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Summary 

 

 

The present PhD thesis focuses on the comparative analysis of feminine identity in Carol 

Shields’ and Margaret Atwood’s works. The novels analysed in this thesis were written 

between 1969 and 2003.  

Carol Shields was born in 1935 in Oak Park, Illinois, a suburb in Chicago but lived 

most of her life in Canada. She died in 2003 of breast cancer. Margaret Atwood was born in 

1939 in Ottawa and now lives in Toronto. These two women writers are part of the Canadian 

female literary tradition. The fictional universe created by Shields and Atwood is representative 

for the cultural scene of the second half of the twentieth century when feminism developed and 

woman’s status was changing.  

The theoretical corpus this research relies on includes scholars such as Judith Butler, 

Adrienne Rich, Andrea O’Reilly, Nancy Chodorow, and Rosi Braidotti. A very important 

theory for the understanding of feminine identity and the image of woman in society is Judith 

Butler’s performative gender theory. She considers that masculine and feminine genders are 

social constructs, roles that the individual asserts according to the gender determined by 

society. Masculine and feminine genders imply attitudes, behaviours, and activities that are 

considered normal and different for the two genders. Gender is the repetition of social and 

cultural norms and conventions in an imposed and restrictive manner.  

The notion of motherhood is an essential part of feminine identity. In order to 

understand motherhood I have used the work of Adrienne Rich, Nancy Chodorow and Andrea 

O’Reilly. Controversial and complex, motherhood is essential in order to understand the 

evolution of woman’s status. So we must differentiate between motherhood and mothering, 

i.e., the institution and mothering and the actual acting that makes one a mother. Adrienne Rich 

states that motherhood as institution is used by patriarchy to control women. Stepping in Rich’s 
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footsteps, Andrea O’Reilly supports the idea that there is a need for feminism to centre on 

motherhood and use it in order to empower women.  

After the introduction we have focused on the woman writer avatar in the chapter 

entitled “Challenging Stereotypes: On Writers and Their Writing”. The act of writing and its 

symbols are of great importance both for Shields and Atwood. The first writer avatar we have 

analysed is Iris Chase Griffin from Atwood’s novel The Blind Assassin. For her the act of 

writing is an atoning and freeing act. I continued with Judith, a biographer, and Charleen, a 

poetess, the two sisters from Shields’ novel Duet. For them the act of writing is a process of 

self-discovery. Joan Foster, the main character from Atwood’s Lady Oracle, is the next woman 

writer analysed in this chapter. For Joan, writing books, Costume Gothics, and forging new 

identities for herself are ways of escaping whatever trouble she finds herself in. Shields’ Reta 

Winters, the writer from Unless, is the silenced writer whose work is still underestimated. Then 

there is Shields’ Mary Swann, the murdered poetess whose figure is actually built up in 

absentia by her devotees. Atwood’s and Shields’ writers uncover the process of writing in its 

complexity and use it to explore their femininity and establish their own place in the world and 

history regardless the societal obstacles and prejudices. 

The next chapter “Mothers and Daughters” centres on the idea of motherhood as an 

essential component of feminine identity. The archetypal relationship between mothers and 

daughters is essential for Atwood’s and Shields’ perception of woman. Society and the 

institution of motherhood with their norms and rules generated dysfunctional relationships 

between mothers and their offspring. Atwood exploited this dysfunctional side of motherhood 

in many of her novels. The unnamed narrator of Surfacing is forced to give up motherhood due 

to unfavourable circumstances which generate identity conflicts. Atwood also exposes the 

monstrous side of motherhood in The Robber Bride, Lady Oracle, The Blind Assassin, and The 

Handmaid’s Tale. These novels show women who are abusively coerced to mother children 
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(Offred in The Handmaid’s Tale) or they have to become mothers because of unfortunate 

conditions related to their marital status (Anthea, Tony’s mother and Gloria, Karen’s/Charis’ 

mother from The Robber Bride, Joan’s mother from Lady Oracle). These situations generate 

toxic and life-altering relationships between mothers and daughters. 

Carol Shields’ mothers (for example Reta Winters from Unless) choose and embrace 

motherhood and the comfort of domesticity, as limiting as these may be for their fulfilment as 

women. Motherhood, a social construct, an institution that, according to patriarchy, is meant 

to atone woman and give her value should be a matter of choice. As some of the Atwoodian 

mothers demonstrate, if it is not a matter of choice, motherhood, one of the most rewarding 

experiences of a woman’s life, can have destructive effects on feminine identity. 

In the next chapter (“Men and Women – Portraits and Relationships”) I analyse 

masculinity and femininity, the two gender roles, as they are performed by the men and women 

from Carol Shields’ and Margaret Atwood’s novels. Women, as well as men, are social beings 

who are compelled to perform their gender in order to fit into the sphere of the normal and the 

acceptable. Men and women play their roles in a normative and regulating society. Atwood’s 

The Edible Woman and Bodily Harm offer an image of a consumerist society in which 

individuals, men and women, are mere commodities meant to ensure the functioning of this 

well-ordered machine. Shields’ Brenda and Jack Bowman from Happenstance, Tom Avery 

and Fay McLeod from The Republic of Love, are husbands and wives who tackle the institution 

of marriage as a limiting status accompanied by a certain degree of desired normalcy and 

comfort. Elizabeth and Nate Schoenhof from Atwood’s Life before Man are a husband and a 

wife who deal with a marriage in transition that has a damaging effect on their identities. 

Shields offers a glimpse into the emancipated side of the woman. The wife (Brenda) 

returns to the comfort of her family, of the domestic life. Atwood frees Nate and Elizabeth 

from the ties of a counterfeit and toxic marriage and lets them find their own path in life. 
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Marriage, like motherhood, is an institution meant to establish order and the hegemony of 

patriarchy and to supress the individual. The two writers observe the husbands and wives and 

their identities struggling to emerge from under layers and layers of conventions and 

expectations. 

The last chapter (“Discovering her Identity”) focuses on feminine identity as a dynamic 

process. Atwood prefers to create morally complex female characters. Such are the villainesses 

Grace Marks from Alias Grace and Zenia from The Robber Bride. Atwood shows, through 

these two women, a duplicitous and dark femininity. Grace, the murderess, fascinates through 

innocence and deviousness while Zenia, the temptress, troubles the lives of good women by 

freeing them from their worthless and manipulating husbands and lovers. Carol Shields has 

created morally considerate female characters, such as Daisy Goodwill Flett from The Stone 

Diaries. She is the motherless character who spends her lifetime conforming and adapting her 

femininity to a traditional milieu. Daisy ends up sculpting her life into a monument dedicated 

to patriarchy. Atwood’s Cat’s Eye also covers feminine identity through Elaine. From a young 

age, she strived to define her feminine identity against a normative society.  

The female characters analysed in the thesis were representative for the woman of the 

second half of the twentieth century. They were captured in their search for identity and 

examined in their evolution against a cultural environment and a society that were 

reconsidering the status of woman. 

.Atwood’s representation of feminine identity starts with a young woman (Marian) who 

rejects her femininity because she considers it is stifling. Atwood continues with the unnamed 

character of Surfacing who has to return to a mystical state of communion with nature, with 

her femininity. The other Atwoodian female characters find the quest of their own feminine 

identity challenged by marriage, motherhood, society, and man.  
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Shields’ approach to feminine identity is closely connected to the domestic milieu. Her 

female characters are set against the familial environment, they define their identity in relation 

to their statuses as wives and mothers. The quest of their feminine identity is also challenged 

by a constantly changing world that disrupts their balanced and conventional life. If Atwood’s 

characters defy the rules of the society they live in and are not willing to obey restrictive norms, 

Shields’ characters choose to continue living in the limiting safety offered by the social order. 

However, all these female characters, whether they choose to conform or not to conform to the 

norms, they stay truthful to their femininity. 
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