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N AT I O N A L  I D E N T I T Y
• T H E  A U T H O R  O F  O V E R  S I X T Y  B O O K S , AT W O O D  

H O L D S  A  U N I Q U E  P O S I T I O N  I N  C O N T E M P O R A RY  
C A N A D I A N  L I T E R AT U R E . 

• John Bemrose: "[She] is arguably the most recognizable writer in the country." 

• Ann Marie Lipinski: "one of the leading literary luminaries, a national heroine of the arts, the 

rara avis of Canadian letters." 

• A T W O O D  I S  N O T  S I M P L Y  A  " C A N A D I A N "  A U T H O R ,  T H O U G H ,  
S I N C E  H E R  B O O K S  H AV E  R E C E I V E D  C R I T I C A L  A C C L A I M  I N  
T H E  U N I T E D  S T A T E S  A N D  E U R O P E  A S  W E L L  I N  A S  H E R  N A T I V E  
C A N A D A ,  A N D  S H E  H A S  W O N  N U M E R O U S  L I T E R A R Y  A W A R D S .

• " I T ' S  A N  A C C I D E N T  T H A T  I ' M  A  S U C C E S S F U L  W R I T E R , "  
S H E  T O L D  R O Y  M A C G R E G O R  I N  M AC L E A N ' S . " I  T H I N K  I ' M  
K I N D  O F  A N  O D D  P H E N O M E N O N  I N  T H A T  I ' M  A  S E R I O U S  
W R I T E R  A N D  I  N E V E R  E X P E C T E D  T O  B E C O M E  A  P O P U L A R  
O N E ,  A N D  I  N E V E R  D I D  A N Y T H I N G  I N  O R D E R  T O  B E C O M E  
A  P O P U L A R  O N E . "  



ATWOOD VIEWS HERSELF FIRST AND 
FOREMOST AS A CANADIAN WRITER

• As Marge Piercy explained in American Poetry Review,

Atwood believes writers must consciously work within 

their nation's literary tradition. 

• Atwood's prominent stature in Canadian letters rests as 

much on her published works as on her efforts to define 

and give value to her nation's literature. 

• According to Susan Wood,  Atwood "has emerged as a 

champion of Canadian literature and of the peculiarly 

Canadian experience of isolation and survival." 

• Linda Hutcheon notes Atwood’s "important impact on 

Canadian culture" and that her diverse body of work, 

"internationally known through translations, stand as 

testimony to [her] significant position in a contemporary 

literature which must deal with defining its own identity and 

defending its value.“ 



Margaret Atwood weaves stories from her own life in 
the bush and cities of Canada. Intensely conscious of her 
political and social context, Atwood dispels the notion 
that caribou-clad Canadians remain perpetually locked in 
blizzards while simultaneously seeming to be a polite 
mass of gray faces, often indistinguishable from their 
American neighbors. Atwood has continually pondered 
the lack of an identifiable Canadian culture. For over 
thirty years her work has aided in fashioning a distinct 
Canadian literary identity. … In an attempt to focus on 
Canadian experiences, Atwood has populated her stories 
with Canadian cities, conflicts, and contemporary people, 
conscious of a landscape whose borders have been 
permeated by the frost of Nature, her colonizers and 
her neighbors. Her examination of how an individual 
interacts, succeeds, or stagnates within her world speaks 
to an emerging sense of self and often parallels the 
battles fought to establish self-determination.

– Patricia F. Goldblatt "Reconstructing Margaret 
Atwood's Protagonists." World Literature Today 73, no. 
2 (spring 1999): 275-82.



S U R V I V A L  V S .  V I C T I M H O O D
• I N  S U R V I V A L :  A  T H E M A T I C  G U I D E  T O  C A N A D I A N  

L I T E R A T U R E  ( 1 9 7 2 ) ,  A T W O O D  E X P R E S S E S  H E R  S T R O N G  
B E L I E F  I N  C A N A D I A N  N A T I O N A L I S M  A N D  D I S C E R N S  A  
U N I Q U E L Y  C A N A D I A N  L I T E R A T U R E ,  D I S T I N C T  F R O M  I T S  
A M E R I C A N  A N D  B R I T I S H  C O U N T E R P A R T S ,  A N D  D I S C U S S E S  
T H E  D O M I N A N T  T H E M E S  T O  B E  F O U N D  I N  I T .  

• F O R  A T W O O D ,  " E V E R Y  C O U N T R Y  O R  C U L T U R E  H A S  A  
S I N G L E  U N I F Y I N G  A N D  I N F O R M I N G  S Y M B O L  A T  I T S  C O R E :  
F O R  A M E R I C A ,  T H E  F R O N T I E R ;  F O R  E N G L A N D ,  T H E  
I S L A N D ;  F O R  C A N A D A ,  S U R V I V A L .“

• P E R H A P S  T H E  M O S T  C O N T E N T I O U S  P A R T  O F  H E R  
A R G U M E N T  I S  T H A T  C A N A D I A N  L I T E R A T U R E  I S  P R I M A R I L Y  
C O N C E R N E D  W I T H  V I C T I M S A N D  W I T H  T H E  V I C T I M ' S  
A B I L I T Y  T O  S U R V I V E .  



• Several critics find Atwood's own work exemplifying this primary theme 

of Canadian literature. Her examination of destructive sex roles and her 

nationalistic concern over the subordinate position Canada plays with 

relation to the United States are variations on the victor/victim theme. 

• Hutcheon observes that because Atwood's own work closely parallels the 

themes she sees as common to the Canadian literary tradition, Survival

"has served as the context in which critics have subsequently discussed 

[Atwood's] works.



K E Y  Q U E S T I O N S : 

W H O  A R E  T H E  V I C T I M S ?

W H O  I S  P R E Y  A N D  W H Y ?  

H OW  D O  C H A R A C T E R S  

E S C A P E  T H E  A R C H E T Y P E  O F  

V I C T I M  O R  P R E DATO R / P R E Y  

R E L AT I O N S ?

In her novels, Margaret Atwood creates situations in which 
women, burdened by the rules and inequalities of their societies, 
discover that they must reconstruct braver, self-reliant personae 
in order to survive. Not too far from the Canadian blueprint of 
the voyageur faced with an inclement, hostile environment, these 
women struggle to overcome and to change systems that block 
and inhibit their security. … Yet the author herself was neither 
encumbered nor restricted by the definition of contemporary 
female in her life as a child. Having grown up in the Canadian 
North, outside of societal propaganda, she could critically 
observe the behaviors that were indoctrinated into her urban 
peers who lacked diverse role models. As Atwood has noted, 
"Not even the artistic community offered you a viable choice as a 
woman" (Sullivan, 103). Her stories deal with the transformation 
of female characters from ingenues to insightful women. By 
examining her heroes, their predators, and how they cope in 
society, we will discover where Atwood believes the ability to 
reconstruct our lives lies.

– Patricia F. Goldblatt "Reconstructing Margaret Atwood's 
Protagonists." World Literature Today 73, no. 2 (spring 
1999): 275-82.
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C I V I L I Z A T I O N  V S .  W I L D E R N E S S

• A T W O O D ’ S  W O R K ,  E S P E C I A L L Y  T H E  E A R L Y  P O E T R Y  A N D  

F I C T I O N ,  E X P L O R E S  H O W  H U M A N S  ( N A M E L Y,  W H I T E  

S E T T L E R S )  O F T E N  A T T E M P T  T O  C O N S T R U C T  T H E  B O R D E R S  

O F  “ C I V I L I Z A T I O N ”  A G A I N S T  T H E  “ W I L D E R N E S S ”  

S U R R O U N D I N G  O R  E N C R O A C H I N G  U P O N  I T  

• S H E  C O N S I D E R S  T H E S E  O P P O S I T I O N S  T O  B E  T H E  D E F I N I N G  

P R I N C I P L E S  O F  C A N A D I A N  L I T E R A T U R E ;  T H E Y  A L S O  

P R O V I D E  A  M E T A P H O R  F O R  D I V I S I O N S  W I T H I N  H U M A N S  I N  

T H E I R  P E R C E P T I O N S  O F  T H E  W O R L D  A R O U N D  T H E M :

• Civilization = society, culture, the rational, contained side of humanity

• Wilderness = irrational, primeval, carnal, nonhuman spaces and “others”

• A T W O O D  I S  U L T I M A T E L Y  I N T E R E S T E D  I N  H O W  T H E  

“ W I L D E R N E S S ”  I S  B O T H  A  R E A L  A N D  I M A G I N E D  P L A C E  

W I T H I N  T H E  C A N A D I A N  P O S T / C O L O N I A L  I M A G I N A T I O N .



• For example, Atwood dramatizes the “civilized” urge to ignore 

the wildness lurking just over the horizon; in “Progressive 

Insanities of a Pioneer” she captures this theme with particular 

vividness: “In the darkness the fields / defend themselves with 

fences / in vain: / everything / is getting in.”

• Atwood elaborates on the uselessness of defending oneself 

against the wilderness in The Journals of Susanna Moodie, an 

account of a European immigrant’s struggles to navigate the 

wildernesses of Canada, her adopted home. 

• Almost every poem  in The Journals 
deals with this tension in some form: 
human “improvements” to the natural 
world do little to mask the “savagery” 
that preceded human intervention. 

• Landscapes in Atwood’s early poems 
and fictions are often harsh and brutal, 
wild and unconquerable, and confront 
Canadian settlers and their descendants 
with a legacy of colonized spaces and 
ways of viewing the world.





P O S T C O L O N I A L  &  F E M I N I S T  W R I T E R

• A L T H O U G H  S H E  H A S  B E E N  L A B E L E D  A  C A N A D I A N  
N A T I O N A L I S T,  A  F E M I N I S T,  A N D  E V E N  A  G O T H I C  
W R I T E R ,  A T W O O D  I N C O R P O R A T E S  A N D  T R A N S C E N D S  
T H E S E  C A T E G O R I E S .  I N  M A N Y  R E V I E W S ,  A R T I C L E S ,  A N D  
S P E E C H E S ,  S H E  M A K E S  T H E  M O R E  G L O B A L  F O C U S  O F  
H E R  W O R K  D E L I B E R A T E  A N D  C O N S C I O U S :  

• "I have always seen Canadian nationalism and the concern for 

women's rights as part of a larger, non-exclusive picture." 

• S H E  W R I T E S  F R O M  H E R  O W N  P E R S P E C T I V E  A S  A  
W O M A N ,  A  C A N A D I A N ,  A N D  A N  A U T H O R ,  B U T  S H E  A L S O  
I N S I S T S  O N  E X E R C I S I N G  A L L  H E R  A R T I S T I C  O P T I O N S .  

• T H E  P O T E N T I A L  S T E R I L I T Y  O F  C O N T E M P O R A R Y  A R T  
A N D  C O N S U M E R  C U L T U R E  I S  C H A L L E N G E D  B Y  
A T W O O D ' S  V I E W  O F  A R T I S T I C  C R E A T I O N  A S  A N  A C T  O F  
M O R A L  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y,  B O T H  P R I V A T E  A N D  P U B L I C ;  
I N  A L L  H E R  W O R K S ,  S H E  S E E S  T H E  P R O C E S S E S  O F  
W R I T I N G  A N D  R E A D I N G  A S  L I F E - G I V I N G .



YO U  F I T  I N TO  M E

L I K E  A  H O O K  I N TO  A N  E Y E

A  F I S H  H O O K

A N  O P E N  E Y E

~  P OW E R  P O L I T I C S

Linda Sandler concludes that "Atwood 

is all things to all people . . . a nationalist 

. . . a feminist or a psychologist or a 

comedian . . . a maker and breaker of 

myths . . . a gothic writer. She's all these 

things, but finally she's unaccountably 

Other. Her writing has the discipline of 

a social purpose, but it remains elusive, 

complex, passionate. It has all the 

intensity of an act of exorcism." 

• Atwood frequently uses surprise in her 

poems. She establishes very specific 

expectations and then tramples them. 

• Here, she overturns the expected 

definition of “hook and eye” and replaces 

it with an image of brutality and violence. 

• The power of this setup/letdown formula 

often hinges, as in this poem, on the 

multiple meanings of words. 

• “You fit into me” succinctly captures 

Atwood’s interest in the mechanisms of 

language, the multiplicity of words, and the 

many layers of meanings.



U N I T  R E A D I N G :

T H E  J O U R N A L S  O F  S U S A N N A  M O O D I E  ( 1 9 7 0 )

S E L E C T E D  P O E M S  F R O M :

T H E  C I R C L E  G A M E ( 1 9 6 6 )

T H E  A N I M A L S  I N  T H AT  C O U N T R Y  ( 1 9 6 8 )

P R O C E D U R E S  F O R  U N D E R G R O U N D ( 1 9 7 0 )

T W O - H E A D E D  P O E M S  ( 1 9 7 8 )

S H O R T  S T O R I E S :

“ W I L D E R N E S S  T I P S ”  &  “ D E AT H  B Y  L A N D S C A P E ”  ( 1 9 9 1 )

A D D I T I O N A L  R E A D I N G : L I T E R A R Y  B I O G R A P H Y  O F  M A R G A R E T  

AT W O O D  ( I N  P I L O T  &  T H E  S O U R C E  F O R  M O S T  O F  T H I S  P P )


