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In Memoriam Hildegard Nischik (1919–2009) 

Dearest Mother 



What kind of world shall you describe for your readers? The one you can see around you, or the better one you can imagine? If only the latter, you’ll be unrealistic; if only the former, despairing. But it is by the better world we can imagine that we judge the world we have. If we cease to judge this world, we may find ourselves, very quickly, in one which is infinitely worse.

Margaret Atwood, Second Words, 333 

It is more difficult for a woman writer in this society than for a male writer. But not because of any innate mysterious hormonal or spiritual differences: it is more difficult because it has been made more difficult, and the stereotypes still lurk in the wings, ready to spring fully formed from the heads of critics, both male and female, and attach themselves to any unwary character or author that wanders by.

Margaret Atwood, Second Words, 226 

You have to understand what the form is doing, how it works, before you say, “Now we’re going to make it different ... , we’re going to turn it upside down, we’re going to move it so it includes something which isn’t supposed to be there, we’re going to surprise the reader.”

Margaret Atwood, interview with Geoff Hancock, 193 

If writing novels—and reading them—have any redeeming social value, it’s probably that they force you to imagine what it’s like to be somebody else.

Which, increasingly, is something we all need to know.

Margaret Atwood, Second Words, 430 
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Preface 

I still remember when I taught my first course ever on Margaret Atwood, back in 1982. I was thrilled with this new author from Canada, whose literary styles, whose language and themes, and whose personality I found intriguing. Here was literature that I felt strongly attracted to and wanted to bring closer to my students, who at the time were just a few years younger than I. Atwood was my favourite writer in those days, and she has remained so for the decades since then, having certainly kept up my scholarly interest as well as my great pleasure in teaching her works. I have always thought that my seminars on Atwood have been among my liveliest, most successful ones. Many students whom I taught Atwood to, off and on (thirteen times over three decades), were often similarly fascinated by her writing, and they have remained faithful Atwood readers.

Atwood’s writing has thus accompanied me throughout my years of teaching and research, and it has spurred three previous, though quite different, books of mine on Atwood: my postdoctoral thesis with a strong theoretical orientation (on mind style analysis, bridging narratology and stylistics, with Atwood’s fiction used as textual example; Tübingen: Narr, 1991); an anthology, including accompanying analyses, of her short stories for teaching (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1994); and my scholarly edition Margaret Atwood: Works and Impact (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2000/Toronto: Anansi, 2002), which surveys Atwood’s vast oeuvre as well as her reception and influence as writer and critic. 

Why, then, another book on Margaret Atwood? Again I am reminded of my early seminars on this author. One of the many reasons Atwood’s works have attracted me has always been her shrewd and level-headed gender consciousness. In my earlier classes in the 1980s, my students did not have such an awareness. Curiously many of them, especially the female students (in a rather sexist German society at the time), could not relate to Atwood’s statements on gender, could not see the justification for her criticism, or at least her questioning, of traditional gender roles and mentalities. If at all, it was the male students at the time who, at least in the classroom, followed Atwood in her implicit analyses and often agreed with them. It has been one of the many joys of teaching over the decades to observe how Atwood’s cutting-edge statements on gender have come to be appreciated by my female students too, so much so, in fact, that nowadays often they more than I raise issues of gender in the classroom.

Surely Atwood’s writing has contributed its share to our heightened sense of gender issues, of gender equality and discrimination, and of gender roles. Surveying and analyzing her works over the decades, from her early through her middle to her more recent creative periods, this book traces Atwood’s frequent involvement with gender, significant changes in her representation of gender, as well as her innovative linking of gender and genre. In its developing treatment of gender issues over five decades in an impressively high number of (sub)genres—practically all of them dealt with in this book—Atwood’s oeuvre is a remarkable cultural document of our times.

Several people were very helpful in the preparation of this volume: Julia Breitbach, Georgiana Banita, and Florian Freitag went through the manuscript and made excellent suggestions for change, as did Emily Petermann and Christina Duck Kannenberg. Anja Ging and Julia Sutter were helpful research assistants and acted as troubleshooters. Annette Regina Lang delved into forms of address when I was updating chapter 4. Christine Schneider conscientiously produced the files and again proved a wizard at deciphering my handwriting. Björn Brumann and Benjamin Kannenberg were helpful with scanning images. Florian Freitag reliably produced the index and, together with Julia Breitbach, helped with proofreading.

I am very grateful to Sherrill Grace from the University of British Columbia in Vancouver for reading the manuscript and for giving good pieces of advice. I also thank John Shoesmith of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library at the University of Toronto for being very helpful at short notice with the Margaret Atwood Papers. I particularly thank Margaret Atwood for giving permission to reproduce as many as nine of her comics in this book, which makes it a small collection of close to one-third of her produced comics. I also thank her for finding time between book tours to grant me the interview in Toronto and for providing useful information only she could know. My meetings with Margaret Atwood over the years have been not only “educative” but also and always great fun.

Financially, the project was supported by grants from the Association of Canadian Studies in German-Speaking Countries, from the University of Constance’s Centre of Excellence, “Cultural Foundations of Integration,” and from the Equal Opportunities Council of the University of Constance in Germany.

Chapters 2 and 3 are revised, updated, and extended treatments of issues I explored earlier in my articles in Margaret Atwood’s Textual Assassinations: Recent Poetry and Fiction, ed. Sharon Rose Wilson (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2003), and in The Cambridge Companion to Margaret Atwood, ed. Coral Ann Howells (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). Chapter 4 is a revised, updated, and substantially extended version of an earlier article published in Orbis Litterarum (1994).

This book is dedicated to my beloved mother, who did not live to see its publication. She indirectly taught me about gender by living her own life strictly according to traditional gender roles and at the same time putting her daughter in a position to be able to choose. I am enriched and extremely grateful for having had such a wonderful mother.



Introduction

One important aspect of Margaret Atwood’s extraordinary creativity and productivity over the past five decades—her first book, the poetry collection Double Persephone, appeared in 1961—has been the wide range of genres in which she has been productive. To date, Atwood has as many as twelve poetry collections to her credit (not counting four selections of previously published poems; see chapter 1), as many as twelve novels (1969–; see chapter 4), four short-story collections (1977–; the latest one, Moral Disorder, being her first short-story cycle; see chapter 3), three collections of prose poetry and short fictions (1989–; see chapter 2), as many as seven books of literary and cultural criticism (1972–; see chapter 6), six books of children’s fiction (1978–), some thirty cartoons and comic strips (uncollected; see chapter 7), and a few screenplays based on her own works (1970–; see chapter 5).

In addition, Atwood has acted as editor/anthologist of books of Canadian verse, of collections of Canadian as well as American short stories, and of more unusual books such as The CanLit Foodbook: From Pen to Palate—A Collection of Tasty Literary Fare (1987).1 She has also engaged in visual artwork of various kinds (see the interview with Atwood at the end of this volume), with several of her visual works included in her books or reproduced on some of her book covers. She has also written a few libretti for operas, including one on E. Pauline Johnson. Finally, July 2007 saw her professional debut as a dramatist, when her own drama adaptation of The Penelopiad premiered—stage drama had been a gap in the impressive range of generic formats that Atwood had tackled over the years. Perhaps in her creative writing she is not so much interested in an exclusive focus on dialogue, on what characters directly say, and perhaps she prefers to keep greater control over the finished product than is possible when the dramatic text becomes theatre (see also chapter 5 on her experiences in regard to adaptations of her works for TV and cinema).

Atwood’s achievements in all the literary genres she has chosen to approach are high—one would be hard put to argue that she excels more in one literary genre than in the others. As if to prove this, Atwood received Canada’s most prestigious literary prize, the Governor General’s Literary Award, for her second collection of poetry, The Circle Game (1966), and then again for her novel The Handmaid’s Tale (1985). Internationally she is one of only three novelists to be shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize four (in her case) or more times, and she won the award for The Blind Assassin (2000). Along with Alice Munro and Mavis Gallant, Atwood is one of the three most frequently anthologized Canadian writers of short fiction. She is also among the most influential critics of Canadian literature and culture—not a small achievement for someone who regards herself first and foremost as a creative writer. Last but not least, she has been shortlisted for the Nobel Prize for Literature and has long been a hot candidate for it.

Atwood’s overwhelming publication record, her status as Canada’s leading writer and as one of the best and best-known contemporary writers worldwide, her political consciousness and critical awareness, coupled with her media-savvy and media-friendly personality, have resulted in numerous public appearances often connected to her own writing or to writing in general. As for the print media, there are first of all the many interviews conducted with Atwood over the decades (two collections of interviews exist so far, both edited by Earl Ingersoll). With her vast knowledge and sharp wit, her humour and engaging presence of mind, Atwood must be one of the most frequently interviewed writers on an international scale. Then, too, she engages with any political, social, and cultural affairs that she feels called upon to speak or write, or even “draw,” about: on the occasion of readings (see chapter 8 on her Book Tour Comics), speeches (e.g., her invitation to give the renowned Clarendon Lectures at Oxford University, the Empson Lectures at Cambridge University, and the Massey Lectures at five different locations in Canada), and articles written for newspapers and journals. Be it the Conservative Harper government’s anticultural policies in Canada, the persecution of writers on political grounds in some parts of the world, ecological problems, or systematic discrimination against women, Atwood speaks out. She is not only a poeta doctus but also the epitome of a writer who regards her vocation as an essential part of the social conscience.

Interweaving the generic threads of her vast oeuvre even further, several of her works have been transposed into other artistic formats (with greater or lesser success). Some of her novels have been adapted for the big screen (Surfacing, The Handmaid’s Tale, The Robber Bride; see chapter 5); six of her short stories have been adapted for television (The Atwood Stories); The Edible Woman and Good Bones have appeared on stage; there is an opera based on The Handmaid’s Tale; some of her poetry has been set to music and adapted for television (see chapter 5). As Susan Walker (2001) has stated, “Margaret Atwood is no mere writer. She’s an industry. The spinoffs from the products of her imagination and intellect could fill a theme park.”

An essential thematic strand in Atwood’s oeuvre dealt with here concerns her preoccupation with issues of gender. This study demonstrates first of all that Atwood’s writing, in all the genres she has tackled, indeed has been gender conscious right from the beginning—that is, even at a time when the second wave of the Women’s Movement had not yet fully gotten under way2—through to her most recent works. Atwood has moved on the cutting edge concerning the representation of women and men, the relationship between the sexes, and gender hierarchies. Although we can discern a falling-off of explicit concern with gender in a few of her later works, such as the novel Oryx and Crake and the poetry collection The Door, her interest in gender issues has been noticeable all through her works: “gender troubles” may have changed somewhat in the course of the past five decades, yet they do remain an issue (see chapter 4). Atwood’s involvement with gender in all genres shows interesting variations and developments over the decades (see, e.g., chapters 3, 4, 6, and 7). We can generalize that it affects several important aspects of her writing: most notably, next to general thematic impact, the fields of characterization, character constellation, discourse structures, dialogue, linguistic variants, symbols and imagery, and, last but not least, genre.

To show the broad impact of Atwood’s gender awareness and gender involvement, I will be concerned with all of these literary aspects in various chapters. I will pay specific attention to the interaction of genre and gender in Atwood’s oeuvre. Coral Ann Howells characterizes Atwood’s position on genre as “represent[ing] a balance between respect for generic traditions and an insistent challenge to traditional limits,” a position that Linda Hutcheon generally describes as “that postmodern paradox of complicity and critique” (in Howells 2000/02, 139). Howells rightly speaks of Atwood’s “continuous experimentation across genre boundaries, and the political and ideological significance of such revisions” (139), and she points out that genre theory nowadays by no means regards genres as fixed categories but “as rhetorical strategies or social institutions which are responsive to particular historical and ideological imperatives” (140). I argue that for Atwood such imperative influences on generic formats go back, to quite some extent, to issues connected with gender.3 As Barbara Lewalski has pointed out in more general terms, “Recognition that generic codes change over time has engaged modern genre critics with issues of history, politics, gender, and audience expectation as well as with complex literary historical issues of mixed genre and generic transformations” (cited in de Bruyn 2000, 83). In keeping with Hutcheon, we might thus argue that genre and gender in Atwood’s oeuvre intertwine in a combination of complicity and critique. Sharon Wilson (2003b), in a different context, speaks of Atwood’s “textual assassinations.” In the present context, Atwood’s focus on gender issues tends to result in revising the traditional design and demarcation lines of (sub)genres, concerning both content/theme (see, e.g., chapters 1 and 7) and form (see, e.g., chapter 2). Atwood’s complications and transformations of (sub)genres might also be seen in the light of Chris Baldick’s following definition of “genre”:

French term for a type, species, or class of composition. A literary genre is a recognizable and established category of written work employing such common conventions as will prevent readers or audiences from mistaking it for another kind. Much of the confusion surrounding the term arises from the fact that it is used simultaneously for the most basic modes of literary art (lyric, narrative, dramatic), for the broadest categories of composition (poetry, prose fiction), and for more specialized sub-categories, which are defined according to several different criteria including formal structure (sonnet, picaresque novel), length (novella, epigram), intention (satire), effect (comedy), origin (folktale), and subject-matter (pastoral, science fiction). While some genres, such as the pastoral elegy or the melodrama, have numerous conventions governing subject, style, and form, others—like the novel—have no agreed rules, although they may include several more limited subgenres. (2001, 104–05) 

To complicate matters even further, I will follow Atwood’s versatility and breadth of involvement with different genres and media by also dealing in detail with, strictly speaking, non-literary genres Atwood has turned to, such as cartoon art, essay writing, and film.

As to the other two basic concepts informing this study, gender and engendering, they are more or less indebted to Gayle Rubin’s (1975) original differentiation between “sex” and “gender.” While “sex” is regarded as an anatomical-biological category, “gender” is a social category, refering to a social process, subject to change, that constructs what a given society chooses to regard as “femininity” and “masculinity” and that is, according to Judith Butler (1990), a result of performative acts, those, in other words, that constitute gender.

With the concept “engendering genre,” I refer to the role gender plays in constituting genre, Atwood’s play with intersections of gender and genre, as well as, vice versa, the role genre plays in constituting gender. In a less rigorous manner, “engendering genre” may simply refer to a foregrounding of gender in a specific generic format (practised by Atwood).

This book is structured, first of all, according to genre. Chapter 1 deals with Atwood’s poetry, chapter 2 with her prose poems and short fictions, chapter 3 with her short stories, chapter 4 with her novels, chapter 5 with adaptations of her works, specifically the film made of her novel The Handmaid’s Tale, chapter 6 with Atwood’s literary and cultural criticism, and chapter 7 with her cartoons and comics, before chapter 8 looks at her career by means of an interview conducted with Atwood in Toronto in November 2006.

Chapter 1 deals with a specific subgenre (love poetry) of the genre dealt with (poetry) by focusing on a particularly seminal text by Atwood, Power Politics (1971), which may be called a threshold text in the development of love poetry. All other analytical chapters of the book (chapters 2–7) aim at a comprehensive analysis of the genre in question by focusing on gender issues in these genres as practised by Atwood.4 It is significant, of course, that such a comprehensive approach is possible, demonstrating the omnipresence of gender in her oeuvre.

The aspects of interaction between genre and gender in Atwood’s works that I will elaborate on are varied. They range from a demonstration of how gender issues thread through a particular genre from the beginning to the recent stages of her career, and how they develop (particularly in chapters 3 and 6), via the more specific question of how particular gender-sensitive linguistic variants develop in a certain genre—again from early to recent texts (chapter 4)—to, most challengingly, how Atwood’s blending of genre conventions with a focus on gender results in, indeed “engenders,” seminal texts that partly change, shake and extend, conventional generic boundaries (chapters 1, 2, 5, 6, and 7). That the erudite Atwood is certainly familiar with generic conventions before she tackles them also becomes clear in a statement of hers in an interview: “You have to understand what the form is doing, how it works, before you say, ‘Now we’re going to make it different ... , we’re going to turn it upside down, we’re going to move it so it includes something which isn’t supposed to be there, we’re going to surprise the reader” (in Ingersoll 1990, 193). Atwood’s conviction is that the writer’s task is to evaluate and, if need be, to contest conventions of any kind—be they social systems of hierarchical orders or literary conventions of genre. Her subversion and transgression of generic boundaries, as well as deeply ingrained gender images and prejudices, work together in a sometimes unsettling but often humorous and always liberating manner.

An incisive case in point is Atwood’s seminal poetry cycle Power Politics, dealt with in chapter 1. This chapter shows in detail how Atwood, in her critique of love as an “earthly religion,” disassembles all the ideals and conventions of love poetry. In an antiromantic, uncompromising, highly analytical stance, she superimposes the critical code of gender politics over the idealistic code of romantic love. Atwood points out parallels between power structures in macropolitical spheres—such as global “imperialist” power politics—and micro–political spheres—such as human love relationships—which in this poetry collection constitute a miniature war scenario of attack and defence, though not without consolation and hope. In Power Politics, not only the female character but also the male character—conceived as gender representatives as well as individuals—are depicted as victims of ruling conventions, such as the romantic code of love. One of Atwood’s representative principles is inversion: thus, the male figure is sometimes reduced to his body, whereas the female figure is associated with the mind. Atwood’s sharp diagnosis of the sexes is presented with a bluntness that is highly unusual, if not unique, in the long history of love poetry, as is her emphasis on the female potential for aggression. The female lyrical I rejects preconceived patterns of romantic behaviour, thereby denying her partner the idealized approach he longs for, including making him into a hero. Thus, his question “Do you love me” is countered by the lyrical I with one of the oddest (and shrewdest) “professions of love” in literature. By embedding love in the context of political thought and activity, in power structures, Atwood creates a new semantics of love and redesigns the subgenre of love poetry—adapting it to the twentieth century, which saw a gradual displacement of an idealistic romantic code of love by a more realistic cooperative and egalitarian code of love. Chapter 1 shows how Atwood, locating herself firmly within the tradition of love poetry, inscribes this threshold situation into the texts of her poetry cycle, thereby also partly explaining why the book provoked such polarized and even polemical reactions at the time of its publication in the early 1970s and demonstrating its courageous, clear-headed ingeniousness, with a literary and sociological impact.

Chapter 2 turns to Atwood’s prose poems and short fictions. The received small/large dichotomy (“bigger is better,” “significant is big”)—often also connected to gender issues—is relativized and partly inverted by Atwood in turning to these genres in the first place (she introduced the genre of the prose poem into Canadian literature) as well as in the remarkable ways in which she uses them for her thematic purposes. Often highly intertextual, these short texts create networks of meaning and significance despite their limited scope, with Atwood’s poetics of inversion being a crucial structural principle that engenders a multifaceted interplay between explicit and implicit meaning, a prismatic multiplication of sense. Since this technique of intertextual inversion is used in a very restrictive space, it almost inevitably results in strongly delineated, suggestive, and highly intensified representations, which partly explain the satirical and parodic tendencies in many of these texts. The chapter demonstrates that received views of gender, discriminating against and fixing women, in particular, into prescribed roles, act as the greatest incentive for Atwood to rewrite pretexts, drawn from both world literature and popular culture. As for her revisionist treatment of world literature, she engages, for instance, in an intensive intertextual dialogue with Charles Baudelaire, whose prose poems of the later nineteenth century became the template for the genre as a whole. Whereas Baudelaire’s texts are clearly written from a male perspective, denying female agency and subjectivity, Atwood—who switches the perspective to a female one—uncovers the misogynist tendencies in Baudelaire’s prose poems and assesses gender roles and relations anew. Her technique of inversion—as shown in chapter 1—goes beyond a mere mirroring and, supported by intertextual double coding, has a fundamentally (gender-) political aim, which can be seen particularly well in her later collection Good Bones (1992). Here Atwood resorts to increasingly radical—but at the same time self-consciously ironic and humorous—inverted counter-representations, thereby also drastically remixing and extending the thematic range of these generic formats. “Making a Man,” for instance, facetiously mimics the style of women’s magazines: taking the anti-essentialist constructedness of gender images at face value, Atwood inverts the traditional commodification of women and applies it to the hilarious “recipe” of “making a man”—which in turn makes the reader laugh about and question biased constructions of gender images. Although her engendered poetics of inversion apply to other genres of her oeuvre as well, it becomes especially effective in her prose poetry and short fictions.

Chapter 3 goes on to consider Atwood’s short-story oeuvre, following the development in the representation of gender relationships from her earliest through to her latest works in this genre. Her first short-story collection, Dancing Girls (1977), was influenced by Ronald D. Laing’s psychiatric study The Divided Self: An Existential Study in Sanity and Madness (first published in 1960), and her early characters, affected by “ontological insecurity” (to use Laing’s term), are usually portrayed in unfulfilling, dysfunctional, or disintegrating relationships. Often a character’s poor self-image, or some other personality defect, results in dependence on rather than love for his or her partner. The gloomy view of the relationships between woman and man, the characters’ inability to unite intellect and emotion, and the resulting preoccupation with schizoid or even schizophrenic mental states in Atwood’s early short-story collection are supplanted in her second collection, Bluebeard’s Egg (1983), by a move away from individual psychological problems toward sociopsychological themes. Individuals are increasingly rendered as members of specific groups (see, e.g., her “family stories”). Nevertheless, in this second collection, too, relationships in their terminal stages and partnerships in crisis remain one of Atwood’s favourite themes. The third collection, Wilderness Tips (1991), in turn moves away from family-oriented stories and often presents characters at their workplaces—among them, most notably, talented women who have to face male resentment and envy on the cumbersome way up the career ladder. This collection also introduces gender problems for the first time in a same-sex context that goes beyond the mother-daughter and father-son relationships with which Atwood had hitherto dealt. Emotional and intellectual friendships between women occasionally turn out to be the deepest and most formative relationships in their lives. Relationships between women and men, in contrast, are marked by conventional gender patterns or rituals and tend to hamper the women’s individual development. In her latest short-story collection, Moral Disorder (2006), published when Atwood was in her mid-sixties, gender no longer seems to play such a significant role. However, there are two important stories set in the 1950s and 1960s in which Atwood, in a retrospective setup, explores the formation of gender in earlier stages of life, thereby demonstrating the social constructedness of gender, the performance status of femininities and masculinities. In this recent collection of short stories, a largely non-essentialist view of gender relations seems to be achieved eventually. Altogether, delineating her treatment of gender in her short stories and short fictions over some four decades, I argue that it has largely developed according to the various stages of “victim positions” Atwood described as early as in Survival:A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature (1972).

Chapter 4 looks at gender in Atwood’s vast novelistic oeuvre by focusing on the development of forms of address and reference particularly in connection with female characters in these novels. Again a diminishing of gender relevance is noticeable in her latest novel that deals roughly with the present and beyond, the dystopia Oryx and Crake (2003), yet not in her later works that return to the past. Thus, in her novels, too, with the exception of Oryx and Crake , gender plays a crucial role. The chapter demonstrates Atwood’s observant sensibility regarding the opportunities involved in forms of address. She systematically chooses specific options in the characters’ communication with the other sex that suggest the attitude of the speakers toward their interlocutors and particularly show the relevance of a systematic use of sexist forms of address and reference for the creation and/or perpetuation of stereotyping and prejudice in connection with women. The chapter traces the highly telling development of forms of address in Atwood’s novels from the late 1960s through the late 1980s to the early 1990s and beyond. Atwood has moved from subtle as well as drastic illustrations of sexist attitudes—largely unperceived and undiscussed by the characters—in the early novels toward an explicit awareness of the communicative relevance of forms of address in Elaine Risley’s comments in Cat’s Eye (1988). In The Robber Bride (1993), in which most of the communication takes place between female characters, forms of address are predominantly neutral and symmetrical in terms of gender representation. In her later novels from Alias Grace (1996) onward, her choice of settings in the past results again in a largely traditional system of reference that reflects the historical period represented, with men regarded as superior to and also ready to trivialize or even denigrate women. In her recent novel The Penelopiad (2005), Atwood playfully blends traditional with more symmetrical forms of address as her twenty-first-century perspective intentionally leaks into the representation of antiquity in this hilarious rewriting of the Odysseus-Penelope myth.

Chapter 5 extends chapter 4 by looking more comprehensively at the significance of gender in one of Atwood’s novels, The Handmaid’s Tale, and then, in particular, at what happens to this aspect in the film adaptation by German director Volker Schlöndorff. The analysis of this best-known adaptation of her works is embedded in a first-time multimedial survey of (film, TV, radio, drama, opera) adaptations of works by Atwood. It becomes clear that her works have altogether not fared particularly well with adaptations, of which Schlöndorff ’s is a case in point. After sketching the truly adventurous production history of the film, I analyze the degree to which Schlöndorff Hollywoodized the film in his desire to create an “American” film for an “American” audience. In doing so, he partly twisted or obscured the more sophisticated statements of Atwood’s novel. In his severe reorientation of the plot (one critic called the film “The Filmmaker’s Tale”), Schlöndorff streamlined the complexity of the book into an easily consumable “mainstream” film. He also “mainstreamed” the representation of gender by inflecting Atwood’s statements on gender in a male-oriented direction. This becomes clear in analyses of crucial scenes of the film, such as the Scrabble scene or the ending. The film adaptation altogether “remasculinizes” the traditionally masculine dystopian genre, which Atwood precisely complements in her novel by rendering the events from a female and largely internally focalized perspective.

Chapter 6 reaches beyond Atwood’s texts that are “literary” in a strict sense and offers an overview of gender issues across her considerable literary and cultural criticism. Her critical prose extends from reviews of literary texts and introductions to her own works and those by other authors, via statements on politics such as US-Canadian relations and human rights, to lecture series on the myth of the North in Canadian literature and culture as well as on writing and the position of the writer. In the present context, her special contribution lies in her emphasis on the role of women in both society and literature and on the significance of being a woman writer. In her early creative period between 1972 and 1982, Atwood produced several essays in this vein that may be considered classic statements on the issue. She comments on the individual female writer’s potential stances toward the Women’s Movement, astutely pointing out many traps laid out in this context. She uncovers sadly gender-prejudiced reviewing practices concerning books by women writers and the persistence of a deep-rooted essentialist view of women that also concerns the writer’s craft, as literature itself has long been part of this essentializing view of women and men. Atwood argues that women, both in real life and in literature, must be regarded as individuals, just as men are, rather than as predominantly typical representatives of their gender. She demands that women should be granted their imperfections as well, just as men are, without being immediately slurred and generally damned: “perhaps it is time to take the capital W off Woman,” she suggests in Second Words: Selected Critical Prose (1982, 227). In her literary and cultural criticism, too, Atwood thus gives us a female view of women and literature—based on her wealth of first-hand experience in the literary world and her breadth of knowledge of world literature—that counters the male master discourse. As with her fiction, she offers the rare case of a critic reaching both scholars and the general reading public by practising “criticism as creative art” (Pache 2000/02, 133).

In a first-time extensive survey as well as detailed treatment of Atwood’s achievements as a cartoonist, chapter 7 demonstrates to what extent Atwood also engenders her comic art. After a concise contextualizing treatment of the development of comic art in the United States and Canada, and of the status of female cartoonists and heroines in the comics industry, the chapter goes on to articulate Atwood’s stance toward comics and her development as a “cartoonist.” The ensuing detailed analysis of her Kanadian Kultchur Komix, published between 1975 and 1980 in This Magazine, focuses on a selection of those seventeen of some twenty-four comics in the series in which her creation “Survivalwoman” features as (anti)heroine a pictorial self-stylization of Atwood. Through the correlation of Survival and Survivalwoman, this figure comes to epitomize (the state of ) Canada in Atwood’s typical— and typically Canadian—self-ironic, sarcastic, allegedly self-deprecatory view. Through the doubling of “Canadian” and “female”—next to, for instance, America’s “Superman,” here sarcastically called “Superham”— the status of Survivalwoman appears to be particularly precarious. Power structures are seen in gendered terms, and oppression and the restriction of individual rights are presented as particularly pronounced in the case of women. In this comics series, Atwood refers to political and cultural events and agendas in, or of relevance to, Canada at the time, such as the War Measures Act of 1970, the International Women’s Year of 1975, the Canadian federal election of 1979, and, of course, Quebec nationalism and Canada’s precarious relationship with the United States. Since Canada at the time was occupied with a cultural decolonization of its postcolonial status and mentality, Atwood’s decision to make her Canadian comics hero female establishes a telling parallelism between power politics and gender politics. Survivalwoman/Canada is rendered as the supposedly smaller, weaker sex, aiming at “soft” (cultural) power, against a physically overpowering Superham/United States relying on traditional means of wielding power, such as physical/ military supremacy.

Apart from the Kanadian Kultchur Komix series, Atwood’s other types of comics, the early autobiographical comics, self-ironically stylize a literary star in the making (indeed definitely a female writer, considering the problems she faces), whereas her later Book Tour Comics supplant “the fighting failure” Survivalwoman with a female star author who has made it professionally but nevertheless still has to fight against a context of cultural ignorance and various hurdles of the writing profession— not all but some connected to gender. Thus, in contrast to their male colleagues, women in this profession (as the comics pinpoint) are often subjected to a physical code, which in the final analysis also functions as a signal as to who dictates the evaluative criteria—for the physical appearance of a writer, of course, has nothing to do with (the quality of ) her writing. In her comics, too, Atwood cleverly refutes, reverses, or at least disturbs such gendered power codes.

The book closes with an interview I conducted with Atwood in Toronto in November 2006 (chapter 8), thereby letting this outspoken writer have “the last word.” This is first of all meant as a symbolic gesture at the beginning of the twenty-first century, with retroactive reference to John W. MacDonald’s 1982 review of Atwood’s essay collection Second Words: “Women, according to the conventional wisdom, are not expected to have ‘the last word’ (except in last wills and testaments). Equally frowned upon is it for women to initiate ‘the first word’—it is regarded as inappropriately forward (except in writing ‘forewords’ to books of poetry). Second words, however, are presumably acceptable entry points for women into male-dominated discourse.” The interview, titled “From Survivalwoman to Literary Icon,” however, also deals with a remarkable creative career spanning some five decades. We talked at length about Atwood’s little-known development into a “cartoonist,” her creative techniques and visual arts in general, her early writing for the student-run magazine Acta Victoriana of Victoria College at the University of Toronto, the joys (and woes) of gardening, modern technology and the writer’s craft, the cultural climate in Canada at the time Atwood started to publish, her support of publishing houses and writers in general and in which areas a writer should withhold support, and, last but not least, her status and the consequences of being a celebrity writer in Canada in contrast to the United States. I made a point of not asking her any questions about gender issues (except, indirectly, in connection with her choice of a male pseudonym for the Kanadian Kultchur Komix) because I was interested in getting to know about aspects of her creativity and activities not traceable from her texts.

As I finish proofreading this introduction and thereby this book manuscript (with Atwood’s productivity having kept me on the run), a new book by Atwood was published in fall 2008, Payback: Debt and the Shadow Side of Wealth, the text of her Massey Lectures, and another one in fall 2009, The Year of the Flood, her latest novel. The cultural concepts of debt and paying it back may also be associated, of course, with the writer-reader relationship, and it cuts both ways. Readers, for sure, and especially female readers, are indebted to Atwood not least for her early (and, though now to a lesser degree, continuing) outspoken and levelheaded statements in the interest of women (and, in the final analysis, of men)—at a time when it was unpopular to make such statements and when words such as feminism were often used as weapons rather than as descriptive terms for pointing out the obvious: namely, that women should be granted the same chances and respect men are granted. Thus, in her 1976 essay “On Being a ‘Woman Writer,’” collected in Second Words, Atwood cogently remarks that “The woman writer, then, exists in a society that, though it may turn certain individual writers into revered cult objects, has little respect for writing as a profession, and not much respect for women either. If there were more of both, articles like this would be obsolete. I hope they become so” (1982, 204). More than thirty years after this statement, in “postfeminist” times at the beginning of the twenty-first century, gender is of ongoing relevance, if in new contexts, degrees, and forms. In its developing treatment of gender issues over five decades in diverse genres, Margaret Atwood’s oeuvre is a significant cultural document of our times.







NOTES 

1. For a comprehensive list of Atwood’s works structured according to genre up to the year 2000, see the bibliography in Nischik 2000/02, 319–21.

2. See Atwood’s introduction to her first novel, The Edible Woman, and chapters 4 and 6.

3. As Frans de Bruyn has argued in general terms, “Female writers have responded in various ways to the male-oriented genres they have inherited, from the self-doubt that perceives the obverse of literary ‘paternity’ to be ‘female literary sterility’ and the self-denying acceptance of the lesser sphere of minor genres (journals, diaries, children’s books), to a subversion or deconstruction of patriarchal generic norms and a questioning of the male-dominated generic tradition” (2000, 83).

4. This could also have been done in connection with Atwood’s poetry in chapter 1, of course, but my focus is different there.
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Power Politics

Or, The End of Romantic Love Poetry?

The good life is one inspired by love and guided by knowledge.

BERTRAND RUSSELL, What I Believe, 10 

Margaret Atwood’s career as a creative writer began during her student days in Toronto and at Harvard University, and her first major published works were volumes of poetry. The Circle Game (1966), her second poetry collection, won her the Governor General’s Literary Award, Canada’s foremost literary prize, heralding the start of a meteoric literary career both in Canada and abroad. Next to her productivity in a range of other genres, Atwood has produced a poetry oeuvre that is as impressive in quality and quantity as it is varied: to date, she has published sixteen volumes of poetry, including, most recently, Morning in the Burned House (1995), Eating Fire: Selected Poetry 1965–1995 (1998), and The Door (2007).

Although Atwood started out as a poet and although poetry constitutes such an impressive part of her oeuvre, her work in this genre has not attracted the same attention among a larger audience as did her short prose and particularly her novels, which have been translated into roughly thirty languages. Thus, it is worth noting that, in spite of Atwood’s popularity in, for instance, the German-speaking countries (see Ferguson 2007), only two of her poetry collections have been translated into German: Morning in the Burned House (Ein Morgen im verbrannten Haus, 1996) and True Stories (1981) (Wahre Geschichten, 1984). This chapter aims to redress the balance somewhat by exploring the significance of Atwood’s seminal poetry collection Power Politics (1971). It is an excellent starting point for this study, since Power Politics is a groundbreaking book and cultural document, and it is characterized by a typical Atwoodian blending of genre and gender revisions.

SIGNIFICANCE AND SOCIOCULTURAL CONTEXT OF POWER POLITICS 

Since its publication by the Toronto House of Anansi Press in 1971, Power Politics has been received in strikingly contradictory terms. There has been little extensive or exclusive criticism;1 most of this criticism tends to be limited to brief references within broader surveys of Atwood’s poetry or her oeuvre as a whole.2 On the other hand, when I asked a number of prominent North American authors for statements on the importance of Margaret Atwood (for inclusion in a collection edited on the occasion of her sixtieth birthday, Margaret Atwood: Works and Impact [Nischik 2000/02]), Power Politics was repeatedly cited as a groundbreaking text that transformed the perception of issues of gender and genre. As Canadian poet Phyllis Webb put it, “Power Politics changed the definition of the love poem, the long poem, and, I believe, the course of Canadian poetry. It cuts like a laser beam. It goes beyond sexual politics into the dark heart of a tottering global village” (in Nischik 2000/02, 305).

One point should be stressed from the start: Power Politics is a collection of love poems, not antilove poems. There is a love relationship at stake in Power Politics after all, which sometimes seems to have been forgotten by critics when focusing on the bitingly recriminating lines in the book. Indeed, in this poetry cycle, Atwood radically refuses to view love and gender relations through rose-tinted glasses. She poignantly reveals that the power structures inherent in broader sociopolitical and cultural contexts are also present in the most intimate of human relationships and that received codes of love are founded on power issues. Consequently, Power Politics— critically and parodically, with Atwood’s typical biting humour— sets out to expose the harsher realities behind idealized notions of romantic love. As Anne Michaels puts it, “Atwood dares to imagine realpolitik at the heart of love’s mystery” (in Nischik 2000/02, 305). As so often in Atwood’s works, gender is a crucial theme in Power Politics, yet it is by no means the only essential one: Power Politics goes beyond a critique of gender relations, developing a wide-ranging piece of cultural criticism along the way, as Phyllis Webb’s statement above suggests.

The collection was often glibly and unfairly dismissed as a poetic version of Women’s Lib, however, and therefore denied serious treatment by many critics. Rosemary Sullivan, in her biography of Atwood, points out that the American edition of Power Politics (published by Harper and Row) came out in 1973, two years after the Canadian edition, and she contrasts the volume’s differing reception in the two countries, which she sees as a result of the dissimilar stages of development of the Women’s Movement in Canada and the United States: “The American reviews of Power Politics seemed less personal; mostly they looked directly at the poetry. Dick Allen, in Poetry, described Power Politics as ‘an honest, searching book which touches deeply’” (1998, 254).3 It is significant in this context that Atwood herself rejects the notion that the Women’s Movement influenced the conception of Power Politics or of her debut novel, The Edible Woman (1969)—these works had, after all, been written in the 1960s, at a time when Women’s Lib had not yet risen to prominence in North America. Atwood’s statement in a foreword written in 1979 for the Virago edition of The Edible Woman (at the time already a cult text for the Women’s Movement) is hence equally applicable to Power Politics:

The Edible Woman appeared finally in 1969, four years after it was written and just in time to coincide with the rise of feminism in North America. Some immediately assumed that it was a product of the movement. I myself see the book as protofeminist rather than feminist: there was no women’s movement in sight when I was composing the book in 1965, and I’m not gifted with clairvoyance, though like many at the time I’d read Betty Friedan and Simone de Beauvoir behind locked doors. (8)4

In both The Edible Woman and Power Politics, Atwood tackled the problems of gender relations from a new, indeed “protofeminist,” perspective, analyzing gender-based structures of domination and repression from a female point of view and providing an elaborate reaction to such imbalance. In her early works, then, Atwood sensed the zeitgeist of a highly important cultural moment in the 1960s. In fact, these texts can be regarded—in their more (Power Politics) or less (The Edible Woman) radical reconceptualization of gender relations—as seminal texts of literary gender studies. The following statement by Helmut Frielinghaus, Atwood’s editor at her first German publishing house (Claassen), makes clear the cultural explosiveness of her themes at the time:

Those who remember the early sixties, or know how much they at first resembled the fifties, will have an idea of how much Margaret Atwood risked in striking out on her own with her first novel. What she had written was something new; it was extremely intelligent and witty, but that did not distract from the fact that it was also aggressive and challenging. (in Nischik 2000/02, 296) 

Without intending to play down Atwood’s remarkable achievement in her early works, I think that it is necessary to put into perspective that “striking out on her own” on which Atwood and her German editor place so much emphasis. Poetry linked to the Women’s Movement had already been published in North America in the early 1960s, collections such as H.D. (Hilda Doolittle), Helen in Egypt (New York: New Directions, 1961); Anne Sexton, To Bedlam and Part Way Back and All My Pretty Ones (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1960, 1962); Adrienne Rich, Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law (New York: Norton, 1963); and Sylvia Plath, Ariel (New York: Harper and Row, 1965). Alicia Ostriker (1984) includes Power Politics among the second wave of the American feminist movement. Sullivan states that “the new feminism was an American phenomenon” while also demonstrating that Atwood was indeed aware of some of the relevant texts by 1969 (1998, 242), “But Margaret Atwood and Margaret Laurence had had their consciousness raised long before official feminism” (243). In 1970, an annus mirabilis in this respect, a number of long-overdue works of cultural criticism were published that clearly fell within the scope of the feminist movement, such as Robin Morgan’s Sisterhood Is Powerful: An Anthology of Writings from the Women’s Liberation Movement (according to Sullivan, 242, Laurence had sent Atwood a copy of this book), Leslie Tanner’s Voices from Women’s Liberation, Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution, Vivian Gornick and Barbara Moran’s Woman in Sexist Society: Studies in Power and Powerlessness, and, of particular interest for those interested in literature, Kate Millet’s classic work Sexual Politics.5

In the following quotation, Atwood herself highlights the cultural upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s—a period when gender representations and relations at last became a matter for political debate—and discusses the reception of The Edible Woman and Power Politics at the time of publication. Her survey of the reception of her early work is so significant that it is worth citing in full. The polarized reactions as Atwood presents them indicate the extent to which she challenged cultural barriers:

Incredible as it may seem, the publisher misplaced the manuscript [of The Edible Woman] for two years; but because of this delay it was assumed by some that the novel was a product of what is commonly termed the Women’s Movement. It wasn’t, and neither is Power Politics. I see both books as amplifications of themes that have been present in my work since I first started writing and publishing. To say this is not to disparage anyone’s politics. It is merely to indicate that parallel lines do not usually start from the same point, and that being adopted is not, finally, the same as being born.

If the Women’s Movement had little to do with the composition of Power Politics, however, it had a lot to do with its reception. In general, response divided rather neatly along sex lines, women greeting the book with recognition, men with fear; ten years ago women would probably have ignored and men dismissed it. Women, both critics and ordinary readers, spoke of the book as though it was about them, about the way it was; for them it was realistic. Men tended to use adjectives like “cruel” and “jagged” and to see it either as a display of perversity on my part or as an attack, a conspiracy, a war or an inhumane vivisection of Love, nasty and unfair as cutting up a puppy. (cited in McCombs 1988a, 52) 

I will now approach this seminal book first of all by commenting on the resonant cover of the original publication, in which Atwood had a hand and which visually prepares readers for some of the essential statements of Power Politics.

THE COVER ILLUSTRATION FOR POWER POLITICS 

The cover illustration for Power Politics matches the uncompromising and radical manner in which Atwood reconceives love and gender relations in that volume. She often contributes to the design of her book covers, or even designs them herself, as with the collage on the cover of Good Bones (1992)6 (in this case, the cover illustrates Atwood’s revisionist version of the children’s story “The Little Red Hen,” modified in Good Bones to “The Little Red Hen Tells All”; see chapter 2). Although the cover illustration for Power Politics was executed by William Kimber, the idea came from Atwood herself, and she authorized the final version.7 This illustration is so relevant to the subsequent poems as to merit a closer look.
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Figure 1.

The illustration is disturbing and irritating. It shows two figures tied to one another, preventing each other from pulling loose and restricting each other’s mobility. The figure on the right is clad from head to toe in armour; the hands are covered by thick gauntlets, and even the visor is lowered, hiding the face. The figure stands rigid and restricted, reduced as it is to its protective armour and aggressive sword. The martial outfit, the general shape of the body, and the contrast to the second, female figure suggest to the viewer that the first figure is male, although there is no definite proof of this assumption. This figure, hiding from the outside world, and tightly gripping its weapon, the sword in its sheath, is completely obscured by its offensive and defensive equipment. It seems to symbolize physical strength, with its statuesque pose and strong arm. But this impression is reduced to absurdity, for the very pose that encapsulates his power—with the woman dangling from the male figure’s arm—must also cause him severe physical discomfort; in fact, the pose is hardly sustainable for a longer time. So the question is who of the two is suffering more? The woman hangs head down, her hair falling onto the ground; she is defenceless and dependent on the male figure. Her body is almost entirely bandaged, suggesting horrendous wounds or even mummification, yet she is in no way repulsive. Whereas the man’s face is covered with a visor obstructing his view, she looks directly at the viewer with eyes wide open, seemingly ignoring the armour-clad knight and challenging the viewer with her gaze. Her posture—with crossed legs and arms held behind her back—is that of the hanged man on the twelfth card of the Major Arcana of the Tarot card game. This pose, and the woman’s facial expression, suggest a certain openness if not power in spite of her uncomfortable position. In Tarot, the twelfth card “represents the turning point of psychological development when one must confront unconscious forces.”8 It stands, among other things, for patience and renunciation, out of which come the opportunity, indeed the obligation, to achieve a new perspective on life through profound understanding.9 This is similar to the basic situation in Power Politics. It is perhaps not coincidental that the colour of the cover, rust, is a darker variant of the colour that symbolizes love—red.

ANALYSES OF THE POEMS 

Like many of Atwood’s collections, Power Politics can be described as a poetry cycle: the individual poems are effective in their own right, but the power of the volume is fully realized only when it is taken as a whole, the individual texts being integrated through techniques such as motivic repetition, variation, and intensification.10 Susan Friedman, in a more general context, points out that when Atwood composed Power Politics the cyclical structure constituted a challenge to a gendered tradition: “The short, passionate lyric has conventionally been thought appropriate for women poets if they insist on writing, while the longer, more philosophical epic belongs to the real (male) poet” (cited in Ostriker 1982, 78). This integrative effect is enhanced by the fact that most of the poems have no title. The book is divided into three sections, each of which is introduced by an untitled, quasi-programmatic quatrain. Part I contains fourteen poems, of which six have titles; Part II consists of sixteen poems, of which only four are titled; and Part III has fifteen poems, only two of which have titles. Power Politics, the fifth of Atwood’s twelve volumes of poetry, has many characteristics in common with the others, which have come to be seen as the hallmarks of her poetry: free rhythms, without rhyme or fixed meter, and an idiosyncratic voice—authoritative, confident, distanced (further heightened during poetry readings by Atwood’s seemingly unemotional reading style). This deadpan gesture has even engendered a new adjective: Atwoodian.

At·wood·i·an (at’wood’e-an) adj. Literary. 1. Of or relating to Margaret Atwood’s unique manner of expression, as characterized by her virtuoso wit and unmistakable style. [First coined by Clark Blaise in the Chicago Tribune.] 2. Wickedly observant. 3. Deliciously entertaining. 4. Darkly humorous. 5. Superbly controlled. 6. Brilliantly imagined. 7. Compassionate and empathetic. 8. Outrageously true. SYNONYMS: wry, sly, hilarious, amusing, sophisticated, delightful, satisfying, sardonic, exuberant, droll, exhilarating.11

This proposed definition fits in well with Atwood’s poetry and prose and is therefore applicable to Power Politics (with the possible exception of point 7).

Power Politics opens with the following quatrain, which has achieved considerable notoriety and which sets the tone for the whole collection: 

You fit into me

like a hook into an eye

a fish hook

an open eye (1)12

Here an image of psychological and physical brutality is superimposed— through the double meaning of “eye”—on the seemingly straightforward structure and simple vocabulary of the epigram, and metaphor suddenly becomes metonymy. As is often the case in Atwood’s work, the starting point for this transformation is the perception of everyday reality, which is transported to a more complex level of consciousness by being examined from an unusual, alienating perspective, thus forcing the reader to question the value and justification of conventional categories of perception. This effect is often achieved through the use of subversive or inverse modes of representation (see chapter 2) that expose the norms of perception and language and question them critically from a female perspective. In this way, traditional, “received” stories are complemented or revised by being juxtaposed with “a repertoire / of untold stories, / a fresh beginning” (see chapter 3).13

Although identification of the “I” as female and of the “you” as male takes place only in subsequent texts of the volume,14 the association is already suggested by the quatrain’s imagery. The simile of the hook fitting into the eye at first suggests a complementary, logical combination, in which two contrasting parts join to form a unit: the active element is the “you,” the passive or receptive element the “me.” Even this image, however, not only conveys the harmony of a perfect match but also suggests a scenario of possessive penetration. The superimposition of the second part of the epigram almost entirely erases the largely positive connotations of the first part, specifying the meaning of “hook” and “eye” as fish hook and human (or animal) eye and relating them to each other in a completely different, brutal manner. The image of a steel hook in an open eye painfully evokes wounding and destruction.15 The hook seems to have hunted down and captured its object of desire, thereby destroying the fragile, unprotected eye/I, that is, the woman herself. The superimposition of this image is sexually and emotionally motivated. The idealized and romanticized view of the natural harmony of gender relations, so often encountered in traditional love poetry, is juxtaposed in this linguistically playful but semantically ruthless quatrain with an aggressive and damaging element of gender relations.16 Right from the volume’s onset, then, a painful, uncomfortable picture of gender relations is unleashed, the man being represented as aggressor and the woman as victim. It is hardly surprising that, particularly in the 1970s, this volume should have provoked such polarized and polemical reactions from readers.

Following in the line of this rather unconventional overture, Atwood in the subsequent poems throws all the conventions and ideals of love poetry by the wayside, as I will show with a few examples. In “He Reappears,” the alleged ability of lovers to communicate without words leads to a communicative dead-end and ends with the female speaker’s desperate, unanswered question: “Can’t we / be friends I said; / you didn’t answer” (2). In the next poem, untitled, love is compared to a bad movie with its standardized plot and characters. It feeds off hackneyed aphorisms taken from popular culture’s hoard of quotations, which stand in the way of authentic self-expression. Yet the lyrical I cannot but be attracted to this miserable substitute for a loving relationship; love’s clichés stick with her just like “melted celluloid” clings to her body:

You take my hand and

I’m suddenly in a bad movie,

it goes on and on and

why am I fascinated

We waltz in slow motion

through an air stale with aphorisms (3)17

In “She Considers Evading Him,” the female speaker escapes from this “bad movie,” with its preprogrammed codes of behaviour, into a death fantasy:

collapse across your

bed clutching my heart

and pull the nostalgic sheet up over

my farewell smile

which would be inconvenient

but final. (4)

The poem, however, also underlines what the book cover already suggested—namely, the “you,” the male character, is depicted by Atwood as a victim as well (a fact often ignored by earlier reviewers). The male character also suffers in the relationship, not least because of the “antiromantic” approach of the female speaker, whose analytical thinking and individualistic reaction to the “you” reject preconceived patterns of romantic behaviour, thus denying her partner the idealized approach for which he longs.

Another untitled poem comments, 

You say, Do you
love me, do you love me 

I answer you:
I stretch your arms out
one to either side,
your head slumps forward. (6) 

This is certainly one of the oddest “professions of love” in literature. Indeed, it almost comes across as a denial of love since the “I” does not choose to provide a direct answer to her lover’s repeated question. Instead, the “answer” is involuntarily provided by the— questionably “nodding”—questioner himself, demonstrating along the way how self-referential the question is. The lyrical I’s refusal to answer even takes on macabre connotations if we interpret the posture of the “you,” as guided by the lyrical I, as an image of crucifixion. Instead of the hoped-for confirmation that he is loved, the “you” is presented with the suggestion that he has already been executed.18 Complicating the web of potential meanings even further, we might note that the archetype of the crucified man is Jesus, the very symbol of love, who rose from the dead. Similarly strange and ambiguous is the following “declaration of love” in a subsequent untitled poem (see below for further comments on this passage):

I love you by
sections and when you work.

Do you want to be illiterate?
This is the way it is, get used to it. (9) 

In “Their Attitudes Differ,” the lyrical I analyzes relationships, and herself, with diamond-sharp perception, again a far cry from the issues and style of conventional love poetry:

I approach this love

like a biologist

pulling on my rubber

gloves & white labcoat

You flee from it

like an escaped political

prisoner, and no wonder

You held out your hand

I took your fingerprints

You asked for love

I gave you only descriptions

Please die I said

so I can write about it (10)

Atwood parodies here, perhaps, the inclination of women to analyze relationships, to frequently make a topic of relationships or their partners in their conversations and discussions.

Finally, in “They Travel by Air,” a typically Atwoodian gender inversion takes place:

A different room, this month

a worse one, where your

body with head

attached and my head with

body attached coincide briefly

I want questions and you want

only answers ...

we collide sightlessly and

fall, the pieces of us

mixed as disaster (11)

Here the male figure is reduced to its body and the female associated with the mind—a mind that questions and rejects the preprogrammed answers that its partner wants to impose on it.

As can be seen in “My Beautiful Wooden Leader,” Atwood’s characteristic humour shines through even in the darkest of situations, in this case at the expense of the male figure. Of all the poems in the collection, this one most closely relates to Kimber’s cover illustration analyzed above. The poem parodies the traditional tendency to idealize the male lover as a hero, showing how he is dependent on others in his desire to come across as a triumphant, dominant champion:

we follow you

scattering floral tributes

under your hooves.

Magnificent on your wooden horse (7) 

or, “General, you enlist / my body in your heroic / struggle to become real” (7). The poem’s imagery of fringed clothing and horses suggests the virile, hero-generating environment of the western, all the more so since the man’s arm points westward, and the poem ends with a characteristic western-style sunset. Yet this pompous gesture, already presented ironically in the same pose on the cover illustration, is depicted as miserably ineffective posturing:

Magnificent on your wooden horse

you point with your fringed hand;

the sun sets, and the people all

ride off in the other direction. (7)

Due to the lyrical persona’s refusal to view him unquestioningly as a hero, the male figure appears as a “wooden leader” with only “wooden medals.” His ostensibly heroic triumphs turn out to be mere faked posturing (“fixing it each time so you almost win”), and the allegedly brave, independent man seems in fact to be helpless and consumed by self-pity: “you long to be bandaged / before you have been cut” (7; also compare the man’s protective coat of armour on the cover illustration). In the face of such posturing, love ossifies to defensive stasis:

My love for you is the love
of one statue for another: tensed

and static. (7) 

In Part II of the cycle, the situation becomes even worse. The quatrain introducing this section indicates that the relationship will now be examined against a social and political background. In doing so, Atwood indirectly comments on the conventional social separation of the public and the private spheres, the former being associated with male autonomy, the latter with female dependence (see Benjamin 1988, 178). As George Bowering puns, “The book [Power Politics] is a sequence of lyrics on the state of affairs which tend to become affairs of state” (1981, 43). The term “imperialist” suggests unequal power relations and global power politics directed against humanity and the environment:

Imperialist, keep off
the trees I said.

No use: you walk backwards,
admiring your own footprints. (15) 

Here, too, the gender conflict is still implied: the “I” is in the right but lacks the power to enforce it—her words, warnings, and exhortations cannot prevent the imperialist from taking the path he wants, a path not of progress but, in its self-reflexiveness and disdain for nature, of regression.19

Parts II and III in particular contain scathingly depressing diagnoses of the contemporary human condition, depicting an almost Beckettian endgame situation in an analysis whose scope ranges far beyond the theme of gender relations:

These days my fingers bleed
even before I bite them (17) 

and there isn’t anything
I want to do about the fact
that you are unhappy & sick 

you aren’t sick & unhappy
only alive & stuck with it. (16) 

the entrails of dead cards
are against me (41)20

There is no way I can lose you
when you are lost already. (54) 

Power Politics suggests several possible causes for this state of stasis and decay: physical and psychological power relations (on personal and national levels); the threat posed by dangerous political situations; violence directed against humanity and the environment;21 and the increasing influence of technology on life, which comes to dominate immaterial relationships, too (see “annunciation” in the following passage):

I walk the cell, open the window,

shut the window, the little

motors click

and whir, I turn on all the
taps and switches (19) 

you become slowly more public,

in a year there will be nothing left

of you but a megaphone
...
having long forgotten the difference
between an annunciation and a parking ticket (30) 

I judge you as the trees do
by dying (32–33) 

In such a sociopolitical context, Atwood sees love, too, as being infected by power politics and imperialistic behaviour. Love in Power Politics is cleverly exposed as a political theme, constituting a miniature war scenario of attack and defence:22

We are hard on each other

and call it honesty,

choosing our jagged truths

with care and aiming them across

the neutral table.
...

A truth should exist,

it should not be used

like this. If I love you

is that a fact or a weapon? (24, 25) 

Next time we commit

love, we ought to

choose in advance what to kill. (35)

To sum up, Atwood in Power Politics presents the reader with a challenging, uncompromising diagnosis of the contemporary human condition, penetratingly analyzing even the most intimate of relationships. As the title of the collection suggests, she sees political, social, and private power structures at the root of evil. Basically two theoretical conceptions of power are implied in Power Politics, entering into dialogue with one another. Max Weber’s autocratic view of power (seen rather from the perspective of the wielder of power) defines it as a process of domination. In this context, power means imposing one’s will on that of others. Hannah Arendt’s democratic view of power (seen rather from the perspective of those who empower), on the other hand, sees power as a process of (political) formation and persuasion, based on empowerment for a limited time. A given power can also be revoked by the empowerer, and power can only be wielded in collaboration with others (see Florence Kennedy’s idea of the “circularity of oppression” in Morgan 1970, 438).23

In her treatment of power politics, Atwood undermines the conventional thought patterns that are so often the cause of facile binary oppositions: winner and loser, dominance and subordination, aggressor and victim. Although in Power Politics she asks questions rather than provides answers, she does suggest one possible way out of the impasse: the concept of the “third eye” (see her “Instructions for the Third Eye” in Murder in the Dark, 61–62).24 Power Politics emphasizes that it is only by breaking down fixed, binary power structures that mutual dependence can be overcome (such mutual dependence is visualized in the cover illustration) and an open, trusting relationship be built. In this, Power Politics suggests one of the basic assumptions of gender studies, as Nancy Chodorow, for instance, puts it:

It is crucial for us feminists to recognize that the ideologies of difference, which define us as women and as men, as well as inequality itself, are produced, socially, psychologically, and culturally, by people living in and creating their social, psychological, and cultural worlds. Women participate in the creation of these worlds and ideologies, even if our ultimate power and access to cultural hegemony are less than those of men. To speak of difference as a final, irreducible concept and to focus on gender differences as central is to reify them and to deny the reality of those processes which create the meaning and significance of gender. To see men and women as qualitatively different kinds of people, rather than seeing gender as processual, reflexive, and constructed, is to reify and deny relations of gender, to see gender differences as permanent rather than as created and situated. (1980, 16) 

POWER POLITICS AS A SEMINAL TEXT OF LOVE POETRY 

I would finally like to focus on, and put into context, the question of why Power Politics can be considered one of the seminal, groundbreaking texts of literary gender studies and to what extent it gave love poetry a new direction toward the end of the twentieth century. At the turn of the 1970s, a period of cultural upheaval during which traditions and conventions were violently called into question, Atwood produced a daring, merciless analysis of love, which recognized that the power structures at work in a sociopolitical context were also present even in the most private and intimate of spheres. Her diagnosis is delivered with bluntness and a disregard for conventions that is extraordinary in the long history of love poetry. This was reason enough for the Women’s Movement of the 1970s to claim Atwood’s work for itself, a claim that Atwood has rejected. It is important to note that her treatment of woman and of female gender roles is almost as withering as her sarcastic, humorous deconstruction of male posturing—once again also with the purpose of dismantling binary structures. In emphasizing, for instance, the female potential for aggression, Atwood broke new ground in the genre of love poetry. (She followed up this view of women in various ways in her later novels Cat’s Eye, The Robber Bride, and Alias Grace.) Atwood repeatedly portrays women as accomplices to their own victimization. In Power Politics, she puts the blame on all those, whether male or female, who allow themselves to be caught up in power structures: “You refuse to own / yourself, you permit / others to do it for you” (30). The poems are highly cerebral, they do not take sides, they dissect the romantic myth beyond all its clichés and taboos, and they aim at identifying the algorithms of love for the emotional benefit of both woman and man. One may indeed argue that Power Politics constituted the most complex, innovative, and radical work dealing with romantic love in Western poetry up to its time of publication.25

Did the publication of Power Politics, then, herald the end of romantic love poetry or even the end of romantic love? It would, of course, be a crass exaggeration to suggest that the volume could have had such far-reaching aims, to say nothing of consequences. Atwood in Power Politics locates herself, however, firmly within the tradition of love poetry, and the poems can be interpreted as an attempt to reform and renew that tradition.26 Her often parodic intertextual dialogue with traditional love poetry is in evidence throughout the volume. For example, the following lines, cynical as they may at first appear, are in fact a metapoetic reference to the “alarming mortality rate of lovers, in song and film, as well as in books” (McCombs 1973, 58): “Please die I said / so I can write about it” (10). Indeed, love and death, the two great themes of literature,27 especially when combined in Liebestod, have been a favourite motif of great love stories from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet to Michael Ondaatje’s/Anthony Minghella’s The English Patient. These literary as well as popular tales of love and death contribute massively to the romanticization of love, for the simple reason that death implies the end of a love relationship, at least in this life—whereas Atwood insists on facing up to a love that lives and breathes, with all its challenges posed by the everyday. In statements such as “Please die I said / so I can write about it,” Atwood parodies the ideal of love in death so frequently found in literature.28

The previously quoted passage, 

I love you by
sections and when you work.

Do you want to be illiterate?
This is the way it is, get used to it. (9), 

with its suggestions of ignorance and illiteracy on the part of the loved one, seems to be an inverse reference to the love poetry of earlier centuries, when the idealized, worshipped object of love was a woman, who as such was often denied access to education and literacy. Atwood’s equivocal statement concerning the lover, “I love you by / sections and when you work,” is, seen from this perspective, ambiguously ironic. It also calls into question the absoluteness of romantic love and contains an ironic reference to the tradition of Petrarchan love poetry (highly popular from the Middle Ages to the emergence of romantic love poetry in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries). In this tradition, the unattainable object of love is usually worshipped from a distance and presented via a description of her individual physical characteristics (leading A. H. Schutz to speak of a “synthetic woman”).29 With Atwood, however, the woman is now the author, while the man as the object of love is represented by her and thereby exposed to her judgment. Like Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton before her, but reaching even further,30 Atwood inverts the traditional premises of love poetry, which Judith McCombs, with considerable clarity, has summarized as follows: “In the past the tradition has been heavy on male = author = lover = I, female = object = beloved = her: a genre which might be called The Love Story of Sir Hero and his unequal, the Ignoble Savaged Miss” (1973, 54).

Power Politics also settles the score with the motifs of heroification (usually of the man) and idealization (usually of the woman’s physical beauty) so prevalent in traditional love poetry, and it does so with regard to both sexes. Since the poems hardly seem to depict a specific relationship (although Atwood wrote these poems at a time of crisis with her then husband James Polk),31 but are concerned rather with examining the effects of social and sociopsychological influences on gender relations from a gender studies perspective, the “I” and the “you” in the poems appear to be generic rather than specific. Atwood doubly confuses traditional gender roles by occasionally presenting the man as victim (of his self-image and of the image of him provided by the lyrical “I”) and the woman as verbal aggressor (when fighting back the man’s attacks). Power Politics, then, presents a new, challenging perspective within the framework of a time-honoured literary genre, acting, so to speak, as “a hook in the reader’s eye”32 by questioning conventional, polarizing views, attitudes, and forms of behaviour.

After the early, heated reactions to the book in the 1970s, the reception calmed down, and reviewers began to focus on Atwood’s considerable intellectual achievement in Power Politics, on the volume’s avant-garde, seminal significance, and on its comic elements. Three examples may serve to illustrate this point. Bowering noted in 1981 that, “If there is one thing that Margaret Atwood was on top of in the early Seventies, it was the sense of love as a political struggle. ... In Power Politics Atwood gave voice and leadership to post-Sixties attitudes here concerning relationships between the sexes and between the English-speaking peoples of North America” (43).33 The same year Canadian poets Douglas Barbour and Stephen Scobie published An Anthology of Comic Canadian Poetry under the main title of The Maple Laugh Forever. In their statement for Margaret Atwood: Works and Impact in 2000, they reminisce, 

We had one section titled “Brevity Is the Soul of Wit.” Fully aware that we would get some flack for doing so, we opened the section with the epigrammatic opening quatrain to Power Politics. Margaret Atwood didn’t question our choice, although many reviewers did. We stand by our sense then that it is a superb example of black humor. Well, we laughed, anyway. (in Nischik 2000/02, 306) 

It is debatable whether that quatrain contains any form of humour other than wordplay or whether the poem can fulfill Barbour and Scobie’s stated aim in the anthology of making readers laugh (11).34 Theirs nevertheless represents a further legitimate approach to this text: via black humour as an alienating, subversive agent that casts new light on the seemingly familiar.

German scholar Lothar Hönnighausen goes even further in this direction in his survey article on Atwood’s poetry. He comments on Power Politics, 

Readers who recognize that poetry is not a direct expression of personal feelings, and who take it for granted that women reflect upon love relations as critically as men, will have no difficulties with these witty poems. ... If we approach these poems as inheriting the zeitgeist of change and inversion, of William S. Burroughs, Allen Ginsberg, Robert Rauschenberg and Claes Oldenburg, of Beat, Pop Art, the civil rights movement, and women’s lib, we will not be shocked by the “cruelty” of Atwood’s [opening] epigraph ... but will rather intuit and enjoy its black humor. (2000/02, 105–06) 

This intellectual domestication of Power Politics goes too far by defusing the explosive power of an unruly text.35 The relatively relaxed reception of the book thirty years after its publication is, however, an indication of the decisive change that this text marked. What then seemed shocking now seems—after the student movement, the various waves of the Women’s Movement, the establishment of gender studies (and of men’s studies)—an integral and largely uncontroversial part of culture. Although the book is still highly relevant, it no longer has quite the same power to shock, at least not in intellectual circles.

Atwood in Power Politics calls the concept of idealized romantic love into question. This concept is more closely related to literary texts than is usually recognized—not only because most studies of romantic love have been undertaken by scholars of literature but also because sociologists, who have begun postulating a “sociology of love,” trace the creation of romantic love back to English literature of the eighteenth century (Samuel Richardson), to Sturm und Drang literature in Germany, and particularly to German Romanticism at the end of the eighteenth century: Novalis, Schlegel, Fichte, Brentano, Varnhagen, Günderode.36 Particularly interesting for the present purposes are the paradoxes inherent in the code of romantic love and, from today’s perspective, the far-reaching absence of cultural patterns that correspond to this code (Lenz 1998, 71).37 According to German sociologist Karl Lenz, the code of ideal romantic love has seven components: the unity of sexual passion and emotional attraction; the unity of love and marriage; the integration of parenthood into the ideal of romantic love; the exclusivity and lastingness (indeed permanence) of the emotion; the limitlessly expandable individuality (Niklas Luhmann) of the lovers; the absoluteness of the relationship and the concomitant degradation of other aspects of life; and, finally, reciprocity: only requited love is romantic love.

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, the ideal of romantic love was, if not suspended, then at least called into question and challenged by the concept of “egalitarian love” (German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk [2000, 146] speaks of “de-mythologized passion” and “love on an equal footing”). From the 1960s onward, cultural critics working within the Women’s Movement and others demonstrated how asymmetrical gender relations, and therefore gender-related power structures, had been superimposed on the code of romantic love, generally to the disadvantage of women. This was the first step toward the demystification of romantic love and of its integration into the discourse of gender politics. To clearly illustrate two of the anti-egalitarian asymmetrical pitfalls of the code of romantic love, I quote a statement by the German Romantic Fichte relating to the first characteristic of romantic love mentioned above, the unity of sexual passion and emotional attraction: “The uncorrupted woman possesses no sexual instinct; none manifests itself in her. Rather is she filled with love, and this love is the natural instinct of a woman to satisfy a man. It is, however, an instinct that desperately needs to be satisfied, but its satisfaction lies not in the sensual satisfaction of the woman but of the man” (in Lenz 1998, 78). To put it bluntly, the unity of sexual passion and emotional attraction applies only to the male partner. A second pitfall: the chastity of women—and only of women—had been idealized as a prerequisite for love and marriage. In this case, too, asymmetrical power structures are superimposed on the so-called ideal of romantic love. As late as the mid-1800s, a scientific work with the revealing title “The Natural History of the People as Basis for German Social Politics” states that “Sexual immorality is one of the few crimes that a woman can commit against the state.”38 Asymmetrical gender structures like these were able to persist for a considerable period, hidden as they were behind the ideological mask of the one and true love—everlasting, passionate, individual, absolute, and requited.

In Power Politics, Margaret Atwood tears back this ideological mask and targets every single characteristic of romantic love. In doing so, she repeatedly depicts her male opposite, the “you,” as a romantic anachronism. Both sexual passion and emotional attraction become embroiled in power games—who will gain the upper hand?—and cannot be unified. Love and sexuality are disassociated; their romantic union is dissolved. Sexuality in Power Politics is located outside love—“it does not move like love” (46)—and is portrayed as a fundamentally self-referential, if not selfish, act. On this level, too, idealization of the partner, which the romantic code prescribes, crumbles. There is no mention in Power Politics of marriage or parenthood, and the last poem in the collection, “He Is Last Seen” (56), describes the separation of the lovers. As far as the fourth item of the romantic code sketched above is concerned, Power Politics views a relationship not as necessarily unique and everlasting but rather as transitory. Each partner’s desire for self-determination leads to a situation in which, “in a conflict situation, individuality takes precedence over perpetuating the relationship” (Lenz 1998, 81). Power Politics, however, also demonstrates the paradox inherent in this desire for individuality. The code of romantic love promises to unite, indeed to merge, two individuals spiritually, emotionally, and physically. In Atwood’s poetry cycle, however, the code repeatedly breaks down in the face of the antagonism between two partners who are mainly concerned with their own defensive strategies. As German sociologist Georg Simmel has put it, “Love is pure tragedy: only individuality can bring it to life, yet it is destroyed by the impossibility of overcoming individuality” (cited in Lenz 1998, 81). The desire for an absolute relationship is consistently undermined in Power Politics, and ignoring other aspects of life outside the relationship was hardly feasible for thoughtful contemporaries in the 1970s, faced as they were with political, military, technological, and environmental threats. As Atwood said in 1971, “Power Politics depicts the power that is our environment” (cited in Grace 1980, 53). And, finally, as to the seventh item of the code of romantic love, it remains unclear whether love is reciprocal here, an uncertainty that forms a leitmotif of a collection that, as we have seen, is suffused with power games.

CONCLUSION 

At a time when love had more than ever attained the status of an “earthly religion”39 (see the hippie movement, the student movement, and the sexual revolution), Atwood’s Power Politics takes up the ideal of romantic love and shows that its implications for power and gender politics are out of date and inadequate. Atwood points out parallels between power structures in macro- and micropolitical spheres. By embedding love in the context of political thought and activity, she creates a new semantics of love. In Power Politics, she is fighting not against dualities but against polarities, binary gender relations that leave even the most intimate love affairs exposed to political power structures. The code of idealized romantic love is crossed by the code of political (gender) equality, making the reality of love part of political activity. With her conception of the omnirelevance of gender equality, Atwood placed herself, at the beginning of the 1970s, on the threshold between a romantic and a cooperative, egalitarian conception of love. Equality and symmetry are fundamental objectives of cooperative love (elements of this concept are absence of dominance, the self-expression of both individuals, the reconciliation of rationality and emotion, the separation of love and marriage, and, last but not least, gender equality). Power relations are rejected in favour of egalitarian forms of communication and strategies of negotiation, exchange, and persuasion.40 Relationships can be critically analyzed without calling them completely into question. The threshold situation that characterizes Power Politics as a whole is constantly inscribed into the text by Atwood, who repeatedly superimposes the critical code of gender politics over the code of romantic love:

I love you by
sections and when you work. (9) 

You are the sun

in reverse, all energy

flows into you and is

abolished (47)

Or, in an ambivalent transformation, 

In the room we will find nothing
In the room we will find each other (51) 

I suggested at the beginning of this chapter that Power Politics, in spite of its often disillusioning if not depressing atmosphere, is a work of love poetry and not of antilove poetry.41 Atwood questions traditional values and behavioural patterns in both private and public spheres; she exposes, exhorts, and warns. In the final analysis, however, there is still a love affair, albeit an unsatisfactory one, at the heart of Power Politics. In Atwood’s rewriting of the concept of love and the genre of love poetry, love still answers to an unquenchable longing of the individual for recognition by the other. Love poetry is still being written, also and particularly in Power Politics, to address a “you” across all dividing lines and against all odds and to engage in a lifelong dialogue of togetherness. In this way, love (and with it love poetry) may be able to renew itself from the silent bareness that is left after battle—“In the room we will find nothing / In the room we will find each other” (51)—even if, for the two lovers in Power Politics, there seems to be no happy end eventually. Indeed, the volume thus also includes hopeful, conciliatory passages suggesting that overcoming conventional power politics in public and private life, macro- and micropolitical life, is essential for the survival of humanity, of women and men. The combination of public and private comes across most clearly in the warning tone of the final poem of Part II, “They Are Hostile Nations” (37–38). This combined view of macro- and micropolitics, of the code of romantic love and gender-related codes of behaviour and power structures, the implied knowledge of generic traditions of love poetry, as well as a daring, mercilessly uncovering, and imaginative use of language are the essential factors in how Margaret Atwood revisions love and redesigns love poetry in her seminal poetry cycle Power Politics.




NOTES 

1. See McCombs 1973; Irvine 1979; Bowering 1981; Cooley 1994; and Somacarrera 2000, 2006.

2. See Onley 1974; Grace 1980, 53–63; Blakely 1983; Mallinson 1985, 44–46; McCombs 1988a, 5–6, 35–36, 50–52; and Hönnighausen 2000/02, 105–07.

3. For a brief overview of Power Politics, its historical context, and its often disturbingly unperceptive reception, see Sullivan 1998, 196–98, 237–59.

4. See also her fascinating later comments on the 1960s and 1970s in Atwood 1990, esp. 18–21, which underline her statement above.

5. I take this information from Ostriker 1984, an interesting article, whose analysis and conclusions, however, I disagree with in a number of cases. More convincing is Ostriker 1982. In the foreword to Eisenstein and Jardine 1980, the “rebirth of the women’s movement” (i.e., the second wave) is located in the “late 1960s” (xv).

6. Atwood has also executed, or contributed to, illustrations (drawings, paintings, collages) for the covers of Double Persephone, The Journals of Susanna Moodie, Two-Headed Poems, Interlunar, and Morning in the Burned House. See in this context her statement “When I was five, I did write a book of poetry. First I did the cover and the title; then I assembled the pages and inserted them in the book, and then I wrote the poems. So you could say that I’m a bookmaker first. And that’s a reasonable thing to call a writer, somebody who makes books” (interview with Margaret Kaminski, in Ingersoll 1990, 30).

7. See McCombs commenting on “the cover of Power Politics (conceived by Atwood and executed by William Kimber)” in Davidson and Davidson 1981, 47. The basis for this statement is a letter Atwood wrote to McCombs in 1973. For Kimber and the development and importance of the Canadian publisher House of Anansi, which published Power Politics, see chapter 3 in Fetherling 1994, 103–63. For Atwood’s cover design for Power Politics, an untitled watercolor (1970) that was the basis for Kimber’s cover design, see Plate 8 in Wilson 1993a.

8. For the history and importance of Tarot, see, e.g., Olsen 1995, here 313. 

9. Significantly, Atwood emphasizes in a letter to me that “the Hanged Man is a lucky sign in the tarot.” See also the use of this motif at the end of T. S. Eliot’s poem “The Waste Land”: “I do not find / The Hanged Man” (ll. 54–55). For further links between Power Politics and “The Waste Land,” see Mallinson 1984, 74–75, notes 54 and 55.

10. In connection with the short-story cycle, Forrest L. Ingram speaks of “the dynamic pattern of recurrent development” (1971, 200).

11. From a publisher’s advertisement by Nan A. Talese and Doubleday for Atwood’s The Robber Bride in the New York Times Book Review. See also Aritha van Herk’s more complex, highly elaborated, literary composition on Atwood (noun, verb, adjective, and adverb atypical), which van Herk wrote for Nischik 2000/02 (310).

12. All quotations from this work are taken from the edition included in the Bibliography. Sullivan’s biography of Atwood states that this epigram was written in Edmonton, Alberta, in February 1970, apparently on the back of an information leaflet of the University of Alberta’s Department of English, where Atwood was teaching at the time (1998, 247–48).

13. The quotation is taken from Atwood’s poem “A Paper Bag,” from Two-Headed Poems (1978), reprinted in Eating Fire: Selected Poetry, 1965–1995 (1998, 198–99, here 199).

14. “He Reappears” (2); “She Considers Evading Him,” “switch back in time to the woman image left” (4).

15. See George Woodcock: “For the eye sees, and is hurt, and so perception and feeling merge into each other” (1975, 313).

16. The epigram thus also criticizes the assumptions and imagery often encountered in masculinist literature à la Henry Miller, where the sexual act is presented as a power game in which women are humiliated. Passages illustrating this, for instance from Miller’s Sexus (1945), are much more shocking than Atwood’s supposedly “cruel” epigram. The following represents a relatively harmless scene from Sexus in which the female character is presented as hanging from the man’s “hook,” wriggling like a fish: “In a moment I had her in the tub, stockings and all. ... She was just like a bitch in heat, biting me all over, panting, gasping, wriggling like a worm on the hook. As we were drying ourselves she bent over and began nibbling at my prick. ... She kneeled at my feet gobbling it. After a while I made her stand up, bend over; then I let her have it from the rear. She had a small juicy cunt, which fitted me like a glove” (cited in Morgan 1970, 311). Whereas Miller’s sexist perspective suggests a “natural harmony” in sexual relations (however cruel), in which the roles are grossly imbalanced, Atwood destroys this supposed harmony by emphasizing the destructive potential of such relations (particularly for women). Further analysis of such sexist passages can be found in Millett 1970.

17. For a more extensive analysis of this poem, see the first section of chapter 5.

18. This interpretation is suggested by Bowering 1981, 43.

19. See also McCombs 1973, 60.

20. This is a possible reference to Tarot.

21. The book was written in the middle of the Cold War (e.g., the Cuban Missile Crisis) at a time when political assassinations were frequent (consider Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King) as well as during the rise of the ecological movement.

22. See also Dux (1992, 439): “Just as any form of power can only be countered by the reaction of those who feel exposed to it, so can equal rights for women only be achieved by organizing their reaction. No further justification is necessary; the fact that power is being wielded is reason enough to react against it” (my translation; subsequent translations from German into English are always mine unless stated otherwise).

23. Pilar Somacarrera differentiates three conceptions of power in Atwood’s works, two of which go back to quotations by Atwood herself: “the capacity of powerful agents to realize their will over the will of powerless people. ... ‘the desire for power over the physical universe through experiment and the intellect.’ ... ‘[T]he hardest form of power to acquire ... is power over oneself ’” (2006, 55). For the political potential of poetry in general, see Montefiore 1994, 7.

24. In a similar context, Rachel Blau du Plessis talks of “both/and vision” (Eisenstein and Jardine 1980, 132 passim). Sullivan paraphrases a relevant comment Atwood made in an interview as follows: “Women would be better off thinking of themselves in a context beyond the universe of two, creatively engaging with the world. In the end we must all take responsibility for ourselves since the only destiny we hold in our own hands is our own. And only we hold our own destiny” (1998, 255). See also Atwood’s reply to an interviewer’s question, “What do you think an ideal relationship between a man and a woman would be?”: “A happy one” (in Ingersoll 1990, 142).

25. Dorothy Livesay’s love poems of the late 1960s may be said to point toward Power Politics. Although not as explicitly as Atwood, Livesay in The Unquiet Bed (1967) also tackles the issue of romantic love as a power game or as a struggle for dominance, and Livesay’s Plainsongs (1969) occasionally anticipates the approach to love that can be found later in Atwood’s Power Politics (e.g., the lover who hurts and is hurt in turn or the superimposition of intimacy and separateness in love). I am indebted for this contextualizing comparison to Carmen Otilia Teodorescu, who completed her PhD dissertation, “Re-Writing Love: North American Love Poetry of the Twentieth Century,” at the University of Constance in 2009 and who investigated thoroughly the love poetry of thirty-five American and Canadian poets, thereby writing an illuminating history of North American love poetry of the twentieth century.

26. Other North American books of poetry that effected drastic changes in love poetry and the reconceptualization of romantic love before Power Politics are, for instance, from the United States, Amy Lowell, What’s O’Clock (1925); Edna St. Vincent Millay, The Harp-Weaver and Other Poems (1923); H.D., Helen in Egypt (1961); and Adrienne Rich, The Diamond Cutters (1955), Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law (1963), Necessities of Life (1966), and Leaflets (1969); from Canada, Phyllis Webb, Naked Poems (1965); and Dorothy Livesay, The Unquiet Bed (1967). It can be argued, however, that Atwood’s Power Politics is the most uncompromising revisionist contribution in this line of love poetry.

27. See also Leslie Fiedler’s classic Love and Death in the American Novel (1960). 

28. See also Mitchell 1984, 316n37.

29. In Hoffmeister 1973, 25; see also Forster 1969, esp. 10, 13, 14.

30. McCombs points out that Plath’s and Sexton’s poems still reflect the polarizing system of representation, where he equals active aggressor, and she equals passive victim; Atwood transcends, to some extent, this limitation in Power Politics. For the poetic tradition and its conventional gender representation, see Montefiore’s (1994) extensive comments, esp. chapters 1 and 2.

31. For the danger of the “intentional fallacy,” which seems to occur especially in reference to texts by female authors, see Montefiore 1994, 5–8. Atwood describes the volume’s combination of private and public spheres as “halfway between letter and newspaper” (cited in Grace 1980, 53). Atwood and Polk separated in 1972 and were divorced in 1977. (Since 1976, Atwood has been living with Canadian writer Graeme Gibson.) In a discussion of Margaret Drabble’s interview with Atwood for Chatelaine (“their generation was the first among women writers to be able to write whatever they wanted”), Sullivan makes clear how strongly the cultural upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s affected personal circumstances: “The women of their generation were breaking down old paradigms at a time when new ones hadn’t yet been invented and there were costs ... [such as] a husband who ... ‘then felt that something had been sprung on him that he hadn’t bargained for—namely the success of the woman’” (1998, 258, 259; the quotation within the quotation is from Atwood).

32. This fitting description comes from Grace 1981, 61.

33. See also McCombs 1973, 54; and Sullivan 1998, 252–55.

34. I also disagree with Barbour and Scobie’s opinion, in terms of both Power Politics and Atwood’s other poetry, that Atwood is a “feminist romantic poet” (1981, 11): Atwood is a gender-aware, (post)modern poet, but it would be wrong to limit her to this aspect of her work, which is heavily cognitive in its orientation. Linda Wagner also calls Power Politics a “comic scenario,” although she qualifies this statement in the course of her subsequent argumentation (in Davidson and Davidson 1981, 89–91). See also the exchange on this between Atwood and Linda Sandler in an interview (in Ingersoll 1990, 51).

35. Hönnighausen’s overall conclusion is that “What seems most original in Power Politics is a new breathtaking irony and brutality in the rendition of love, where previous generations of poets had felt obliged to offer slush” (107).

36. See Günter Burkart and Karl Lenz in Hahn and Burkart 1998, 66, 22.

37. In our context, it is not so important that the remarkable cultural success story of romantic love from the nineteenth century onward did not progress beyond the level of discourse until the twentieth century, after which it came to influence the norms of relationships and therefore affected social behaviour in a concrete way (see Lenz 1998, 70).

38. Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl, Die Naturgeschichte des Volkes als Grundlage einer deutschen Sozialpolitik (1855), cited in Hahn and Burkart 1998, 72.

39. Thus German sociologist Ulrich Beck, speaking, however, about the 1990s (in Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1990, chapter 6).

40. Cancian 1987 differentiates between “traditional marriage” (dependence), “independence,” and “interdependence” as the three main conceptions of love. She is in favour of the third type, which she calls “love with self-development,” linking it to the cooperative conception of love (3, 4, 8–10 passim).

41. See also McCombs: “[The book] reveals, with craft and wisdom, many verdicts but no Verdict” (1973, 54).
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