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Margaret Atwood

WT}en I szarted‘to write this book [ intended to produce a short '
puide to Canad:an literature, largely for the benefit of students a:ld of thisf
teachers in high schools, co unity colleges and universities who sudde
find themseives teaching a subject they have never studied: “Canfir.”
My own struggles with the same problem I knew there was 2 conside
amonnt of material already available, but it consisted primarily of E
hfsl:oncal surveys, individual biographies, or in-depth academic ses -l.
discuss works often out of print. In Canada there are many authers and 1 e
b:?oks_, but few obvious classics; as a result, those compiling sources -"=_£
tributing il}farmatian tend to fail back on long lists of writers and book-t
among which the prospective reader or teacher must scrabble asound
-:hocsfa as best he may. But the inevitable question will be raised soon 5
later, in one or another of its forms: “Why are we smdying &im '(uutead .
;’;‘iw]:l;n;rj?“ ::hy d?“:-]nr: havz:no read s (instead of Hermann Hesse)?" 0
e shape, “What's i Canadian literature, and v

siould we be botheredp [..] 0 e I nd vig
Unail I‘-ECE]’II:[}_’, reading Canadian literature has been for me and for %
one else w?m did it a personal interest, since it was not taught, re u.ir:iug
e¥en mentioned (except with derision) in the public sphere, L'Lkeq of
th(_:ae who encountered it before, say, 1965, my involvernent has l::e?lni%
WIILET, NOt a5 a sindent or teacher, and several though by no means alf «:ufm‘JJ.';*i
patterns I've found myself dealing with here were first brought to my asteg
tron by my own work. Also by my surprise at finding the concerns of that war{
s!l:}red b:}r writers with whom-—I found myself concluding—1] seemed 1o 3
Hicipate i 2 coltural community that had never been defined for me Idifg
alk mu_ch about my work in this book because T happen to belim-ﬂiatmé
author is always his own trickiest crisic. However, I approach many of the
terns, and the problems connected with them, from the writer's point of qu
which is perhaps the best one, since that's how the wriierl:n thems:IImf
approach them. The answer o the question, “What is there to read abnu::::i
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7" is really also an answer to the question, “What is there to write
Canadian literature has been historically a very private act, one
$ even an audience was excluded, since for a lot of the time there
1ce. Teaching it, however, is a political act. If done badly it can
ple. even more bored with their country than they already are; if
iL, it may snggest to them why they have been tzught to be bored with
gountry, and whose interests that boredom serves.

“hick to my original question. The first part of that question, “What's
i about Canadian literature,” is answered, I hope, by the rest of this
he second part, “Why should we be bothered,” shouldn't have to be
d at all because, in any self-respecting nation, it would never even be
“Rist that's one of the problems: Canada ésn a selfrespecting nation

quiestion does get asked. Therefore. —

nyou ask, *How do they wiite?” you may get an answer something like
Fa pendil” or “With pain,” or you may get an answer that tatks about how
 Biooks are put together, an answer that treats the book as a self-contained
aj pattern and talks zbout style or form. These are entirely legitimate ques-
‘bitt the one I'm concerned with here is “What do writers write about?”
e character Stephen Dedalus in James Joyce's Porirait of the Atist as a
- Man looks at the flyleaf of his geography book and finds a Jist he has

?rephen Dedalus

s of Flements
Clongowes Wood College
Lounty Kildare
f_{ie]and
Farope

The World
The Universe

,ﬂ'l:ai's a fairly inchusive Iist of everything it is possible for a human being o
arite abont and therefore to read zbout. It begins with the personal, contin-
Sizes through the social or cultural or national and ends with “The Universe,”
;the universal. Any piece of fiction or poeiry may contain elements of all three
“ireas, though the ratio may vary: a love lyric is more likely & be personal or

‘upiversal than it is to be national, a novel may be about 2 family or about a

“man’s life as a politician, and so forth. The tendency in Canada, at least in
‘high school and university teaching, has been to emphasize the personal and

Mynu get from literature depend on the questions you pose. If
“Why do writers write?” the answer will be psychological or bicgrapb- ©-
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22 Anti-Colonial Netionalisr

the universal but to skip the national or cultural. This is like trying to teach
human anatomy by looking only at the head and the feet. That's cne reason
for reading Canadian literature then; it gives you a more complete idea of
how any literature is made: it’s made by people living in a particular space at
a particular time, and you can recognize that more easily if the space and the
time are your own. If you read only the work of dead foreigners you will cer
tainly reinforce the notion that literature can be written only by dead for
eigrers.

But there's another reason that has to do not with the reader as student of
literatre but with the reader as citizen. A piece of att, a5 well as being a cre-
ation to be enjoyed, can also be (as Germaine Warkentin suggests) a rirny
The reader locks at the mirror and sees not the writer but himself, and
behind his cwn image in the foreground, a reflection of the world he livesin
I a country or a culture lacks such mirrors it has no way of knowing what it
looks like: it must travel blind. If, as has long been the case in this counuy
the viewer is given 2 mirror that reflects not him but someone else, and told
at the same time that the reflection he sees is himself, he will get a very dis
torted idea of what he is really like. He will also get a distorted idea of what
other pecple are like: it’s hard to find out who anyone else is until you have
found out who you are. Selfknowledge, of course, can be painful, and the
extent to which Canadian literature has been neglected in its lvome territory
suggests, among other things, a fear on the part of Canadians of knowing who
they are; while the large number of mirror and reflection images contained
within that literature suggest a society engaged in 2 vain search for an image,
a reflection that will answer it, like A M. Klein's mad poet who “stares ata mir-
ror all day long, as if / to recognize himself.”

There are, of course, reflections of us to be found in places other thas.
Canadian fiterature. There’s the placid, jolly, woodcutting and woodchuck.
eating “Canadian” in Thoreau’s Waldzs; there’s Edmund Wilson saying “n-
my youth, of the early nineteen-hundreds, we tended to imagine Canada asa:
kind of vast hunting preserve convenient to the United Sates.” (Right on,”

Edmund.) In Malcolm Lowry's Under the Volcano, Canada is the protagonists
cool fantasy escape-land; if he can only make it there from steamy Mexico,
everything will be all right. There’s Shreve, the pinkish-grey Canadian room-
mate of Faulkner’s Quentin in Absalom, Absalom! who is healthy, does exerd
es and plays Wedding Guest to Quentin’s Ancient Mariner, And, for fun,
there’s the Canadizn man whe carries off the protagenist’s girlfriend in Rad-
clyffe Hall's The Well of Lumetiness, the first Lesbian novel; he’s muscular, core
petent, faceless and heterosexual That's more or less the range of Canada
viewed by “international” literature: a place you escape to from “chvilization,
an unspoiled, uncorrupted place imagined as empiy or thought of as popu
lated by happy archaic peasants or YMCA instructors, quaint or dull or bot
Watching made-in-Canadz beer ads and tourist literature often gives you the
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uneasy feeling that the perpetrators are basing their images on these kinds of
reflections becanse that's what everyone, inside and out, wants to believe. But
Canadian literamure itseif tells a very different story.
. 'To say that you must read your own literature to know who you are, to avoid
being 2 sort of cultural merorn, is not the same as saying that you should read
nothing else, though the “internationalist” or Canada Last opponents of this
notion sometimes think it is. A reader cannet live by Canlit alone, and it s a
disservice to Canlit to try it. If a man from cuter space were to be dropped on
an island and supplied with all of Canadian literature and nothing eise, he
wotld be rendered completely incapable of deducing anything meaningful
-ahout Canadian literature because he would have nothing to compare it with;
he would take it to be humen Lterature iz ite. The study of Canadian litera-
ture ought to be comparative, as should the study of any literature; it is by
‘cantrast that distinctive patterns show up most strongly. To know ourselves,
we must know our ewn literature; to kaow ourselves accurately, we need to
know it as part of literature as a whole.
. Butin Canada, as Frye suggests, the answer to the question “Who am 12 is
at least partly the same as the answer to another question: “Where is here?”
“Who am I¢" is a question appropriate in countries where the environment,
the “here,” is already weli-defined, so well-defined in fact that it may threaten
1o overwhelm the individual. In societies where everyone and everything has
jts place 2 person may have to struggle to separate himself from his social
‘background, in erder to keep from being just 2 function of the structure.
.+ "Where is here?” is a different kind of question. It is what a man asks when
e finds himself in unkaown territory, and it implies several other questions.
“Where is this place in relation to other places? How do I find my way around
in it? If the man is really 1ost he may ziso wonder how he got *here” o begin
‘with, hoping he may be able to find the right path or pessibly the way out by
‘retracing his steps. If he is unable to do this he will have to take stock of what
Mhere” has to offer in the way of support for human life and decide how he
‘should go about remaining alive. Whether he survives or not will depend
partly on what *here” really contains—whether it is too hat, oo cold, oo wet
'or 100 dry for him—and partly on his own desires and skills—whether he can
‘willize the resources available, adapt to what he can’t change, and keep from
“going crazy. There may be other people “here” already, natives who are coop-
erafive, indifferent or hostile. There may be animals, to be tamed, killed and
‘eaten, or avoided. If, however, there is too large a gap between our hero's
‘expectations and his environment he may develop culture shock or commit
‘suicide.
- - There’s 2 good moment in Carol Bolt's play Buffalo fumpr a high school
‘tegcher in the thirties makes his students recite the names of all the wives of
‘Henry the Eighth while a protest march is going past the window. He tells
them they aren’t in school te watch parades, which just about sums up the
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24  Anii-Colonial Nationalizm

approach o Canadian history and culture that prevailed for many decades
history and culture were things that took place elsewhere, and if you s
them just outside the window you weren'’t supposed to look.

The wives of Henry the Eighth may be taken as standing for the deluge of
values and artefacts flowing in from outside, from “there”; America, England
or France. The values and artefacts—and they could as easily be symbolized
by comic books, portraits of the Queen, The Ed Sullivan Show or marches oo
Outawa () to stop the war in Vietnam—imply that “there” is always more
important than “here” or that *here” is just another, inferior, version o
“there”; they render invisible the values and artefacts that actually exig
“here,” so that pecple can look at a thing without really seeing it, or look &
it and mistake it for something else. A person who is “here” but would rather
be somewhere else is an exile or 2 prisoner; a person who is *here” but thivk
he is somewhere else is insane. ' '

But when you are here and don't know where you are because you've mir
placed your landmarks or bearings, then you need not be an exile or a mad-
man: you are simply lost. Which returns us to our image of the man in an
unknown territory. Canada is an unknown territosy for the people who livein’
i, and I'm not talking about the fact that you may not have taken a trip to the.
Arctic or to Newfoundiand, you: may not have explored—as the travel felden
have it—This Great Land of Ours. I'm talking about Canada as a state of:
mind, as the space you inhabit not just with your body but with your head. Irs:
that kind of space in which we find ourselves lost. _

What a lost person needs is a map of the territory, with his own position.
marked on it 50 he can see where he is in relation to everything else. Literz-
ture is not only a mirror; it is alse a map, a geography of the mind. Our liter-
ature is one such map, if we can learn to read it as eur literature, as the prod-
uct of whe and where we have been. We need such a map desperately, we
need to know about here, becanuse here is where we live. For the members of
a country or a cultire, shared knowledge of their place, their here, is nota:
Juxury but a necessity. Without that knowledge we will not survive, [, . .]

* % ¥

I'd Iike to begin with a sweeping generalization and argue that every connuy’
or culture has a single unifying and informing symbol at its core. (Please
don't take any of my oversimplifications as articles of dogma which allow of

no exceptions; they are proposed simply to create vantage points from which-
the literature may be viewed.) The symbol, then—be it word, phrase, ides, .
image, or all of these—functions like a system of beliefs (it is a systern of -
beliefs, though not always a formal one) which holds the countey together-
and helps the people in it to co-operate for common ends. Possibly the syme
bol for America is The Frontier, a flexible idea that contsins many elements
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dear to the American heart: it suggests 2 place that is new, where the old order
can be discarded {as it was when America was instituted by a crop of disaf-
fected Protestants, and later at the tme of the Revolution); a line that is
always expanding, taking in or “conquering” ever{resh virgin. territory (be it
The West, the rest of the world, outer space, Poverty or The Regions of the
Mind); it holds out a hape, never fulfilled but always promised, of Utopia, the
perfect human society. Most twentieth century American literature is about
the gap between the promise and the actualily, between the imagined ideal
Golden West or City Upon a Hill, the model for all the world postulated by
the Puritans, and the actual squalid materialism, dotty small town, nasty city,
or redneci-flled cutback. Some Americans have even confused the actuality
with the promise: in that case Hezven is a Hilton hatel with a coke machine
in it

- The corresponding symbol for England is perhaps The Island, convenient
for obvious reasons. In the seventeenth century a poet called Phineas Fletch-
erwrote a long poem called The Purple Island, which is based on an extended
body-as-island metaphor, and, dreadful though the poem is, that’s the kind of
island I mean: island-as-body, self-contained, a Body Politic, evolving organi-
zally, with a hierarchical structure in which the King is the Head, the states-
inen the hands, the peasants or farmers or workers the feet, and so on. The
Englishman’s home as his castle is the popular form of this symbol, the feu-
dal castle being not only an insular structure but a self-contained MICTOCOSIL
of the entire Body Politic.

.‘The central symbol for Canada—and this is based on numerous instances
of its occurrence in both English and French Canadian literature—is
undoubtedly Survival, La Swrvivence. Like the Frontier and The Island, itis a
multifaceted and adaptable idea. For early explorers and setlers, it meant
bare survival in the face of “hostile” elements and/or natives: carving out a
place and a way of keeping alive. But the word can also suggest survival of a
crisis or disaster, like a hurricane or 2 wreck, and many Canadian poems have
thiz kind of survival as a theme; what you might call “grim® survival as
opposed to *bare” survival. For French Canada after the English took over it
became cultural survival, hanging on as a people, retaining a religion and a
language under an alien government. And in English Canada now while the
Americans are taking over it is acquiring a similar meaning. There is another
ase of the word as well: a survival can be a vestige of a vanished order which
has managed to persist after its time is past, like a primitive reptile. This ver-
sion crops up in Canadian thinking too, usually among those who believe that
Canada s obsolete.

_ But the main idea is the first one: hanging on, staying alive. Canadians are
forever tking the national pulse Like doctors at a sickbed: the aim is not to
see whether the patient will live well but simply whether he will live at all. Our
central idea is one which generates, not the excitement and sense of adven-
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ture or danger which The Fronter holds out, not the saigness and/or sense:-f

of security, of everything in its
almost intolerable anxiety. Qur

place, which The Island can offer, but an!
stories are likely to be mles not of those wha:

made it but of those who made it back, from the awful experience—the:
North, the snowstorm, the sinking ship—that killed everyone else. The sur?

vivor has no triumph or victory
his ordeal that he did not have
with his life.

but the fact of his survival; he has litte afier.
before, except gratitude for having escaped

A preoccupation with ane’s survival is necessarily alse a preoccupation with

the obstacles to thar survival. In

earlier writers these obstacles are external—

the land, the climate, and so forth. In later writers the obstacles tend o

become both harder to identify

and more internal; they are no longer obsta: ;

cles to physical survival but obstacles to what we may call spiritual survival, to;
life as anyrhing more than a minimally human being. Sometimes fear of these

obstacles becomes itself the ghs

tacle, and a character is paralyzed by terror

{cither of what he thinks is threatening him from the outside, or of elemenss

in his own nature that threaten

him from within). It may even be life itsel

that he fears; and when life becomes a threat to life, you have a moderately -
vicious circle. If a man feels he can survive only by amputating himself, turn-
ing himseif into a cripple or a eunuch, what price survival? {. . .)

E ook

Let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that Canada as a whole is a victim,

or an “oppressed minority,” or
da is 2 colony. A partial definitic

ploited.” Let us suppose in short that Cans-
n of a colony is that it is a place from which -

a profit is made, but not &y the people who live there the major profit from 2 |

colony is made in the center of

the empire. That's what colonies are for, to :

make money for the “mother country,” and that’s what—since the days of -
Rome and, more recently, of the Thirteen Colonies—they have always heen
for. Of course there are cultural side-effects which are often identified as “the
colonial mentality,” and it is these which are examined here. [.. ] ’
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