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Abstract: The contemporary environmental crisis has raised urgent questions about the limits
of anthropocentric ways of thinking and relating to nature. The present article attempts to revisit
Aldo Leopold’s groundbreaking essay ‘Thinking Like a Mountain™ (1949) in order to explore
its relevance for rethinking environmental ethics in the present time. Drawing on Leopold’s
reflections, the article argues that there is a serious need to rethink nature—society relations,
particularly at a time when nature itself finds itself in a state of crisis. In this article, | argue
that thinking through Leopold’s work can be a powerful way to re-shift how we understand
human relationships with the natural world, thereby moving beyond narrow anthropocentric
concerns towards a more ethical and responsible engagement with the more-than-human world.
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Introduction:

Living in the 21st century, humanity has witnessed a severe environmental crisis, where the
dominance of anthropocentric thinking has largely eroded the intricate relationships between
humans and the natural world. Driven by self-interest, economic expansion, and the pursuit of
endless growth, nature has increasingly been reduced to a mere resource to be controlled,
exploited, and consumed. Such a worldview positions humans as separate from and superior to
the rest of the ecological world, ignoring the complex interdependencies that sustain life on
earth. With the dominance of this worldview, there is seen an increasing rise of environmental
degradation manifested through issues such as biodiversity loss, deforestation, and the
depletion of natural resources. The continuous fulfillment of human needs and desires through
the domination of the natural world has failed to recognize a fundamental reality that human
survival itself is deeply embedded within ecological systems. This raises critical questions
about the future of life on this planet. How long can human societies continue to exist by
severing the very relationships that sustain them? Are we actually reflecting on the
consequences of treating nature as external to human life, or have we become indifferent to the
ecological limits that shape our existence? More importantly, are we truly aware that the
environmental crisis confronting us today is not only a crisis of nature, but also a crisis of
human thought, ethics, and responsibility? A serious reflection on these questions at this point
in time is of utmost importance. While humanity has been largely responsible for creating the

1 Aldo Leopold’s essay ‘Thinking Like a Mountain’ originally appeared in A Sand County Almanac and Sketches
Here and There (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1949).
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conditions that have led to the present environmental crisis, it is also humanity that holds the
potential to rethink, reorient, and transform its relationship with the natural world. Such a
reorientation requires moving beyond human-centred assumptions and cultivating ethical
frameworks that acknowledge the intrinsic value of non-human life. Only through this shift can
more sustainable, responsible, and mutually sustaining forms of coexistence between humans
and nature be imagined.

It is at this point that Aldo Leopold’s classic work ‘Thinking Like a Mountain’ (1949) holds
immense significance in rethinking the relationship between humans and the natural world. It
IS a very interesting body of work, written with deep emotion and reflexive insight through
which Leopold powerfully engages with the more-than-human world. He urges humans to see
themselves not as masters or controllers of nature, but as integral members of a larger
ecological community. In so doing, Leopold invites readers to revisit an environmental ethic
grounded in respect, humility, and ecological awareness. In the context of the contemporary
environmental crisis too, his reflections remain profoundly relevant, offering critical insights
for imagining a more-than-human world where coexistence, rather than domination, forms the
basis of environmental ethics. It is within this context that this article seeks to locate and engage
with Leopold’s work.

Methodology:

This article is based on a careful and close reading of Aldo Leopold’s ‘Thinking Like a
Mountain’ (1949), treating the essay as a reflexive narrative through which the author critically
reflects on nature—society relations. The article adopts narrative analysis as its primary method
of interpretation. This approach draws on the idea, as argued by Earthy & Cronin (2008), that
the accounts people tell about their lives form a fundamental part of social inquiry, and that
researchers engage with these narratives to produce their own interpretations of issues that
concern them. Keeping this perspective in mind, I use narrative analysis to examine Leopold’s
essay and to locate it within contemporary discussions on environmental crisis. By following
this narrative approach, particular attention is paid to the essay’s central themes, its narrative
structure, and the way Leopold’s story unfolds over time.

Reading Leopold’s Narrative:

The essay ‘Thinking Like a Mountain’ (1949) begins not with an abstract argument, but with a
powerful evocation of the natural world through sound and presence. Aldo Leopold opens the
narrative with the haunting howl of a wolf echoing through the mountains — a sound filled with
strength, fear, and endurance. Leopold suggests that this howl is heard differently by different
beings: for deer, it signals danger; for coyotes, an opportunity; for cattle owners, a threat; and
for hunters, a challenge. Yet beyond these immediate and human-centred interpretations lies a
deeper meaning that only the mountain can truly comprehend, shaped by its long existence and
its witnessing of countless ecological cycles. Leopold emphasizes that even those unable to
fully articulate this deeper meaning can sense it. Landscapes inhabited by wolves feel different
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— alive with tension and alertness. Subtle signs such as restless animals, rolling stones, sudden
movements, and shifting shadows indicate the presence of wolves within the ecological system.
According to Leopold, only someone entirely detached from nature would fail to recognize this
difference. Through these descriptions, he establishes the wolf not merely as an animal, but as
a vital presence within a living landscape.

The narrative then turns to a decisive moment that transforms Leopold’s own understanding of
nature. He recounts an incident in which he and his companions were resting on a high rocky
ledge overlooking a fast-flowing river. Observing an animal crossing the river, they initially
assumed it was a deer. Only when it came closer did they realize it was a wolf. Soon after,
several young wolves emerged from the bushes and gathered around her, displaying affection
and a strong sense of familial bonding. At that time, he with his friends believed that wolves
should always be killed. Without thinking, they began shooting at the wolves. When the
shooting stopped, the old wolf was dead, and one young wolf was badly injured. As Leopold
approached the dying wolf, he witnessed life slowly fading from her eyes. It was in this moment
that he felt he glimpsed a profound truth - one that belonged not only to the wolf, but also to
the mountain itself. This experience unsettled his long-held assumption that fewer wolves
would result in more deer and, consequently, better conditions for human hunters.

Over time, Leopold began to observe the long-term ecological consequences of eliminating
wolves. In regions where wolves had been completely wiped out, deer populations grew
unchecked. Following this narrative, Leopold makes explicit the ecological logic that underlies
his realization. Wolves play a crucial role in regulating deer populations within the ecosystem.
When wolves are removed, deer numbers increase beyond what the land can sustain. This
unchecked growth leads to intense grazing pressure, resulting in the destruction of vegetation
such as grasses, shrubs, and young trees. As the vegetation disappears, the land loses its
regenerative capacity, and the ecosystem begins to deteriorate. Eventually, the consequences
return to the deer themselves, as food scarcity leads to starvation and widespread death.
Through this sequence, Leopold demonstrates that the removal of a single species can set off a
chain of ecological imbalance, ultimately damaging both the land and the life it supports.
Through these observations, Leopold arrived at a critical insight that the removal of wolves
disrupts the balance of nature. Wolves are not merely the enemies of the land, but essential
participants in maintaining ecological stability. The mountain, with its long memory,
understands this balance far better than humans driven by short-term interests.

‘Environmental Ethics’ in Leopold’s Work:

The above description of Leopold’s story very interestingly reflects how self-interest has often
driven human actions toward nature, leading to decisions that prioritize immediate human
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benefit over long-term ecological balance. In Leopold’s case too, we see how his initial
thinking about the minimization of wolves in the mountains was shaped by a human-centred
belief that fewer wolves would result in more deer and, consequently, greater benefits for
human hunters. This assumption, rooted in dominant conservation practices of the time, treated
nature as a whole as something to be managed primarily for human use. As Leopold was
initially unable to recognize how the minimization of wolves would, over time, also deteriorate
the mountain itself, his actions reflected a limited understanding of ecological
interconnectedness. It was only later, through sustained observation and reflection, that he
came to realize that the removal of wolves disrupted ecological balance, leading not only to the
suffering of deer but also to the gradual degradation of the land in the mountain too. What is
clearly visible here is the fact that such outcome emerge from a limited and short-term way of
understanding nature that fails to see the broader ecological relations at work. While humans
tend to act based on immediate interests and fragmented knowledge, the mountain, which has
been witnessing ecological processes over long periods of time, holds a deeper and more
comprehensive understanding of balance, continuity, and interdependence. Leopold’s shift in
thinking thus reveals the ethical importance of learning to see the world from perspectives
beyond the human, where the well-being of the nature as a whole takes precedence over narrow
human concerns.

In this context, Leopold’s work suggest that there is a need for an ethical orientation to be found
that does not emerge from immediate human interests or short-term calculations, but from an
understanding of long-term ecological relationships and interdependencies. Thus, determining
how we ought to act in relation to the natural world requires a long-term ecological
understanding of nature, its rhythms, limits, and interconnections, rather than decisions guided
solely by short-term human needs or instrumental reasoning. Environmental ethics, in this
sense, emerges as a way of rethinking human responsibility toward the natural world not merely
through the lens of long-term human interdependence with it. The contemporary environmental
crisis that humanity faces today is deeply rooted in a long-standing tendency to view nature as
something external to, and controllable by, human societies. This anthropocentric orientation
has shaped forms of intervention that privilege domination, extraction, and short-term gains,
while remaining largely indifferent to the long-term ecological relationships and consequences
that sustain life. What Leopold’s work compels us to recognize is the ethical limitation of this
mode of thinking. By foregrounding the interconnectedness of ecological processes, his
reflections call for a decisive re-shift in perspective — from notions of immediate human
mastery over nature to an ethic of human responsibility within nature. Leopold urges us to
understand that humans are not separate managers of the natural world, but participants within
a complex ecological community whose actions are entangled with the well-being of the whole.
Such a shift demands an environmental ethics grounded in care, humility, and respect for the
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more-than-human world, where ethical judgment is guided by long-term ecological balance
and understanding, rather than narrow and immediate human interests.

Contemporary Environmental Crisis and the Relevance of Leopold’s Work:

Completing the above discussion, it becomes clear that Leopold’s work holds significant
relevance for understanding the contemporary environmental crisis that humanity faces today.
Driven by motives of profit, desire, and rapid technological expansion, the prevailing belief in
human mastery over nature has generated multiple environmental problems across the globe.
Large-scale deforestation and the growing conflicts and contestations surrounding it offer a
striking example of how human attempts to conquer nature have led to deep ecological, social,
and ethical consequences. Very interestingly, cases such as the Chipko Andolan in India
powerfully illustrate this tension. Emerging in response to large-scale commercial logging in
the Himalayan region, the movement reflected a collective resistance against the treatment of
forests merely as economic resources. By embracing trees to prevent them from being cut, local
communities — particularly women, asserted an alternative understanding of forests as sources
of livelihood, ecological stability, and cultural meaning. The Chipko Andolan thus revealed
how highly development-driven deforestation not only degrades the environment but also
generates conflicts rooted in survival, environmental justice, and responsibility toward nature.
Similar forms of contestation are visible in struggles around large dams and river-engineering
projects. Dams are often justified in the name of development, energy production, irrigation,
and flood control, yet they frequently lead to the displacement of communities, disruption of
riverine ecosystems, and long-term ecological instability. Rivers are increasingly treated as
entities to be regulated and controlled, rather than as living systems with their own ecological
rhythms. The conflicts surrounding dam construction too reveal how such interventions, while
promising progress, and often intensify environmental crisis. Therefore, whether it is the crisis
surrounding deforestation, the control and transformation of mountains, or the regulation of
rivers, these unfolding environmental conflicts reflect a common logic of domination over
nature. This increasing domination has further resulted in the objectification of nature, where
forests, rivers, and mountains are reduced to passive resources, commodities, or sites of
extraction rather than being recognized as living ecological systems. Such objectification
obscures the complex relationships that bind human and non-human life together and
legitimizes interventions that prioritize human profit over ecological balance.

From a Leopoldian perspective, such crises emerge from a failure to think beyond immediate
human interests and to recognize the long-term ecological consequences of human actions.
Much like the mountain in Leopold’s work, which understands ecological balance through time
and interdependence, Leopold’s story helps us read contemporary environmental conflicts in a
deeper way — even when wolves are no longer at the centre of the issue. While today’s struggles
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revolve around forests, rivers, dams, and development projects, the underlying logic remains
strikingly similar. In Leopold’s work, the removal of wolves was initially justified as a rational
and beneficial intervention aimed at improving hunting opportunities for humans. Only over
time did its destructive consequences become visible, as unchecked deer populations degraded
the land itself. This similar logic operates in present-day practices too such as large-scale
deforestation and conflicts around rivers and dams. Forests are cleared and rivers are controlled
in the name of development, efficiency, and progress, often with the promise of immediate
human benefit. However, much like the elimination of wolves, these interventions gradually
destabilize ecological systems. The resulting biodiversity loss, disrupted water flows, erosion
of land, and increased environmental vulnerability reveal how short-term human calculations
fail to account for long-term ecological balance. In this case, Leopold’s story thus helps us
draw a crucial comparison that whether it is the removal of a predator from a mountain
ecosystem or the large-scale transformation of forests and rivers, the underlying assumption
remains the same that humans can manipulate nature without fully understanding its
complexity. In both cases, nature responds not instantly, but over time, exposing the limits of
human control. The mountain, which in Leopold’s essay understands these relationships
through long ecological memory, stands in contrast to human decision-making driven by
immediacy and profit.

What is absent within human is precisely what Leopold called the ability to ‘Think like a
mountain’. Human decisions surrounding deforestation, dam construction, and river extraction
are largely shaped by short-term human needs, economic calculations, and technological
confidence, with little attention to the slow, layered, and interconnected processes through
which nature sustains itself. Unlike the mountain in Leopold’s essay which embodies patience,
long ecological memory, and an understanding of balance, human decision-making remains
driven by immediacy and profit. To think like a mountain, as Leopold urges, is to move beyond
fragmented and instrumental views of nature and to recognize that ecological consequences
unfold over time, often beyond human perception and control. The contemporary
environmental crisis reveals a persistent failure to adopt this perspective. Forests are cut, rivers
are regulated, and landscapes are transformed without adequately considering how these
actions actually alter ecological relations in the long run. At the same time, this does not suggest
that human interventions in nature are unnecessary or should be completely rejected. What
Leopold’s reflections compel us to recognize is the need to first understand nature deeply — its
rhythms, limits, and interdependencies, before intervening in it. Thinking like a mountain thus
calls for a more careful, informed, and ethically grounded engagement with the natural world,
where human actions are guided not by domination or haste, but by responsibility, care, and
respect for the more-than-human world. Thus, the future of human—nature relations depends
not only on what humans do to the environment, but on how carefully they learn to live within
it.
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Conclusion: Towards an Ethic of Responsibility and Coexistence

Throughout this article, | have sought to show how revisiting ‘Thinking Like a Mountain’
(1949) allows us to critically reflect on the ethical foundations of contemporary human—nature
relations. Rather than treating Leopold’s work as a historical or literary reflection limited to a
specific ecological context, the article has demonstrated its broader relevance for understanding
present-day environmental crises marked by issues such as deforestation, landscape
degradation, and growing environmental conflicts. Leopold’s reflections enable us to see that
these crises are not merely failures of management, but are deeply rooted in how humans
imagine their place within the natural world. What makes Leopold’s work particularly
significant is its significance on ethical humility and ecological attentiveness. His reflections
remind us that environmental damage often unfolds slowly and invisibly, revealing its
consequences only after irreversible changes has taken place. Thus, in an era driven by speed,
profit, growth, technological confidence, and economic urgency, such a perspective becomes
increasingly important. Leopold’s work does not call for the rejection of human intervention
in nature, but for a more thoughtful, informed, and responsible engagement that is attentive to
ecological limits, its rhythms, and long-term consequences. By foregrounding the idea of
thinking beyond immediate human interests, ‘Thinking Like a Mountain’ (1949) offers a way
to rethink environmental ethics in the present time. It urges us to move away from seeing nature
as an object to be controlled and toward recognizing it as a living being of which humans are
a part. In so doing, Leopold’s work continues to provide a powerful ethical framework for
imagining more sustainable and respectful forms of coexistence in a world increasingly marked
by human domination and mastery. | argue that sustaining both human societies and the natural
world in the near future requires precisely this ethical reorientation. Leopold’s reflections thus
remain deeply relevant, offering a powerful framework for re-imagining more responsible,
respectful, and enduring forms of coexistence in a world increasingly shaped by human
domination and mastery.
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