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ABSTRACT 

Margaret Atwood, the most prominent writer of Canadian literature seals with the 

predicament of women in the patriarchal society. She plunges deep into the minds of her 

protagonists and analyses the inner conflicts experienced by them. This study aims to 

analyse the journey of the protagonists towards an authentic self-assertion.  

Chapter One gives a description of Canadian literature with its main themes and 

also gives an account of the major Canadian writers, It focuses on the women writers and  

highlight the life, the works and the contribution of Margaret Atwood to the world of 

literature. 

  Chapter Two talks about the construction of an identity crisis experienced by 

Marian in the consumer society. It depicts the inner self of Marian and how she has been 

alienated from the society. Women are considered inferior even though they are well 

qualified. Men try to change women’s identity and want them to fulfil their desire with 

regards to their norms. Marian does not want her identity and individuality to be shattered 

away. She understands her plight and rises up against all sort of domination to prove 

herself.  

Chapter Three is ‘Summing Up’ – It sums up the findings of the study. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Canada belongs to the literary commonwealth of English speaking 

nations. Canadian literary traditions have had their roots in England, France 

and the United States. By the early nineteenth century, however, Canadian 

writing has endeavored to evolve its own voice which bears the hallmarks of 

assertion and strength. The most influential torchbearers of Canadian poets are 

Douglas Gordon Jones, Margaret Atwood, John Moss, Margaret Laurence and 

Alice Munro. These writers see literary texts as products of a culture that has 

as assured unity of symbols, images and myths. In fact, the quest for identity is 

an effort to break away from the colonial paradigms and parameters for 

Canadian writing. 

Women writers writing in Canada are committed to bring about 

remarkable changes in the lives of Canadian women and Canadian society. All 

contemporary women novelists present a vision of alternate worlds that 

examine the multiple ironies of contemporary society and its cultural identity. 

They not only portray the barriers to women’s power, individuality and 

autonomy but also attempt to surmount them through their narrative art. Their 

main concern is to explore the gender relationship that exists in the society. 

Shalini comments:  

The end of 19th century, Canadian women wanted to redefine 

their status or place in society; they demand equality and 

injustice in society. They wanted to prevent oppression and 

power of male…Canadian women rejected the limitation of 

equality in daily life.(7). 
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Canadian themes play a large part in Canadian women's literature. Key 

phrases describing Canada reflect a feminine sensibility, and these are 

reflected in the writings of Canada's women. Canada's qualities, for example, 

its part in peacekeeping among different nations, its present for trade off and 

its propensity toward settlement additionally have a ladylike tone. Canada's 

ability to maintain relationships among its various ethnic groups also reflects 

its feminine side. Canadian female scholars have gotten on this tone, 

communicating the procedure of Canada's social and political improvement 

through their works. 

Frances Brooke wrote the first Canadian novel, The History of Emily 

Montague, in 1769. She describes the connection between land and women: 

both areas are open for male colonization. At the point when her novel was 

distributed, Canada was a province, some portion of the possessions of British 

North America. Brooke moved to Quebec City in 1763 with her husband, John 

Brooke, who held a political post. Britain had recently won the colony in a war 

with France. The colony was widespread with political tensions, a theme that 

is reflected in Brooke's novel. Brooke sided with the English in her political 

views. 

In the following century (1838), Anna Brownell Jameson published 

Winter Studies and Summer Rambles in Canada. The three-volume diary 

covers her nine-month stay in Canada with her estranged husband, the attorney 

general of Upper Canada. A few months before the book's publication, the 

colonies in Upper and Lower Canada had rebelled against Britain. The book 

has a political undertone, referencing the British administration's abuse and 

mismanagement of the colony. 
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Ethel Wilson, a writer who published from the 1930s through the 

1960s, illustrated Canada's continued strivings for independence. Her books' 

characters are gotten between impacts of others, as Canada is gotten amongst 

British and American impacts. She shows how Canada seeks to discover its 

unique qualities, distinct from the identities of other nations. By the mid 

1960s, Canada had gained surer footing. 

          Margaret Laurence is one of the most influential writers of Western 

Canada. Laurence started writing when she was young. Laurence started 

writing stories from the age of seven. She wrote all through her high school 

and college years and worked after graduation, for the Winnipeg Citizen, a 

labor daily. In 1954, the British Protectorate of Somaliland distributed A Tree 

for Poverty, Laurence's interpretations of Somali folktales and verse. 

Laurence’s first published fiction, Uncertain flowering, a short story, was 

published in a Whit Burnett anthology in 1954. Her first African novel, This 

Side Jordan (1960), is set in Ghana. She was bestowed with many significant 

literary awards such as the Molson Prize, and honorary degrees by many 

universities.  

 Laurence dedicated her lifetime to write about her experience. It is 

worth mentioning that much of Laurence’s work is semi-autobiographical and 

her way of depicting ‘heroes’ comes from her personal understanding of 

women and their position within a patriarchal society. Her first famous novel, 

The Stone Angel, depicts Hagar’s spiritual and psychological journey towards 

self-understanding. Assertion of the self and identity are the common themes 

of her novels. Independence and self awareness are the other important themes 

in her novels. 
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Understood Canadian essayist Margaret Atwood, who started writing 

in the late 1960s, drew parallels amongst Canada and the minds of her heroes. 

She notes that Canada, like women, often postures a victim mentality. Atwood 

notes Canada's nationalist struggles and colonial attitude. Each of her heroines 

starts out by viewing herself as a victim of male domination but eventually 

recognizes her part and her identity as an individual.  

Atwood was born in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. She was second child of 

Carl Edmund Atwood, her father is entomologist and Margaret Dorothy, and 

her mother dietitian and nutritionist from Woodville, Nova Scotia. Because of 

her father’s ongoing research in forest entomology, Atwood spent much time 

of her childhood in the backwoods of northern Quebec and travelling back and 

forth between Ottawa, Sault Ste. Marie, and Toronto. She did not attend 

school full-time un till she was eight years old. She became a voracious reader 

of literature. Dell pocketbook mysteries, Grimm’s Fairy Tales, Canadian 

animal stories and comic books. She went to Leaside High School in Leaside, 

Toronto, and graduated in 1957. Atwood started works plays and lyrics at six 

years old. 

Atwood realized she wanted to write professionally when she was in 

16. In 1957, She started learning at Victoria school in the college of Toronto, 

were she distributed ballads and articles in Acta Victorian, the school artistic 

diary. Her professors included Jay Macpherson and Northrop Frye. She 

graduated in 1961 with a Bachelor of Arts in English and minors in 

philosophy and French. 

In late 1961, after winning the E.J. Pratt Medal for her secretly printed 

book of ballads, Double Persephone, She started graduate examinations at 
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Harvard's Radcliffe school with a Woodrow Wilson partnership. She obtained 

a master’s degree from Radcliffe in 1962 and pursued doctoral studies at 

Harvard university for two years, but did not finish her dissertation, “The 

English Metaphysical Romance”. She is a women's activist by nature and her 

fiction rotates around a lady character in the greater part of her books.  

Margaret Atwood is a Canadian poet, novelist, literary critic, essayist 

and environmental activist. She is a prominent figure in the contemporary 

Canadian literature. She is a writer of worldwide reputation. She has 

acclaimed as a poet, novelist and short story writer internationally. She has 

emerged as a major figure in Canadian literature. Using such devices as irony, 

symbolism and self-conscious narrations, she explores the relationship 

between humanity and nature, dark side of the human behavior and power as it 

pertains to gender and politics. Atwood has helped to define and identify the 

goals of contemporary Canadian literature and has earned a distinguished 

reputation among feminist writers for her exploration of women’s issues. She 

is a multi-faceted genius in Canadian literature. Sudhakar Pandey comments: 

 Atwood's expectation in her fiction, nonetheless, isn't, just to 

uncover lady's complicity in the procedures that prompt her colonization and 

exploitation. She intends, rather, to explore the possibilities of combating 

patriarchal structures of power and domination that disallow woman’s equal 

claims as an individual in society. 

Atwood develops her thematic concerns both figuratively and in 

geographical senses. Through her written work, Atwood appears to extend her 

outrage towards a man centric foundation and esteem framework that keeps on 

implementing it with over the top benefits and powers, both individual and 
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political. Atwood’s writing is noted for its careful craftsmanship and precision 

of language, which gives a sense of inevitability and a resonance to her words. 

In her fiction Atwood has explored the issues of the time, capturing them in a 

satirical, self-reflexive mode. In her novels, Margaret Atwood uses a similar 

style of writing. It is a style that is not only distinctive but also effective. Her 

sense of description is one of her best talents. It enables her to make bits of 

work that continually fortify her subjects of political mayhem and the impact 

that a male centric culture has on ladies. 

 Anushul Chandra and Ranjana Mishra comment 

The major theme, which has engaged Margaret Atwood’s imagination, 

is the place of woman in modern society and an exploration of her 

identity in the highly commercialized technological age. She is 

intensely preoccupied with women fighting against the female norms 

of life. She wants that her protagonist should make decisions and they 

must be ready to face the consequences as well. Atwood is famous for 

presenting the victim-victimizer image. 

Atwood  has written to date fourteen novels, nine short-story 

collections, sixteen books of poetry, and ten volumes of non-fiction that have 

collectively garnered two Governor General’s Awards, a Giller Prize, a Man 

Booker Prize and numerous other awards and accolades. Margaret Atwood is 

among the most prolific and celebrated writers in Canadian history. 

Atwood's commitments to the conjecturing of Canadian personality 

have accumulated consideration both in Canada and globally. Her vital work 

of scholarly feedback, Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature, 

remains the standard prologue to Canadian writing in Canadian Studies 

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/article/scotiabank-giller-prize/
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programs globally. In Survival, Atwood proposes that Canadian writing, and 

by augmentation Canadian personality, is portrayed by the image of survival.  

Marian has been haunted by the hunting she thinks tha, peter is the 

hunter. Who destroys her identity, this idea has been going through her mind 

and, it affect her emotionally Marian has been portrayed has the perfect out fit 

to her friend because she knows and faces the women problem even at her 

work places as well as in the society. 

 This image is communicated in the ubiquitous utilization of 'casualty 

positions' in Canadian writing. These positions speak to a size of hesitance and 

self-realization for the casualty in the 'victor/casualty' relationship. Her vital 

work of scholarly feedback, Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian 

Literature, remains the standard prologue to Canadian writing in Canadian 

Studies programs globally. 

The Edible Woman (1969) is a novel about a young woman who 

struggles in the male dominated society due to gender discrimination. Atwood 

portrays the theme of a women’s place in society, particularly in a male 

dominated society. She successfully links together ideas of marriage and 

consumerism as related to the ideas and the perceptions of the self. The 

consciousness of being oppressed and deceived needs to originate from inside 

the self of a person. The novel describes the reasons for the suppression of 

women within and without marriage. The title of the novel The Edible Woman 

suggests that the central metaphor is that of woman as food, as object and 

theme is women’s effort to a human identity. 

Surfacing (1972) is Atwood’s most remarkable achievement in which 

the conflict between technology and nature is revealed. It serves Atwood’s 
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strong nationalist as well as feminist ideologies. It expresses the politics of 

gender and describes man’s imposition on woman in matters of profession, 

marriage and motherhood which cripples her intellectually, emotionally and 

morally. It shows a woman’s struggle to free herself. When the protagonist’s 

consciousness reaches its climax, she makes ready the ground for her revolt 

against exploitation and oppression.  Finally, she emerges as a brave new 

woman who is capable of establishing her identity.  

Lady Oracle (1976) is a gothic romance. It has won the 1977 city of 

Toronto Book Award and a Canadian Booksellers Award. It is the portrait of 

the writer as a woman and a survivor in male dominated culture. It represents 

a challenge to patriarchal culture. The protagonist, Joan Foster is the ultimate 

escape artist who faces the obstacles in patriarchal society. The novel shows 

how the identity and individuality of a woman writer is destroyed by the 

invisible authority of male writers and her writing is gendered and classed on 

the basis of sex. It proclaims that both men and women are equal as they have 

the same human capabilities. The novel is a feminist writer’s frontal attack on 

the dominant pattern of gender relations in contemporary society.  

Life Before Man (1979) is Atwood’s most domestic novel with its 

triangular plot. It has brought international recognition for Atwood. She 

examines the politics of power in interpersonal relationships between wife and 

husband in it. It deals with the collapses of the institution of modern marriage. 

It also throws light on the women’s recognition of the power of the mother 

figure and the depth of her pain in the institution of marriage. 

Bodily Harm (1981) focuses on the contrast between affluent thinking 

and the brutal reality of power and sexual politics. It depicts the process of 
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self-discovery against the cruelty. Sexual politics is often disguised as “love” 

and is one more form of power politics. It focuses on sexual power politics 

and it is concerned with issues such as body image, female sexuality, male 

female relationships and male brutality in a patriarchal society. It shows that in 

society, bodily harm is everywhere. But a woman should reject her submissive 

role and be ready to speak out the truth about the exploiter. 

The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) has received the Governor General’s 

Award, the Los Angeles Times prize and short-listed for the Booker prize. It 

has become Atwood’s most popular novel and has been translated into more 

than thirty languages. It is a novel portraying a time where women are prized 

only for their reproductive gift. While giving a shocking treatment of the 

theme of sex, procreation and love, this novel takes on the characters of grim 

and prophetic vision of a future world where, male chauvinism destroys the 

finest chords of wifehood, motherhood and womanhood. 

The Robber Bride (1993), a masterpiece of Atwood and confirms her 

standing as one of the most inventive enthralling and accomplished authors 

writing in English. It examines Toronto’s lifestyle and women’s friendships; it 

shows how one sex dominates and is a strategy for exercising power in 

society. It is the tale of greed, violence, viciousness and lust for power and the 

war of sexes. It demands for the equality of both sexes and hopes for the world 

free from sexual exploitation and oppression. 

Cat’s Eye (1988) focuses on the issues of women through art and artist 

for the first time in history. It deals with the interaction between adulthood and 

childhood. It exposes male prejudices against women’s creativity and talent 

and shows how art can be used as a weapon against tyranny in all its 
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manifestations. It is like an oasis in a desert for those whose creativity is 

prevented from blooming. The novel focuses on the account of Elaine Risley, 

a questionable painter who comes back to Toronto, the city of her childhood 

for a review of her specialty that contains her own life from her school days to 

her present vocation as a painter. Her paintings advocate human rights of 

women and equal healthy relationships between men and women. 

Oryx and Crake (2003) is a dystopian novel set in an unspecified 

future. The book is composed in an indistinguishable style from huge numbers 

of Margaret Atwood's books, that of theoretical fiction. Despite the fact that 

the book peruses as though it is telling a cutting edge story, in reality a large 

number of the logical and social patterns are drawn from our own, present 

society. In this way, Atwood can be read as a critic of modern life. By 

featuring a portion of the more abnormal components of present-day life, 

Atwood gives a scholarly space to perusers to process such data, as well as a 

space that encourages perusers to consider the conceivable future. 

The Blind Assassin (2000) is essentially set in Canada and depicted 

from the present day; it covers events that navigate the entire twentieth century 

and blends a couple of stories into one story. The Blind Assassin is a 

luxuriously layered and extraordinarily compensating background. 

Concentrating on a lady endeavoring to disentangle the riddles of her sister's 

passing in 1945, it maneuvers the peruse into an unpredictable account 

including a novel distributed by the terminated character, and furthermore a 

story inside the story. Through protagonist Iris Chase, the readers are pulled 

into her sister’s mysterious world as the book explores themes of Canadian 

history, fate and the control we could conceivably have over our own, family 
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pride and picture, and ownership of social renown, belonging, or even 

individuals. 

The last portion of Canadian essayist Margaret Atwood's three book 

tragic set of three, MaddAddam was distributed in August 2013. It finishes up 

the storyline which began with Oryx and Crake, proceeding to The Year of the 

Flood. Madd Addam takes after characters beforehand presented in the 

arrangement, fundamentally the characters Zeb and Toby, two survivors of the 

natural fiasco which the arrangement revolves around, who portray the story. 

The book chronicles their efforts, along with other survivors, to rebuild 

civilization. The novel has a genuinely direct storyline; be that as it may, it 

additionally uses a more one of a kind configuration where it intermittently 

switches into the reality to tell a more fleshed out back story of the characters. 

This was also seen in Oryx and Crake and The Year of the Flood, the other 

two books in the series. MaddAddam was fundamentally generally welcomed, 

with a New York Times analyst saying: Atwood has brought the past two 

books together in a fitting and glad conclusion that is an epic of an envisioned 

future as well as of our own past. 

The Year of the Flood (2009) is the second novel in Margaret 

Atwood’s Maddaddam trilogy. In this theoretical fiction set of three, Atwood 

strikingly portrays a conceivable future made by merciless organizations, 

neglect for the earth, and developing monetary disparity. The Year of the 

Flood offers another point of view on the course of events of Oryx and Crake, 

the set of three's unique novel. In Oryx and Crake, the mysterious narrator, 

Snowman, describes his role in the events leading up to the “dry flood”, an 

airborne disease that obliterated the vast majority of Earth’s population. In The 

http://www.gradesaver.com/the-year-of-the-flood
http://www.gradesaver.com/author/margaret-atwood
http://www.gradesaver.com/author/margaret-atwood
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Year of the Flood, Atwood describes the flood’s consequences for two pleebs, 

members of the lower class, who find refuge from the flood in wildly different 

places. It presents the God's Gardeners, an eco-cognizant clique that 

anticipated the natural catastrophe. Atwood even blends songs and lectures 

from the God's Gardeners inside the novel  

Alias Grace (1996) is a historical fiction follows the perspective 

of Grace Marks, a suspect in the murder of Thomas Kinnear and Nancy 

Montgomery . The dual perspective also details Dr Simon Jordan's desire to 

solve and understand the criminal mentality of Grace as he tries to 

comprehend how a meek and mild servant girl like her could have committed 

the murder. Atwood has concentrated on many positive reviews, winning the 

Canadian Giller Prize and becoming shortlisted for the Booker Prize. The 

novel has additionally been optioned for a component movie in 2012 and will 

be coordinated by Canadian movie executive Sarah Polley  

The Heart Goes Last (2015) is a novel by Margaret Atwood, published 

by Penguin Random House. The novel is described as a "wickedly funny and 

deeply disturbing novel about a near future in which the lawful are locked up 

and the lawless roam free”. The novel is set in the same not so distant future 

oppressed world as the hazily comic By-liner serial Positron which was 

discharged on the web.  

The first novel chosen for the study ,The Edible Woman tells the story 

of Marian McAlpin, a young single woman who works for a market research 

company. The top floor of the research company is reserved for men only. 

while women work at the lower level, She faces gender discrimination in the 

company where she works. Even though women are equally qualified they 

http://www.gradesaver.com/alias-grace
http://www.gradesaver.com/alias-grace/study-guide/character-list#grace-marks
http://www.gradesaver.com/alias-grace/study-guide/character-list#thomas-kinnear
http://www.gradesaver.com/alias-grace/study-guide/character-list#nancy-montgomery
http://www.gradesaver.com/alias-grace/study-guide/character-list#nancy-montgomery
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margaret_Atwood
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work at the lower level. The company strictly forbids marriage and pregnancy 

of women during employment. Unable to foresee a fulfilling career within the 

company, she begins to worry about her future and about what she might 

become. Marian experiences an identity crisis in her company because of the 

discrimination against women. Her search is for an absolute human identity. 

She lives in fear and grows alienated from the society. Marian becomes a 

victim in a patriarchal and consumer society. 

Marian has an affair with Peter, a young law graduate. She is attracted 

to him because of his personality and impressive manner of talking. Peter 

proposes her to marry him and Marian accepts. After the marriage proposal 

Marian’s body starts to act strangely and she could not consume food. Despite 

her engagement, Marian continues to see Duncan, a young graduate whom she 

meets during a survey. As the wedding date approaches, Peter decides to 

throw a party. He appreciates showing Marian and indications that she should 

need to complete her hair and purchase another dress. She complies by buying 

a red sequined thing that is, she thinks, not quite her. As she stroll home, hair 

intensely scented and each strand stuck set up, she considers herself a cake: a 

comment deliberately frosted and ornamented. Even though she is not 

interested, Peter forces her to do.  

 She feels that her identity is lost and she has been alienated from the 

society.  She considers Peter as the destroyer of her identity. She is dominated 

by Peter at each and every aspect. She feels that her identity has been shattered 

away. Feeling insecure with Peter, she moves to Duncan to gain emotional 

strength. Duncan too treats her as an “object”.  
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Marian bakes a cake shaped and decorated into the likeness of a 

woman. At the point when Peter arrives, she blames him for attempting to 

absorb her and offers the cake as a substitute. On seeing the cake he is 

humiliated and he thinks that he can no longer deceit her. He leaves quickly, 

without eating, and Marian begins picking at the cake herself. Through this 

bold act, she wanted to convey the message that she does not want to be an 

edible commodity but wanted to exit with a self identity. Neeru Tandon and 

Anshul Chandra comments: 

Margaret Atwood in The Edible Woman does not adopt an 

extremist stance as a feminist and hold men alone responsible 

for the subjugation and interiorization of woman. Matrimony 

and motherhood as they exist in a patriarchal society are shown 

to be delimiting and exploitative as far as women are 

concerned. Women like Marian, allowing them to be colonized 

and exploited are equally responsible for perpetuating gender 

related inequity. 

This dissertation aims to focus on the protagonist’s  the quest for an 

authentic selfhood The Edible Woman. It elaborates about the pain and 

sufferings which Marian McAlpin endures throughout the novel. It clearly 

portrays about the condition of women in the patriarchal society. Oppression, 

exploitation, subjugation and discrimination are the nature of male dominated 

society. The study concentrates on the issues like male domination, gender 

discrimination, alienation and exploitation but it mainly focuses on the various 

experiences that surges both the protagonists to have the quest for self -
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identity. Margaret Atwood tries to portray women’s sufferings in the society 

and she vents her anger on the patriarchal society.  

Chapter One gives a description of Canadian literature with its main 

themes and also gives an account of the major Canadian writers, It focuses on 

the women writers and highlights, the life, works and the contribution of 

Margaret Atwood to the world of literature. 

  Chapter Two talks about the construction of a identity crisis 

experienced by Marian in the consumer society. It depicts the inner self of 

Marian and how she has been alienated from the society. Women are 

considered inferior even though they are well qualified. Men try to change 

women’s identity and want them to fulfill their desire with regards to their 

norms. Marian does not want her identity and individuality to be shattered 

away. She understands her plight and rises up against all sort of domination to 

prove herself. 

Chapter Three compares the lives of the protagonists and concludes the 

findings of the study. 

 

  

 

 

 



 

 

CHAPTER II 

IDENTITY CRISIS 

The Edible Woman manages Marian McAlpin's look for a bona fide 

personality. Marian, the female hero of this novel is a youthful graduate who 

works for Seymour Surveys. During her life, Marian comes in contact with 

many male characters who exploit and humiliate her at every step. The novel 

The Edible Woman is like a journey in which Marian matures and comes to the 

realization that she cannot allow herself to be metaphorically and physically 

consumed. The novel talks mainly on the quest for self identity by Marian, the 

protagonist gives through lot of mental sufferings. Uday Shankar Ojha says: 

A celebrity of the millennium year, Atwood earned global 

reputation because of her debut novel The Edible Woman 

(1969) W hich became the epoch-making voice owing to her 

abiding and presiding commitment in a male chauvinistic 

society and the myriad meanings of men-women encounter.  

 Firstly, Marian faces various difficulties at her work place, Seymour 

surveys. Marian soon realizes that she is literally and figuratively trapped 

inside the so called male dominated society. The first section talks about 

Marian’s initial identification, is interesting in both style and context. It begins 

with a first-person narration of what is seemingly a normal and contemporary 

atmosphere. Marian takes coffee breaks with “the office virgins” (EW 16) and 

commits to a “pension plan” (18) that foreshadows the beginning of a trend of 

forcible commitment. Marian McAlpin’s works place Seymour Surveys is a 

highly stratified, three-tiered, hierarchic market organization where all 
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responsible and respectable positions are held by men. Moreover, Seymour 

Surveys views marriage and pregnancy as an act of disloyalty to the authority 

of the company. Through the imagery of the three layers of Seymour surveys, 

Atwood brings forth a metaphoric parallel for women’s place or space in 

society. The three layers represent three planes of reality: mind, body and 

matter: the men are minds; the women are the bodies. Marian says about the 

nature of her job at Seymour Surveys. 

Sometimes I wonder just which things are parts of my job 

especially when I find myself calling up garage mechanics to 

ask them about their pistons and gaskets or handing out pretzels 

to suspicious old ladies on street corners………….. the 

convoluted and overly- subtle prose of the psychologists who 

write them into simple questions which can be understood by 

the people who ask them as well as the people who answer 

them. A question like ‘In what percentile would you place the 

visual impact value?’ is not useful (EW 12 &13). 

Marian faces male domination wherever she goes. The top floor of the 

company has been reserved for men only while women work at the lower 

level. Marian speaks about the treatment of women at the company. The men 

work in the upstairs and do the most important jobs such as decision making 

while equally qualified woman like Marian works at the lower level doing less 

significant works. Marian points out the gender discrimination between male 

and female at her company. She says that the women are treated inferior to 

men even though they are capable of everything. She describes about the 

company saying. Marian wants to an attain identity which she can call her 
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own. She doesn’t want to work like a machine at her company. Marian 

experiences an identity crisis in her company because of the discrimination 

against women.  

 

The company is layered like an ice-cream sandwich, with three 

floors: the upper crust, the lower crust, and our department, the 

gooey layer in the middle. On the floor above are the 

executives and the psychologists- referred to as the men 

upstairs, since they are all men – who arrange things with the 

clients; I’ve caught glimpses of their offices, which have 

carpets and expensive furniture and silk-screen reprints of 

Group of seven paintings on the walls. Below us are the 

machines – mimeo machines, I.B.M. machines for counting and 

sorting and tabulating the information; I’ve been down there 

too, into that factory-like clatter where the operatives seem 

frayed and overworked and have ink on their fingers. (EW 13) 

Marian views peter, her boyfriend as “an ideal choice when you come 

to think of it. He’s attractive and he’s bound to be successful, and also he’s 

neat, which is a major point when you’re going to be living with someone” 

(EW 116). She also wants to have children and states that she has “never been 

silly about marriage the way Ainsley is” (116).Soon she feels unsecure in the 

this relationship. The awareness of an uncertain relationship with Peter is 

accompanied by a change in Marian’s metabolism. She finds it difficult to eat 

things, which she enjoyed earlier. She also experiences psychic changes as she 
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realizes that her decision of marriage with Peter is the denial of her 

womanhood.  

Marian physically continues her escape from normal circumstances 

when she undertakes an assignment to conduct a survey for a beer 

advertisement. When she is out for drama with Peter, Len and Ainsley, Marian 

experiences a disassociation from her body when Peter recounts a gory 

hunting story to Len, which causes Marian to realize that she is crying. “After 

a while I noticed with mild curiosity that a large drop of something wet has 

materialized on the table near my hand…I must be crying then!” (EW 76) On 

this occasion, she twice breaks away, running uncontrollably, from her friends 

and her boyfriend. Marian begins to realize that she is rejecting Peter’s ideals 

and male-dominated view of society. A few moments later, however, she 

accepts his marriage proposal, contradicting herself and highlighting her crisis 

of identity. 

 Marian’s problem is to search for an absolute and meaningful 

identity. She lives in fear and grows alienated from the society. She becomes a 

victim to the patriarchal and consumer society. Atwood clearly presents the 

aspect of male domination through the protagonist’s relationship with her 

fiancé, Peter. Peter is a person who dominates Marian in all possible ways. 

Every action of Marian has been instructed by Peter. She becomes a prey to 

Peter. He considers her as an edible product. Her physical appearance is an 

important thing for Peter. He ignores her emotional and psychological needs. 

Peter expects Marian to fulfill only his desires and wishes. She does not want 

to annoy him because she is so scared of Peter. Peter wants to give an identity 

to Marian according to his norms and values. Marian feels as if her identity 
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has been robbed. This norms and attitudes of the society disturbs Marian’s 

mind.  

Atwood has presented the struggles and conflicts in the mind of the 

protagonist, in search of her identity. Marian is depicted as an edible product 

by male dominated society which puts her in a category of an object to be 

manipulated and exploited. Marian is attracted to Peter because of his lovely 

personality and impressive manner of talking. So, she gets engaged to Peter. 

After the marriage proposal Marian’s body started to act strangely. She loses 

her appetite and she thinks that this strange reaction is due to her decision to 

get married. She loses her individuality and the sense of self due to this male 

domination, gender discrimination, inequality and alienation. She has been 

affected physically and mentally. 

Peter’s behavior in Plaza restaurant gives Marian a devastating blow. 

She feels hurt and neglected when Peter shows attention only to Ainsley and 

Len.  She feels that alienated and she could not bear that her pride is crushed 

in front of her friends. Being a woman, she does not want her pride to be 

crushed before her friend Ainsley. Then, out of anger, she suddenly flees from 

Plaza restaurant. After this incident, she is desperate to regain her true identity. 

Marian’s loss of identity and individuality is indicated by the silencing of her 

inner voice. She begins to consider Peter as a flawless authority to herself.  

The prospect of marriage makes her ready to take on the role of an 

obedient wife. Her inner self is subordinated to the role. As time passes by, 

Marian understands the real character of Peter as a manipulator and exploiter 

and she also analyses her relationship with him. She feels that she has let 

herself become an edible commodity. Peter wants to change Marian totally 
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according to his needs and desires. He wants her to adapt to his way of living 

and thinking. She never wants to be get trapped in a marriage life where her 

identity and individuality would be crushed mercilessly. She does not want to 

get trapped by a marriage where she would be degraded to being a woman 

who has no distinct identity of her own. Peter seems to swallow Marian’s 

personality and identity. Peter likes Marian as she never demands anything 

from him. He sees her as a “girl who wouldn’t take over his life. It was her 

aura of independence and common sense he had liked” (61). Peter decides to 

marry her as she is very meek and docile. 

There is one thing about you, Marian; I know I can always 

depend on you. Most women are pretty scatterbrained but 

you’re such a sensible girl. You may not have known this but 

I’ve always thought that’s the first thing to look for when it 

comes to choosing a wife. (EW 89) 

Marian’s mental inertia is the result of Peter being dominant and 

assertive. She has been rendered incapable by Peter’s capability and authority. 

Marian is subjected to the male gaze who seeks to assimilate and thus erase 

the female self. She is caught up in the masculine script which gradually leads 

her to a frightening sense of self-alienation. Indeed, Marian’s character in The 

Edible Woman demonstrates how female passivity and submission in the 

traditional roles of wife and mother leads not to self fulfillment but to 

intensifying sense of self diminishment. 

The novel shows a multicolored photo of her life. To make the picture 

more real, Marian is presented as a perfect foil to her friends, where in owing 

to her coming into contact with them, she learns immensely of women’s 



22 

 

problems. In spite of the fact that the decisions accessible to her are restricted, 

she goes up against a few issues essential to her, 

“what does it mean to be a woman, what is her situation, and what 

constitutes femininity” (269). Marian’s identification with food is closely 

linked to general theme of consumerism. 

Marian is contrasted with Ainsley with whom she shares an apartment. 

Ainsley is short-tempered excitable and forward- looking where Marian is 

accommodative rinsible and tolerant Particularly on the issues of marriage and 

motherhood they have altogether different views. While the three office 

virgins Emmy, Lucie and Millie regards marriage as their ultimate destiny. 

Ainsley has a plan that she is “going to have a baby” (EW 39). She posits the 

traditional view of womanhood, that “every woman should have at least one 

baby…It’s even more important than sex. It fulfils your deepest femininity” 

(41). Ainsley does not want to be dominated by any one so decides to have a 

baby without getting married. Though Marian cannot articulate why Ainsley 

should not have a baby, especially without a husband, her rationale that 

Ainsley should not have a baby in the traditional context conveys Marian’s 

identity.  

When Marian and Peter are dining together in restaurant after their 

engagement, she sees Peter very neatly slicing the chunk of meat on his place 

she actually imagines a cow being slaughtered. She finds herself unable to eat 

meat as she connects herself subconsciously with the cow. She finds herself in 

the position of oppressed and this manifests as nausea towards food. She 

identifies herself with food and thinks that she has been consumed by Peter. It 

is a novel which deals with the symbolic cannibalization of weakness and 
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susceptibilities. Marian is shown progressing from a meek, docile and non-

descript woman to a strong individualistic and active feminist. Marian goes 

through a journey in which she sees and assesses different ways of 

understanding what it means to be woman.  

She thinks that she has become a victim in the hands of Peter. She has 

been forced to wear a red dress and she changed her hairstyle even though she 

doesn’t like it. Because she could not recognize herself but Peter seems to be 

impressed by her appearance and he takes out his camera in order to ‘shoot’ 

her. Marian thinks that she would face symbolic death and her identity would 

be erased permanently if she becomes trapped in a shot by Peter. She views 

herself as an image of a stable commodity as Peter wants to get a couple of 

shots of Marian alone. She feels that she should not have worn the red dress 

because it has made her a perfect target of Peter’s designs and desire. She 

thinks of Peter as a victimizer who assaults women by means of forcing his 

desire on Marian. She searches for self-identity and wants to fulfill her own 

desires and not to be dominated by anyone in the society. 

 Anushul Chandra observes 

The second part of the novel shows deep penetrative probe into 

Marian’s psyche, because now she begins to realize that she had let 

herself be sold as some kind of a desirable commodity. That is why 

going through a series of fast moving situations; we see her losing 

control over her mind and body. Now Marian feels that peter wanted to 

transform her according to his needs and happiness. Marian realizes 

that her identity and interests can never be safe in the event of her 
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marriage with peter. She thinks that peter is a destroyer of her 

individuality and identity. 

Peter took pride in displaying her. He said he wanted her to really get 

to know some of his friends, and he had been taking her around with him to 

cocktail parties. She had even been to lunch with some lawyers, during which 

she had sat the whole time silent and smiling. The friends collectively were all 

well-dressed and on the verge of being successful to connect their sleek men 

with happy hunters and champion bees-drinkers. (EW176) She discovers that 

Peter enjoys shooting and killing the rabbits and other animals mercilessly as a 

matter of pleasure and pride. He is very fond of non-veg food. So, she thinks 

herself as an animal being hunted by Peter. This image of the hunter and 

herself as the hunted enters in to her mind. She feels that Peter is treating her 

as “Stage Prop” (EW 71) and she begins to distance herself from him because 

she develops some kind of hatred towards his habits. As the engagement date 

draws near, she realizes that her interests and identity can never be safe and 

secure if she marries Peter. She begins to view him as a destroyer of her 

identity and individuality.  

Marian McAlpin, the protagonist struggles between the norms and 

roles that society has imposed upon her. Atwood also clearly portrays about 

the struggle and her eventual rebellion. She could not consume food after the 

incident that took place at the restaurant. Marian’s inner turmoil gets 

expressed in terms of her refusal of food and consumption. This identity crisis 

deepens in the second part of the novel when she begins to lose her appetite. 

While on a date with Peter she ponders her relationship with him. Her 
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reflections manifest themselves in her inquiry of food and eating culture. For 

example,  

She wondered why restaurants like this one were kept so dark. 

Probably to keep people from seeing each other very clearly 

while they were eating. After all, chewing and swallowing are 

pleasanter for those doing them than for those watching, she 

thought, and observing one’s partner too closely might dispel 

the aura of romance that the restaurant was trying to maintain. 

(EW 171) 

Marian comes to a breaking point when she questions the society she 

has been living with and its embodiment of normalcy. She asks Ainsley if she 

believes herself to be normal. Ainsley cryptically responds with, “Normal isn’t 

the same as average…nobody is normal” (EW 239) Marian’s identity crisis 

comes to its peak when Peter suggests that she dress up for the party he is 

hosting. She does not even recognize herself and states that she sees, “three 

reflections of [herself] at the same time…watching the way in which different 

bright silver parts of her body suddenly bloated or diminished” (243).  Marian 

is no longer the master of, or even attached to, her body. As a result, she 

escapes the party and makes love to Duncan in a sleazy hotel room. 

She thinks that if she marries Peter her identity and individuality would 

be destroyed. So, she thinks that she can get emotional strength from Duncan. 

So, she continues to see Duncan whom she describes as, “Drifting with 

current, an endurance of time marked by no real event . . . they had virtually 

no past and certainly no future (215). She feels that she is an innocent victim 

of a male dominated society that is typified by the predators and prey. She 
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moves to Duncan to get emotional strength but falls in the prey of Duncan’s 

lust. She thinks that Duncan and Peter as destroyers of her identity and 

individuality. Being betrayed by Peter and Duncan she is shattered away 

psychologically. She wanted to ridicule the one who oppressed and subjugated 

her. Marian tries to express her refusal symbolically to the male dominated 

society. 

 Finally, she refuses to be an edible woman. In The Edible Woman by 

Margaret Atwood the constant theme is a woman who is unable to accept the 

roles provided to the female by a male-dominated society. The most important 

theme of this novel would have to be identity. Marian longs to find her, and 

looks to others in order to grasp a general idea of what that would be. Peter 

creates false ideas in his head as to what Marian is. Marian is capable of 

unexpected behavior; Peter does not know what to make of it and gets 

frustrated and angry. 

Atwood has used her only restlessness in the fear of losing her 

authentic self as Cake symbol of the protagonist. Marian bakes a cake shaped 

like a woman and tries to get her soon-to-be husband Peter to eat it, 

symbolically understanding and accepting her but also symbolically 

destroying and consuming her. Much of the novel centers on how the female 

characters Marian and Ainsley, who fancy themselves feminists, believe they 

are likely to be controlled or manipulated by the men in their lives. Duncan, 

who has no problem sacrificing Marian's interests to his own, provided he gets 

what he wants and also has no problem eating the cake. Peter is embarrassed 

by the cake that Marian offers him. He realizes that he can no longer deceit 

her. Being humiliated by Marian’s behavior he moves away from that place. 
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She begins to eat the cake and thus ends with the withdrawal from the food. 

This act symbolizes the empowerment of women. She also offers the cake to 

Duncan who eats it as he is unaware of this act.  

Atwood has also used Eating as metaphor for control in the novel. 

Marian and Ainsley have a problematic relationship with food. Neither of 

them wants to become fat, and Marian in particular wants to lose weight. She 

finds that restricting calorie intake and refusing food feels to her as though she 

is finally in control of something. She stops eating completely, partly as a 

rebellion against what she sees as the unreasonable strictures and expectations 

of a patriarchal society. Many of Marian's decisions are consistent with the 

symptoms of anorexia nervosa, the eating disorder. Alireza Farahbaksh and 

Banafsheh Zohari says: 

Peter’s proposal as a patriarchal imposition, the heroine 

illustrates this imposition as a body language. She fails to 

represent her refusal to accept the male domination; therefore’ 

she starts to embody this rejection on her body. Her anorexic 

reaction is a way to resist the prevailing gender performances 

which she has been constantly doing against her will. This 

becomes more evident through the process of dropping 

different kinds of foods which gradually happens in different 

chapters of the book as she gets closer to her marriage. (151)  

The Edible Woman explores the motifs of food, both metaphorically 

and physically, through female sexuality, marriage, childbirth and rearing 

identity. The introspective protagonist, who is rooted in everyday life, 

experiences a process of development as she realizes that society has the 
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capability to cannibalize her. Through this journey, Marian matures and comes 

to the realization that she cannot allow herself to be metaphorically and 

physically consumed. One of the most obvious techniques that Atwood uses 

in The Edible Woman is her unusual use of point of view, or the perspective 

from which the story is told. Atwood starts the story with a first-individual 

storyteller, Marian McAlpin, recounting the story from her own particular 

point of view, practically seeming as though she were conversing with herself. 

Atwood uses figurative language in The Edible Woman. Food and 

eating are the prominent metaphors, or images, in The Edible Woman. 

Beginning with the title of the novel and journeying through the final chapters, 

someone or something is either being described in terms of food, or is being 

eaten. Besides the obvious and plentiful breakfasts, lunches, and dinners that 

overcome throughout the novel, Marian uses food to describe herself and her 

environment. For instance, her office is "layered like an ice-cream sandwich" 

(EW 13) with her department being the "gooey layer in the middle” (13). And 

in one of Marian's dreams she says that her feet were dissolving like "melting 

jelly” (33). 

                   Her woman shaped cake symbolizes the advent of her new self and 

identity and her denial to be a victim in the society. Through this act, Marian regains 

her true identity which she has been searching for a long time. Finally, her search for 

identity is complete when she attains an independent human identity. The cake baked 

by Marian in the shape of her body to control her boyfriend, Peter, is the central 

metaphor in the novel. Marian makes a cake woman, which represents Peter's false 

perception of her.  

Dr. Vijeta Gautham says.. 
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Marian disdains her passivity and denies being a victim. She bakes the 

cake-woman to test and display the true colour of peter. The 

immobility inflicted by the victim roles has slowly debilitated her and 

she has been approaching inactiveness. The process of cake creation is 

joyful, though the product makes her reflective, as she recognizes her 

own complicity in her former victimization.    

 

The cake, which Marian prepares and eats, demonstrates the 

advancement of her vision and her refusal to be a casualty. Marian claims that 

she cannot be manipulated by people like Peter and Duncan. Marian is able to 

destroy the society’s stereotypes of femininity through the ingenious mirroring 

device of the cake and free herself to realize her own true identity. When Peter 

refuses to eat this ‘fake Marian’, it shows that he does not change his 

views/opinions on her. However, when Marian eats the cake afterwards, it 

symbolizes that she has broken free from her need to find herself, because she 

has found herself. Vijeta Gautham and Dr. Jyotsna Sinha says  “Marian eating 

the cake-woman, a substitute of her own-image in a fit of frenzied anger angst 

of retaliation after peter’s refusal to partake it, shows that she would rather 

rebel and survive than subjugating to selfish male domination” (708). 

Atwood expresses her feelings and struggle in the patriarchal society in 

her novel through the protagonist Marian. In The Edible Woman there are 

three sections to Marian McAlpin's life that assume a noteworthy part all 

through the novel, every one of the parts have a shared factor, which happens 

to be food. Part one of the story is about how Marian is trying to identify 

herself in a male dominated world, while going through a sudden change 
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dealing with her eating habits. In part two the narrator, Marian is beginning to 

refer to herself in third person, no longer using ‘I’ but using ‘she’ and letting 

her boyfriend pick and choose everything for her. The third and final part of 

The Edible Woman tells about how Marian’s appetite goes back to being 

normal and she also no longer refers to herself in third person but starts using 

“I” again taking back her identity. 

  

 



CHAPTER III 

SUMMING UP 

In The Edible Woman Atwood has examined the power structures in society that 

limits women. She has always questioned why women should not be able to have a career 

and an equal relationship with men. Atwood makes her protagonist to voice out in the 

society through their skills and talents. Atwood has created female characters that escape 

or reject the rigid roles that society sets for them. Her characters take action to change 

their lives and do this by destroying a former identity that has been imposed upon them, 

and in the process, create a new one. Her characters often start out as victims of society 

but by replacing society's imposed values with their own, take control of their lives 

through their own creativity 

The Edible Woman explores the motifs of food, both metaphorically and 

physically, through female sexuality, marriage, childbirth and rearing identity. The 

introspective protagonist, who is rooted in everyday life, experiences a process of 

development as she realizes that society has the capability to cannibalize her. Marian 

comes to the realization that she cannot allow herself to be metaphorically and physically 

consumed. Atwood begins the story with a first-person narrator, Marian McAlpin, telling 

the story from her own perspective, almost sounding as if she were talking to herself. 

The important theme in the novel is gender equality. The need for reform in this 

area during that period is relevant to the novel. The way Atwood displays this is through 

Marian's relationship with Peter. She goes from having an equal position in the 

relationship, by giving up everything to him. As the relationship moves further, she 

allows Peter to make all the decisions in her life. However, Marian changes that at the 
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end of the novel. She literally becomes independent, and grows immensely to let 

everyone know that women have just as much a right as anybody else. 

Margaret Atwood has attempted to convey the theme of woman as an edible 

commodity for man through her image sequences. Atwood has used number of imagery 

in the novel such as dreams, animals, nature, as well as the image of the hunter and the 

hunted; the image of the salable commodity, another important course of action in The 

Edible Woman which Atwood uses is symbolism. The eating as well as the refusal of 

food described in the novel have a symbolic meaning. The main allegory of the novel, a 

palatable lady in the state of a cake which Marian heats and frosts for Peter, is both a 

definitive picture of substantial dismemberment and also the sign of Marian’s recovery. 

The Edible Woman pleads for radical changes in the gender relations in the 

society and indirectly it talks about a way out of gender power-struggle. The title of the 

novel, ‘The Edible Woman’ suggests that the central metaphor is that of woman as food, 

or as an object to be consumed. Marian thinks that Peter has ability to consume her in a 

civilized way and he has a strong motive to wipe out her individuality. Marian does not 

have any desire to be caught in an ornamental life where her character and uniqueness are 

probably going to be squashed. She needs fresh air, the freedom to grow and develop her 

personality. She refuses to be Peter’s “Edible Woman”. It shows her valor and her 

potential for wholeness. At the end of the novel she proclaims that a cake is edible but a 

woman is not. She is a representative of modern youth rebelling against the system of 

gender and its oppression. Marian wants to become neither a ‘man’ nor a ‘machine’. 

The famous cake-baking episode at the end of the novel is developed with 

symbolic possibilities. The cake baked by Marian is shaped like a woman, looks like a 
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pink and white doll, and symbolizes the conventional, suppressed image of women in 

society. The cake which she bakes is at once a remedy, a solution, a self-discovery, a 

potential symbol of freedom and a leading progressive step ahead. “By baking, 

decorating, serving, and consuming the cake – the woman image she has been 

conditioned to project, Marian announces, to herself and others, that she is not food” (EW 

96). 

Atwood has also used Eating as metaphor for control in the novel. Marian and 

Ainsley have a problematic relationship with food. Neither of them wants to become fat, 

and Marian in particular wants to lose weight. She finds that restricting calorie intake and 

refusing food feels to her as though she is finally in control of something. She stops 

eating completely, as a  rebellion against what she sees as the unreasonable strictures and 

expectations of a patriarchal society. Many of Marian's decisions are consistent with the 

symptoms of anorexia nervosa. 

The food symbolism is also important because it displays the distancing that 

Marian does with her. The story is even written in three parts: the first is in first-person, 

the second in third-person, and for the final chapter, she is back to first-person. This even 

displays the distancing because ‘I’ becomes ‘she’ as she does not view herself as being 

‘she’ anymore; she is someone else, and someone that she does not recognize. Marian 

rejects her food just like she rejects herself. 

Atwood uses figurative language in The Edible Woman. Nourishment and eating 

are the conspicuous similitudes, or pictures, in The Edible Woman. Beginning with the 

title of the novel and journeying through the final chapters, someone or something is 

either being described in terms of food, or is being eaten. Besides the obvious and 
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plentiful breakfasts, lunches, and dinners that overcome throughout the novel, Marian 

uses food to describe herself and her environment. For instance, her office is "layered like 

an ice-cream sandwich" (EW 13). 

Narrative techniques are the methods that are used by the authors to enhance the 

structure of the novel. The techniques that are used in the novel shed light on the ways in 

which they function. Atwood has used a number of techniques in the novel The Edible 

Woman. The Edible Woman illustrates Atwood’s metaphoric technique. The main theme 

in the novel is that the female characters make an effort to attain individuality and a 

human identity. Atwood has used a number of imageries in The Edible Woman.  

Marian is considered as an ‘object’ by both Peter and Duncan. She thinks that her identity 

and individuality would vanish if she remains silent and leads her life according to 

patriarchal norms. So, she ridicules and humiliates the male world by offering a cake in 

the image of a woman. Through this she asserts that ‘she is no more an edible Woman.  

 

 Margaret Atwood book The Edible Woman clarifies the prevalent issues, for 

example, loss of character, subordination of lady in the male-commanded society and the 

male-high and mighty society. She also portrays a woman striving to establish an identity 

of her own, and her being exploited in the consumer society where woman’s body is 

treated as a toy, as a consumable item- a symbolic representation of consumerism and 

consumer problems prevalent in the modern society. She also focuses on the problems at 

the work spot, gender inequality, norms of patriarchal society. Same way, Marian has no 

longer wanted to be dominated by the norms of patriarchal society. At first, Marian hold 
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on and adjust with the oppression later they voice out and ridicule the male dominated 

society. Dr Vijeta Gautham says: 

In her novels she disclosed the silent and hidden procedures of gender and 

confronts its politics there by recommending for rewriting of women’s 

history. She demands destruction of gender stereotypes and hopes for a 

new world in which men and women are equal at every level of existence. 

In the process of struggle for change the protagonist in her fiction are 

sought to be organized into a powerful force and endowed with a streak of 

insurrection. (17).      

Margaret Atwood shows a particular interest on women’s role in society in the 

novel The Edible Woman. The heroin of the novel, Marian is bound by the stereotyped 

notion of their role in society; she realizes that her identity and individuality has been 

destroyed by the patriarchal norms of society. Patriarchal norms are another challenge to 

female characters. Marian struggle to find her identity against gender discrimination and 

women’s experience in the male dominated societal norms. She thinks that she is been 

totally alienated from the male dominated society. She has the quest to attain identity and 

individuality. At first, Marian remain silent. Later, she realize that ‘Silence’ is a weakness 

for every woman in society. So, she decides to break the ‘silence’ and wage a war against 

the male dominated patriarchal norms. 

 

   

 



CHAPTER IV 

SUMMING UP 

          Migration has always been a part of human history and civilization. People on a 

large scale have migrated to other places either forcibly or on their own for better 

prospects or other reasons. Due to globalization however, the intensity of this 

movement has increased manifold and has led to emergence of new communities. 

Migrants face challenges in the new worlds and face exploitation, alienation, 

emotional distress, loneliness, etc. However, migration is not always perceived in the 

negative sense, as a lack, or a disadvantage. Many times it also becomes an 

opportunity for forging of new relations and a better future in a new world. Also, 

migration does not imply a neat break from the past; rather the migrant inhabits and 

takes part in two or more cultures simultaneously. This has led to the emergence of an 

alternative model to the earlier assimilationist one that demanded a melting of 

difference on the part of the travellers. The alternative model views identity as always 

in a movement and a flux which must be understood in the transnational or 

transcultural context. The focus on Transnational or Transcultural identity has led to 

greater understanding of the way people operate across geographic, political, national 

and cultural borders, simultaneously inhabiting the two worlds with similar levels of 

attachment and commitment.  

          Michael Ondaatje is one such writer who repeatedly explores the nuances of 

trans cultural identity with utmost sensitivity and honesty. Having himself faced the 

complexities of migration, and cultural dislocation, Ondaatje draws from his personal 

life to write about the experience of trans cultural movement. While moving across 

the globe, he has broken the shackles of remaining confined within the cultural 
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boundaries. Rather he has moved to embrace the opportunities that diversity and 

mobility bestowed upon him. With his profound transcultural sensitivity he spins 

stories around the issues of identity, history, language, location, family, etc. 

Ondaatje’s novels are self reflexive which reflect the incidents and dilemmas he has 

faced in his life as also the empowerment which he has inculcated after negotiating 

those problems. Ondaatje’s contribution thus towards the development of transcultural 

literature is significant, not only in his choice of topic, vision and scope, but also in 

his promoting of a wider global literary perspective.  

           Having an appeal with history in the modern postcolonial world of ever 

shifting social spaces, Ondaatje’s focus however is on the unrecorded marginalized 

histories. Hence repeatedly he returns to the themes of identity and individual 

histories to blur the boundaries between   history and fiction. Through the idea of 

blurring of borders and maps of different countries, Ondaatje seems to wish to erase 

the concept of nationalities. He would rather project the world as a family where 

different ethnicities may coexist without any conflict or having to assimilate into Meta 

cultures. The English Patient(1992), Ondaatje’s most celebrated work  projects a 

multicultural and transnational  perspective. By putting together characters as varied 

as the English patient, a Sikh Kirpal Singh, a Canadian nurse Hana and an Italian thief 

Caravaggio. Ondaatje creates a transcultural reality where even the characters 

consider themselves as the ‘International Bastards’.  

          The indeterminacy of identity becomes a plea for being a nationless world. The 

unsolved mystery surrounding the true identity of the burned patient unravels the 

anxiety with which any such person is viewed who cannot be slotted in term of 

national identity. Through this metaphor Ondaatje tries to remove the conflict 

between the first and the third world nations. The introduction  of  a Sikh character 
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Kirpal Singh, his recruitment in the British  army as a sapper, and his integration 

amongst other characters even though he is not a part of them speaks volumes for 

Ondaatje’s talent as a transcultural writer. Ondaatje’s drawing of characters from 

various backgrounds and forcing them to family indicates possibility of healing of 

physical as well as psychological wounds caused due to war. Through this notion of 

multicultural family on a transnational plane, Ondaatje hints at a global perspective of 

unity among nations. The historical events in the background, the World War II   and 

world values presented in the novel give the story a global perspective, in addition to 

its local setting. In this respect, Ondaatje presents the characters’ sense of belonging 

in the idea of a global community. 

          Since Ondaatje is a poet, there are nuances of his poetic style in his prose.  The 

readers note his skill at exploiting elements of humor, extravagant metaphors, and 

sudden shifts of perspective. The intertextual nature of Ondaatje's narratives as well as 

his explorations of personal, family, community, and national identities are the main 

highlights of his writings. He paints landscapes with minutest details. He is able to 

create images with words. Ondaatje’s   signature gift of fragmented, non-linear 

narrative,mixing of fact with fiction, poetry with  prose, memoir, history and 

biography projects hybridity which highlight multiple hues of identity in   literature.  

The spilt in narrative reflects his own fragmented self yet successfully inhabiting 

multiple cultures.   

          In The English Patient also, Ondaatje attempts a portrayal of female psyche in 

the shape of a shell- shocked nurse Hana. Overwhelmed by the violence she witnesses 

during war as she tends to the injured soldiers most of who are dying and also because 

of her father’s death to whom she was not able to reach in time, Hana retreats to her 

shell. She chooses to cage herself with an unidentified burned English patient in a 
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destroyed villa, even as war is raging outside. Ondaatje in these works attempts to 

highlight woman’s emotions, love and dilemmas. Without assuming an out rightly 

feminist point of view, Ondaatje’s portrayal significantly reflects his sensitivity to the 

female issues and concerns.    

          Ondaatje’s postcolonial themes of deracination and displacement caused by 

geographical, sociological, political as well as psychological and linguistic factors, 

converge on the subject who, displaced, marginalized and divided, grapples with the 

burden of being the outsider and the desire to belong in a new setting. His works do 

not build on earlier conceptions of diaspora in which the diasporic people suffer 

nostalgia, alienation and constantly yearn for homelands.  Perhaps this is what makes 

Ondaatje’s fiction as well as his scholarship are of great relevance in the today’s age 

of globalization. The migrants live in between both cultures, retaining identities, 

permanently in a flux, simultaneously inhabiting two worlds, enjoying both the states 

of comfort, happiness as well as despair and alienation. Migration is simultaneously 

considered as a nightmare of loss and displacement as also the fulfillment of desire, 

opportunity and success. Thus the initial loss followed by the remaking of identity in 

transcultural spaces points towards much hope of a future. The twists and turns of life 

are incorporated into the migrants’ lives, making life both possible and meaningful. 

Constantly negotiating, the migrants are moving towards a coming to terms with the 

transcultural identities.   

          Ondaatje’s novels thus are rich accounts of human experience and respond to 

dilemmas and challenges of migration. Ondaatje is not a forerunner of an 

essentialised, unitary or fixed identity. Rather he presents identity which is constantly 

on the move, always fluid, in the process of formation. These identities undergo 

diverse experiences for their dynamic construction. His novels rewrite history of 
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people from the margins to record their assimilation, recognition and contribution 

towards the world at large.  His characters may be victims of historical events or 

ordinary incidents. Ondaatje’s commitment however always is to provide voice to 

those individuals who are marginalized. He aims to restore the name and identity of 

those who have lived or died in anonymity. Ondaatje emphasizes that there is a need 

to recognize dimensions of identity within a larger framework. His characters are not 

in conflict with each other. Ondaatje is a man of solutions. He projects identity as a 

concept of home as well as, reinvented from the transnational position. Here the 

movement is viewed not as an absolute disjunction from home or roots. Home, nation 

and culture are not fixed but extend the concept of territory which is spatially and 

psychologically fluid. The identities are free and exist in transnational spaces where 

boundaries are transcended. The individuals become more empowered and their 

vision is strengthened as they negotiate their identity crisis.     Ondaatje’s transcultural 

constitution thus develops an orientation towards the world at large and shows his 

readers a new path towards a transcultural attitude and mode of being. In his works, 

through his characters, he demonstrates the ability to negotiate between different 

cultural identities, depending on specific individual capabilities, attitudes and 

backgrounds. Ondaatje thus broadens the cultural boundaries going beyond the notion 

of a separate, fixed, or essentialised identity to indicate ways by which a transcultural 

community may come into existence.   
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