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Abstract 

The essay explores a new way of interpreting the role of setting in Jane Eyre arguing that 

nature does not only provide a pretty backdrop for the story. The theoretical approach 

used in the study is ecocriticism, an earth-centered method. This approach is juxtaposed 

with a traditional linear analysis of setting in Jane Eyre. The essay is structured along two 

main lines. In the first part I challenge the traditional linear approach to setting and in the 

second I show that Jane Eyre is intertwined with nature from the very start. Lawrence 

Buell’s theory of place, in particular, is used to demonstrate that Eyre is not necessarily a 

lost soul. By contrast, the many descriptions of nature in the novel imply that her 

character is so entwined with setting that she could be at home wherever life may take 

her. 
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Introduction 

 Jane Eyre is famous for its forceful depictions of setting. The profuse portrayals of the 

surroundings in which the novel takes place make the novel come to life, and make the 

experiences of Jane Eyre all the more real and relatable. Landscapes and places are 

detailed by Eyre, who grows up an orphan, and who inhabits several localities during the 

course of the novel. As she travels on her life journey, Eyre’s memories tell a story of a 

girl in search of a place where she belongs, a place to call home. However, is Jane Eyre 

really the drifting soul that only finds her place in the world once she finally marries her 

knight in shining armor? Or could it be that she already belongs everywhere she goes? In 

fact, could it be said that Eyre is so connected to the environment around her that she is 

one with her surroundings?  

Previous research on the topic of setting in Jane Eyre often connects it to a 

symbolical reflection of the protagonist’s character development. Robert B. Martin, for 

instance, points out that Eyre’s five inhabited localities reflect distinct phases in the life 

and progress of the protagonist (60-61). This locality-centered view shows Eyre’s 

personal growth, but it also suggests that she is only fulfilled once she returns to Mr. 

Rochester and marries him. While the already established approaches to studying this 

novel are interesting, I believe that the role of the setting could be looked at from a 

different perspective.  

This brings me to the purpose of my research paper. I intend to argue for a 

modified interpretation of the setting by examining the novel from an ecocritical 

perspective and prove that there could be another way than the traditional locality-

centered view to analyzing the role of the setting in the novel. With theories from this 
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earth-centered approach to studying literature, I hope to prove that Eyre is not a lost and 

drifting soul, but that her relationship to place is so strong that she may be one with her 

surroundings. I argue that that the setting plays a more dynamic function to Jane Eyre 

than just a framework for the story to take place, and that the beautifully depicted 

landscapes are not there just for the pleasure of the reader, but that Eyre is in fact already 

home wherever she goes. By pointing out key scenes in which Eyre’s relationship to 

nature is more than just a backdrop, I will prove that nature plays a bigger role than what 

is traditionally admitted. 

I am going to structure my essay into two main sections. In the first one, I will 

examine the traditional way of interpreting the setting in Jane Eyre, while contrasting it 

with ecocriticism theory, in particular Lawrence Buell’s theory of place. Buell argues that 

the strongest place-connectedness comes from knowing many places as it gives one 

points of reference for comparison, which leads to an awareness and connectedness (66). 

He also contends that all the places one has been a part of, make up the person that one is 

(69). These two dimensions for place-connectedness would indicate that Eyre is rich in 

place sense, which supports my thesis.  

In the second section of my essay I will examine Eyre’s relationship to nature by 

pointing out ways in which it is interwoven with her character. I will also select a few key 

scenes from the novel that present Eyre’s close relationship to nature, and which, 

hopefully, will prove my thesis that she is undeniably connected to it, and that it is not 

just there for the purpose of dramatic scenery. 
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The Traditional View of Setting Contrasted with an Ecocritical Approach 

The term ecocriticism may have been coined by William Rueckert who introduced it to 

the world in his essay “Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism,” in which 

he declared that he would apply “ecological concepts to the reading, teaching, and 

writing about literature (Glotfelty and Fromm 107). Since it is a relatively new theoretical 

approach, and not yet universally specified, it is difficult to narrow it down to one simple 

definition. Cheryl Glotfelty, who is also a pioneer in the field, offers a good outline by 

presenting it as an earth-centered method to analyzing literature (“ASLE”). This is a 

definition open for interpretation, one that many ecocritical thinkers add their own 

understanding to. The objective of ecocriticism may be to raise an awareness of the 

environment, much in the same way that feminist theory has helped illuminate gender 

issues.  

It is in this vein that Buell argues that nature should have a larger purpose in the text 

than just as a backdrop, and that there should be a genuine sensitivity towards it 

(Enviromental 8). Buell’s place theory serves to examine relationships between humans 

and the environment. He acknowledges that trying to define place is a difficult task. It is 

subjective to whomever is experiencing that space, and is emotionally, socially, 

politically, economically, culturally and religiously construed. In Writing for an 

Endangered World, Buell lists five dimensions of place-connectedness from his place 

theory. The theories work to define ways in which a person can feel connected to the 

non-human world. While all five dimensions could be applied to Jane Eyre to prove 

Eyre’s place connectedness and sense of belonging, going into such detail would be more 

appropriate for a lengthier essay. Due to the space limitations of this essay, I will focus 
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on only two dimensions from the place theory that are especially interesting for my 

thesis. As briefly mentioned in the introduction, the two dimensions I am going to use are 

the types of place-connectedness through various scattered locales, or a Buell puts it, “a 

scattergram or archipelago of locales” (65), and place sense acquired through an 

accumulation of places in a person’s life over time, which have contributed to shaping the 

identity of that person (69).  

These two dimensions may seem very similar, and granted, they work towards the 

same goal, namely a sense of belonging. For instance, the localities that Eyre inhabits - 

Gateshead, Lowood, Thornfield, Moor House and Ferndean could fit into both 

dimensions for place-connectedness. With the scattergram perspective, it can be argued 

that although those are distinct places, and far away from one another, Eyre knows those 

places so well that she is able to describe them in detail even many years after she has left 

them. With the latter dimension, Eyre is very rich in life experience simply from having 

lived in several places in her young life. To quote Buell, they are “the net of personal 

identity” (67). Whether she liked those places or not, or felt at home in them is less 

important than the simple fact that she has been part of them and them of her, and 

therefore contribute to her place-connectedness. Understandably, it may seem quite 

contradictory that Eyre could feel at home anywhere at all when her world seems so 

scattered between many locales. However, it is precisely the many dots on her map that 

create points of reference, which in turn create some kind of order in her world.   

Academic reviews of Jane Eyre often present it as a bildungsroman, which is a 

literary genre that centers on the protagonist’s psychological and moral growth from 

youth into adulthood. Traditional academic presentations of the setting of the novel tend 
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to attach meaning to the separate locales that Eyre inhabits, and deal with each place as a 

representation of a certain stage in her life. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar call 

Eyre’s literal journey from child to woman a “pilgrimage toward maturity” (The 

Madwoman in the Attic 366), and review each stop she makes on her journey separately. 

The localities are summed up in one-word labels: “oppression (at Gateshead), starvation 

(at Lowood), madness (at Thornfield, and coldness (at Marsh End)” (339). It is precisely 

this locality-centered view of Jane Eyre that my thesis will attempt to modify.  

 Gateshead is seen as a hostile and emotionally oppressive environment where 

Eyre is made to feel like an outcast and treated differently than the Reed family’s own 

children. Already at this very early stage in her life, her experiences at Gateshead are 

thought to instill a sense of not belonging. A sense of being of lesser importance than 

others become engrained in Eyre’s mind that will shape and affect the person that she 

becomes as an adult. If Gateshead is viewed as the rough start in Eyre’s life that sets the 

tone for her feelings of being an outcast, then the next setting, Lowood is believed to 

reinforce her place in the world as an outsider who deserves nothing more than to live in 

a cold and dreary place with other outcasts.  

Just as the settings of Gateshead and Lowood are believed to carry symbolic 

meaning for Eyre’s character development, so are the next three settings of the novel. 

Gilbert and Gubar believe that the Thornfield setting is the core place of the pilgrimage, 

and that the many architechtural metaphors of the gothic mansion represent Eyre’s entire 

life experiences (347). The long gallery with portraits, Eyre’s small bedroom, the many 

locked rooms, the shut doors, the attic and so forth, all allude to unknown ancestors, 

secrets, rationality, irrationality, consciousness and unconsciousness and more.  
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Especially the third story – the attic – symbolizes unresolved issues with Eyre’s past.  

Still, at Thornfield she feels accepted and even loved. At one point Rochester 

talks about Thornfield as home to Eyre: “And this is Jane Eyre? Are you coming from 

Millcote, and on foot? Yes – just one of your tricks: not to send for a carriage, and come 

clattering over street and road like a common mortal, but to steal into the vicinage of your 

home along with twilight, just as if you were a dream or a shade“ (Brontë 282). Hearing 

another person call the house Eyre lives in her home is rapture to her: “And he had 

spoken of Thornfield as my home – would that it were my home!” (283) However, Eyre 

is understood to be living under threat of being left without a home again as Rochester 

prepares to marry Miss Ingram. This prophecy comes true later on as Eyre herself is 

preparing to marry Rochester, and the revelation of his already existing wife surfaces. 

Thornfield is thus thought to represent an elusive feeling of home and belonging – a field 

of many thorns to beware of – as Eyre’s safe haven ultimately is shattered and she is 

forced to abandon her life there.   

Deprived of a home once more, Eyre starts begging and wandering the roads in 

search of a place to stay for the night until a family takes her in at her next stop in the 

linear character development – Moor House. Locality-centered interpretations of setting 

view this place as the representation of Jane finally living as an equal, in her true home 

(Gilbert and Gubar 364). When it is pointed out that Eyre calls a small cottage she moves 

into “home,” it reinforces the idea that she is desperately longing to call a place her home. 

After the disappointing experiences at Thornfield, where she mistakenly believed that she 

had found a home, it is bliss to be able to call the little cottage her home. It is also 

observed that Moor House is referred to as Marsh End, a name that seems to insinuate the 
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end of Eyre’s march (364). While Moor House is thought to be the last stop on her 

pilgrimage toward maturity, a stop that concludes her self-discovery, the linear 

perspective still adds one last place to the scale, where Eyre seems to demonstrate the 

complete individual that she has evolved into.  

Finally, there is Ferndean, the last stop on the linear scale, which is presumed to 

bring Eyre closure in her search for home. This is where she finds her resolution as she 

returns to Rochester and begins a new life as his wife at Ferndean. This linear way of 

looking at setting confirms the view that each place that Eyre visits is thought to 

represent clear pit stops on Eyre’s way to finally finding her true home and sense of 

belonging. Each place she visits she hopes could be her home. Her journey is considered 

to begin with Gateshead as an orphan, and end at Ferndean, home at last.  

 However, according to Buell’s dimensions of place-connectedness, it would not 

be necessary to separate Eyre’s search for place into separate settings. In fact, all of the 

places that Eyre passes through in search for a home and a sense of belonging contribute 

to a strong place-connectedness. Lowood, a very spartan institution where hunger, 

sickness and harsh discipline are part of daily life, she still manages to reconcile with a 

place where she feels at home: “I would not now have exchanged Lowood with all its 

privations for Gateshead and its daily luxuries.” (Brontë 89) Although this particular 

sentence indicates that she did not feel at home at Gateshead, the fact of having 

experienced unsympathetic conditions previously, helps her overcome the exacting living 

situations at Lowood.  

 Due to Eyre’s very difficult childhood experiences of being orphaned and rejected 

by people who should care for her, she knows a great deal about the world. Her yearning 
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to find a home makes her set out on a journey that will cultivate her relationship to the 

world around her. Very early in life she foresees a mobile life:  

I doubted not that I might one day, by taking a long voyage, see with my own 

eyes the little fields, houses, and trees, the diminutive people, the tiny cows, 

sheep, and birds of the one realm; and the cornfields forest-high, the mighty 

mastiffs, the monster cats, the tower-like men and women of the other. (Brontë 

26) 

These thoughts are prompted by Eyre reading Gulliver’s Travels, and expose the idea that 

by knowing the world first hand and seeing it from multiple perspectives, one will know 

it better. Hence, one could know oneself better, too. Moreover, Eyre’s mobile life to 

come is prophesied by her nurse Bessie. In a haunting hymn, she chants of impending 

trials, of Eyre’s search, of a hope for her to find her way. The chant is filled with nature 

references that are near prophecies of Eyre’s strong connection to nature: “My feet they 

are sore, and my limbs they are weary; Long is the way, and the mountains are wild; 

Soon will the twilight close moonless and dreary; Over the path of the poor orphan child“ 

(27)  

Eyre’s experiences of growing up an orphan at Gateshead and Lowood toughen 

and sensitize her to her surrounding at once; as soon as she arrives at Thornfield she 

settles into her new room immediately, grateful to be in what she feels is a safe haven. 

While a new and unknown space would be uncomfortable and bring feelings of 

homesickness for many, Eyre, by contrast, acclimatizes quickly to new places. In fact, 

thanks to knowing so many places, her place sense is heightened. She becomes highly 

adaptive and may process the complex web of life experiences with much more ease than 
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a person who has only known one place her entire life. This is not to say that Eyre does 

not experience feelings of sadness and despair since she endures many hardships on the 

way. As she abandons Thornfield upon the discovery of Rochester’s already existing 

marriage, she comes close to giving up:  

A weakness, beginning inwardly, extending to the limbs, seized me, and I fell: I 

lay on the ground some minutes, pressing my face to the wet turf. I had some fear 

– or hope – that here I should die; but I was soon up, crawling forwards on my 

hands and knees, and then again raised to my feet – as eager and as determined as 

ever to reach the road. (368) 

At her lowest point, Eyre still manages to find an inner drive to persevere. This 

could be the result of her adaptiveness to almost any situation, which is an effect of being 

connected to place. Not only does she persist in this grimmest of circumstances, but she 

also demonstrates her resourcefulness when she stops a coach that happens to pass by, 

and negotiates with the driver to take her as far as the twenty shillings she has will take 

her. It is truly an accomplishment that, in the midst of heartache and once more being on 

the road, she still manages to solve the situation so bravely. This bravery may not have 

been possible had she not learned to be inventive thanks to knowing so many places in 

her life. Gilbert and Gubar also highlight this passage where Eyre is crawling through the 

dirt as a tragic moment in her life. But rather than contemplating Eyre’s superb 

resourcefulness, the situation is seen as an episode in between homes where Eyre is as 

displaced as a person can be, name, possessions and dignity left behind (364). 

 While the linear character development uses the localities for different growth 

phases in Eyre’s life, Buell’s theory would view them all together as contributing to her 
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life history. The places all help make up the person that Eyre is. So rather than 

fragmenting the places Eyre moves between, they could be though of as fragments that 

make up a complete experience. As Loe notes, these movements between landscapes 

create a cohesiveness (Rubik and Mettinger-Schartmann 52), which is precisely what a 

scattergram of locales accomplishes.  

It may seem odd that a person who has led such an uprooted life as Eyre could be 

more connected to place than someone who has grown up in an unchanging environment. 

Even Eyre refers to herself as an interloper and alien (Brontë 20), an outcast (372), 

orphan (398), destitute (371), stranger (376) and so forth. Furthermore, it would be 

difficult to say that she is from a specific place since there have been so many. However, 

Buell criticizes using labels such as “Londoner” or “Mancunian” as they promote 

stereotypical images and ascribe homogenous attributes not necessarily true to people of 

those locales (Endangered 65). In the case of Eyre, this could not be truer. It would not 

do her any justice to try to reduce her identity to a simple all-encompassing label. On the 

contrary, her identity is vaster than a single label. It spans a complex web of life 

experiences made in several places and make up her net of personal identity. Moreover, 

Buell notes that taking place connectedness too far can lead to maladaptiveness outside of 

one’s home range (Endangered World 77-78). For Eyre, it is thanks to the scattergram of 

places that she has inhabited, that she has a strong awareness of place and is able to make 

a home of wherever she may be. 
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Jane Eyre and Nature: Entwined with Character 

Just as significant as Buell’s theories on place are for my thesis to prove that Eyre is quite 

at home in her scattered world, so is the nature writing aspect of the novel. The book is 

riddled with descriptions of nature and references to it from beginning to end, to such 

extent that nature and Eyre seem intertwined. Since nature is such a predominant feature 

in the novel and so intertwined with the human characters, it could be viewed as a 

character too, or as a part of the human character (Rubik and Mettinger-Schartmann 50).  

 This interdependence makes nature appear just as important to the story as the 

human characters. Furthermore, Loe argues that Jane Eyre is a very landscape-conscious 

novel, and therefore it defines the characters (50). Due to the abundant references to 

nature and landscape, Eyre’s innermost feelings and personality become apparent. 

According to Buell, a strong place sense heightens a person’s attentiveness towards 

details of one’s surroundings, whereas being in one and the same place has the opposite 

effect; one becomes comfortable and maybe too lazy to notice the details around oneself 

(Environmental 261).  

Eyre’s surroundings are brimful of detailed nature descriptions. As Loe observes, 

even from the very first page of the novel, she relates her current state of mind and place 

in the world in terms of the physical landscape (50) For instance, the cold winter wind, 

sombre clouds and raw twilight give an insight into Eyre’s saddened heart (Brontë 9). 

This melancholy is accentuated by the warm and cozy images of the Reed family’s 

children in front of the fireplace with their mother. By thus using the landscape to tell 

Eyre’s, her ties with it seem a natural part of her.  

Birds are a frequent reference and the first one comes with Eyre reading Bewick’s 
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History of British Birds (10). Not only is the bird a reference to Eyre herself, but she also 

relates to the specific birds that live alone on solitary rocks, which makes her feeling of 

isolation and loneliness even more obvious. A little later John Reed refers to Eyre as a 

“bad animal” (11), and although he does so in a negative manner, it endorses the idea of 

Eyre as a non-human, an animal, which by definition typically lives in nature. At one 

point, a robin outside her window fascinates Eyre and she is intent on feeding it. Bessie 

walks into the room and notes that Eyre looks red. She is clearly associated with the little 

hungry and frail red bird on the outside, and it is evident that Eyre feels a connection with 

non-humans. Like Eyre, birds fly from place to place. The bird’s eye perspective provides 

a great overview of the world so that it may be observed from a distance. Eyre has an 

unusual advantage as the ever-moving orphan; she has the opportunity to view the world 

from many directions. Furthermore, birds may seem to fly all over, but they do not get 

lost. They possess an inner radar that keeps them oriented in the world. Eyre does too. 

Like the creature of nature that she is, Eyre knows nothing better than roaming free “like 

gipsies” (92) around the Lowood institution; although illness has taken many of her 

fellow school mates, the blossoming flowers, colors and scents make her come all the 

more alive. She thrives in the world, and feels an urge to discover what is out there, 

almost as if it were calling her:  

I went to my window, opened it and looked out. There were the two wings of the 

building; there was the garden; there were the skirts of Lowood; there was the 

hilly horizon. My eyes passed all other objects to rest on those most remote, the 

blue peaks. It was those I longed to surmount; all within their boundary of rock 

and heath seemed prison ground, exile limits. I traced the white road winding 
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round the base of one mountain and vanishing in a gorge between two. How I 

longed to follow it further! (101)  

It seems that nature is so vital to Eyre’s character that key moments are built up 

with the help of nature imagery. The climactic and fateful moment when Eyre and 

Rochester meet is preceded by a magical portrayal of Eyre moving through the naked 

winter landscape: “The ground was hard, the air was still, my road was lonely” (131). 

This passage makes the barren landscape harmonize with Eyre’s feelings of solitude. 

Although it is winter, and perhaps cold in her heart too, she is able to evoke images of the 

roses that grow there in summer, the nuts and berries in fall (131). This allows the reader 

to imagine what the landscape could look like in the summer, too. Eyre’s ability to evoke 

such vivid images of her surroundings seems like second nature to her. The landscape is 

so intertwined with her character in this part leading up to her meeting with Rochester 

that when she says “I lingered till the sun went down among the trees, and sank crimson 

and clear behind them” (133), one cannot help but wonder whether it is the sun or Eyre 

that sinks behind the trees  

As time is approaching Eyre’s first meeting with Rochester for the first time, there 

is suspense in the air. Whilst she continues up a hill, even the moon seems to be alive, 

watching over her. Eyre calls the moon “she” (132) and although she is walking alone, 

one gets the feeling that she is accompanied by nature as she is walking through it. As she 

hears the sound of a horse approaching and passing her, with a dog also quietly gliding 

past, she is so at one with nature that when she points out that there is a rider on the 

horse, she must clarify that it is a human being, as if she is not: “The horse followed – a 

tall steed, and on its back a rider. The man, the human being, broke the spell at once” 
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(133). It is as if she is part of another, enchanted world and its creatures. She seems to 

identify so strongly with that world, that it is the human being that is an alien in their 

territory whereas Eyre is right at home.   

Eyre’s inter-relatedness with nature is evident in the way that she connects 

feelings and events to it. Neil Evernden discusses inter-relatedness of self and place, and 

observes how a certain specimen of a fish is so at one with is territory that it will attack 

any intruder much bigger in body size, totally disregarding its own size-disadvantage 

(Glotfelty and Fromm 97). This is also reminiscent of tiny dogs fiercely growling at 

much bigger human intruders in their territory. While this may seem like a digression 

from a discussion of Jane Eyre, the point is that passages where Eyre is so inter-twined 

with her surroundings suggest that self and place can be one.  

Another event that is framed by nature is the interrupted wedding between Eyre 

and Rochester. Inside her, there is a storm of emotions, which is rendered with references 

to frost and ice devastating the summer bliss: 

A Christmas frost had come at midsummer; a white December storm had whirled 

over June; ice glazed the ripe apples, drifts crushed the blowing roses; on hayfield 

and cornfield lay a frozen shroud: lanes which last night blushed full of flowers, 

to-day were pathless with untrodden snow; and the woods, which twelve hours 

since waved leafy and fragrant as garden groves between the tropics, now spread, 

waste, wild, and white as pine-forests in wintry Norway. (Brontë 341) 

This powerful imagery of nature representing Eyre’s cognitive process makes it 

appear as if she has nature inside of her, and at this very moment her veins are frozen 

with ice. Before leaving Thornfield, she has a dreamlike vision of the moon looking at 
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her. This time the moon and Eyre exchange words; the moon calls Eyre her daughter, and 

Eyre addresses the moon her mother (367). Once again the moon has come alive for Eyre 

and will keep a watching eye over her as she continues on her path in the world.  

As she leaves, Eyre hears the birds sing and mentions that birds are faithful to 

their mates (369). Her comment is at once a remark aimed at the unfaithful Rochester, 

and at the same time a reference to her not being alone; she, the bird Jane Eyre, is 

surrounded by what she identifies with the most – other creatures of nature. Yet Eyre is 

now dreading the prospect of being homeless again. But is she without a home, a place 

where she belongs? Eyre notes: “I have no relative but the universal mother, Nature: I 

will seek her breast and ask repose” (372). She finds a heath, and although she is knee-

deep in shrubbery, she somehow moves with its shape and settles under a protruding rock 

for shelter. The way that she moves with ease, almost taking the shape of what should be 

rather inhospitable growth, makes her seem all the more one with her environment.  

Her adaptiveness to her surroundings is reminiscent of Wendell Berry’s poem 

“The Silence”, which asks, “what must a man do to be at home in the world?” The 

poem’s answer to that question may as well have been written about Eyre and how she 

molds herself to her surroundings: 

It must be with him 

as though his bones fade beyond thought 

into the shadows that grow out of the ground 

so that the furrow he opens in the earth opens 

in his bones, and he hears the silence 

of the tongues of the dead tribesmen buried here a thousand years ago. (Quoted in 
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Environmental 256) 

 What Buell argues for with this poem, as does my essay, is that a human’s sense 

of place is so instinctual that one becomes part of what is around oneself. Eyre is very 

adaptive because she has known so many places in her life and has a strong place 

connectedness wherever she goes. As a consequence, she is so highly adaptive thanks to 

her place connectedness that she figuratively and literally becomes part of the earth and 

the earth part of her. She continues: “Nature seemed to me benign and good; I thought 

she loved me, outcast as I was; and I, who from man could anticipate only mistrust, 

rejection, insult, clung to her with filial fondness. To-night, at least, I would be her guest, 

as I was her child: my mother would lodge me without money and without a price.” 

(Brontë 372)  

If there has been any doubt up to this point in the story that Eyre is so one with 

nature that she is home wherever she goes, then the above statement is a crucial piece of 

evidence to prove that it is so. Again Eyre refers to nature as her mother, and herself as its 

child. Thus she refers to the most symbolical relationship of all for home, love and 

unconditional belonging: that between a mother and child. In nature, Eyre feels that she 

belongs; she is home, and she is one with it.  

 No matter how benign the shrubbery in which Eyre sleeps may seem, in reality it 

is bound to be cold, harsh, thorny and hostile. According to Buell, however, even a 

hostile environment may be friendly because it is natural. It is there for all of its 

creatures, human and non-human, and therefore, any suffering caused by the hostility of 

the environment cannot be bad or wrong because they are all natural experiences 

(Environmental 194). 
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Eyre is one with it to such an extent that she feels it is the work of nature when 

Rochester’s cry for her to return to him reverberates within her: “Jane! Jane! 

Jane!”(Brontë 483).  Even Gilbert and Gubar note at this instance that Eyre has powerful 

forces both around her and inside her, which make it possible for her to hear Rochester’s 

disembodied call. They also point out that the moon is shining bright, as it often does 

when key events occur (367). This recognition of nature as extending beyond the linear 

plot development shows that there is still more material for academic discussion about 

the setting in this novel.  

Although the linear plot-based role of setting would argue that Eyre is finally 

home once she returns to Rochester and marries him, Eyre is already at home because she 

is nature and nature is she. Rochester, who has lost his sight when Eyre returns to him, 

could not find a better person than her to describe their surroundings to him: “He saw 

nature – he saw books through me; and never did I weary of gazing for his behalf, and of 

putting into words, the effect of field, tree, town, river, cloud, sunbeam – of the landscape 

before us; of the weather around us – and impressing by sound on his ear what light could 

no longer stamp on his eye” (519). 

If there is anyone fluent in the language of nature, and able to connect to places, it 

is Eyre. She is now using her place-connectedness and inner radar for a new purpose by 

describing places to another person. Having belonged all along, rather than viewing 

Ferndean as the final stop, it could be viewed as yet another circle in Eyre’s life. And this 

time she is using her ability to recreate landscapes in order to help someone else belong. 
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Conclusion 

My intention with this essay has been to explore how Eyre relates to the setting from an 

ecocritical perspective, and to prove that she is more connected to her environment than 

has been acknowledged by scholars previously. The Association for the Study of 

Literature and the Environment describes ecocriticism as a fundamentally ethical 

criticism and pedagogy, one that investigates and helps make possible the connections 

among self, society, nature, and text. In a world that is becoming uninhabitable, 

ecocriticism is extremely important, since it helps us keep nature in our consciousness. 

Furthermore, since Jane Eyre has been researched from so many interesting viewpoints 

already, exploring it ecocritically may hopefully add yet another perspective to the more 

established ones.   

Traditional analyses of setting in Jane Eyre seem to focus on a linear approach to 

the various locales. The places are often made the center point of the setting and are 

thought to represent significant and separate chapters in Eyre’s life and character 

development. This kind of linking of Eyre’s growth experiences in the five locales to her 

character are very relatable to both Freudian and Marxist theories. While my thesis does 

not by any means try to invalidate that those views, it instead hopes to expand the role of 

the setting.  

With the ecocritical approach I have found that the setting could indeed be used to 

demonstrate that Eyre is not a completely lost soul, but is quite tied to her surroundings. 

For someone who is thought of as not belonging anywhere, she is able to portray her 

milieu in smallest detail. She is able to do this thanks to her very strong place sense, 

which is two-dimensional. Firstly, her connectedness to place comes as a result of having 
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lived a nomadic life. Her lifestyle may not have given her a stable upbringing in a 

singular, secure space, but it has given her the aptitude to quickly adapt to whatever 

environment she may find herself in. She has learned, that to survive, one must become 

one with the surroundings. Her place sense is so heightened that she notices the smallest 

details around her, which could be a reason the setting is so intricately described into the 

most minuscule element. Secondly, the nature portrayal is so strong throughout the story, 

and so tied to Eyre’s character that it seems to be a natural part of her. It is as if she is the 

birds, the flowers, the fields and the hearth that she describes. Everything in this novel, 

from the most seemingly minor scene, to the most crucial twists and turns to the plot 

seem to tie somehow to nature.   

Since the nature portrayal is so important to the story and character of Eyre, and 

the setting in general provides a constant home for Eyre, I believe that the locales are 

more than temporary stopovers on a linear journey. The traditional views, that I have 

attempted to expand, certainly do not simply condense the scenery to a pretty backdrop, 

but they too attach a deeper meaning to it. With my thesis, however, I have expanded the 

meaning of setting and used it to prove that Eyre does not necessarily have to be the lost 

soul that only becomes one with her environment once she ‘belongs’ somewhere and to 

someone – Mr. Rochester. Eyre’s relationship to place helps prove my thesis that one 

does not need a home to feel at home. 

What started out as an essay on exploring how Jane Eyre relates to her 

environment with the help of ecocriticism has left me contemplating a similar, 

contemporary issue that could be discussed further. That is the chronic rootlessness that 

many young Westerners experience thanks to increased mobility and globalization. 
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Ecocriticism seems to bring good news for the modern-day nomad, and it seems 

appropriate to cite Seymour Martin Lipset who said that “those who know only one 

country know no country” (17). Like Jane Eyre, not all those that wander are lost.  
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