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INTRODUCTION 
General Perspectives: Canadian Literature is a literary output 

arising out of a confluence of the two main streams in the 

English language – British and American. It soon asserted its 

nationalism and developed an independent tradition. “It 

gained down the years a unique identity of its own, 

transcending cultural and racial barriers”.2 The twentieth 

century has seen Canada's plenty in fiction writing and it is 

remarkable that women writers outnumber the male writers in 

Canada. In keeping with the sweeping changes taking place on 

a global footing in relation to the women's self, position, 

power and politics, women writers of Canada took up the 

rights, responsibilities, prospects and problems of women as 

the prime motif. 

WOMEN’S ISSUES: 

Although these sweeping changes have promoted the status of 

woman, her condition has not improved much. Woman and 

her images are still moulded, reshaped and reoriented by man 

and for man. It is the awareness of her condition and the 

treatment meted out to her that made women writers take up 

the question of female identity in a male - dominated society. 

The woman’s role as a writer has helped in breaking the 

cocoons of subordination and emerging with the knowledge of 

the female power. The feminist consciousness has prompted 

her to reflect on her „self‟ and assert her individuality. Her 

crucial questions are: who am I? where am I, a woman getting 

to? how does society see me, a woman? how do I see myself 

and how should I direct my life and thoughts? These survival 

problems of a woman have captured the imagination of 

Margaret Atwood too. 

Surviving Consumerism: The Edible 

Woman  
The strong environmental forces of educational and social 

tradition under the control of men has resulted in the general 

failure of women to take a place of human dignity as free and 

independent existents, associated with men on a plane of 

intellectual and professional equality, a condition that not only 

has limited their achievements in many fields but also has 

given rise to pervasive social evils and has had a particularly 

vitiating effect on the sexual relations between men and 

women. 

Simone de Beauvoir  

The Edible Woman (1969) is the first Canadian novel 

that anticipates the trends of feminism found in the later 

women novelists such as Doris Lessing, Margaret Drabble and 
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Toni Morrison. It is a highly complex piece of realistic fiction. 

It has been read and interpreted variously by several scholars 

and critics.Though the novel was written in 1965, at the very 

beginning of the Women‟s Liberation, it appeared only in 

1969 at the beginning of the “Second wave” feminism. The 

Edible Woman is Margaret Atwood‟s maiden attempt at 

fiction writing. As the novel predates the Women‟s Liberation 

movement, Atwood rightly describes The Edible Woman as a 

“protofeminist”2 novel. It exposes how even an economically 

independent woman takes a long time to be conscious of her 

marginalization as the “second sex”. It is an indictment of 

“male consumption” of women in a patriarchal, capitalistic, 

consumer society. Thus, Atwood is chiefly concerned with 

“de-constructing” gender politics as her strategy of survival in 

The Edible Woman as in her other novels. 

Surviving Duplicity: Lady Oracle 

 I planned my death carefully; unlike my life, which I 

meandered along from one thing to another, despite my feeble 

attempts to control it (LO 3). The central character's death is 

her contrived disappearance, the consequences of which serve 

as a frame for the narration of her life story in Lady Oracle. 

Her life story is many stories just as Joan is many women. Her 

story questions the duplicity of women's lives and outline new 

scripts for women to survive. In Lady Oracle (1976), 

published seven years after The Edible Woman(1969), 

Atwood again explores the issue of appearance and reality, the 

self as seen by others and the self as known from within. In 

this, her third novel, however, Atwood extends the concepts of 

doubling, of inner and outer selves, of surfaces and depths, of 

appearances and realities. While her first two novels, The 

Edible Woman and Surfacing had come quickly and fluently, 

Atwood's third novel, Lady Oracle had to be written and re-

written. When Lady Oracle appeared in 1976, it was warmly 

received by admirers for its readability and for its satire, 

though Atwood herself sees it more as a distortion of reality 

than as a scathing attack. It was awarded the 1977 City of 

Toronto Book Award and the 1977 Canada Booksellers' 

Association Award. 

Political Survival: Bodily Harm 

 In Bodily Harm (1981), Margaret Atwood‟s fifth 

novel, one finds a sense of commitment in Atwood to expose 

the wickedness of men on the one hand and the brutality of the 

state on the other. It is no different from her previous novels 

in that it follows a character trying to break free from her past 

and grasp a brighter and more promising future. And yet, 

Bodily Harm takes this idea a step further by criticizing and 

questioning the actions of those in western culture. In this 

respect, Bodily Harm is Atwood‟s most political novel. It 

drives home the message which is embodied in Atwood‟s 

address of the World meeting of Amnesty International : 

Oppression involves a failure of the imagination : the failure 

to imagine the full humanity of other human beings. If the 

imagination were a negligible thing and the act of writing a 

mere frill, as many in this society would like to believe, 

regimes all over the world would not be at such pains to 

exterminate them.1 The Plot: 
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This gripping yet sensitive novel tells of Rennie, a 

young journalist in the process of re-evaluating her life and 

relationships after undergoing a major surgery. Feeling the 

need to escape, she gets an assignment to write a travel article 

about the fictional Caribbean island, St. Antoine and St. 

Agathe. „The idyllic island of her fantasies‟, however, is in 

fact a depressed country on the brink of revolution and 

uprising. More accustomed to writing about fashion and food, 

she is increasingly caught up in the revolutionary politics of 

St.Antoine, as the atmosphere in the island becomes more and 

more sinister.  

Surviving Theocracy: The Handmaid’s 

Tale  
It is a known fact that Atwood deals with women‟s 

experience in a male – dominated culture. Her novels present 

women caught in oppressive stereotypes from which some 

women struggle to escape. This is done through autonomy of 

thought, through self- definition and self- reconstruction of 

one‟s own history, through creative composition and through 

a refusal to take up the victim position or the role of 

subjugation. The Handmaid‟s Tale (1986) is Margaret 

Atwood‟s international award- winning best seller. It was 

made into a movie by Harold Pinter starring Faye Dunaway 

and Robert Duvall. It is a critique of female brutalization, a 

cautionary and poignant tale that dramatizes a futuristic, bleak, 

totalitarian society where women are denied the basic rights. 

The novel is a kind of anti- utopia of the not-too- distant 

future as reflected through the voice of Offred, a Handmaid, 

one of the victims in the theocracy. In form, the book is a 

dystopia, a cognate of A Clockwark Orange, 1984, Brave New 

World and Fahrenheit 451, a troubling cautionary vision of 

mankind‟s potentially dismal future. The Handmaid‟s Tale 

paints a picture of what can happen if people fall into 

indifference trusting that things will remain the same. Atwood 

states: 

Every book is a sort of mushroom cloud thrown up 

by a large substance of material that has been accumulating 

for a lifetime. I had long been interested in the histories of 

totalitarian regimes and the different forms they have taken in 

various societies. This is a book about what happens when 

certain casually held attitudes about women are taken to their 

logical conclusions. The root of the book goes back to my 

study of the American Puritans. The society they founded in 

America was not a democracy as we know it, but a theocracy. 

 Surviving Childhood Victimization: Cat’s 

Eye  
Cat‟s Eye (1988) is the story of Elaine Risley, a 

middle-aged painter, who returns to Toronto after many years 

of absence for a Retrospective of her paintings. The 

Retrospective becomes the novel‟s central metaphor, since 

what the novel depicts is Elaine‟s retrospection of her own 

life. Her recollections of her girlhood in Toranto form the 

story. Elaine re-enacts what Atwood says about cultures in her 

introduction to The New Oxford Book of Canadian Verse: 

“All the cultures are to some extent retrospective: we see 

where we are and where we‟re going partly by where we‟ve 

been” 1. A retrospective is a sign of accomplishment, a point 

of arrival, or a plateau that provides a view of the past – a 
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reflective pause – before one moves into the future. Hence, in 

Cat‟s Eye, Atwood turns from the life of the buried, 

smothered women to examine the other side of the coin, the 

woman who has fought her way to freedom as an artist. Cat‟s 

Eye (1988), Atwood‟s seventh novel, was received by a few 

critics as a „jeu d‟esprit‟ (Oxford Dictionary shorter: “a witty 

or humorous trifle”). But Margaret Atwood does not agree to 

it. In an interview with Earl G.Ingersoll she says: 

In fact, I don‟t think my other “comic novels” are 

jeux d‟esprit, either, I suspect that sort of definition is 

something people fall back on because they can‟t take 

women‟s concerns or life patterns at all seriously; so they see 

the wit in those books, and that‟s all they see. Writing is play 

in the same way that playing the piano is “play” or putting on 

a theatrical “play” is play. Just because something‟s fun 

doesn‟t mean it isn‟t serious. For instance, some get a kick 

out of war. Others enjoy falling in love. Yet others get a bang 

out of a really good funeral. Does that mean war, love, and 

death are trifles. 

 Summing Up When Margaret Atwood published her 

first novel in 1969, she had a ready audience in Canada 

because of her strong reputation as a young poetess. Her 

fiction was to give her a popular international readership 

during the next decade chiefly because of her wry feminine 

perspective on contemporary domestic life. This does not 

mean that she is particularly a feminist writer. An overview of 

the five novels discussed here shows that she is a more 

broadly based novelist, an ironist who examines many facets 

of victimization and the possible ways of survival. 

The study confines itself to the exploration of five 

novels for it is only in her novels that she has presented her 

survival theme elaborately. The wide fictional canvas has 

given her ample scope to view the existing reality from 

different angles not only to present its multidimensionality, 

but also to project a unified vision. While Atwood‟s non-

fiction (Survival, Second Words and Conversations) form the 

theoretical frame work of the theme of survival, her fiction is 

the illustration of her ideas.  

In Atwood‟s fiction, from Marian to Elaine, women 

undergo a slow transformation. The mutation extends from 

being naïve and ignorant about the world‟s motive and 

outlook, to awakening to the realization that it is time for them 

to be on guard, to be alert so as not to fall a prey to the 

victimization of the oppressive. 
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