branches” 

(Henry 3). She compared the days of her life to the 

falling leaves due to which, her conditions never 

recuperates. As a result Sue seeks help from their 

neighbour, “Old Behrman”, who “was a painter who 

lived on the first floor of their house. He was past 

sixty. He had had no success as a painter. For forty 

years he had painted, without ever painting a good 

picture. He had always talked of painting a great 

picture, a masterpiece, but he had never yet started it” 

(Henry 4).  

So, Mr Behrman comes to her rescue as he 

paints the final leaf, which blurs the boundaries 

between art and ecology, wherein he not only 

provides her hope to survive the storms, but his act 

also depicts the importance of ecology and nature in 

our lives. His masterpiece does not merely imitate 

nature for aesthetic appreciation; instead, it preserves 

the symbolic presence of nature at a moment when 

hope appears impossible. The painted leaf becomes 

an act of ecological care that sustains life through 

creative intervention, illustrating the interconnected 

roles of art, compassion, and environmental meaning. 

From a Chthulucene perspective, Behrman's sacrifice 

exemplifies Haraway's vision of collaborative 

survival, where human actions gain significance 

through their contribution to a “broader network of 

relationships rather than through assertions of 

individual heroism” (Haraway 101–04). 

By examining The Last Leaf through 

Haraway's concept of the Chthulucene, this paper 

argues that the story anticipates an ecological 

imagination rooted in interdependence, care, and 

multispecies coexistence. Through the symbolism of 

the ivy leaf, Johnsy's relationship with the natural 

world, and Behrman's transformative artistic act, the 

narrative challenges anthropocentric assumptions 

and foregrounds an ethics of “shared survival” 

(Morton). In doing so, O. Henry's story remains 

remarkably relevant to contemporary debates in 

ecocriticism, environmental humanities, and 

sustainability studies, demonstrating how literature 

can reimagine human–nature relationships in an era 

of accelerating ecological crisis (Garrard 28). 

Haraway's concept of the Chthulucene 

reveals that the story is not merely a sentimental 

narrative of sacrifice but an exploration of ecological 

interdependence. Rather than presenting nature as a 

passive background against which human drama 

unfolds, O. Henry positions the natural world as an 

active participant in shaping human consciousness 

and survival. Haraway argues that living beings exist 

within intricate networks of dependency and that 

survival is possible only through relationships of care 

and coexistence rather than domination (Haraway 

30–34). This theoretical perspective provides a 

productive framework for understanding how the ivy 

vine, the final leaf, and the characters collectively 

construct an ecology of hope that challenges 

anthropocentric assumptions. 

Johnsy's illness marks the beginning of this 

ecological relationship. Physically weakened by 

pneumonia and emotionally overwhelmed by 

despair, she gradually transfers her sense of mortality 

onto the ivy vine visible from her window. Watching 

the leaves fall one after another, she develops the 

conviction that her own life is inseparable from the 

fate of the plant. She tells Sue, "No, I don’t want 

anything to eat. Now there are four. I want to see the 

last one fall before night. Then I’ll go, too" (Henry 3-

4). Although the statement initially sounds irrational, 

it demonstrates the profound psychological 

connection between human beings and their 

surrounding environment. Johnsy no longer 

perceives nature as something external; instead, she 
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understands her own existence through the life cycle 

of the vine. Her identity becomes relational rather 

than autonomous, illustrating the claim that “living 

beings are constituted through their connections with 

others rather than through isolated individuality” 

(Haraway 102). 

The ivy vine therefore performs a role far 

more significant than that of a symbolic object. It 

becomes an ecological presence that mediates John's 

emotional state and influences her capacity for 

survival. Traditional interpretations often read the 

leaf as a metaphor for hope, yet an ecocritical reading 

suggests that its significance lies in demonstrating the 

inseparability of human life from ecological 

processes. The gradual disappearance of the leaves 

mirrors natural cycles of decay, while John's response 

reflects humanity's tendency to interpret 

environmental change through personal experience. 

In this respect, O. Henry anticipates ecological 

thinking by suggesting that the boundaries separating 

human emotion from the natural world are 

fundamentally porous. 

Haraway's notion of "making kin" further 

illuminates this relationship. Rather than privileging 

human agency, the Chthulucene encourages 

recognition of the interconnected networks that 

sustain life across species (102–03). Johnsy's 

recovery does not begin because medicine suddenly 

cures her illness; instead, it begins when her 

perception of the final leaf changes. After witnessing 

the leaf remain attached to the vine despite the storm, 

she admits, "Something has made that last leaf stay 

there to show me how wicked I was" (O. Henry). This 

realization marks an ethical transformation rather 

than merely a psychological one. She recognizes that 

life persists through endurance and relationship 

instead of surrendering to inevitability. The leaf 

therefore functions not simply as an object of 

observation but as an ecological teacher that reshapes 

her understanding of existence. 

The changing weather also contributes 

significantly to the narrative's ecological dimension. 

The relentless rain, strong winds, and falling 

temperatures are not presented merely to heighten 

dramatic tension but to emphasize nature's agency 

within the story. The storm threatens both the ivy 

vine and the fragile lives of the characters, 

demonstrating that humans remain vulnerable 

participants within larger environmental systems. 

Such a portrayal contrasts sharply with 

anthropocentric narratives that depict nature as a 

resource to be controlled. Instead, O. Henry 

represents ecological forces as independent realities 

with which human beings must coexist. Greg Garrard 

observes that ecocritical literature frequently 

challenges the assumption that nature exists solely to 

serve human purposes, encouraging readers to 

acknowledge the reciprocal relationship between 

humanity and the environment (Garrard 16–18). The 

Last Leaf exemplifies this principle by making 

environmental conditions central to both the plot and 

the characters' emotional development. 

Moreover, John's attachment to the ivy vine 

illustrates that ecological relationships are not 

exclusively material but also symbolic and 

emotional. Environmental humanities scholars argue 

that human interactions with nature are shaped as 

much by cultural meanings as by biological realities 

(Heise 10–12). Johnsy does not derive hope from 

scientific knowledge about the plant; instead, she 

invests the leaf with existential significance. The leaf 

becomes a site where personal despair, 

environmental reality, and symbolic meaning 

converge. This convergence demonstrates how 

literature can reveal dimensions of ecological 

experience that scientific discourse alone cannot fully 

explain. 

The story also resists the binary opposition 

between humanity and nature that characterizes much 

anthropocentric thinking. Rather than depicting 

humans as detached observers, O. Henry situates his 

characters within an ecological community where 

psychological well-being depends upon 

environmental relationships. John's emotional 

recovery begins not through isolation but through 

renewed engagement with the world beyond herself. 

The persistence of the final leaf reminds her that life 

continues despite adversity, encouraging her to 

imagine a future instead of accepting death as 

inevitable. Her decision to live emerges from an 

encounter with the natural world rather than from an 

assertion of human superiority over it. 

Consequently, the ivy vine becomes the 

narrative's central ecological agent. It shapes human 

perception, influences ethical choices, and 

demonstrates that survival is produced through 

relationships extending beyond the human sphere. 

Such an interpretation closely aligns with 

Chthulucene, a middle-ground in which life is 

sustained through interconnectedness rather than 

domination. O. Henry's narrative therefore 

anticipates contemporary ecological philosophy by 

presenting survival as a collaborative process “rooted 

in reciprocity, resilience, and coexistence rather than 

individual will” (Haraway 30–34). 

The ecological significance of The Last Leaf 

extends beyond the immediate relationship between 

the characters and the ivy vine to challenge broader 

assumptions about humanity's place within the 

natural world. Rather than presenting nature as an 
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external force that merely influences human 

emotions, the narrative dissolves the conventional 

boundaries separating the human and the nonhuman. 

This perspective resonates with Timothy Morton's 

critique of ecological thought that continues to 

imagine nature as something distant, pure, or separate 

from human existence. Morton argues that genuine 

ecological awareness begins when humanity 

abandons the illusion of separation and recognizes 

itself as part of an interconnected ecological reality 

(Morton 5–8). O. Henry's story embodies this 

ecological consciousness by demonstrating that the 

lives of Johnsy, Sue, Behrman, and even the ivy vine 

cannot be understood in isolation. Their experiences 

form a network of reciprocal dependence in which 

emotional resilience, artistic creativity, and 

environmental presence collectively shape the 

possibility of survival. Such interconnectedness 

reflects an ecological imagination that resists 

hierarchical distinctions between humans and the 

natural world, suggesting instead that both participate 

in the same fragile web of existence. 

This relational understanding also reflects 

the foundational concerns of ecocriticism as 

articulated by Cheryll Glotfelty. Defining 

ecocriticism as the study of the relationship between 

literature and the physical environment, Glotfelty 

argues that literary texts should be examined for the 

ways “they represent environmental consciousness 

and humanity's ethical responsibilities toward the 

more-than-human world” (Glotfelty xix). The Last 

Leaf exemplifies this approach by embedding 

ecological meaning within an apparently simple 

narrative of illness and recovery. The ivy vine, the 

storm, and Behrman's painted leaf are not incidental 

details but narrative elements that reveal how 

environmental realities shape human values, choices, 

and identities. Through these ecological symbols, O. 

Henry transforms a personal story of hope into a 

meditation on coexistence, demonstrating that acts of 

care acquire significance only when understood 

within broader networks of life. Consequently, the 

narrative anticipates contemporary ecocritical 

concerns by portraying survival as an outcome of 

relational ethics rather than individual achievement. 

Read alongside Haraway's Chthulucene, Morton's 

ecological philosophy, and Glotfelty's foundational 

principles of ecocriticism, The Last Leaf emerges as 

a text that encourages readers to rethink humanity's 

relationship with nature through empathy, 

interdependence, and shared ecological 

responsibility, affirming that the future of both 

human and nonhuman life depends upon sustaining 

these interconnected bonds (Morton 8). 

Conclusion 

Hence, an ecocritical interpretation of The 

Last Leaf through the framework of the Chthulucene 

demonstrates that O. Henry's narrative extends 

beyond a conventional tale of sacrifice and hope to 

present a compelling vision of ecological coexistence 

and relational survival. The narrative foregrounds the 

interconnectedness of human life, nature, and artistic 

expression, challenging anthropocentric assumptions 

that privilege human agency over ecological 

interdependence. Rather than depicting survival as an 

individual achievement, the story represents it as a 

collective process sustained through empathy, 

resilience, and reciprocal relationships. The analysis 

further establishes that the symbolic significance of 

the ivy leaf and Behrman's artistic intervention 

reflects an ecological imagination in which care and 

coexistence replace domination and exploitation. By 

situating human experiences within broader 

ecological networks, the narrative redefines hope as 

a product of shared responsibility and interconnected 

existence rather than personal triumph. Such a 

perspective reinforces the relevance of The Last Leaf 

to contemporary ecocritical discourse, particularly in 

discussions of sustainability, environmental ethics, 

and human–nature relationships. 

Viewed from this perspective, The Last Leaf emerges 

as a literary text that anticipates many of the 

principles associated with contemporary ecological 

thought. Its portrayal of interconnected life 

encourages a reconsideration of humanity's 

relationship with the natural world and highlights the 

importance of relational ethics in addressing 

ecological challenges. Consequently, the story 

continues to demonstrate the capacity of literature to 

cultivate ecological consciousness and to imagine 

more sustainable and compassionate modes of 

coexistence. 
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