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Introduction

This book will examine how Margaret Atwood (1939~), reputed as an
important cultural spokesman of Canada and “by far Canada’s best-known
living writer” (Huggan xv), addresses the post-colonial issues and
represents Canadian post-coloniality in the post-colonial era. As Bill
Ashcroft says at the very beginning of his monumental work The Empire
Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-colonial Literatures, “more than
three-quarters of the people living in the world today have had their lives
shaped by the experience of colonialism” (1). In fact, it is almost
universally agreed that European colonialism, which started in the
sixteenth century, has changed human world so tremendously that a lot of
social, cultural and literary phenomena today might be more deeply
understood when put into the European colonial and post-colonial context.
In the same work, Ashcroft argues that even the dominant European
literary movements, such as postmodernism, which has sought to absorb
post-colonial writing into an international postmodern discourse, may
themselves, in fact, be more indebted to the cultural effects of the material
practice of colonization and its aftermath than usually acknowledged. The
history of literary and critical movements in the twentieth century is, as
one might expect, deeply determined by its interaction with colonialism or
imperialismi, which still exists today. Ashcroft states that “{w]e use the
term ‘post-colonial’ to represent the continuing process of imperial
suppressions and exchanges throughout this diverse range of societies, in
their institutions and their discursive practices” (Post-colonial 3). Then,
how is Margaret Atwood influenced by colonialism and imperialism, and
how does she perceive, respond to and interact with colonialism and
imperialism in Canadian post-colonial context?

+ ! According to Fdward Said, colonialism and imperialism go hand in hand, “imperialism means the
practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory;
‘colonialism,” which is almost always a consequence of imperialism, is the implanting of settlement on
distant territory” (Culture 9).



2 Construction and Deconstruction of National Identity
Disputes over Colonialism and Post-colonialism

Atwood’s response to and interaction with European colonialism
could be by no means independent of the contemporary disputes over
colonialism and post-colonialism. In fact, colonialism is a site of hot
contention, where consensus seems impossible to obtain. As Edward Said
notes:

[Wilhereas it is largely true that direct colonial rule ended in the middle years
of this century [...] the meaning of colonial rule was by no means
transformed into a settled question. [...] What may perhaps be surprising to
many, is that debate in various countries of the Third World about colonial
practice and the imperialist ideology that sustained it is extremely lively and
diverse. There are, for example, large groups of people who believe that the
bitterness and humiliations of the experience that virtually enslaved them
nevertheless delivered the benefits of a national self-consciousness, liberal
ideas, and technological goods, benefits over time that seem to have turned
colonialism into a much less unpleasant thing. (“Intellectuals” 29-30)

Stephen Slemon, while roughly identifying colonialism as “a form of
political, economic, and discursive oppression, first and last” (“‘Scramble”
52), notes that “colonialism obviously is an enormously problematic
category: it is by definition transhistorical and unspecific, and it is used in
relation to very different kinds of historical oppression and economic
control” (“Unsettling” 31). Since colonialism is experienced, perceived and
represented by different people in quite different ways, the debate over the
nature of European colonialism will have to go on.

Concomitant with the dispute over colonialism is an even hotter
contestation over post—colonialisml, which obviously comes in relation to
colonialism. As a highly sensitive political category, post-colonialism falls
into misuse and abuse ever since its inception. Graham Huggan notes that
“as an academic field postcolonial studies has always been more conflicted,
and usually more finely nuanced than its critics will admit” (vii), and
Stephen Slemon summarizes that post-colonialism is now used to describe
a remarkably heterogeneous set of subject positions, professional fields,
and critical enterprises:

! Post-colonialism, sometimes spelt without the nyphen as postcolonialism, is also calle¢ post-colonial
criticism, or post-colonial studies, or post-colonial theory, or post-colenial critical theory, and so on.



Introduction 3

It has been used as a way of ordering a critique of totalizing forms of
Western historicism; as a portmanteau term for a retooled notion of ‘class’,
as a subset of both postmodernism and post-structuralism [...]; as the name
for a condition of nativist longing in post-independence national groupings;
as a cultural marker of non-residency for a Third World intellectual cadre; as
the inevitable underside of a fractured and ambivalent discourse of
colonialist power; as an oppositional form of ‘reading practice’; and [...] as
the name for a category of ‘literary’ activity. (““Scramble” 45)

In spite of the chaos of disputes over post-colonialism, literary
theorists and critics still keep trying hard for a workable definition for post-
colonialism. Ashcroft, in his famous Key Concepts in Post-colonial Studies,
does provide a more inclusive and less disputable definition, which implies
that the so-called post-colonialism refers to a set of interrelated issues
concerning colonialization or a rescarch/reading strategy rather than a
homogencous set of views on colonialism:

Post-colonialism (or often postcolonialism) deals with the effects of
colonization on cultures and societies. {...] From the late 1970s the term has
been used by literary critics to discuss the various cultural effects of
colonization. (186)

In his subsequent elaboration, Ashcroft gives more variants to his
definition given above. According to him, post-colonialism may refer to
“the study of the controlling power of representation in colonized
societies” (Key 186) or “[the study of] colonialist discourse” such as the
one conducted by Edward Said in his Orientalism in late 1970s; “[the]
studies of the power of colonialist discourse to shape and form opinion and
policy in the colonies and metropolis” (Key 186); “the study of the effects
of colonial representation” (Key 186); “[the study of] cultural interactions
within colonial societies in literary circles” (Key 186); “[the study of] the
political, linguistic and cultural experience of societies that were former
European colonies” (Key 186); “[the study of] the material effects of the
historical condition of colonialism” (Key 186); “[the study of] the impact
of European imperialism upon world societies” (Key 187) and so on.
Diminishing the significance of the hyphen in spelling the term, Ashcroft
gives a further enlarged definition:



