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Abstract: This paper examines the ecological imagination
embedded in Alice Munro’s fiction through an interdisciplinary
lens that brings together ecocriticism, ecofeminism, and spatial
theory. Although Munro’s stories are deeply rooted in the
ordinary textures of rural Canadian life, they reveal a
sophisticated environmental consciousness that predates
contemporary discourses of climate anxiety. Her meticulous
depictions of riverbanks, orchards, forests, and peripheral
townships demonstrate that landscape in her work functions not
as passive backdrop but as an active agent shaping identity,
memory, gender, and emotional experience. Drawing on theorists
such as Henri Lefebvre, Yi-Fu Tuan, and Doreen Massey, this
study argues that Munro’s spatial practice aligns with the
conception of space as a lived, relational construct that is
continuously produced and transformed through human and non-
human interactions. Munro’s narratives frequently situate
moments of self-realisation and crisis in liminal environments—
the rural outskirts, wooded paths, abandoned farms—where
characters confront buried memories, repressed desires, or
unsettling insights. These peripheral ecologies mirror psychic
transitions, revealing how environmental and emotional states are
entangled. The paper further explores the ecofeminist dimensions
of Munro’s work, highlighting how women and their constrained
domestic lives contrast with their experiences of freedom,
vulnerability, and agency in natural spaces. Munro’s fiction avoids
romantic essentialism, instead presenting the woman-nature
relationship as socially mediated, ambivalent, and shaped by
labour, risk, and desire. A key emphasis of this study is Munro’s
rendering of slow environmental changing forests, altered
seasonal rhythms, and suburban encroachment which she
integrates into the texture of everyday life. Such subtle
environmental realism gestures towards ecological loss and
precarity without overt polemic, foregrounding an ethics of
attentiveness and responsibility. The paper demonstrates that
Munro’s small-town settings are deeply political socio-ecological
formations, shaped by class, gender, memory, and environmental
histories. Ultimately, it argues that Munro’s fiction contributes
significantly to contemporary ecological thought by illuminating
the intertwined futures of human and natural worlds.
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1. Alice Munro’s Ecological Imagination: Ecocriticism,
Ecofeminism, and Spatial Consciousness in the Small-
Town World

Alice Munro’s fiction, long celebrated for its psychological
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subtlety and structural innovation, is equally remarkable for its
sustained and meticulous attention to the natural world. Though
her stories are rooted in the apparent ordinariness of rural
Ontario—its back roads, riverbanks, pastures, orchards, and
small-town fagades—they reveal a complex ecological
imagination that transcends mere pastoral description. Munro’s
landscapes are not passive décor; they constitute dynamic and
relational environments that shape her characters’ emotional
lives, ethical attitudes, and social positions. When read through
the intertwined frameworks of ecocriticism, ecofeminism, and
spatial theory, Munro’s oeuvre emerges as a sophisticated
meditation on human-environment entanglement long before
the vocabulary of ecological precarity, Anthropocene anxiety,
or climate ethics acquired mainstream visibility. Her fiction
inhabits an ecological consciousness rooted not in activism or
polemic but in a quiet, everyday ethic of attentiveness to how
people live with, depend on, exploit, and are transformed by
place.

Ecocritically, Munro is a chronicler of slow environmental
change—disappearing species, altered seasonal rhythms,
thinning forests, and the creeping encroachment of suburban
sprawl. Spatially, her narratives are exemplary enactments of
Henri Lefebvre’s claim that space is a lived, socially produced
phenomenon, not an inert stage upon which life unfolds.
Ecofeminist resonances in her work illuminate how women’s
relationship to the natural world becomes both a site of agency
and of vulnerability, a counter-space to patriarchal constraint.
Through these convergences, Munro interrogates how identity,
memory, labour, and desire are mediated through landscape.
Far from being parochial regional stories, her fictions constitute
a profound commentary on the politics of space, the ethics of
ecological belonging, and the precarious future of rural life.

2. Space as Lived Experience: Munro and the Theoretical
Framework of Spatiality

Spatial theorists such as Henri Lefebvre, Yi-Fu Tuan, and
later Doreen Massey propose that space is not a neutral or pre-
given entity, but a construct woven from human/social
interactions, memories, movements, and practices. Lefebvre’s
produced space and Tuan’s topophilia—the affective bonds
between person and environment—are vividly embodied in
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Munro’s fictional geographies. Her towns—Jubilee, Walley,
Dalgleish, Hanratty—are not interchangeable backdrops but
socio-ecological systems, shaped by histories of settlement,
labour, class hierarchies, agricultural economies, and climatic
conditions.

Munro’s characters inhabit these spaces in ways that reveal
how landscape both reflects and generates interior states.
Domestic interiors—Xkitchens, parlours, barns, schoolrooms—
often function as spaces of surveillance, propriety, and
gendered expectation. Conversely, the rural outskirts, the
riverbanks, the orchard paths, and the wooded peripheries
become liminal environments where emotional crisis and self-
revelation unfold. These transitions from inside to outside
literalise the psychic journeys undergone by Munro’s
protagonists: repression inside, possibility outside; constraint in
town, fluidity in nature.

In this sense, Munro’s landscapes constitute what Lefebvre
calls representational spaces: environments invested with
symbolic meaning, shaped by lived experience, memory, and
bodily presence. A simple country road can become a
repository of childhood trauma; a patch of woodland may
conceal both danger and desire. These spaces become
palimpsests where personal histories and ecological histories
converge. Munro’s mastery lies in her ability to reveal how
social hierarchies, emotional states, and environmental
conditions co-produce each other, demonstrating that the spaces
her characters traverse are inseparable from the lives they lead.

3. Peripheral Spaces as Liminal Zones: The Ecologies of
Transition

Many of Munro’s stories pivot on encounters that occur away
from social centres: on the outskirts of Jubilee in Dance of the
Happy Shades, on the riverbanks in “Miles City, Montana,” in
the woods of “Boys and Girls,” or on abandoned farms in stories
like “Fits.” These are peripheral or threshold zones—neither
fully domestic nor wholly wild—where characters apprehend
buried memories, confront unsettling truths, or experience
moments of self-recognition.

Such liminal spaces complicate the ostensible dichotomy
between civilisation and wilderness. Munro’s woods are not
pastoral sanctuaries; they can be thick with mosquitoes, mud,
rot, and menace. Yet these same spaces often become sites of
imaginative freedom, especially for women and children whose
indoors are defined by normative expectations. The movement
from town to outskirts thus mirrors the movement from social
conformity to psychological introspection. Spatial transition
becomes an analogue for emotional or moral transition.

These ecological margins are, in Massey’s terms, spaces
“under continual construction”: shaped by intersecting
trajectories—economic  decline, shifting gender norms,
seasonal labour, natural cycles. The riverine and rural
landscapes are alive with generative tensions: between refuge
and threat, beauty and danger, memory and forgetfulness.
Munro’s spatial dynamics thereby illuminate how environment
becomes a force in shaping destiny, not merely a setting against
which human drama unfolds.
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4. Environmental Realism and Ecological Ethics: Munro’s
Quiet Ecocriticism

Though Munro does not write environmentalist fiction in an
overtly activist sense, her stories are suffused with ecological
awareness. Rather than catastrophes or dramatic environmental
events, she focuses on slow violence—the gradual degradations
that accumulate unnoticed until the landscape, and the social
relations it supports, is irrevocably altered. These include the
drying of rivers, the thinning of tree cover, the encroachment of
new highways across farmland, and the erosion of rural
economies in stories such as “Family Furnishings,” “The View
from Castle Rock,” or “Meneseteung.”

Her characters encounter this environmental change with a
mixture of nostalgia, resignation, and muted grief. A child
returning as an adult sees that the forest path she once wandered
is now a housing development. A creek that once threatened
with its force now runs shallow and unremarkable. Species that
once animated the imagination—the fox, the lynx, the great
blue heron—become rare sightings, almost mythic in their
absence. Yet these absences are never framed as polemic; they
are folded into the textures of everyday life, reflecting Munro’s
fidelity to the lived experience of rural Canadians who witness
environmental diminishment not as abstraction but as quiet
attrition.

This understated ecological sensibility is central to Munro’s
environmental realism. Rather than romanticising nature as a
pastoral ideal or castigating industrial development, she shows
how people inhabit landscapes whose forms—economic,
ecological, climatic—are constantly shifting. Her attention to
environmental detail exemplifies an ethics of noticing: a moral
imperative to observe and register the slow transformations of
the world we depend on. In doing so, she anticipates the
ecological anxieties of the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries without adopting the vocabulary of climate crisis.
Munro’s fiction asks readers to recognise how environmental
change intertwines with cultural change, how ecological loss
maps onto emotional and communal loss, and how the politics
of everyday life is inseparable from the politics of place.

5. Ecofeminist Resonances: Women, Nature, and Counter-
Spaces of Agency

Munro’s environmental imagination resonates deeply with
ecofeminist thought, though her fiction avoids doctrinaire
frameworks. Ecofeminism argues that patriarchal structures
produce parallel oppressions of women and nature,
subordinating both to systems of masculine control. In Munro’s
stories, domestic interiors often represent spaces of female
labour, moral scrutiny, and emotional confinement. Kitchens,
sewing rooms, and schoolrooms become gendered enclosures
that circumscribe women’s agency.

Against these constrictions, natural spaces appear as zones of
freedom, sensuality, and sometimes rebellion. In “Boys and
Girls,” the young female narrator’s imaginative liberation
occurs not within the house—where she is assigned gendered
chores—but in the snowy outdoors, the fox pens, the vastness
of the farm fields. Yet the environment is also marked by
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violence: the slaughter of animals, the dangers of winter, the
threat of male authority. Nature in Munro is therefore not an
uncomplicated haven; it is a realm of ambivalence, where
female protagonists encounter both possibility and peril.

In stories such as “Ottawa Valley,” “The Turkey Season,” or
“The Progress of Love,” girls and women enter wooded or rural
landscapes that foster moments of self-understanding or
emotional intensity. These environments operate as counter-
spaces in Michel Foucault’s sense of heterotopias—sites that
simultaneously reflect, invert, and resist the norms of the
dominant order. The natural world offers young female
characters alternative modes of being, outside the surveillance
of family and community. Ecofeminist meaning thus arises
through lived experience rather than symbolic essentialism;
Munro does not portray women as inherently closer to nature
but shows how their situated experiences—shaped by labour,
constraint, and desire—produce relationships to the natural
world that differ from those of men.

This refusal to romanticise the woman—nature connection
marks Munro’s sophistication: she exposes the socio-historical
conditions that make nature both refuge and risk. Her
landscapes are textured by gendered labour—berry picking,
farm work, domestic chores spilling outside into garden or
yard—reflecting how women’s ecological knowledge is
practical, embodied, and often undervalued. Ecofeminist
critiques become palpable through the protagonists’ struggles
to claim space, whether physical or emotional, within
patriarchal geographies.

6. Memory as Ecological Palimpsest: Landscape, History,
and the Work of Remembrance

Memory is one of Munro’s central narrative preoccupations,
and in her fiction memory often adheres to place in ways that
spatial theorists describe as palimpsestic. Places retain layers of
human experience, and these experiences accumulate with the
sediment of non-human histories—climate, soil, flora, fauna. A
childhood orchard may preserve the glow of first love; a
country road may echo past violence; a farmhouse may contain
generations of labour embedded in its beams. Munro’s ability
to weave memory into landscape reveals how profoundly
identity is intertwined with place.

These mnemonic landscapes also register the ecological
histories of rural Canada: histories of land clearance,
agricultural expansion and decline, economic migration,
industrial encroachment, and changing climatic patterns.
Characters often return to the places of their youth only to find
them transformed orchards uprooted, barns decaying, rivers
altered, communities dispersed. Such returns dramatise
environmental nostalgia, a phenomenon where individuals
mourn not only the loss of community but the loss of the
ecological world that sustained that community.

In stories like “Walker Brothers Cowboy,” the child narrator
perceives the rural landscape as both familiar and inscrutable,
capturing the fragile balance between nature’s mutability and
memory’s selectivity. In “Friend of My Youth,” the landscape
of rural Alberta is entwined with moral codes, religious
histories, and female hope and disappointment. These
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landscapes are never static; they undergo shifts that mirror the
evolving consciousness of the protagonists. Munro suggests
that to revisit a place is to confront the impermanence of one’s
own identity and the fragility of the ecological systems that
underpin human life.

7. The Politics of Place: Class, Surveillance, and Ecological
Belonging

Though Munro’s settings appear provincial, they are deeply
political. Her small towns are socio-ecological formations
structured by class divisions, gender norms, and moral codes.
Farms, factories, mines, and shops reflect economic histories
tied to the land; seasonal rhythms shape patterns of labour;
harsh winters dictate routines of survival. These political and
ecological forces intersect in ways that shape what characters
can imagine or achieve.

Domestic spaces in Munro are saturated with social
surveillance—neighbours ~ watching  neighbours,  gossip
circulating, reputations forged and dismantled. The landscape
outside these interiors offers both a reprieve and a form of
resistance: a place where characters can think, experiment, or
desire outside the constraints of community judgement. Yet
even these external spaces are shaped by economic pressures:
land must be farmed, wood must be cut, animals must be
tended. Munro’s fiction thereby reveals how ecological
realities—weather, soil fertility, geographic isolation—
structure social life and reinforce or challenge power relations.

This interplay between ecological and social structures
reveals a nuanced understanding of place as contested,
dynamic, and politically charged. Munro’s protagonists often
oscillate between rootedness and escape: the desire to belong
and the need to flee. This tension underscores how individuals’
futures are tethered to the landscapes they inhabit—and how the
degradation or transformation of those landscapes reconfigures
the possibilities available to them.

8. Munro’s Quiet Ecological Ethic and Her Contribution
to Environmental Thought

Through her precise renderings of natural landscapes, her
attention to slow environmental change, and her sensitive
portrayal of women’s relationship to place, Alice Munro
emerges—perhaps unexpectedly—as a writer of deep
ecological insight. She does not advocate environmental causes
explicitly, yet her fiction cultivates an ethics of awareness,
inviting readers to perceive the entangled futures of humans and
the natural world.

Munro’s ecological imagination centres on the ordinary: the
way a child listens to a river, the smell of orchards in late
summer, the changing colour of fields across seasons, the
erosion of community ties as land-use patterns transform. This
attentiveness constitutes a quiet but powerful eco-ethical
stance. By portraying nature not as backdrop but as participant
in human life, Munro challenges readers to recognise the
environmental dimensions of emotion, memory, gender, labour,
and identity.

Her landscapes embody the principles of spatial theory,
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demonstrating how space is lived, constructed, and continually
reshaped. Her representations of women and nature resonate
with ecofeminist critiques of patriarchal constraint, even as she
avoids essentialist formulations. Her ecological realism
anticipates contemporary concerns with environmental
responsibility and sustainability.

In revealing the profound interconnectedness of human and
non-human worlds, Munro’s fiction invites an urgent
reconsideration of what it means to belong to a place—
ethically, environmentally, and emotionally. Her small-town
settings, far from being narrow or provincial, become spaces
where the most pressing questions of contemporary life are
played out: how to live responsibly with the land; how to
honour the memories embedded in place; how to navigate
gendered and ecological vulnerabilities; and how to imagine
futures that sustain both human communities and the fragile
environments upon which they depend.

Munro’s  environmental  imagination, subtle  yet
unmistakable, places her firmly within the expanding canon of
writers whose work enriches ecological thought. Her fiction
stands as a testament to the idea that the most significant ethical
revelations often arise not from grand gestures but from
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attentive, intimate engagements with the world immediately at
hand.
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