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ABSTRACT

Since Margaret Atwood, Mavis Gallant, and Alice Munro do not
frequently employ experimental or overtly metafictional forms,
they are often read as realist writers in contradistinction to
postmodernists. In fact, the assumptions upon which their work
rests havs little in common with the assumptions underlying
realism, and they are as resoundingly post-realist as their
postmodern counterparts.

one of the key cheracteristics of realism is an assumption
that language can be a neutra), trvansparent medium in which life
can be rendered without distortion. Yet in the work of Atwood,
Munreo, and Gallant language is never transparent. Language
creates reality, and this creation is always connected to power.
The three writers share anxieties about the paradoxical nature of
women’s relationship to language: women must use language in
order to assert their existence in the world, yet language exerts
disturbing control, especially over women. This control is
insistently depicted as a form of violence.

Realism, to use Bakhtin’s terms, is essentially monolcgic--
its narrative strategy depends on a single unifying view, which
the reader is encouraged to share. These writers, by contrast,
parody the monologic view offered by society’s master narratives-
-often depicted as largely male discourses--and expose it as
absurdly limited. They explore the heteroglossia of the
contemporary world and insistently expose the ways in which
discourses exert power, especially over women. Many of their
texts are mis-read as closed realist texts when in fact they
remain unresolved and dialogic.

Realism encourages a view of character as coherent and
unitary, capable of undergoing development and reaching maturity.
These writers depict the female self as lacking coherence. Often
the boundaries between self and others, especially other women,
are confused. Emphasis is placed on the importance of how the
self is constructed in the eyes of others rather than on any
cense of internal development. For these writers the female self
is not a stable entity but a construction.

Atwood, Gallant, and Munro do not construct fictions that
attempt to mirror life--they recognize the power of voice to
construct the world. They are therefore not the naive or
conservative "realists" they are sometimes read as. In fact,
their work, like that of the postmodernists, challenges and
deconstructs thz assumptions of realism. However, whereas
language for the postmodernists has become little more than a
play of empty signifiers, for these women writers it is still
vitally allied to power.
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THE WOMAN'S VOICE:
THE POST-REALIST FICTION OF
MARGARET ATWOOD, MAVIS GALLANT,
AND ALICE MUNRO



INTRODUCTION



The literary dangers to patriarchal wholeness
. originate in the woman’s voice.
-Joanna S. Frye

And even if I know it will be as hard as it
must be for those who wake from a coma with
only the tiniest parts of the self intact, and
all the other relatives bent on their getting
well, on their being whole again, standing
around telling them stories to assist in the
recovery of language, of memory, still I love
their voices getting louder and louder.
-Sarah Murphy



English Canadian fiction rescnates with wonmen’s volices. So
insistent are these voices that in the realm of contemporary
fiction, women hold at least equal place with men. Margafet
Laurence, Margaret Atwood, and Alice Munro hold a secure place in
the canon, and scores of other women win literary acclaim for
their fiction. Barbara Godard notes, "it would be unthinkable to
teach a course in Canadian or Québec writing without inciuding
women writers, although their omission is the general rule for
American literature courses" (122). Women writers, though, are
rarely counted among the ranks of the postmodernists. A few are
occasionally classified as such (Margaret Atwood, Daphne‘Marlatt,
Audrey Thomas, Susan Swan, Aritha van Herk, for example) but only
inconsistently and uneasily and usually without detailed
justification. The work of English Canadian women writers is
usually perceived as "traditional,"™ a judgement consolidated by
contrast with the often flamboyantly experimental forms of many
women writers in Québec and further supported by the fact that
critics, even feminist critics, often treat their work as such.
Several contemporary critics and writers argue that English
canadian literature as a whole is dominated by traditional
realist works and deficient in postmodernist works. Matt Cohen,
for example, notes that "In Canada, the novelistic technique most
practised by writers, and most accepted by readers, critics, and
academics, has been from the beginning and still rermains the
conventional realistic narrative" (65). Similarly, Geoff Hancock

remarks that "for many readers and writers the mainstream of



canadian fiction is the realistic impulse" (7). This claim is
often phrased in the form of a lament. George Bowering, for
example, complains of the predominance of realism: "our critical,
pedagogical, & popular awards have been reserved for authors who
seek to reproduce in words the lives of real Canadians in real
canadian settings" (77). Among the writers who garner these
awards are Alice Munro, Margaret Laurence, and Margaret Atwood.
More subtly, but working from similar assumptions, in "“The Plots
of Life: The Realism of Alice Munro" George Woodcock offers an
implicit criticism of Munrc for maintaining her realist stance
and failing to broaden her scope with formal experiments.

The opposition between postmodernist and realist texts is
also perpetuated by feminist critics. In her essay "Listen to the
Voice," for example, Sherrill Grace discusses the differences
between monologic texts and polyphonic texts--a distinction that
corresponds roughly to the postmodernist/realist opposition.
Although she places writers such as Atwood and Munro closer to
the polyphonic pole than many other critiecs would do, she places
at the extreme of the polyphonic pole the works of Malcolm Lowry
and Robert Zend’s "brilliant /NEOVEL'" 0ab (127). She notes
regretfully that "our literary tradition is dominated by
monologistic works, and it is these texts that mould our sense of
the literary canon" (132). similarly, in a Tessera discugsion,
Godard sets the ngelf-reflexive tradition" (6) ("language-centred
writing" (8]), taking place largely in Québec, against the

"anglophone tradition" where, apparently, "what one is doing is
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transcribing reality, translating a reality which is total and
exists out there and one can mirror it in language" (18). 'In all
such comments, the suggestion is that the writing of most of
Canada’s anglophone women writers is uncompromisingly "realist."
It is certainly true that few English Canadian women writers

have employed overtly postmodernist forms. Indeed, it has been
suggested that this tendency extends to anglophone women writers
in general. Patricia Waugh notes:

the extreme formal fragmentation, dispersal

of subjectivity, and splitting of narrative

modes which dominates mainstream

postmodernist writing has been, on the whole,

significantly absent from much contemporary

fiction by women. Conseguently women have, in

the main, been excluded from the

postmodernist debate. (68-69)
Her comment is accurate only in pointing to the under-
representation of women using extreme postmodernist techniques as
opposed to the many who incorporate muted techniques.
Nevertheless, it remains true that postmodernism as it is
generally conceived is dominated by men. Not only are most
postmodernist writers men but also their subject-matter is often
predominantly masculine, frequently incorporating phallic imagery
and parodying plots that have traditionally been available only
to men. So insistent is the absence of women from the discourses
of postmodernism that one critic has been led to suspect that

"nostmodernism may be another masculine invention engineered to

exclude women" (Owens, 61).
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The problem, though, is not that English Ccanadian women
writers have seen fit, on the whole, to reject overtly
postmodernist forms. There may be very sound reasons for this
rejection. The problem is the damaging contention that writers
who do not adopt postmodernist forms are realists by default.
This contention is the more insidious because it comes from
precisely the strand of criticism--what we might loosely term
anti-conservative criticism--that seems most to support the
claims of feminism. Although the relationship between
postmodernism and feminism has been characterized in widely
diverging ways, there is no dispute that both postmodernism and
feminism apparently perform similar functions: giving voice to
the marginal, toppling the traditional centres of power. Barbara
Creed argues:

both feminism and postmodernism endorse

Lyotard’s argument that there is a crisis in

the legitimating function of narrative, that

the grands récits or Great Narratives of the

West have lost credibility . . . both present

a critique of representation, that ‘system of

power that authorizes certain representations

while blocking, prohibiting or invalidating

others’ . . .; both agree that the

'representational systems of the West admit

only one vision--that of the constitutive

male subject’ . . .; both present a critique

of binarism, that is, thinking by means of

oppositions; (47-48)
Because of these undeniable similarities in the goals of feminism
and postmodernism, the contention that works that are not
postmodernist are realist (and the term is almost synonymous with

conservative) makes it seem as if, by refusing postmodernist
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forms, women writers are also identifying against the interests
of feminism.

The term realism in itself has become somewhat pejorative.
The term as it is used today derives, presumably, from
nineteenth-century realism, a fairly distinct movement in art and
literature, centred in France but extending throughout Europe.
This movement, partly a reaction to the more worn out aspects of
Romanticism, called for new subject matter in art and literature
and, especially, for new technigues. Realist writers demanded
that literature deal with ordinary people leading ordinary lives.
Realists did not shun the average or the insignificant; in fact
they placed the emphasis on "the low, the humble and the common
place, the socially dispossessed or marginal" (Nochlin, 34).
Further, bringing scientific methodology to writing, realist
fiction was to be the product of the close observation of real
life. So extreme was the emphasis on authenticity of
representation and faithfulness to real life of realism at its
height that, notes Becker, "from a strictly realist point of view
an invented proletarian would be as nauseous as an invented fairy
princess" (24).

Nineteenth-century realism was confined to a few decades in
the mid-to-late century. Certainly the movement left an important
legacy to all subsequent literature, even postmodernism. The
realist insistence on the ordinary facilitated not only
postmodernism’s emphasis on the ordinary person, but also its

frequent involvement with the baser of human concerns. Yet



realism in its strictest sense did not survive except in a few
relatively isolated instances. The term (often qualified by the
adjective modern or even modernist), however, has survived and is
still in currency today. It is used loosely to include any
literature that does not employ fantasy or overtly experimental
forms. It is such a broad term that, as several critics have
noted, in some senses all writers are inevitably realists. The
value of such an inclusive term is questionable at best. The
major problem, though, is that the ternm remains tied to a certain
set of assumptions that rightly belong only to nineteenth century
realism.

The identification of realism with these assumptions has
occurred largely because of the work of post-structuralist
critics, who have often chosen classic realism as the focus for
the exposure of the ideological nature of even the most
apparently neutral style. Ccatherine Bezlsey, for example, argues
that classic realism, in its presentation of certain assumptions,
is a powerful tool of liberal humanism:

The ideology of liberal humanism assumes a
world of non-contradictory (and therefore
fundamentally unalterable) individuals whose
unfettered consciousness is the origin of
meaning, knowledge, and action. It is in the
interests of this ideology above all to
suppress the role of language in the
construction of the subject, and its own role
in the interpellation of the subject, and to

present the individual as a free, unified,
autonomous subjectivity. (67)
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Realism thus does not simply reflect a given reality in words,
but invisibly constructs myths of the authority of the subject
and the neutrality of language which disguise its imposition on
reality.

Belsey identifies three key assumptions upon which realism
is founded. The most significant--because it underlies the
others--is the assumption that language is a neutral medium. One
of the key images associated with realism is Stendhal’s notion of
the novel as a mirror walking down the street. This pretence of
reflecting the world presupposes a reality that exists prior to
language, but post-Saussurian linguistics has demonstrated,
Belsey argues, that the world is constituted in language and
cannot therefore reflect it. As she observes, "language is not an
imitation of thought, but its condition" (22).

Second, Belsey argues that classic realism establishes a
"hierarchy of discourses." She employs Benveniste’s distinction
between history and discourse:

History narrates events apparently without

the intervention of the speaker. In history

there is no mention of ’‘you’ and ’‘1’; fthe

events seem to narrate themselves.’ Discourse

on the other hand, assumes a speaker and a

hearer, the ’you’ and I’ of discourse. (71)
In the classic realist text, "discourses are placed for the
reader by a privileged, historic narration which is the source of
the coherence of the story as a whole" (71-72). The narrative

voice thus attains authority, precisely by "its effacement of its
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own status as discourse" (72). Yet all texts, however apparently
neutral, are discourses and embody ideological messages.

Third, Belsey argues that classic realism depends on "the
assumption that character, unified and coherent, is the source of
action" (73). The concept of the character possessing coherence,
autonomy, and the capacity for personal development perpetuates
the individual subject at the heart of liberal humanism. The
realist text may seem to offer disruption of subjectivity by
incorporating tests of identity. Ultimately, though, the movement
is always toward closure, toward "the reinstatement of order,
sometimes a new order, sometimes the old restored, but always
intelligible because always familiar" (75). Subjectivity, though,
is a much more problematic concept than realist texts would have
us believe.

Belsey’s critique of classic realism is compelling, and
postmodernist texts have also exposed the naivety of these
assumptions and parodied and deconstructed them. Postmodernism
cle rly overturns the coherent subject, resists closure, embraces
the polyphonic, and, above all, acknowledges no reality but
language. Yet, for all the force of postmodernism’s own attack on
realism, there are other ways of responding to the assumptions of
realism that overturn them just as fully, if not as flamboyantly.
There are writers who do not employ overtly postmodernist forms
and yet do not endorse the assumptions of realism.

Many of Canada’s so-called realist writers do not adhere to

these assumptions of the transparency of language, the neutrality
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of narrative veoice, and the coherence of character. In fact,
Margaret Atwood, Mavis Gallant, and Alice Munro, the three
representative women writers in this study, react against and
overturn these assumptions just as firmly as Postmodernist
writers. None treats language as a transparent medium; all are
acutely aware that reality is created in words and that the word
is the world. All three perceive the world as a realm of
discourses contending for mastery and acknowledge the power
structure that privileges some discourses over others. All
subtly, but effectively, parody the meta-narratives of the
western world: truth, reason, religion, and politics and explore
the female voices that are so often lost in the face of the more
insistent male discourses. All break down the concept of the
coherent, fully independent, and autconomous subject, and in doing
so break down the notion of closure. All, in fact, perform
reversals of realist assumptions just as surely as postmodernists
do.

By some definitions of postmodernism these writers could
readily be classified as such. For example, Linda Hutcheon’s
account of "The Canadian Postmodern" in her book of that title
could accommodate many more women writers than she in fact
includes. She defines postmodernism according to its assumptions
rather than its form. Postmodernists, she arques, perform "those
contradictory acts of establishing and then undercutting
prevailing values and conventions in order to provoke a

questioning, a challenging of 'what goes without saying’ in our
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culture" (3). Postmodernists are, she says, agents provocateurs,

ntaking pot-shots at the culture of which they are unavoidably a
part but that they still wish to criticize" (3). The challenges
Hutcheon defines are all equally present in the work of many
women writers, including Atwood, Gallant, and Munro, yet Hutcheon
considers only Atwood in any detail. If postmodernism is best
defined~-as Hutcheon’s approach suggests--in terms of its basic
assumptions rather than radical form, the canon of postmodernism
is certainly in need of revision.

Yet, despite the general similarity in their intentions,
there are some important differences between the postmodernists
and these women writers which suggest that a distinction should
be maintained. Postmodernists dwell on the failure of
representation. Language, they believe, is the only reality. And,
since language is an arbitrary system of signs, all that remains
beyond the illusion of the transcendental signified is language
without referent and an endless play of meaning. Similarly, for
these women writers language does not reflect the world, it is
the world. The crucial difference is that for postmodernists the
sign is arbitrary, whereas for women the sign is vitally
connected to power.

Women’s experience of language as power consistently
manifested in their writing might help explain why it is that
they have not often turned to postmodernism. Craig Owens argues
that postmodernism is usually treated as "a crisis of cultural

authority" (57). It articulates a reaction to a loss of mastery.
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Wwomen have not experienced this mastery to the same degree--in
fact they have often been subject to it. Therefore, the crisis is
likely either to be irrelevant to them or to affect them very

differently. In Labyrinths of Voice, Robert Kroetsch explains why

he believes that Canadian writers are "in the vanguard of where
the action is" (144). Writers from other countries write from a
particular ideology, even if what they write deals with the
resistance to that ideology. BY contrast, in Canada,

We don’t have an ideology to resist, do we?--

our sense of fighting capitalism is absurd,

just as to accept it is absurd. We’ve come to

another kind of silence. So I think the

canadian writer is in a very exciting

predicament . . . there’s a profound sense in

which we have nothing to write about . . . we

come back to writing. (145)
This disturbing comment suggests that postmodernism, writing
about writing, is the result of the lack of oppression by a
dominant ideology. Whatever the validity of this assertion for
other canadian postmodernists, Kroetsch’s observation certainly
does not hold true for the vast majority of women writers in
canada. Both literature and life attest that women are still
entrenched in--and often dominated by--a predominantly
patriarchal ideology. Postmodernism and its belief that language
is empty play and refers to nothing but itself is, simply, a
luxury that women cannot afford.

Many Canadian women writers, like postmodernists, freguently

do write about writing. Although their work rarely assumes the

extreme forms of postmodernism, it is still profoundly
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metafictional. For the postmodernists, narrative is often a form
of play, a game involving text and reader. Bowering suggests that
whereas realism attempts to provide a functional mirror on life,
postmodernism is vdecorative": "If [postmodernist works] are
windows they are stained-glass windows or cut glass windows that
divert light waves & restructure the world outside" (25). For
women, though, assuming the power inherent in language cannot be
play because it is a matter of survival. Women writers recognice,
1ike the speaker of Atwood’s poem ngpelling,* that "A word after
a word / after a word is power." In writing about writing they
display a recognition that written discourse itself has been a
powerful form of oppression because it has been dominated by
those with power. Their work also emphasizes that the power of
discourse cannot be readily dismissed by those historically
subject to it.

canadian women writers reject the forms of postmodernism out
of choice, and not because they are naively unaware or
unsophisticatedly incapable of them. In fact, some of these
writers seem to see postmodernism and its forms as a dead-end
because it leads to silence-~the most dangerous oppressor in a
world where the word, though it may not be equivalent to the
thing itself, is power. In her story "Loulou; or, The Domestic
Life of the Language," Atwood parodies the inept poets who are
obsessed with what they call with reverence "the gap"--the gap
between the word and the thing signified. Women'’s experience of

this gap is very different from the poets’, as Loulou (who thinks
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the gap refers to the space between her front teeth) testifies.

In Bodily Harm, Rennie refers to a novel entitled Death by

Washing Machine, which has nothing to do with washing machines,

but has the main character fall off a cliff on page sixty-three,
leaving the rest of the pages blank. This novel, fashionably
avant-garde, and supposedly commenting on the restrictions
women’s labour imposes on their work, has fallen victim, albeit
in a self-conscious way, to only one of the many strategies that
silence women’s voices. Women writers often perceive as deadly
this silence of the blank page which postmodernists often seem to
embrace. That these contemporary women sustain a voice in the
contemporary world is testimony to their transcendence of the
limitations of postmodernism rather than to any lamentable
retrogression into naive realism.

My intention in this study, then, is to counteract the view
that sees these writers as somewhat naive, if accomplished, by
showing that while Atwood, Gallant and Munro are not
postmodernists by the most widely accepted definitions, neither
are they realists. Their work, in fact, issues subtle but
compelling challenges to the central assumptions of realism--the
transparency of language, the unity of narrative voice, and the
coherence of character. These challenges are not as obvious as
those posed by postmodernist texts but are nevertheless just as
radical.

T have divided my study into three sections, each examining

texts by each of the three writers in the light of one of the
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assumptions of realism that Belsey identifies. Each section
demonstrates that the texts in guestion do not blindly adhere to
these assumptions, but overturn them. The first section deals
with language. I am aware that the scope of this section is
broader than the other two, since language underlies all the
other assumptions. I am also aware that my selection of specific
texts throughout is somewhat arbitrary, and this is particularly
true in the first section. All fiction by these writers takes the
density of language as its point of departure, though this is
more evident in some texts than in others. In the first section,
T have tried to select not those texts that obviously treat
language as theme, but those that present the greatest
complexities. Using Atwood’s Bodily Harm, Gallant’s Home Truths,

and Munro’s Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You, I show that,

for these writers, the word is the world. All three are aware
that language as it has traditionally been used¢ is a powerful
tool to control reality. Yet they also perceive that the act of
using language can liberate women from constricting patriarchal
structures and create a new female-centred reality.

My second section examines the concept of dialogism. I read

Atwood’s Lady Oracle, Gallant’s A Fairly Geood Time, and Munro’s

Lives of Girls and Women not as the products of a single

controlling voice that lays the grounds for reading it at the
same time as it tells a story, but as a gathering of diverse
discourses, many of them contending for mastery. These texts

often explore the sexual politics of discourse, parodying the
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meta-narratives of the western world, and giving value to women’s
voices which have traditionally been erased, while still
acknowledging the power of male discourses which are often
associated with violence. There were some more obvious choices of

text in this section (The Pegnitz Junction and Life Before Man

for example), but I have selected those texts that seem readily
to pass on the surface for monologic texts, in order to undermine
more fully the association of these writers with the monologic
realist narrator.

My third section examines the notion of stable and coherent
character. 1 have_selected texts which apparently employ a
variation of the bildungsroman form, for it is this form that is
perceived as a mainstay of realism. Yet all the texts I examine
depart from it quite radically beneath the surface. In fact,
whereas the traditional novel of development encourages a concept
of a stable and coherent character, however complex, these texts
subtly but powerfully break down that notion. The female
protagonists, despite their apparently stable surfaces, all,
1ike Cordelia in Cat’s Eve, have only a tendency to exist. Cat’s

Eye, Who Do You Think You Are?, and Gallant’s "Its Image on the

Mirror" and the "Linnet Muir" stories from Home Truths depart
from stable images of female selfhood. I have returned to
Gallant’s "Linnet Muir" not only because it is a very rare
instance in Gallant’s work of a consistent narrator through

several stories, but because it seems to me a deliberate and
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radical, though subtle, undermining of the traditional
kunstleroman.

The scope of my examination of fiction is intended to
be deep rather than broad. Feminist criticism habitually
emphasizes theory; in the course of this, the text sometimes
becomes lost. Some would argue that my approach, rooted as it is
in practical criticism, is a return to methods entrenched in
patriarchy. Yet my assumptions are very different from those
underlying practical criticism. Just as realism has lost its
innocence in the light of de Saussure, so too has criticism in
the light of contemporary critical theories. such theories have
argued very cogently that how we read gives shape to what we
read--we unavoidably impose on the text when we read it. Whereas
traditional practical criticism pretended to be unaware of its
white western male bias, the practical criticism I perform here
is self-consciously feminist, working from the premise that
gender inevitably shapes both the text and the reader’s
perception of it. I am aware that my work leaves many theoretical
avenues unexploréd. Yet my intention is to ensure these avenues
arise from the text rather than from a theoretical framework
imposed on the text; exploring them further is another study.

I have chosen the term "post realist" to describe the
fiction of these writers with some reservations. Realism is a
greatly overworked term as it is; as Becker-remarks "*it would add
to ease of discourse in the future if whatever happens next

should be given a new name and not be tagged by some variant or
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permutation of the word ‘realism’" (37). The prefatory word post
does at least move us past realism in the same way that the term
"postmodern” moves us past modernism. Yet postmodernism is also,
of course, post-realist, and it would be preferable to have a
term that identifies the important distinctions between
postmodernists and these women writers. It would be useful to go
a step farther and find some term more descriptive of the
striking number of common traits these texts share. Yet it is not
wise to do this until we have a fuller exploration of what I have
jabelled here post realist works. Not only do these works need
to be set against the work of male Canadian writers who do not
use postmodernist forms either, they also need to be set against
other women writers. Although I believe Atwood, Gallant, and
Munro are representative of a certain group of writers, it is
clear that there are other women who are doing something quite
different. Unfortunately, though, because of limitations of time
and space, my study must confine jtself to deconstructing the
critical habit of binary opposition between realism and
postmodernism.

The writing of women such as Atwood, Gallant, and Munro
therefore need further exploration free from the constraining
vision that sees them as either realist texts or not-quite-
effective postmodernist texts before any theory can be formulated
about them. One idea, though, seems to run as a common thread
through all the texts: the significance of voice. Voice has its

origins in oral discourse and is connected to process, rooted in
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the moment, and therefore fluid. It is the intangible thing out

of which stories are made. In The Pegnitz Junction, Christine

acts as a kind of receiver of women’s voices; the voices deliver
the stories of women that would be lost without Christine’s
fragile but valuable powers of reception. These stories are often
very different from those traditionally endorsed in literature.
For example, they often deal with food or apparently trivial
domestic matters or matters of the female body damaged by
patriarchy and delivered by "“wrecked survivors of the female

life" (Lives of Girls and Women, 40). When these voices begin to

be "received," it becomes evident that women have not been silent
while men have dominated discourse; women’s voices are as
insistent as men’s. The challenge is to learn to hear their
unique voices with their stories so different from those
entrenched in traditional male discourse and not to erase them as
patriarchy has so insistently done. Women'’s voices assert
themselves with increasing authority against silence and pose a

threat to patriarchal wholeness indead.
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SECTION ONE
A VIOLENCE THAT WE DO: LANGUAGE
AND POWER



We should not imagine that the world presents
us with a legible face, leaving us merely to
decipher it; it does not work hand in glove
with what what we already know, there is no
prediscursive fate disposing the worlid in our
favour. We must concelve discourse as a
violence that we do to things, or, at all
events, as a practice we Impose upen them.
—Michel Foucault

Belief Ir simple referentiality is not only
unpoetic but also wultimately politically
conservative, because it cannot recognize that
the reality to which it appeals is a
traditional ideological construction, whether
one terms it phallomorphic, or metaphysical,
or bourgeouise, or something else.
—-Jane Gallop

The Word creates all things . . . Nothing is
before it has been uttered in a clear voice.
-Barbhara Walker



one of the more significant influences on twentieth-century
critical thought is the concept of language that has developed
out of the insights into linguistics expressed in Ferdinand de

Saussure’s Course in General Linquistics. Since de Saussure’s

insistence that "the linquistic sign is arbitrary" (67), critical

thought has come to regard language as an artificial system of
signs, taking meaning only from the phonological differences
among them, rather than a system in which words have some
wnatural connection in reality" (69). This important concept of
language has become the basis of most critical theories that are
temporally post-structuralist. De saussure’s ideas called classic
realism into question; the belief that language cannot simply and
naturally reflect a given reality inevitably exposes the
problematics of the concept of the novel as a mirror walking down
the street.

It is sometimes implied that the classic realists naively
pelieved in the authenticity of the relationship between the word
and the world. It is doubtful, though, that they saw the
relationship as one of simple egquivalence. In his conversation

Wwith Kroetsch in Labyrinths of Voice, Robert Wilson notes:

Tt seems to me that when French critics get
too carried away about the self-referential
qualities of language they’re accusing the
history of the human race of a vast delusion
and madness that it just never had. People
never really believed that words were things.
(203)



The realist stance is more accurately represented as holding
language relatively unproblematic, capable of creating a coherent
illusion of life. Certainly, though, it is true that before
Saussure writers were able to wield the word comparatively
unself-consciously; after de Saussure, it became difficult to
write from an innocent perspective.

The loss of innocence in respect to language has manifested
itself in various ways in literature. Postmodernism takes as one
of its central premises the fallacy of the referentiality of
language. Bowering characterizes the difference between
postmodernism and realism precisely in terms of this difference:

A realist fiction was intended to

produce a window on the world. Hence the

value of invisibility, or more properly of

transparency. One did not so much read the

novel as read through it to the world. Post-

modern novels, on the other hand, are in a

way decorative. If they are windows they are

stained-glass windows or cut-glass windows

that divert light waves & restructure the

world outside. (25)
In postmodernist texts, language becomes the site of infinite
regression to a lacking authority. By insisting on the lack of
reference between word and thing, postmodern texts undermine the
notion of stable meaning. They frequently parody the quest for
the transcendental signified, which is often eguated with phallic
imagery. Furthermore, they take to heart the concept of the sign
as arbitrary and frequently engage in exuberant and spectacular
play of meaning. Although Canadian postmodernist writers are in

general not as extreme as their European or American

2



counterparts, they also frequently articulate the fall of
meaning.

Postmodernism, though, is not the only discourse generated
by de Saussure’s insights. The idea that the relationship between
signifier and signified is not a natural one led to the
revelation that the relationship could be political rather than
simply arbitrary. Feminist criticism and other forms of overtly
ideoclogical criticism turn their attention to the ways in which
language is marked by the ideology that has fostered it. Feminist
criticism particularly has made of central importance the idea
that the text is inscribed in a language which, far from being a
natural and neutral medium, is ideologically marked. The
seventies saw a number of studies exploring the way in which
language is slanted to posit male experience as the norm and

female experience as deviant. In Language and the Woman’s Place,

Robin Lakoff argues:

the overall effect of "women’s language"--
meaning both language restricted in use to
women and language descriptive of women
alone--is this: it submerges a woman’s
personal identity, by denying her the means
of expressing herself strongly, on the one
hand, and encouraging expressions that
suggest triviality in subject matter and
uncertainty about it; and, when a woman is
being discussed, by treating her as an
object--sexual or otherwise--but never a
serious person with individual views . . .
The ultimate effect of these
discrepancies is that women are
systematically denied access to power. (7)



In her study Man Made Language, published in 1980, incorporating
extensive analysis of men’s and women’s discourses, Dale Spender
argues that "There is only negative semantic space for females in
the English language" (21).

French feminism has developed even further this idea that
women occupy negative space in language. Whereas the Anglo-
American studies usually have their roots in sociology, the
French take a more creative approach, producing a form that blurs
the boundaries between criticism, fiction, and philosophical
discourse. Working from the premise that language creates the
world rather than reflects it, French feminists see the language
system as wholly and inescapably male. Existing language is
poison:

The women say, the language you speak poisons

your glottis tongue palate lips. They say,

the language you speak is made up of words

that are killing you. They say, the language

you speak is made up of signs that rightly

speaking designate what men have

appropriated. Whatever they have not laid

hands on, whatever they have not pounced on

like many-eyed birds of prey, does not appear

in the language you speak

(Wittig, 163)

Language thus fragments the female speaker: "Estranged from
language, women are visionaries, dancers who suffer as they
speak" (Kristeva, 166). Most existing texts by women, according

to this view, can articulate women only through silences,

fissures, slippages.



Both the Anglo-American and the French views of women’s
problem with language stress the idea that language is not a
natural system, and, although it is arbitrary in de Saussure’s
sense, it is often employed in a way that is far from arbitrary.
Yet the two strands have resulted in rather different
discourses. For the French feminists, the only solution to the
problem is &criture feminine. In order for women to become
subjects in language, they must not usurp existing structures,
but reinvent language: Annie Leclerc summarizes the task: "To
invent a language that is not oppressive, a language that does
not leave speechless but that loosens the tongue" (179). Although
the theory underlying this invented language differs with its
various proponents, the characteristics of the language, as
christine Mackward summarizes them, are similar:

Open, nonlinear, unfinished, fluid, exploded,

fragmented, polysemic, attempting to "speak

the body," i.e. the unconscious, involving

silence, incorporating simultaneity of life

as opposed to or clearly different from

logical, nonambiguous, so-called

"transparent" or functional language. (96)
Thus écriture feminine, whether conceived as something that
"speaks the body," that is "translated from blackness, from
darkness" (Duras, NFF, 174) or that articulates the unconscious,
breaks with traditional syntactic structures and produces a
radically disrupted version of language.

Outside of France, the confrontation of the problem of the

power of linguistic structures to oppress women has been rather



different. "French feminism" does identify a comparatively
cohesive group of feminists (though "French feminisms" points
more accurately to the plurality of visions within the group).
The term often set against it, "Anglo-American feminism," is,
however, problematic because it refers in reality not to a
homogenous group, but to several quite different strands. The two
phrases--"French feminism" and "Anglo~American feminism"--are
often used in binary opposition (corresponding roughly to the
distinction between postmodernism and realism). According to this
oppositioen, French feminism centres on language, Anglo-American
on content; French feminism sees language as opague, non-
referential, whereas Anglo-American feminism sees it as
transparent, capable of representing authentic experience; French
feminism advocates separatism from the dominant discourse,
whereas Anglo-American feminism attempts to appropriate the
dominant discourse. Although these oppositions have their uses in
revealing some general differences, they can be severely limiting
when used to define contemporary Anglo—-American feminist
criticism. For the latter has no comparable unified theory of
female narrative, and approaches to the idea of language are in
reality diverse.

An example of the kind of problems generated by this
dichotomy is the introduction to Tessera, a special edition of

Room of One’s Own, featuring a discussion with Barbara Godard,

Daphne Marlatt, Kathy Mezei, and Gail Scott. These Canadian

feminists focus on what they call "language-centred writing” (8).



By this they mean the discourse of many Québécoise writers such
as Nicole Brossard, Louise Cotnoir, Louky Bersianik, and
Madeleine Gagnon, and a few English Canadian writers such as
Marlatt and Scott themselves, whose writing shares those
qualities outlined by Mackward. In the discussion, Godard sets
the "self-reflexive" tradition against the "anglophone tradition"
where, apparently, "what one is doing is transcribing reality,
translating a reality which is total and exists out there and one
can mirror it in language" (18). In this discussion, the feminist
critics ally themselves with the French feminists. Yet instead of
confining themselves to debating the claims of this kind of
writing, they go on to raise questions about the integrity of
English-Canadian women writers. They argue that because of their
history, Quebec women writers "became aware of power over people
through language™ (11). In English Canada, however, where "the
most prominent writers in some ways are women," “"That has not
happened" (12): "In English Canada the realization still has not
been made that looking at language, looking at how you name what
you name, is the first revolutionary or subversive act" (11).
Their attack is aimed primarily at critiecs rather than
writers. They claim that "The only form of Feminist criticism in
English canada so far has been images of women, you know, what
kind of heroine in Laurence’s novel . . . Why is blood important?
and the images of mirrors" (9). Their attack on feminist pioneers
is somewhat guestionable, and certainly their comments, however

valid they might have been in 1983, are certainly not so now. It



remains true that some feminist criticism (as well as much non-
feminist criticism) treats language as if it were clearly and
unambiguously representational, as if it gave access to a world
of coherent experience. This kind of criticism can be as damaging
as it is naive. But it must be clearly understood that this
unquestioning belief in the transparency of language is a fault
of the criticism only and is not automatically true of women
writers.

Theorists who do not adhere to the French perspective have
attempted to account for women'’s relationship to language in
several different ways. In “"Her Very Own Howl," Margaret Homans
characterizes the difference between French and Anglo-American
theory as the difference between separatism and appropriation.
French feminists desire to sever all ties with existing discourse
and create a new language, whereas Anglo-American theorists are
said to argue that women can effectively and unproblematically
appropriate the dominant discourse. Both theories, though, are
caught in circular logic. Homans argues that Anglo-American
writers do, in fact, experience a problem with language and
respond to it by "Simultaneously appropriating and rejecting the
dominant discourse" (205). Writers who are doubly alienated by
culture as well as gender are particularly conscious of the
problematics of their relationship to the dominant discourse and
incorporate the ambivalences into their work thematically. Yet
even " (ambiguously) non-hegemonic" women, though generally more

secure, are likely to express some of the same anxiety even if it



is deeply buried. Much literature by women confronts the
ambiguities of the "representation of unrepresentability" (205).
Other theorists have argued that language is not
intrinsically a patriarchal institution. Only legitimate
discourse is patriarchal, because women have largely been denied
access to it. Women have extensively practised other discourses.
Patricia Yaeger argues that "Language is not a reductively
patriarchal system but a somewhat flexible institution that not
only reflects but may also address existing power structures,
including those conditioned by gender" (1984;955) . Although it is
true that women can be enslaved by language as the French
feminists maintain, enslavement is not their only experience;
they are also liberated by a relationship to "“the happy tongue"

(1988;3). Yaeger’s Honey-Mad Womgen is an attempt to "begin to

define a countertradition within women’s writing, a tradition
that involves the reinvention and reclamation of a body of -speech
women have found exclusive and alienating" (1988;2). Sandra
Gilbert and Susan Gubar similarly argue that women have created
and cultivated their own linguistic space which can be employed
as a tool of liberation: "at last, in spite of feminist doubt and
masculinist dread, we can affirm that woman has not been
sentenced to transcribe male penmanship; rather, she commands
sentences which inscribe her own powerful character" (539).

These theorists have perceived the reductivness of the so-
called Anglo-American theory which sees language as wholly

unproblematic and have found more accurate ways to explain



women’s relationship to language as manifested in literature by
women. The work of Atwood, Gallant, and Munro demonstrates the
extent to which Anglo-American women’s writing does perform the
subversive act of "looking at how you name what you name."
Although all three explore the ways in which women can be subject
to language, they emphasize the role of woman as subject jn
language. All three demonstrate the ambivalent relationship to
language suggested in the work of Homans and Yaeger. Language is
always powerful, capable of reducing process to static object,
fixing subjectivity in a damagingly limited mould. It is always,
to use Foucault’s terms, "a violence that we do to things." Often
the victims of this crippling limitation are women. Yet effective
as this power over women is in the work of all three writers,
women are not denied access to it per se. Often, in fact, women
are compulsively drawn to language, either to oral models or to
writing. When they do use language, they experience a problematic
relationship to the power that it invests them with to control
the world by writing it. In some cases such control is a form of
liberation; in other cases, it is suffused with anxiety.
Certainly language is never simple and transparent: for Atwood,
Gallant, and Munro, as much as for the French feminists,
"language is the world."

Atwood is the most specifically "feminist" of the three
writers. For her, politics is often sexual politics. She sees
language as the most powerful tool that has been used by

patriarchal society in order to subjugate women. Shaping human
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perceptions, language turns women into objects. Bedily Harm
rigorously analyzes the way language works to turn women into
bodies that are objects fit for "harm" and dismemberment. In
addition, Atwood suggests that the female writer must take the
dominant patriarchal language and subvert its insidious
definitions. Language can thus become a medium for vital
political commentary. It can also begin to write women’s
histories, which are often--like Lora’s in Bodily Harm--oral
narratives of the abused female body, and to reestablish the
connections between women and their own bodies that patriarchy
has so brutally severed.

Gallant also sees language as a tool of dominant ideologies.
For her, ideology includes race and class as much as gender,
though the thrust of the particular ideology she explores most
insistently--Fascism--is particularly oppressive to women.
Fascism frequently seems a force not confined to war-torn Europe
but alive and at work even in Canada. The spirit of Fascism works
against a set of creative and nurturing forces Gallant egquates--
though not at all simplistically--with women. For her, everyone
is a victim of language. Language enables people to live by
giving shape to the world, but because it is controlled by the
dominant ideology, so is everyone. Constituted by language,
humans are dependent on the ideology in which they live for the
quality of the language they possess. Exposure to limited
language irredeemably cripples consciousness and stunts growth.

only a rich and full language capable of giving shape to vital
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memories can bestow a measure of integrity on the individual. In

the world of Home Truths, this integrity is denied to almost

everyone. Only Linnet Muir can begin to transcend the restrictive
clichés of language and begin to recover voices from the past,
especially the voices of women.

In Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You, language can be

a powerful tool to label and thereby control women. Individual
words--usually those with sexual or excremental connotations--
have the power to offer profound assaults on female subjectivity
by pointing to the shameful vulnerability of the body. Further,
men are often in command of a discourse that can readily render
women nameless. Munro, however, like Atwood and Gallant, is also
drawn to the idea of women as manipulators of language. The first
story explores the disturbing implications of one of women’s most
readily available forms of discourse--gossip--as a means of
control. In some cases the language women wield is oral and
rooted in the domestic world, whereas in others it is
specifically literary. Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You
intersperses self-conscious stories with writer-narrators among
the other stories with distanced third-person narrators, thereby
throwing the concept of narration into relief. In fact, like both

Bodily Harm and Home Truths, Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell

You offers a somewhat obscure, but nevertheless compelling, study

of women as writers.
In postmodernist fiction self-consciousness is usually so

obvious that it becomes the raison d’étre of the text. These
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writers are more subtle; their attitude to the power language
possesses to do violence, more ambivalent--understandably so
since, unlike most men, they have often been the primary victims
of this power. So muted is their self-consciousness that they may
easily be taken for realist writers who are relatively untroubled
by the paradoxes of language. Close examination of their work,
however, reveals that language, the process of labelling reality,
both threatens and fascinates women with its power. The result is
fiction which, like realist fiction, tells a story, yet which is
simultaneously undermined as a representation of a given reality
by the assumption that lanquage is not a neutral medium but

inextricably connected to power.
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BODILY HARM




The text of Bodily Harm, Rennie Wilford’s seemingly eyewitness

account of her embroilment in a minor revolution in the
Caribbean, is a radical narrative, a malignant1 narrative, we
might say--to transform one of the key words in the text in much
the same way that the narrative itself transforms language. The
text is Rennie’s "statement," her "report," ostensibly of events
on the twin islands of St.Antoine and St.Agathe. Yet although
Rennie is in many senses an "observer" on the islands, her
"report" is by no means a "neutral" eye-witness account.
Neutrality, of both the observer herself and the 1anguége which
she uses to report, is, Rennie learns, a myth. Language that
attempts merely to record does control; however trivial its
subject, it wields power over the world. Language, Rennie comes
to recognize, is power, and the freedom to wield it--deniéd to
many by means ranging from subtle suppression to brutal violence-
-is a "duty" not to be taken lightly. Hence her narrative uses
the power of language to rebel malignantly against an ideology
dominated by male authority which often manifests itself in one
form or another of "bodily harm."

Bodily Harm traces Rennie’s transformations from passive

victim (of breast cancer and, in various ways, of men) to lucky

survivor, from an object of perception, especially of sight and
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touch, to one who is forced actively to perceive--to see and to
touch. Her transformation involves a shedding of her tourist
mentality, which has allowed her to believe herself perpetually
"exempt," and brings her to an understanding of her "massive
involvement" with life. Most important--because it generates the
text of Bodily Harm--is the transformation in her attitude to
language. The sinister events in which she becomes embroiled and
for which she has no names shake her complacency, forcing her to
abandon the verbal packaging of reality in which she has
indulged. In the light of her experiences on the islands, Rennie
must begin to name the world.

That language tends to turn process into object is one of
Atwood’s favourite themes, and Bodily Harm is her most sustained
analysis of this phenomenon. Yet even more fundamental than the
linguistic categories which divide the world are sensory
perceptions. Bodily Harm is concerned with how sensory
perceptions, especially sight and touch, objectify the world just
as language does. Women are the primary victims of this
objectification. John Berger’s Ways of Seeing, from which Bodily
Harm takes its epigraph, examines how women are depicted in
visual images. Berger identifies a fundamental distinction

between the ways in which men and women are perceived: "men act
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and women appear" (47). This dichotomy between action and
appearance is fundamental to Bedily Harm. To appear implies
passivity, resting in the gaze of an observer. The male observer
and the female who is observed and thus becomes an object are

common figures in Atwood’s work. In The Edible Woman, for

example, Marian is an object in the sight of Peter’s camera which
is a metaphorical gun. Yet in Bodily Harm the implications of
this objectification for both men and women are much more fully
worked out than they are elsewhere, and the result is the novel’s
serious tone.

Rennie’s narrative teems with images of women as objects.
The sculpturer, Frank, whom Rennie interviews, for example, turns
women into very literal--and functional--objects. The images of
women in the pornography at the exhibition Rennie and Jocésta
attend are always faceless. Jake’s pictures depict women not only
faceless and anonymous but also vulnerable to the male observer
in whose gaze they rest. One picture is of three prostitutes and
an old man; another is of a woman simultaneously bound up and
exposed with "no expression on her face";2 another, even more
disturbing, is of a nude woman (“her head . . . tiny,
featureless, and rounded like a doorknob" {106]) with a bull in

the foreground. The predictable victims in the mystery novels
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Rennie reads are "totally helpless because totally dead" (246).
They are double victims of death by violence and of the sexual
gratification of the aptly named "private eyes" who "finding them
. « . describe each detail of the body fully, lushly, as if
running their tongues over it" (246).

Even the pamphlet that advertises, apparently innocently,
the islands repeats this pattern of woman as the object of the
male gaze with its implicit violence:

On the front is a tanned white woman laughing
on a beach, sheathed in one-piece aqua
Spandex with a modesty panel across the
front. A black man in a huge straw hat is
sitting on the sand beside her, handing up a
coconut with a couple of straws sticking out
of it. Behind him is a machete propped

against a tree. He’s looking at her, she’s
looking at the camera. (68)

The inevitable association between the "Twin Islands in the Sun"
and the woman’s breasts is symptomatic of the tendency to see
woman’s body in terms of topography. The association between the
islands and the breasts emphasizes the idea of severance and
dismemberment of the breasts.3 Furthermore, the presence of the
machete draws attention to the vulnerability of woman as object.
The pattern of the game of "Clue," with victim and potential

weapon, is repeated in all these incidental images which
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constantly echo the initial situation where Rennie is posed in
her bedroom with a coil of rope with its suggestions of voyeurism
and/or violence. The nmurderer" remains forever nebulous and
indistinct; his "facelessness" is a result of his mystery and
power. By contrast, the vietim, always a woman, is "faceless"
pecause she is a powerless object, a body to be performed upon,
whether by being gazed at or touched. Such viclations of women
are carried out either by means which apparently conflict with
(but are secretly engendered by) the rules of society, or with
the full sanction of society. Daniel’s medical “treatment" of
Rennie, for example, echoes the same pattern of woman on the bed
being performed upon by the surgeon’s knife.

This pervasive objectification of woman’s body has profound
implications for Rennie’s sense of self and, especially, for her
attempts to write. Objects have only an external surface reality
and no interior life. Rennie’s Griswold background equates
objects with both vulnerability, "they were always on the verge
of breaking" (54), and silence, "The objects in the house were
another form of silence" (54). As object, woman is herself
something to be inscribed upon. Rennie notes that she feels like
"a blank sheet of paper" for Jake to "doodle" on (105). Elsewhere

Daniel exhorts her to "Think of your life as a clean page. You
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can write whatever you like on it" (84). Yet what is inscribed on
the "empty" page of a woman’s body is too often written in blood-
-the scar of a mastectomy or the marks of physical violence. In
order to become the subject of her own story, a woman must
deconstruct the system that fixes her as an object.

Yet Bodily Harm is not so much about women as victims--

despite so many examples--as it is about their own complicity in
a system which makes them such. Rennie depicts herself as an
observer whose gaze allows her to remain detached and passive.
She is a literal and figurative tourist, and as such she is "a
spectator. A voyeur" (125). The outward marks of the tourist--
camera and binoculars--which she carries emphasize this function.
Rennie remarks of a group of fellow tourists: "Like her they can
look all they want to, they’re under no obligations to see, they
can take pictures of anything they wish" (185). A vital
distinction is to be made between looking and seeing. To look is
to be a detached observer; to see implies true perception and,
more importantly, implication in what is seen.

Vision and language are closely related. In fact, vision is
a metaphor for language. Looking at the world translates the
world into an object and serves to interpret and control it.

Taking pictures is a strategy for turning scenes--even violent
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ones--into

the merely "Picturesque™ (146). This practice is

analogous to what language can do to events. At best it turns

dynamic events into "issues." At worst it labels and fixes,

reducing reality to binary opposites as in the "In and Out" and

*plus and Minus" lists so popular in magazines. Such

classification is a reduction and a distortion of experience.

Labels are

suggests a

deceptive; for example, the term "multiple choice"

profusion of choice, though it restricts choice by

limiting the range of options to "either/or."

Like Jake, Rennie with her magazine articles is a "packager"

of reality.

they would

Jake "decided how things would look and what contexts

be placed in, which meant what people would feel about

them. He knew the importance of style" (103); he packages objects

and women,
magazines,
experience
"article."
therefore,
journalism

ability to

whereas Rennie packages ideas and concepts. In popular
life can be subsumed under a set of snappy titles, and
transformed into an object, an aptly named "piece" or
Rennie’s articles are ostensibly about "trivia" and
she thinks, neutral and innocuous. Yet popular

is disturbing and powerful precisely because of its

package daily reality.

Before her experience on the island, Rennie, believing

herself "off to the side" (26) as a writer, does not believe in
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the significance or the power of her writing. She begins her
career in order to engage in social protest, yet she quickly
falls prey to commercial rather than ideological goals. The power
of magazine articles is recognized readily by her editors who
manipulate her writing to subvert feminism. Her article "Burned
Oout," on eight women’s withdrawal from the feminist movement, is
viewed as courageous speaking out. Since feminist anti-
pornography pieces are, according to her editor, "heavy and
humourless" (207), she is asked to see pornography as a playful
art form which reflects on women’s fantasy lives and urged to
"Keep it light" (207). Her writing has a certain power--she
discovers that she can manipulate her readers:

But sometimes Rennie liked to write pieces

about trends that didn’t really exist, to see

if she could make them exist by writing about

them. Six to one she’d see at least ten women

with bathplug chains looped around their

necks two weeks after the piece came out.

(25)
Rennie believes that her power is only minor, but others believe
she is "uncanny" (25) and possesses power to see the future. In
fact, as she comes to realize, writing is a more powerful form ol

prophecy: it can create events by writing them into existence.

Oon the islands the potential power of the writer is
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recognized immediately by all around her. Her identity as a
writer spreads guickly, and from the first encounter with the
customs official who grimly warns her to "Write it good" (38),
she is treated with suspicion. Marsdon, for example, in a gesture
which Rennie initially mistakes for a sexual advance, tells her,
"We don’t need you here . . . You stay around here, you just mess
things up" (77). Both Doctor Minnow and Lora have faith in the
power of her words and implore her to write their stories. The
wofficial" who negotiates her release will do so only on the
promise of silence. Only after her radical transformation does
Rennie realize the power even--indeed especially--of one who
writes about "lifestyles."

From her first moment on the island Rennie is immersed in a
world where experience constantly defies labels. The 1anguége of
the island, presented in fragments only--captions on T-shirts,
political slogans, or graffiti on the walls--reflects the
cultural dislocation Rennie experiences. The "Prince of Peace" T-
shirt Elva wears, for example, brings Rennie into her first
contact with island politics, yet she mistakes it for religious
fanaticism. Captions often point, apparently incidentally, to the
power politics of sexual relations. A poster advertising rum

flaunts the compelling caption "THE BIONIC COCK: IT GIVES YOU
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SPURS" (38}, and several men on the island wear the motto "The
bionic cock" on their clothing. At the beach on St. Antoine,
Rennie notices two young women wéaring T-shirts, one of them
announcing the motto "TRY A VIRGIN (ISLAND)" (80).

Language on the island is often either absurdly literal or
hopelessly obfuscated. The drugstore’s conventional name becomes
literal as it is revealed as a place to buy drugs. Some people on
the island, Paul tells Rennie, believe that long-life milk will
give them a long life. Elsewhere, vital clues about the
interpretation of language seem to be missing; a family planning
poster, for example, proclaims "“"KEEP YOUR FAMILY THE RIGHT SIZE"
without offering "hints about what that might be" (70). The
"Madame Marvellous" letter Rennie finds in the local newspaper
confounds explication and responds to a request for information
about sexual activity with concealment. The instructions to deal
with thieves Rennie finds in her room offer step-by-step
instructions that take no account of reality; Rennie notes, "Like
everything else she’s been reading, the instructions are both
transparent and impenetrable" (139).

The breakdown in language’s referential powers reflects the
sinister events that overtake Rennie. Experience refuses to be

packaged; people constantly defy appearances and cannot be pinned
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down. Almost everyone might be a member of the CIA or a double
agent. In the light of these confused allegiances, conversations
become opague, almost surreal. From the moment she meets Dr.
Minnow, who unaccountably offers her en aspirin, Rennie is
confronted everywhere with uninterpretable events. At times
events seem to be controlled by a simple plot 1like that of a gory
movie or boy’s adventure story, but always the authority of the
plot eventually breaks down. In her experience on the island,
reality fails to be pinned down or packaged, not just for Rennie
herself, but also for the reader to whom events remain
unexplained as, ultimately, does the status of Rennie’s
narrative.

In the light of her disorienting experiences, Rennie
eventually transform; herself and her writing. The transformation
of writing is paralleled by a transformation of her sensory
perceptions of sight and touch, and she changes from spectator to
participant. Rennie initially sees the events unfolding around
her on the island as events in a tacky movie, the gory parts of
which are "done with ketchup" (210). The more disturbing the
events, the tackier the movie seems to be and the more romantic
the plot. The death of Minnow, for example, she sees as "a put-

on, an elaborate joke" (249); his coffin is "like a stage prop,
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an emblem out of some horrible little morality play; only they’ve
forgotten to say what the moral is" (250). Rennie’s frequent
calls for someone in "authority" to intervene are often seen in
visual terms: "why isn’t someone covering her eyes?" (293); "O
God, thinks Rennie. Somebody change the channel" (259).

Rennie is forced finally to "see" and consequently to be
involved and implicated. Her first realization of the full
implications of seeing come when she is herself "seen" by the
prisoner who is one of several manifestations of the immanent
deaf and dumb man:

The hurt man’s face is on a level with

Rennie’s own, blood pours down it, she knows

who it is, the deaf and dumb man, who has a

voice but no words, he can see her, she’s

been exposed, it’s panic, he wants her to do

something, pleading, Oh please. (290)
To be "seen" as Rennie is here is to be subject to a plea for
involvement, and seeing is in opposition to the "looking" that
objectifies and detaches. The deaf and dumb man is a wordless
victim, yet he knows the power of seeing and touching (earlier he

insisted on shaking Rennie’s hand to bestow luck upon her). The

words "Oh please" become a plea for invelvement. Rennie has heard

these words before (either in reality or in her imagination) as

she unwillingly overhears another couple’s lovemaking. Thus the
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violence the deaf and dumb man is subjected to is equated with
sex. Both pervert touch--which can signify involvement and
healing=--and deny involvement, becoming alternative methods of
turning person into object.

Finally Rennie is forced to "see" the beaten lLora’s face up
close and in detail. Seeing leads her to touch in what a number
of critics see as a birthing scene. Yet Rennie not only touches
Lora, she also names her: "‘Lora,‘’ she says. The name descends
and enters the body, there’s something, a movement; isn’t there?"
(299). Rennie finally acknowledges that "there’s no such thing as
a faceless stranger" (299), although, ironically, Lora is now
literally "faceless." Naming, like touching and seeing, is part
of a process which undoes the objectification that can be
perpetrated by violence, by sex, and by language when it is used
to label and classify.

Rennie, then, is eventually transformed from observer and
object to participant and subject. Her initial stance as
"tourist" is shown not to be idiosyncratic but to be rooted in
society. She is both a representative of what Elaine Tuttle
Hansen calls the "post-feminist 80s" (5) and a representative of
her country. The disease from which she and other "sweet

Canadians" suffer is a tourist mentality, created in part by
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media which require passive consumption--television, pulp
fiction, popular journalism, the plots of romance and adventure.
These things show the power of Rennie’s cultural background to
affect her, but the narrative also probes the role of Rennie’s
personal background in the formation of her way of looking at the
world.

Griswold, the subject of all Rennie’s first-person
narratives, at first seems mere satire on small-town Ontario and
the fitting topic for humour. Yet it is something more than this;
it both creates her tourist mentality and provides the terms by
which her transformation is ultimately effected. Rennie herself
makes an important distinction between background and subground.
Whereas background suggests arranged and picturesque perspective,
subground, "something that can’t be seen but is nevertheless
there" (18), suggests a shady nexus of forces that underlie
Rennie. Griswold as background can be neutralized and understood
in jokes and anecdotes; as subground, it is both a place of
strictly enforced codes, grisly indeed in their social
implications, and a place of submerged consciousness which
surfaces in dreams and proves hecessary to Rennie’s
transformation. Incarcerated in the prison on the island (where

she has arrived on a boat called The Memory) Rennie is forced to
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remember, to explore the depths of her subground.

Griswold--a microcosm of small-town Ontario--exerts its
control almost exclusively through the language it uses to define
categories to live by. Its primary distinction is between the
decent and the indecent. Decency is pertinent almost exclusively
to females and is connected to the body and its functions:
"Decency was having your clothes on, in every way possible" (55).
Indecency is "dirty laundry" in its literal and metaphorical
senses; "dirty laundry"--Rennie’s mother’s synonym for
"disreputable stories"--reveals the story of the body: "like old
sheets on a line, patched and stained, revealing too many
secrets, secrets about nights and sicknesses and the lack of
money" (178). Rennie’s desire to control her stories comes from
Griswold’s values: she is anxious to tell only decent storiés and
to keep the inside and the outside distinct.

In the final jail scene where Rennie is confronted with
Lora’s mutilated body, all of Rennie’s Griswold values are
overturned. To begin with, Lora is the embodiment of the "flashy
or cheap" (55) female who represents for Griswold the opposite of
the "decent." When Rennie first meets her, she notices her bitten
fingernails: "She wouldn’t want to touch this gnawed hand, or

have it touch her. She doesn’t like the sight of ravage, damage,
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the edge between inside and outside blurred like that" (86). She
must overcome the fear of touch when the boundaries become even
more blurred as they do when shé confronts Lora‘s pulped face.
She must reverse one of Griswold’s primary injunctions--"to look
at things without touching them" (54)--by "seeing" and touching
Lora. She must confront filth and "dirty laundry" on the most
literal level. Finally, and most importantly, she must eventually
militate against the rules that urge her silence ("how to be
quiet," "what not to say" (54)) and tell her subversive and
disreputable story.

Griswold’s rules are exposed as profoundly anti-female,
hiding the functions of the body that define the female self and
fixing the female attitude to power through restrictions of
language. Rennie has been taught, for example, that boys say "Can
I," girls say "May I"? Whereas men must ask only what they are
capable of, women must ask what they will be allowed to do. The
rules are imposed firmly by the matriarchal figure, Rennie’s
grandmother, who rules through her iron contrecl. Yet the
grandfather--apparently innocuous--is the concealed source of
power which has possibly been imposed through violence (stories
about him "were mostly about his violent temper" (56)). His acts

of "heroism" are deeply disturbing in the context of the
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narrative as a whole:

In the stories my grandmother told me about

him, he drove a cutter and team through

blizzards to tear babies out through holes he

cut in women’s stomachs and then sewed up

again, he amputated a man’s leg with an

ordinary saw, knocking the man out with his

fist because no one could hold him down and

there wasn’t enough whisky, he risked his

life by walking into a farmhouse where a man

had gone crazy and was holding a shotgun on

him the whole time, he’d blown the head off

one of his children and was threatening to

blow the heads off the other ones too. (55)
By placing her grandmother’s stories in context, Rennie reveals
the disturbing nature of her grandmother’s "worship" of him. His
heroism is in reality barbarism. Her grandmother is seen as
identifying with male power and directing her energies against
women~-she locks Rennie in the cellar; she identifies against the
woman in the story, blaming her for the man’s violence, even
though, ironically, she is absent. She represents one potent form
of malignancy: woman’s identification against women. Yet, at the
same time, as the grandmother is submerged by the disorientation
of age (involving a loss of control of the body), what she has
suppressed begins to surface in her recurrent enactment of

searching for her hands, not the lifeless ones on the ends of her

arms, "those are no good any more," but "My other hands, the ones
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I had before, the ones I touch things with" (57). This submerged
life suggests a time "before" patriarchy when the hands wer. able
to make contact. This submerged myth becomes a dominant one in
Rennie’s subground, enabling her finally to touch Lora, a gesture
suggesting both contact and female-identified healing. This
process of learning to touch is parallel to that of learning to
name the world.

Through the interconnected metaphors of looking, touching,
and naming, Bodily Harm deconstructs the pervasive and powerful
plots of romance, undermining its clichés. Throughout her
narrative Rennie believes in and is questing for "the touch of
the hand that could transform you, change everything, magic"
(195) . She looks for it in the traditional plots of romance she
enacts with a succession of sexual partners--Jake, Daniel and
Paul. Jake is the ultimate voyeur who transforms her into an
object of his own making. His touch is always violation; sex is
always a form of rape. The sadism which Rennie’s narrative
reveals shining through his guise of complete normality is so
insistently depicted that it needs little commentary. Only the
transformed Rennie can realize that every detail of her
relationship with Jake is significant, including the somewhat

clichéd language of love:
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You’re so closed, Jake said once. I like
that. I want to be the one you open up for.
But she never could remember afterwards

what he had actually said. Perhaps he’d said,

I want to be the cne who opens you up. (108)
The transformed Rennie realizes that such language is charged
with meaning. The terminology of opening up suggests that Jake in
some ways parallels Daniel, who literally opens Rennie up. The
two are deliberately equated. Jake wants to know how Rennie wants
to be "treated"; it is Daniel’s function--as a Doctor--to "treat"
her. The concept of treatment, which stands in opposition to the
notion of healing, strongly suggests woman as object to be
performed upon, sexually (by Jake) or medically (by Daniel).

Daniel is not a malicious individual, but his name--Daniel

Luoma--suggests his significance as representative doctor.® That
the name associates him with disease is not accidental, for
"treatment" is itself part of the disease, and this disease is
not literal cancer, which seems by the end of the novel to be a
less destructive disease than the generalized metaphorical
malaise underlying society, but the turning of people into
objects by violence, by sex, by perception, or by language. As a
doctor, Daniel is complicit in this, for he is one of "the

probers, the labellers and cutters" (101), and Rennie is aware of

the implications of the label "doctor": “Doctored, they say of
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drinks that have been tampered with, of cats that have been
castrated" (101). To "doctor," as Mary Daly points out, means, in
one of its senses, "to conceal the real state or quality of by
deceptive alteration (as with chemicals)" (226). Daly sees
gynaecological practices as a form of castration of tlie female,
suggested in Bodily Harm by the direct correspondence between
pornography and medical practice. Jocasta notes of the
pornography display "it all looked very medical to her" (209),
and at the display she and Rennie watch women “having their
nipples cut off by men dressed up as Nazis" (210).

Daniel’s touch is not a healing touch emanating from "the
loving hands of a compassionate man" (53) as I1diké De Papp
Carrington argues in "Another Symbolic Descent," but a
destructive and dismembering touch that stands in opposition to
true, holistic healing. His function, on the one hand, is
representative of the profession of gynaecology, which has served
to institutionalize violence against the female body. On the
other hand, he represents one manifestation of the "rescuer"
Rennie is guesting for. Whereas medicine objectifies women,
romantic love is the most powerful tool by which women themselves
serve their own objectification. Rennie "falls in love" with

Daniel, perpetrating the commonest clichés of pulp romance. She
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attempts to cast Daniel as hero and rescuer (like her
grandfather) at the expense of her own integrity (she is
"hehaving like a goose" [33])) and even of her health: "She longed
to be sick again so that Daniel would have to take care of her"
(83). she casts him in the role of approving father, encouraging
his paternalism, "being a good child" (237) and seeking a '"gold
star" (238) for her obedience: "she thought of Daniel watching
her and approving. Good, he would say. You can do up buttons now?
You can brush your own hair?" (83). Placing Daniel in this role
robs her of her volition and increases her vulnerability; falling
in love "made you visible, soft, penetrable; it made you
ludicrous" (102). Once again Rennie is seen as an object, but
here she creates her own objectification through the concept of
romantic love which covertly depends absolutely on male
paternalism.

Rennie’s relationship with Paul eventually leads her to her
understanding of the true nature of both romance and adventure.
Again indulging in a clichéd relationship--"the biggest cliché in
the book, a no-hooks, no-strings vacation romance with a
mysterious stranéer" (222), Rennie once more casts a man as
rescuer. Paul is "mysterious" because of his uncertain identity--

uncertain, but definitely shady and violent. He convinces Rennie
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of her exemption: "You’re a tourist, you‘re exempt" (78), words
she later echoes. Yet Rennie is uninvolved only because Paul
requires her exemption for his plot.

Paul is, for Rennie, one of the figures of authority on the
island. Yet she sees him in terms that associate him with a boy;
he cleans and cooks fish, and Rennie is reminded of "Boy Scouts"
(242); she finds Paul’s involvement in the increasingly
disturbing events on the island "romantic" and his telling her
about it "showing off"™ (244); "Boys playing with guns that’s all
it is"™ (244). A little later she observes him carrying his
machine gun “like a lunch pail" (255). As Paul warms to danger,
Rennic realizes why Paul is involved: "He loves it, thinks
Rennie. That’s why we get into these messes: because they love
it" (256). Her insight reveals that male authority is as
arbitrary and reckless as boys playing yames. The romance myth
and women’s role in it are finally exploded: "The truth about
knights comes suddenly clear: the maidens were only an excuse.
The dragon was the real business" (258).

In retrospect, many of the instances of male authority take
on a new dimension. Authority is fregquently represented by
policemen, usually in pairs. There are the policemen in the

opening scene who themselves intrude in Rennie’s apartment, the
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policemen at the airport who look like soldiers, the policemen in
the bar selling tickets to the dance, the policemen beating the
deaf and dumb man, the policeman at the pornography exhibit, the
polic~ran who arrest Rennie, the policemen in the cell who beat
Lora. On the island policemen often overtly wield authority
through sex and violence (Lora'’s experience in the cell is
paradigmatic), yet even in canada their power is bound up
inextricably with sexual power. It is also, interestingly, power
of language. Lora notes that their power comes from the fact that
they can name you: "That'’s Qhere it begins. . .Where they can use
your first name and you can’t use theirs" (93). In retrospect,
the often careful observation about the apparent ages of the
policemen is significant--their apparent youth associates them
with Paul. Prince, the leader of the revolution on the island is
similarly equated with youth. Rennie thinks that "he sounds about
nineteen" (258), and when he announces the success of the
revolution he does so "with the placid confidence of a child
reciting a lesson" (259). Male authority is given an especially
terrifying dimension when such authority is revealed as young
boys playing adventure games.

Yet if Rennie is confirmed in her feeling that the

revolution on the island is "juvenile delinguency" (253), she has
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to assimilate the final lesson about power. The exercise of power
is the more terrifying because it is "play"; after seeing the man
beaten, she names the terror of male authority: "She’s afraid of
men and it’s simple, it's rational, she’s afraid of men because
men are frightening" (290). Rennie, who initially feared being
categorized as a "man-hater" (40) or "the sort of woman who was
afraid of men" (40), who felt that her fear of the man with the
rope was really her "“own fear of death" (40), and who has taken
to heart lessons about "Alien reaction paranoia" (76), finally
penetrates these labels to acknowledge the simple and
tautological reality which can be so effectively obscured by such
1abels. Part of Rennie’s transformation involves the recognition
that what could easily be dismissed as mere tautology can contain
a vital insight into the nature of power.

Paul, then, unwittingly leads Rennie to this insight. Some
critics argue that he has in a sense rescued Rennie--he restores
her to her bedy. Carrington, for example, argues "Paul’s tender
touch gives ‘her back her body’. . . in a love scene more
mystical than sexual, ‘a moment of . . . incarnation’ in which
cshe re-enters the surgically mutilated body from which she had
felt separated" (53). Similarly, Roberta Rubenstein notes, "In

contrast to Jake, who wanted to force the ’‘box’ of Rennie’s
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sexuality, Paul enables her to give herself willingly" (130). Yet
the terms used to describe the experience suggest the language of
observer and object. Paul "watches" Rennie as she undresses:
“"she’s open now, she’s been opened" and "he’s touching her, she
can still be touched" (204). The novel stresses the significance
of even the most apparently casual form of expression. The
passive voice suggests that Rennie is still not yet a subject who
can herself touch and name others. It is her experience in the
cell with Lora that completes her transformation from object to
subject.

In the course of this transformation, the terminology of
cancer alters. "Terminal," the "bad word" in the language of
cancer, has meant the place where you get off--both death and the
end of relationships. Now she recognizes that the terminal is
"Also where you can get on, to go somewhere else" (299). The term
"malignant" no longer refers to diseased tissue inside Rennie.
Malignancy is external, serving as a metaphor for both
proliferating male violence and, equally significantly, woman’s
identification against woman:

The two policemen come forward. The
Englishwoman looks at her, a look Rennie
remembers from somewhere, from a long time

ago, from a bad dream. It’s a look of pure
enjoyment. Malignant. (262).
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"Massive involvement" again refers not to diseased flesh or to
superficial involvement with men, but to responsibility for life
and the connections that join people.

The concept of hope undergoes the most powerful
transformation. In the hands of doctors like Daniel, hope Kkeeps
the patient dependent on the idea of a cure or remission. Lora's
mother is trapped all her life by her relationship with "hope" or
"luck." Believing the cliché "where there’s life there’s hope,"
she engages in a series of schemes suggested on the back pages of
magazines. Although the schemes never bring her what she desires,
they pacify her, enabling her to live her opprecsed life. This
form of hope is a female legacy of the Pandora myth. Hope is
supprsed to be the one positive emotion Pandora introduced. Yet
it can be an insipid substitute for other passions. Hope is
transformed for Rennie into "luck"--a more dynamic force than
hope. Luck alone keeps Rennie alive, and acknowledging this
removes her dependence on other figures.

Not only is the politics of naming her disease transformed
for Rennie, so is the very notion of writing and its function.
After her experiences (whether they be real or imagined), Rennie
becomes radicalized. She now apparently defers to authority (she

promises the official not to write her story); she sheds her
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false honesty for duplicity and becomes "a subversive®: "She will
pick her time; then she will report" (301). Significantly, "For
the first time in her life, she can’t think of a title’ (301).
Reporting no longer involves controlling and containing reality,
labelling it with a snappy title. Instead it is a process that
carriesc political responsibilities.

The function of the writer is close to that of the
politician--at least of the true politician as opposed to the
actor in an adventure game. Dr. Minnow has tried to make Rennie
see her role as writer; he asks her to write abcut "what you
see": "Look with your eyes open and you will see the truth of the
matter. Since you are a reporter, it is your duty to report"
(134) . When Rennie argues that she reports only "lifestyles," he
replies that lifestyles are the concern of the politician foo:
"what the people eat, what they wear" (136). What Rennie has been
taking as trivia, peripheral to political events, actually
constitutes politics. Later Dr. Minnow indirectly equates
politics with writing when Rennie asks him why he bothers trying
to effect change:

"I agree with you that it seems illogical and
futile for me to do so," he say.. "But this
is why you do it. You do it because everyone
tell you it is not possible. They cannot

imagine things being different. It is my duty
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to imagine, and they know that for even one

person to imagine is very dangerous to them,

my friend." (229)
The “duty" of both politician and writer is to "imagine," as
emphasized in the final scene of the narrative where Jake’s
"joke" about planes being kept in the air by faith is turned into
a key image. Rennie finds her faith: "You can fly, she says to no
one, to herself" (301). Flying is a metaphor for writing, which
involves both faith and luck: "she is lucky, suddenly, finally,
she’s overflowing with luck, it’s this luck holding her up"
(301).

Thus by the end of the narrative, Rennie is transformed into

a subversive writer; the text of Bodily Harm to that point, it is

implied, is her radical narrative. As such it is a subtle but
incisive commentary on the forces in society that led her both to
be objectified and to objectify others. It is also a comment on
her own naiveté--specifically Canadian perhaps--and the
culpability of that position. Its main function is to demolish
the male plots of romance and adventure, and it does so largely
by employing those plots and parodying them. Yet it also suggests
that authentic female narratives are bound by certain features.
Rennie is repelled by the oral story Lora offers proudly as

“"the story of my life" (270). Lora has had a life of contact with
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the brutality and violence Rennie has been screened from and,
until the transformation of her consciousness, believes she is
texempt" from. Lora has been abused by her stepfather whose
sexual interest in her manifests itself as beating, and she has
been raped at knife-point. Rennie expresses her distaste for such
"female" stories; she remembers the narratives of a woman who was
trapped with her in a bus station:

it goes on and on, triplets, polio, car

crashes, operations for dropsy, for burst

appendixes, sudden death, men leaving their

wives, aunts, cousins, sisters, crippling

accidents, a web of blood relationships no

one could possibiy untangle, a litany at the

same time mournful and filled with curious

enerqgy, glee almost, as if the woman is

childishly delighted with herself for being

able to endure and remember so much pointless
disaster. True Confessions. (273)

The woman’s narrative is plotless, web-like, "pointless," and as
such is not the kind of "story" Rennie finds attractive, yet it
is an authentic report of her experiences as woman and, as even
Rennie notes, impelled by the energy of the narrative process.
When Rennie is forced to listen to Lora’s stories, she realizes
that the "pointless disaster" they too detail is an authentic
record of the history of the female body: "Lora has better

stories" (271).
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Female stories are generally orel and frequently prison
narratives, told in confinement either actual or metaphorical.
Based on a conversational model rather than a narrative model,
they are open-ended and directionless. Yet while women are
confined within the metaphorical "cage" of patriarchy, their
stories--at their most authentic--will be stories of

victimization within patriarchy. Bodily Harm suggests only very

remotely the possible nature of female consciousness outside
patriarchy. In such a realm perception--sight and touch--leads to
involvement and healing rather than alienation. The body is
holistic and disease is not "treated" with paternalistic medical
practices which include dismemberment, cutting up the female
breasts like pie. Dream and submerged consciousness come to the

surface. Throughout Bodily Harm only women acknowledge their

dreams. Jake refuses to tell Rennie his dreams (denigrating her
guestion as a typically female one when she asks). Paul, under
persuasion, says he dreams of "a hole in the ground" (248). Lora,
by contrast, readily reveals her dreams which are female in
content: "Being on a boat. My mother. Sometimes I dream about
having a baby" (281). Rennie has many dreams, especially of her
grandmother and her quest for her hands. Whereas men dream

themselves into holes, women can utilize their dreams and
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nightmares to gesture towards escape from the "cage" that
surrounds them. Yet such escape is too remote, and ultimately the
narrative focuses on its deconstruction of patriarchal power
rather than a reconstruction of female-orientated power.

The open-ended form of Bodily Harm is one of its more
compelling features and argues most cogently for the power of
language. Critics have been unable to decide the status of
Rennie’s narrative. Roberta Rubenstein takes for granted that the
story is about Rennie’s incarceration on the island and reads the
two passages in the future tense that deal witthennie's escape
from the island as gqranting the reader assurance that Rennie will
escape; others see the story of incarceration as metaphorical.
Lorna Irvine ingeniously submits that incarceration is a metaphor
for cancer and that the narrative is written in hospital; she
notes that "small spaces and moments of time punctuate the novel
like clockwork, suggesting the painful physical problems that
accompany composition" (89) and draws attention to the
disturbing dates in the dedication, "For Jennifer Rankin, 1941-
1979." The lack of narrative determination about what "really"
happens to Rennie is deliberate. It shifts the onus of narrative
authority from the writer to the reader and thus emphasizes the

idea of reading as a process that inveolves the complicity of the
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reader rather than the more traditional idea of reading as
passive consumption. The many references to detective fiction and
pulp romance and to film and television remind the reader of the
pervasiveness of such consumption. The reader is forced to read
metaphorically, being made aware of the multiple dimensions of
language.

Thus the power of Rennie’s narrative has little to do with
its ability to refer to any "real" series of events. Its power
derives from its ability to expose society as patriarchal,
gcoverned by sex and violence, and to show women’s complicity in
this patriarchy. Writing about the world becomes a way of
assuming political responsibility and "imagining" a better world-
-a subversive and dangerous act. Yet the deeply disturbing
quality of Bodily Harm arises from its challenge to the reader to
assume responsibility for the act of reading which, like the act

of writing, is politicized by the text.
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HOME TRUTHS



Whereas Atwood sometimes uses her work to make political
statements, Mavis Gallant seems.at first glance to be committed
only to the finely-crafted story. Yet, by her own avowal
textremely interested in politics,"5 she is acutely aware that a
story, no matter how polished an artifact it is, has political
significance. The "Linnet Muir" sequence, the final section of

Home Truths, continually makes reference to the force that art

and literature--both popular and high--exert in the world. The
painting "The Doctor," for example, has affected "two full
generations" who "“were raised with the monochrome promise that
existence is insoluble, tragedy static, poverty endearing, and
heavenly justice a total mystery.“6 Similarly, children’s books
of the stern variety that Linnet acquires from Dr.Chaucard
attempt to enforce their "European social fiddle-faddle" (300)
disguised as morality. Linnet illustrates the pervasive fear she
feels around her of the potentially subversive power of
literature in her anecdote about the offer of a certain American
philanthropic organization to establish a library on the
condition that its contents not be censored: the offer was turned
down. The most telling comment on the connection between
literature and politics is Linnet’s remark--devastating in

context--about the CBC: "I shall forget everything about the war
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except that at the worst point of it I was asked to read Dear
Octopus™ (251).

Art and literature exert a powerful force that shapes
consciousness, often working obliquely rather than directly.
Literalist readers are parodied on several occasions in Home
Truths. Linnet remarks, for example, that certain educators
object to the children’s story "Pip and Squeak": "It was argued
that millions of children had grown up believing that if a dog
made advances to a female penguin she would produce a rabbit"
(253). The real power of "Pip and Squeak" is much more subtle.
The potentially powerful revolutionary figure appears as a comic
character, "Bolshie," who "went around carrying one of those
round black bombs with a sputtering fuse" (252). The label
"Bolshie" becomes an example of the way in which language works
to control and neutralize concepts, to turn the potentially
powerful into the comic and harmless. Literal readers, like the
Reeves in "In the Tunnel," who respond to the title of Sar~h’s
thesis about the "Less Privileged in British Columbia" (82) by
taking reassurance from the word "British," are apt to miss the
power of language to work in this way.

The title of the collection might itself be something of a

joke on Canadian readers who, Gallant notes, are "very literal
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readers, especially when they read something about Canada"
(IGH,52). The title suggests a set of aphoristic insights into
canada, and the reader who searches for them will turn up a few
well worn clichés ("That’s the strength of Canada, that it hasn’t
been a melting pot" [178}; "the father was more reticent than the
mother; perhaps more Canadian" [135], "in Canada you have to keep
saying what you are" [21]) as well as a few comic reflections
("their being Canadian, and suddenly left together, was a sexual
damper" [116]). The stories in the collection undercut the
possibility of any simple truths. The writer may deal with a form
of truth, but it is not that literal truth "With a Capital T"
which, in the final story, is shown to work counter to creativity
and is identified strongly with men. Truth resides between the

lines; the writer is "un_mensonge qui dit la vérité" (xxii).

"Home Truths" is one of those stock phrases that pervade the
book. Such phrases take on a power of their own and serve to
limit and contain, not to liberate, truth.

Linnet Muir’s narrative, for example, repeatedly illustrates
the tendency to use language to contain and control. Bertie Knox
tells incessantly of the hardships of his working life. His
voice, the tone of which Linnet captures exactly, suggests his

pride in these hardships. His stories always wind up with "And
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none the worse for it" (241). The stock phrase is a powerful tool
of institutions and serves to Keep people subjugated within a set
of clichés. Bertie Knox and the other men in the office where
Linnet works inhabit a world of radically curtailed desire so
that its vestiges are echoed only in a few stock phrases: "/I
often thought I wanted . . . ’ ’Scmething I wouldn’t have minded
having . . . '" (247). Such language belongs to the extremely
limited world, the "invisible square" (246), each seems to
inhabit. The men believe that "Change is always for the worse"
(245), keeping them firmly entrenched in their narrow world. Many
other maxims that circulate in the office are aimed particularly
at controlling the perception of women. For example, although the
men implicitly see Linnet’s destiny as inevitable marriage, they
believe that "once a girl had caught (their word)} a husband she
became a whiner, a snooper, a killjoy, a wet blanket, a grouch,
and a bulily" (259).

Linnet herself uses language in a similar way. Early in her
life she creates a category of people she labels “they." It
serves to encompass all those with ideas alien to her own. "Every
sort of aggression" she labels "hypocrisy" (223), thus allowing
herself to neutralize her fear by mis-naming the threat.

Similarly, "The man at Windsor Station" (223) becomes a label for
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all sexual threats. She is as guilty as the men of summing up
women. She labels married women "Red Queens" and sees them
“"chasing after other people and minding their business for them"
(262) . Other girls she labels "coolies." 1In choosing these
labels, she identifies against other women. The young Linnet does
not know (or care) why "coolies" are as they are: "I 4did not know
if 1ife made them bearers or if they had been born with a natural
gift for giving in" (226), yet the older Linnet has learned to
understand more fully the demands of "life" on women and can see
her labels as inadequate and insidious.

Home Truths explores the workings of languwage, which is such
a crucial force because it underlies memory, imagination, and
even history, which critics have identified as Gallant'’s central
themes. Language, Gallant notes in the introduction, is essential
to integrity: "one needs a strong, complete language, fully
understood, to anchor one’s understanding" (xvii). Yet almost all
of her characters lack integrity;'either they are maimed because
they lack a complete language--like Gérard in "Saturday"--or else
the “anguage they possess is so impoverished and limited that
they seem to lead their lives by clichés--like the Reeves in "In
the Tunnel" who live out their self-imposed exile on the Riviera

confined within a private language of "walkies, tummy, spend-a-

50



penny" (C5) and the catch-phrase "get to Friday," a phrase which
emphasizes their entrapment in the class assumptions they are
trying to escape. Gallant’s stories argue that the language
acquired in the early formative years can never be transcended.
Only a writer like Linnet Muir--a figure unique in Gallant’s
work--can wield language to transform memory by finding an
articulate and authentic voice.

The centrality of language to Gallant explains some of the
more important features of her style. On the whole, critics tend
to regard her as a "realist" writer,7 who creates rounded
characters, although some critics cannot fully endorse this
reading. Ronald Hatch, for example, notes "“at first sight,
Gallant’s characters sometimes seem as if they ought not to
deserve the reader’s interest, since they are so ephemeralﬁ
(1578, 97), and "it is almost as if the characters are =o fragile
that a direct explanation would alter them" (1978, 99). This
fragility is the result of the fact that Gallant’s characters are
always, and only, products of their own language and voice.
Language creates and constitutes consciousness. Elsewhere, Hatch
has remarked, "language provides one of the main means by which
the mind controls the world, objects in flux being condensed into

sclid nouns" (1985, 52). As in Atwood’s work, this process is
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both necessary (its failure indicates an untenable madness as

with Flor in Green Water, Green Sky) and dangerous because it

results in a permanent and inevitably limited view of the world.
In Atwood’s work, women are the primary victims: they are fixed
in language as static "nouns." In Gallant’s, the consciousness
that wields the language and is thus limited by it is the primary
victim. The individual’s language is part of a complex
ideological institution. Individuals are thus victims of the
predominant ideology, which for Gallant much more than for Atwood
involves race and class as well as gender, because it shapes
their minds.

The first sectio” of Home Truths explores consciousness in

the process of childhood formation. The title of this section--
wat Home"--refers to the setting of the stories in Canada. Yet
the title is also deeply ironic, for none of the characters is
ngt home." All are displaced from the nexus of forces that could
be characterized as home: family connection, love, warmth,
nurturance, and the presence of a maternal figure. Home also
includes the domestic work, especially the production of food,
which constitutes nurturance and is closely associated,

throughout Gallant’s work, with women. In The Pegnitz Junction,

for example, Fascism, associated with male violence, especially
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rape, is set against the production of food. This notion of home
is central in Gallant’s work, but it works only through its
absence. Home is always lacking; the "dis-ease" of Gallant’s
characters that Hatch notes (1985, 47) is a profound
homesickness.

The first story in this section--"Thank You for the Lovely
Tea'--illustrates on many levels this displacement from home. The
school is itself an apt backdrop for displacement with its
imported traditions: "the school had been a Bernardine abbey,
transported from England %o Canada stone by stone" (5). The
headmistress’s catchphrase, "a year of change" (4), illustrates
how language works to create a powerful ideology through
seemingly innocent phrases. The new world, it is implied,
subscribes to a limited definition of change that is concerned
only with these minor changes within the established British
tradition--the death of Kipling and the substitution of one
monarch for another. The new "progress-minded" (4) headmistress’s
similarity to the new king accentuates the closure. Yet what Ruth
and the others are being guided by is not an imitative tradition,
but a new and inevitably.powerful tradition of distorted--because
displaced--values.

The children are separated from home both literally and
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metaphorically, and the separation is sanctioned in language.
May, for example, separated from her twin sister, explains the
separation: "/But now,’ she said, echoing a parental phrase, ’we
have different clothes and we go to different schools, because we
have to develop separate personalities" (11). She is unwittingly
caught within a "parental phrase" even as she is supposed to
develop a "separate personality." Helen, “uprooted” from "her
warm, rowdy, half-literate family" (11) is another victim: "In
school, Helen had been told, she would learn to renounce Satan
for herself and, more important, learn to be a lady" (11). In
fact, she learns to judge her family in cliché-laden terms:
"Their voices are so loud. And they drink, and everything" (12).
Ruth, already separated from her family by its dissolution,
refuses the affection that Mrs.Holland, a potential mother
figure, offers, again because of an "impression" formed almost
entirely by the kind of language she has heard used about her:
"Mrs.Holland was untidy--she had heard people say so. She was
emotional. This, too, Ruth had overheard, always said with
disapproval" (3}. In sﬁhool, from the coercions of the language
Ruth hears, she learns the meaning of "emotional" more thoroughly
than she learns how to represent proportion. She assimilates the

judgements that are institutionalized by the school. In her final
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gesture, she demonstrates that she has learned to shun the
erratic force of "emotion": "She breathed on the window, idly
drew a heart, smiled placidly, let it fade" (16).

The story "Saturday" is central in the first section in
terms of its concern with language. Gérard is a character
crippled by his lack of language in which to dream. His
deprivation of French is a result of his mother’s desire for
"freedom" from the Church. Yet, as so often in Gallant’s work,
this freedom is bondage of another kind; there can be no freedom
from the institutions of power without heavy penalty. Language is
the bastion of power through which such institutions exert their
control, and to reject the institution is to lose the language:
"Church and language were inextricably enmeshed, and you had to
leave the language if you wanted your children brought up some
other way" (33). As the institution of the matriarchal family
tries to usurp the power of the church, the language is greatly
diminished, so that what remains is not freedom but "only tension
and conversation . . . and a few corrupted qualities disguised as
’speaking your mind,’ ‘taking a stand,’ and ’‘drawing the line
somewhere’" (33}

Gérard’s mother replaces the authority of the church with

what Linnet in another context refers to as "an erratic and
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alarming maternal vitality" (271). She is one of Gallant’s
several domineering mothers who exhibit a curious mixture of
destructive censorship and--often deeply buried--energetic
nurturance; far beneath the surface she is "a source of infinite
love" (38). The mother controls her family, censoring her son’s
pornography and her children’s letters and diaries. She controls
the family’s language and imposes her own. Her catch-phrases
"nobody cares" and "hell-day," which "she said . . . so often
that Gérard supposed most days were some kind of hell" (36)
become self-fulfilling prophecies. Her secret "“shut up," an
attempt to silence her husband’s verbally promiscuous
outpourings, is a sign of the barricades she has erected against
emotional life and is echced in the next generation of sons-in-
law whose response to "something being said about religion or
something personal" is "A chorus of silent English: ‘Shut up!‘’"
(44).

The mother has managed to create her five indistinguishable
daughters in her own image except diminished even farther into
types. Impermeable, they see intelligence as a disease and marry
interchangeable husbands. The men in the family are different.
Gérard, Léopold, and their father all have the potential for

intelligence, emotion, and an interior life. In Gérard, this
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potential is seen going radically wrong. Having no language
“"fully understood,” he has nothing in which to anchor his
imagination, and he is pathologically incapable of distinguishing
among dream, reality, and film-script--a disability accentuated
by the narrative which forces a similar confusion on the

reader’. He is consigned to live out his life and to dream in an
imperfect language.

Gérard’s father, still in possession of his language, has
the power to "invent." Unlike Gérard, he is able to Keep a clear
distinction between invention and reality. After conjuring for
himself a "large sloping pasture” with wild flowers, crab apples,
and choke cherries, he recognizes "he was still here, on the
street, and had not forgotten it for a second" (48). Lénpold,
closely associated with his father, also has total command-of
language: "French is Léopold’s private language; he keeps it as
he does his toys, to himself, polished, personal, a lump of
crystalline rock he takes out, examines, looks through, and
conceals for another day" (39). Both father and son are outcasts
from the family. The father is rendered powerless and silenced;
Léopold is regarded as a "little stunted, ugly thing" (40) whose
intelligence is a burden, whose sisters "wish he had never been

born" (40), and whose mother, in one of her shocking confessions,
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says, "I never wanted him" (46). Yet hope resides in Léopold,
whose language, it is suggested, can, like a camera, allow him to
look at reality and turn it into a vital memory, a source of
future "assurance." The story; though, is open-ended because the
reader, like Léopold’s father, will "never know what became of
him" (48). Thus the story traces the genesis of the "distrust of
imagination" (xii) Gallant speaks of in her introduction. The
replacement of a full and rich language with stock phrases that
fix and control and silence anything from the imaginative or
emotional world is a step in the process of decay.

"Orphan’s Progress" traces the process (a highly ironic
progress) of separation from home, a process which is effected
largely through language. The notion of home is stronger here
than elsewhere in the book, although by the beginning of the
story a complete separation between children and their home has
already taken place. The mother of the children lives in chaotic
dirt and disorder znd, in the eyes of the world, is clearly mad.
Yet she offers more maternal warmth than any of Gallant’s other
mother figures. While they lived with her, the children "loved"
their mother "without knowing what the word implied, or even that
it existed" (56). As social workers move in, they impose

classifications, making the girls self-aware of their condition

58



and teaching them to see through the eyes of the judgemental
world. It is by this process that they are “orphaned."

The sisters, who once slept in the same bed and were
reflected in each other’s eyes, move progressively apart until
even their family names are different. The social world tampers
with the girls’ memories by changing their language. When Mildred
sees a rooftop from her window, a memory surfaces in her lost
language: the place is "Where Mummy lives" (60). Her "lie" is
punished by a symbolic suppression of language--she is forced to
carry a large pair of shears which are said to be connected to
the idea of cutting out a liar’s tongue, but what has been
effectively severed through the metaphorical cutting out of the
tongue is memory itself. Gallant comments in her introduction,
"Memory is something that cannot be subsidized or ordained. It
can, however, be destroyed; and it is inseparable from language"
(xv). Mildred’s memory is not repressed, but destroyed: after
this episode, "mummy" ceases to have a meaning. Later, when
Mildred is shown the house where she lived, it is evident that
the destruction of the vital connection with home is complete:
wghe had no reason to belie