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ABSTRACT

This dissertation explores why much contemporary Canadian literature features
protagonists who disappear in the wilderness. This boundless region serves as a
powerful metaphor for a country that feels its internal and external borders are
insecure. The nation is not only divided provincially between Anglophone and
Francophone communities, it also uneasily defines itself against the frontier with the
United States. Through the study of four Canadian writers, I explain why these
divisions have made national subjectivity difficult to delineate.

The 1970s saw the first comprehensive articulation of why the wilderness was
prominent in Canadian literature. Chapter One considers the work of Northrop Frye
and Margaret Atwood, whose thematic criticism discusses the Canadian landscape in
relation to a national search for self.

Chapter Two shows how the feminist writer, Anitha van Herk, overturns some of
the negative impressions that previous authors have given to the wilderness. Drawing a
comparison with selected works by Atwood, this chapter looks at how women
disappear into the Canadian wilderness to rebuild their lives.

By way of contrast, Chapter Three investigates Kroetsch’s challenging exploration
of the prairie West from a masculine point of view. His work depicts how the Canadian
man often discovers himself lost 1n a deceptive landscape that confounds traditional
heroic 1deals.

Chapter Four examines Ondaatje’s 1diosyncratic wildernesses, which at first glance
appear not to be Canadian. I consider how foreign deserts, bushlands, and jungle that
feature in his oeuvre revise the established trope of the wilderness in Canadian writing.
In charting these vast landscapes, Ondaatje represents identity through an alien
‘Other’. His perspective on the wilderness relates to his immugrant background as a

Ceylonese-born Canadian subject.

To show how far the wilderness expands in recent Canadian literature, the

dissertation concludes with a brief discussion about group disappearance in the work

of Native writers.
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PREFACE

I have not been able to use original editions for citations from many of my primary
works because of the difficulty of obtaining such texts in this country. However, in
each case I have indicated the date of first publication after the title of the work on my
initial reference to it. In quoting from Canadian and American works I have

standardised spelling to British usage. I have presented documentation in line with the

MHRA Style Book (London: Modern Humanities Research Association, 1991). Since,

however, the MHRA 1s not particularly comprehensive when it comes to providing
bibliographical references, the full bibliography at the end of the dissertation is

presented 1n line with the recommendations of the ML A Handbook for Writers of

Research Papers, Joseph Gibaldi (New York: The Modern Language Association of

America, 1995). I have experienced difficulty in locating the page references of a
handful of Canadian newspapers. These incidents occur where I have obtained press
cuttings from the indirect sources of Michael Tooby and O.W. Toad. They are

referenced as such in the endnotes. I have standardised the capitalisation of West and

Western, using this upper case form only when referring to the West as a place, rather
than west as a direction. Likewise, Western 1s capitalized when I am signitying the

American cowboy genre but carries a lower case ‘w’ for the adjective.
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INTRODUCTION: 'WHERE IS HERE'?

What are you . . ? they ask.
And [Canada] replies:

I am the wind that wants a flag.
I am the mirror of your picture

until you make me the marvel of your life.

Yes, I am one and none, pin and pine, snow and slow,
America's attic, an empty room,

a something possible, a chance, a dance

that 1s not danced. A cold kingdom.

- from 'Poem on Canada', Patrick Anderson, 1946

In terms of land mass, Canada is the second largest country in the world. Yet it is one
of the most sparsely populated countries, renowned for its extreme northern weather
and 1ts vast unpopulated wilderness. This dissertation seeks to investigate how these
physical and geographical factors shape the Canadian imagination. Each chapter
discusses the specific problem of articulating a coherent sense of national identity
because of, rather than despite, the possession of such a unique national environment. |
have chosen for analysis selected works by Margaret Atwood, Robert Kroetsch,
Michael Ondaatje and Aritha van Herk because they are all writers concerned with the
Canadian landscape and the wilderness, and how these types of environment influence
national models of subjectivity. Each writer’s work brings a contrasting perspective to
my geographically orientated discussion of Canada. Commentaries concerning the
relationship between the environment and Canadian identity are far from new. Writing
in 1984, B.W. Powe declared that 'for over two decades the Canadian literary scene
has been charged with a distinct emphasis: self definition. Not self-knowledge, but

“identity”.! Powe stresses the need to work out what the borders of that identity might

be. It may be possible to outline the national character, but as yet, he suggests, 1t 1S not

possible to fill in the inner details through self-knowledge. The debate about Canadian
identity continues in terms of boundaries, not only in literature, but also in public and
political life. Discussion focuses on the literal, as well as metaphorical, borderlines of
identity.

The predicaments associated with defining national identity are not specifically

Canadian. They affect all former colonies and countries settled recently, predominantly
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in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century. Australia for instance, as a former penal

colony and huge, sparsely populated landmass, is similarly debating adequate
formulations of nationalism. But national identity is a subject which is particularly
persistent and complex in Canada, a dually post-colonial nation bordering the world
power of the United States. Geographical borders operate both physically and
psychologically to define the Canadian national character. There is Canadian anxiety
over the Free Trade Agreement signed by Brian Mulroney with the United States in
1988, increasing the economic permeability of an already culturally vulnerable southern
national border, and provincial boundary disputes, as French Quebec moves towards
national partitioning on cultural and linguistic grounds. This is a vitally important time
to reexamine the vexed question of Canadian national identity in the light of the
extremely marginal defeat of the Bloc Québécois and its separatist ambitions in the
October 1995 Referendum. My dissertation is part of this broader debate. Surveys
reveal that 60 per cent of Quebeckers subsequently believe that the province will

achieve sovereignty within the next decade,? resulting in the end of Canada as it 1s now

known. After the failure of the Meech Lake Accord in 1987 and the indecisive results
of the 1995 Referendum, some commentators have suggested that Canada 1s suffering
from constitutional 'burn-out', dubbing the political debate the 'neverendum’. But the
country's need rather than desire to discuss the i1ssue of national identity continues

unabated, in the arts as well as politics.

One example of a recent large-scale, high-profile and federally subsidised
examination of national identity in the arts will serve to introduce the problems of
comprehensively articulating such an identity in relation to Canada’s vast landmass and

diverse population. In the first half of 1996, the Art Gallery of Ontario (A.G.0O.) staged

an ambitious but highly controversial exhibition - 'The OH! Canada Project® - to

celebrate the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Group of Seven (1920-1931).% This

exhibition was conceived to examine whether the ideas of nature and the nation which

inspired this influential Canadian school of painters still speak to Canadians today. The

formation of the Group of Seven marked the first attempt to formulate a collective
sense of Canadian national identity, doing so through portrayals of the uninhabited

Canadian wilderness, especially the landscapes of Algoma and Algonquin.> Yet the

A.G.O. tacitly acknowledged the dated limitations of the Group's national vision as a
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subjective one, based on an alliance of all white, male, anglophone Canadians, located
in Toronto and painting mainly Ontario scenes. 'The Group of Seven: Art for a Nation'
exhibition of their work formed only a small part of the larger Project, which included

interactive areas for technological and artistic participation by the general public.6 Also

included was a contemporary response to the tenets of the Group of Seven by six local
urban communities which were represented by black, immigrant, Latino, Chinese,
Native and Caucasian groups.

The A.G.O. seemed to have fallen into the pitfalls it hoped to avoid. The gallery
sought to broaden the forum of debate, asking the question 'What makes a nation?
People? Stories? Land?'. But at the same time it chose to portray that nation primarily
in racial and not gendered, sexual or regional terms. Thus the exhibition emphasised
Canada's famed multiculturalism while overlooking other forms of diversity. A victim
of its own location in the heart of Toronto - the cultural centre of Ontario - the A.G.O.
used the opening words of the national anthem to appeal to a patriotic sense of

collective 1dentity and to suggest a national perspective.” Yet the exhibition remained

highly regional in its local subject matter and community input, gesturing at the
margins while remaining central and institutional. The event was split between tradition
and technology, formal art and pop culture, a wilderness theme and an urban setting, a
seemingly boundless nation and the metropolitan limits of Toronto. This 1s perhaps an
apt demonstration of Canadian identity conventionally represented as uncertain and
divided.

My dissertation focuses on the ways in which location and environment in Canada
have affected individual rather than group perceptions of self and country. The
chapters that follow do not aim to construct - like the A.G.O. - all-embracing models
of Canadianness. The image of one unified land and one Canadian people is erroneous.
[ dissent from the view that Canadian literature has collectively striven for a umtorm
articulation of what it means to be Canadian. This 1s an important point to stress
because there remains, even in post-colonial studies, a narrow outlook which Ashcroft,
Griffiths and Tiffin misleadingly attribute to the nation and its written production in the
late-1980s. They claim: 'Canadian literature, perceived internally as a mOosalC, remains

generally monolithic in its assertion of Canadian difference from the canonical British

or the more recently threatening neo-colonialism of American culture’.® Aware of the
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limitations of their perspective, I have adopted a plurality of approaches in examining
national identity from the individual and subjective positions of four very different
Canadian authors. Each of the writers discussed develops her or his ideas away from
prevailing traditional representations of Canadian identity, breaking new bounds in
their personal portrayals of the landscape and the way that land influences the
psychology of those who inhabit it. They seek not simply to define Canadian identity

by external opposition with America but also to suggest internal regional, gendered

and ethnic distinctions.

While acknowledging that the terrain charted by such authors is limited, I would
contend that the combined works of Atwood, Kroetsch, Ondaatje and van Herk
represent a diverse range of racial, sexual and provincial identities within Canada.
Although these authors are based in only two regions - Toronto (Ontario) and prairie
Alberta - 1t 1s the case that mapping their geographical and cultural influences demands
a revisionary approach to received models of Canadian identity and literary tradition.
Ondaatje, for example, was born under distinct colonial circumstances in Ceylon, while
Atwood was brought up in the Quebec bush where native myths and traditions were
part of the environment. Periods spent living in England further complicate the national
consciousness of these two writers. Equally, although Kroetsch and Van Herk share a
prairie Albertan birth and upbringing, there are marked contrasts between their work.
Their different genders have resulted in divergent experiences in a traditional agranan
society where labour was strictly gender-defined. Masculinity and femininity have a
complex relation to Canadian identity because of the different way the sexes relate to
the physical landmass of Canada. Ethnic origins also play a part in the contrasting

responses of these two writers: Van Herk's parents were Dutch, Kroetsch's

grandparents (German.

I do not wish to establish a deterministic model of influence by suggesting that the
immediate home environment alone controls the perspective of these writers, aftecting
their choice of setting and style. They are not bound by their physical environment but
range imaginatively through the landscapes of the mind, frequently drawing on
personal experience but also, and especially in the case of Ondaatye, feeling free to
roam across the border between fact and fantasy into unvisited regions. In their work,

landscapes are not fixed geographical backdrops that serve simply to ground setting.
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Instead, they are deceptive environments often possessing a character of their own.
The range of the creative journeys made possible in their writings is further extended
because the Canadian landscape is not a wilderness but a series of wildernesses. The
Yukon, the Northwest Territories, the Arctic and the mountains of British Columbia
are the wildernesses that stretch across the narratives I examine. Comparably
boundless are the Ontario and Quebec bush and the mid-West prairies. Notably.
Ondaatje extends the boundaries still further beyond the sovereignty of Canada to
examine contrasting, but perhaps related, wildernesses, in his inventive portrayals of
the Australian Outback, the scrub of New Mexico, the Ceylonese jungle and the
African desert. By comparing the way these four writers represent these landscapes, I
intend to show why the wilderness is a shifting signifier in a Canadian context: an
appropriate geographical analogy for the unfixed, changing and evasive nature of
national identity itself.

The origins and structure of this investigation reveal my own personal reasons for
developing a fascination with Canadian identity. In a dissertation focusing on
disappearance, invisibility and hidden identities, it seems appropriate for me to
articulate the responses of arguably less well-known authors in this debate. My
selection includes writers who to all intents and purposes have been invisible outside

Canada, at least until recently.” For this reason Margaret Laurence, Alice Munro and

Robertson Davies, as high-profile Canadian authors, are conspicuously absent from my
dissertation. I have, however, retained two world-renowned Canadian writers,
Margaret Atwood and Northrop Frye, for a specific purpose. They jointly form a
natural starting point for my discussion, not only because they were some of the first
commentators on issues of nationalism based on literary cultural production, but also
because they are the origin of my own thinking on Canadian literature. My master’s

dissertation dealt with issues of doubling, fissility, individuality and subsumption of

identity in the work of Margaret Atwood.!° As an identical twin myselt, these topics

had a distinctly personal relevance. The wider debate about Canada's attempts to
discover its own identity in the face of a dominant and proximate other - the United
States, a nation with whom Canada is inextricably linked - invited more than an
objective, academic interest from me as a researcher. It became approprate in my

master’s work to link the personal and the political in an investigation of the shifting
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geographical borders of national identity and the corporeal boundaries of femininity in
Atwood's novels. This association between the borderline position of Canada and

women 1s one which Atwood has herself suggested in her nationalist survey, Survival:

A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature (1972).!

The formulation of Canadian nationalism in the visual arts originated in the 1920s
with the paintings of the Group of Seven, while such an explicit group articulation
occurred 1n literature only in the late 1960s and early 1970s. This delay may partly be
attributed to the mode and scale of creative production, since to have any wider impact
a work of literature needs to be reproduced in considerable numbers and so requires
the coincident establishment of a national publishing industry. During this period,
faculty teachers in Canadian universities developed a school of criticism which
identified recurring themes in the emerging national literature. Just as the Group of
Seven concentrated on uninhabited, wilderness landscapes as a symbol of Canadian
national identity, so too almost all of these thematic concepts were associated with the
Canadian geographical environment. Initially a response to Northrop Frye's suggestion

in 1965 of a Canadian national 'garrison mentality','? the developing trend in Canadian

thematic criticism focused on a series of linked images of exile, alienation, 1solation,
survival and inner division or paranoid schizophrema. Critics revealed, for example,
how European representations of pastoral landscapes were firmly rejected 1n a
Canadian agrarian context. Frye influentially argued that the fearful and self-protective
pioneer response to the unknown 'other' landscape of the Canadian wilderness still
exhibited itself in the Canadian psyche. My own research originates in these
psychological and thematic models, as the opening chapter on the related nationalist
commentaries of Atwood and Frye reveals. But these representations are included to
establish a point of departure for more recent articulations of national identity over the
last two decades, not as a means of reaffirming dated models and 1deas.

To be sure, the thematic criticism of authors like D.G. Jones (Buttertly on Rock,

1970), Frye (The Bush Garden, 1971), Atwood (Survival, 1972) and John Moss

(Patterns of Isolation, 1974)"* - dubbed by Russell Brown 'the Thematic Four"* - is

now widely regarded as outmoded.'* One example serves to illustrate why. With

typical nationalist fervour but sweeping humanist rhetoric. Jones declared in 1970 that

'we [as Canadians] have arrived at a point where we recognize, not only that the land 1s
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ours, but that we are the land's'.1® While acknowledging the limitations and weaknesses

of such generalised surveys and commentaries on Canadian literature, it is important to
recognise that such an approach was of its time and certainly has relevance for present-
day critics. My own interest in the linked topics of disappearance, the wilderness and

its borders might well be regarded as thematic. In some senses, it is. But I would claim
that my argument does not use a thematic basis in the same way as these earlier works.

This dissertation is not an 'attempt to define a national identity or psychosis',!” nor is it

a survey of the nation's literature which undertakes to group authors or works in
'patterns’ - although the dissertation endeavours to refer broadly to Canadian literature
while concentrating on close, detailed textual readings of selected works. My aim,
above all else, 1s to be exploratory rather than formulaic, not to provide a completed

'map of the territory'!® - one which Atwood suggests is needed - but to establish a

number of points of reference, like a series of trig. points to facilitate the discovery of
further cartographical details which will map as yet unnoticed contours in the Canadian
psyche. One such important point of reference 1s disappearance: a recurring motif in
Canadian literature. Despite the insights it reveals into the national character, 1t has yet
to be studied in any depth across a comparative range of Canadian authors and
contexts.

By investigating this prevalent Canadian theme of disappearance, I am not
suggesting that it is to be found only in Canadian works. After all, the trend 1n
postmodern writing around the world has made uncertain and fragmented subjective
representations increasingly common. As a consequence, many postmodern

protagonists reveal traits of disappearance.!® Instead, what I am suggesting is that

there is a whole host of cultural connotations, assumptions and historically based
responses to such disappearances that are peculiar to Canadian culture and the
Canadian imagination. To clarify this point, let me draw a contrasting national
example. In Argentina, disappearance has a particular and sinister political connotation
It would be impossible for an Argentinian author to write about a character's

disappearance without recalling in the mind of a native reader Argentina's 10s

desaparecidos. Canadian figures do not disappear unnaturally in this way. Instead, they

have a tendency to disappear into the landscape, often of their own will, becoming part

of or one with the land in a process of identification which clearly has national
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implications. Canada's environment provides a vast wilderness in which loss or
disappearance of self 1s a distinct possibility, as well as a recurring historical and
contemporary reality. The epigraph to this thesis, taken from Michael Ondaatje's poem
'White Dwarts' (1973), suggests that the act of disappearance is connected with a
potentially symbolic descent. However, the possibility of establishing this motif as part
of a larger archetype of descent and return is not supported in a Canadian context,
since descent into the code of language or landscape (sometimes into the ground itself)
1s often not accompanied by return in Canadian literature. To establish this narrative
motif more 1n the pattern of the mythical experiences of Eurydice than Orpheus is not

to suggest that disappearance always has negative death-laden symbolism for

Canadians. Far from it. Frequently, disappearance in Canadian literature ofters the

possiblity of a positive national myth to counter the negative ones of exile, division and

bare survival.

Evaluating the dominant Canadian tradition of thematic criticism, Russell Brown
points out the potential for the positive development of this dated approach in the
context of national articulation: 'Is there a cultural code we learn as Canadian readers?’

asks Brown. 'If so what are the messages that are being sent between author and

reader?'.2° He goes on to suggest that 'perhaps the Canadian writer of today signals his

reader of their common ground by introducing not so much lexical markers of
nationality (such as "eh?" at the end of sentences) as cultural markers: one such might
be the deliberate utilization of imagery meant to be recognized as referring to the

garrison'.2! I am proposing that disappearance is just such an image: a symbolic act

which would signal something different for Canadian subjects than, say, U.S. citizens.
For example, as a 'cultural marker' disappearance might well recall to the mind of a
Canadian reader historical individuals like Tom Thomson, a painter closely linked to
the Group of Seven, who became a mythic figure after his disappearance in Algonquin

Park in 1917. The suggestion was that the land had claimed this landscape artist for its

own. Such cultural myths are further strengthened by the widespread intluence of

certain works of literature embodying the theme. Margaret Atwood's novel Surfacing

(1972) centres on the search for someone who has equally disappeared nto the

wilderness, and it is a narrative which would be famihar to many well-read Canadians.

These associations would help give context, form and structure to a work of
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disappearance in a symbolic national framework. As Brown emphasises, 'a recognition
of "theme" in terms such as these would be very different from the way we are used to

dealing with the concept'.22 Likewise, I wish to develop this traditional Canadian

modus operandi in new ways.

Having indicated how I intend to approach the national territory, let me explain
exactly where that region of research lies. Mapping the disappearing self or doubled
other 1s a vast project in the Canadian literature, originating in numerous and various
images of splitting and internal divisions, exile and marginalisation associated with an
Insecure national identity, which might be viewed as a type of pervasive inferiority
complex. I have limited the territory in a number of ways. First, I concentrate on the

inter-linked work of Atwood and Frye whose particular discussion of Canadian
national identity focuses specifically on issues of mapping and geography. Jointly they

have been central in developing a theory about Canadian psychological responses to
the wilderness producing not only an influential model in Canadian literature but also
what has become the prevailing one. Chapter One begins by establishing the grounds of
Canada's national insecurity and divided identity - suggested by both Atwood and Frye
- through a historical survey of pioneering attitudes and experiences, contrasting the
divergence between Canadian and American national identities. Despite similar
patterns of settler colonisation and a shared continental location, the traditional
national characteristics of these two adjacent nations are markedly different. Why
should this be? Is Canada's insecure, conservative and guarded national character really
a direct response to America's assertive, aggressive, confident nationalism, or a more
complex result of historical and geographical factors? And do these traditional models
still hold?

Such questions, as discussed in Chapter One, indicate why it 1s essential to
understand the historical background and psychological conditions behind the motif of

Canadian disappearance. Those emigrating from Europe across the Atlantic effectively

disappeared from their families and communities, 'passing over to the other side' %

frequently never to return. Absent but not dead, families still mourned the finality of
their departure as the wakes held for leaving immigrants in rural parts of Ireland and
Scotland demonstrate. Yet this experience would potentially be common to all

immigrants leaving for the Americas, or indeed Australia. My study focuses on the
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moment of arrival in Canada to suggest why the sense of dislocation should be more
profound for Canadian immigrants than American pioneers. I discuss the pioneer
accounts of an historical frontierswoman, Susanna Moodie, a figure who clearly
demonstrates in her journals her shock at arrival in an alien wilderness. She is not an
arbitrary example but a woman who embodies for Atwood the 'national illness' or 'state

of mind', paranoid schizophrenia,?* a psychological trait which Atwood develops in

several of her own fictional characters. The chapter concludes with a detailed reading
of Atwood's novel Surfacing (1972), a highly complex and in some places conflicted
narrative of physical and mental division, breakdown and disappearance, as well as the
author's clearest articulation of her Canadian nationalist stance. Through this novel, I
investigate the central issue of how one draws the perceptual borders of one's world: a
subject which has deep implications both for individual and national identity in Canada.

My second chapter turns to the lesser-known work of Arnitha van Herk, a mid-
Western feminist writer and critic whose novels are regionally and gender specific. Van
Herk's fiction, written predominantly after the thematic movement of the 1970s,
represents a natural progression in my argument since she overtly challenges the
national representations of Frye and Atwood. Her work reflects the growing assurance
of Canadian national identity which has developed along with the country's political
and cultural international standing during the 1980s. Atwood's daunting female

confrontation with a hostile or frighteningly indifferent natural environment, where
survival is the main aim, is transformed by van Herk into a deeply positive wilderness
experience where freedom and possibilities abound for women 1n this territonally
ambiguous region. Likewise the trope of disappearance is developed into a less divisive
and more enabling hiding of self from view, a move beyond patriarchal boundaries as
well as a comforting retreat inside the protective natural borders of the concealing
wilderness.

Van Herk is at the forefront of the Canadian feminist engagement 'in a vigorous

border-traffic’. which Barbara Godard describes as being ‘between the world defined

for [women] and the world defined by them which they hope to bring into being'.#
Godard goes on to suggest that 'their project is to be cartographers of new realms’' %6

Linking the joint nationalist and feminist projects of writers such as van Herk, Godard

proposes that 'like cultural nationalists, [Canadian ferminists] reject the map made for
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them by denying that their difference is peripheral or marginal. Placing the point of the

compass where they are, they redraw the circle'. 2’ This is a perceptual readjustment

which 1s clearly articulated by van Herk and the other female authors whose works of
temale wilderness liberation I use as a point of comparison, providing a Canadian
feminist context for this chapter. In van Herk's writing the wilderness is a pioneering
space in which the historical, social, sexual and class limits imposed on women can be
hiberatingly redrawn to claim what Elaine Showalter has described, in the context of

more general feminist criticism, as a female 'wild zone'.2® While setting up an

alternative positive model of national, female identity which contrasts with the 1970s
work of Atwood, I do not wish to use her writing merely as a negative foil. To give
balance to my commentary on women's writing in the Canadian bush, I conclude this

chapter by investigating the urban wildernesses portrayed by Atwood, focusing on one

of her most recent works, The Robber Bride (1993). In this Toronto-based novel, a

new and stridently aggressive and assertive type of female Canadian identity 1s
represented in the ambiguous context of a largely absent and frequently disappearing
central character.

Having looked at Canadian feminist responses to the wilderness, Chapter Three
examines a notable male engagement with this national landscape. Here I turn to the

work of another prairie author, Robert Kroetsch, born within a few miles of van Herk

in the Battle River Valley of Alberta. Van Herk's novel No Fixed Address (1986)

directly parodies Kroetsch's theorising of a gender-delineated 'erotics of space',”” which

she claims is sexist. However, despite her intellectual disagreements with Kroetsch,
van Herk nonetheless acknowledges 'a strange kind of recognition of a shared

metaphysical space'.3® The wilderness in Canadian literature 1s frequently as clearly a

symbolic and imaginary concept, as an actual physical environment. By remaining with
the same prairie landscape as van Herk’s, this chapter on Kroetsch does not represent
so much a duplication of setting as an opportunity for a direct comparison ot approach.
Kroetsch's work is interesting when juxtaposed with that of van Herk because 1t
embodies an open declaration of what it means to be male in the Canadian West,
articulated in terms of the discovery of masculine sexuality through pioneering trontier

quests in the wilderness. Kroetsch has described himself as 'a frontiersman’,”" alluding
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not only to his prairie origins but his pioneering stance as a postmodern author

attempting to write across boundaries, including those of the nation,

This dual position raises a key question about the interaction of local and country-
wide agendas. How might experimental investigations of the regional relate to larger
national projects concerning identity? Of the four authors I have selected. Kroetsch is
the writer most explicitly representing his local environment and tackling the tradition
of its representation. Despite his strong Canadian regionalist position, Kroetsch lived
and worked in America for many years, an experience which influenced his writing,
ironically both clarifying and redefining his sense of personal and national identity. In
an interview, Kroetsch admits that 'in my coming to the United States I discovered

how hopelessly Canadian I am'.3>2In his 'Out West' trilogy of novels (1966-73) - or

triptych as he would term it - Kroetsch adopts an irreverent, bawdy and parodic style
to undermine the American mythic image of the wild-West hero through the comic
characterization of anti-heroic protagonists, Johnny Backstrom, Hazard Lepage and
Jeremy Sadness. Yet the establishment of a Canadian mythic framework for successful
male questing proves problematic both because of the deceptive nature of the prairie
landscape and the lack of existing regional narratives.

This chapter investigates why the Canadian expectation should be of failed
encounters with the environment while the American model involves successtully
taming the frontier into submission. Through a critical, poetic and fictional inquiry into
historical figures such as Frederick Philip Grove and Grey Owl, Kroetsch reveals the
way in which the prairies threaten a possible loss of selt. Nevertheless, he suggests
how that disappearance - here in the act of immigration - might provide the enabling
opportunity to reformulate one's (masculine) identity free from outdated or alien
models. The work of Kroetsch hints at the instability of personal and national identities
when 'translated' across national borders. What happens when those borders are
profoundly brought into question by the transference of citizenship during emigration?

This question is of paramount importance to the debate about Canadian identity in a

nation whose immigrant population 1s so large.
In my fourth and final chapter, I discuss both the prose and poetry of the

Ceylonese-born immigrant Michael Ondaatje. As in Kroetsch's work, the wilderness 1n

Ondaatje’s writing becomes an area where old distinctions are collapsed in a
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postmodern experiment with genre and language, as well as the politics of identity.

Like Kroetsch too, Ondaatje reinterprets the motif of the Canadian wilderness,
combining images of the American frontier West in his long poem The Collected

Works of Billy the Kid: Left Handed Poems (1970) to produce a hybrid image both of

Billy and the historical pioneering North American experience. However. Ondaatje has

acknowledged that his portrayal of Billy as an outsider, exiled in the wilderness. is

Informed by his personal experiences as an immigrant to Canada. Through In the Skin

of a Lion (1987), he directly addresses the issue of alienation associated with
Immigration, bringing to light the history of the immigrant workers who helped
construct metropolitan Toronto, after official records had made their contribution and
presence nvisible. Formerly discussed in mythic, gendered and regional contexts,
disappearance in the work of Ondaatje takes on increasingly historical and political

overtones.

In his latest work, The English Patient (1992), Ondaatje portrays another physical

wilderness, the North African desert, but also suggests that European national identity
was 1n crists in the political wilderness of the post-war years immediately after the
Second World War. The mis-named English patient has attempted to eradicate all trace
of his national and nominal identity in the desert wilderness and is now burned beyond
recognition. Despite the global conflict caused by Hitler's extreme nationalistic
ambitions for his Aryan super-race, Ondaatje hints that the eradication of national and

racial distinctions may not be the utopian solution it at first might appear. The English

Patient raises several profound questions about identity. What form of identity would

be left if national differentiations were to disappear? And how can a person retain their

individual identity without differences of nationality, race, class and gender becoming

divisive? Likewise, how far should immigrants attempt to assimilate into their newly
adopted nation? As Ondaatje discovers, these are difficult and controversial questions
which ultimately can be accentuated but not fully answered.

In Ondaatje's writing, Canada's position as a continuing culture of arrival raises far-
ranging post-colonial issues not just for immigrant fiction but also for native literature
The discourse of nationality, race and post-coloniality is complex in Canada, with

different configurations of coloniser and colonised in this settler/ invader society. While

Canadian pioneers were under British and French rule they in turn colonised the
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indigenous population. Bearing this tension in mind, my dissertation concludes with

reference to the emerging arguments concerning Native land rights and the political
representation of the Six Nations, a national dimension which refuses to recognise the
49th Parallel. Native peoples are increasingly vociferous in their refusal to be
assimilated and ignored in the discussions about Canadian nationalism. They perceive
the landscape 1n very different terms from non-Natives, viewing the wilderness not as

being 'out there', but all around them, traditionally part of their very being, 'an integral

element of [Native] mindset',*3 society and beliefs. Indeed, Norman Newton goes as far

as to suggest that Canadians 'have invented the idea of "wilderness"' to avoid the
realities of an earlier Native mythic tradition, provocatively claiming that in fact 'the

"wilderness" never existed'.>* In this way, my conclusion deliberately seeks to

problematise Canadian perspectives on the wilderness . Likewise it suggests the
contentious and inconclusive nature of any discussions on the subject of national
identity in Canada.

Trends in Canadian critical commentary have tended to focus on single aspects of
national articulation not several combined, as demonstrated by the A.G.O. exhibition. I
have no wish to essentialise the work of van Herk, Kroetsch and Ondaatje as
representing female, male and immigrant fiction respectively. Their writing serves as
examples not paradigms, and those examples are many-faceted. Van Herk discusses
femininity and class. Kroetsch addresses issues of regionality, masculinity and
immigrant metamorphosis. Ondaatje has been studied as an immigrant writer
concerned with various forms of cultural subordination. Such mono-focused critical
approaches have a tendency to clarify crucial features of the writing of these authors
but also operate to suppress less easily acknowledged aspects of their work. The
concentration on the immigrant aspect of Ondaatje’s oeuvre has enabled cnitics to
ignore the masculine investments in his work. Why should this be? [ have identified a
specific Canadian problem of articulating identity in the context of the environment,

both in national and gendered terms. But are there established links between these two
topics? Parker, Russo, Sommer and Y aeger assert that nationalism and sexuality are

two of the most powerful global discourses shaping contemporary notions of

identity',3s converging in a frequently eroticized nationalism, couched in terms of a

love of country'.?® In a pioneering study, Nationalism and Sexuality (1985), the
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historian George L. Mosse demonstrated how the construction of middle-class
morality and bourgeois sexual norms could facilitate the rise of fascist nation-states.

focusing especially on the historical development of Germany from the late eighteenth
century until the rise of Hitler in the 1930s and 40s. Conversely, sexual minorities have
legitimated their rights through a discourse of civil liberties.

Dennis Denisoft stands out as one of the few critics to have primarily focused on

the 1ssue of sexuality in Ondaatje's writing, looking at the articulation of 'homosocial

desire’ in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid.3” However, Denisoff does not attempt

to link his argument about sexuality with a questioning of nationalism and the way in
which a parodic post-colonial mimicry of the all-American Billy the Kid in Ondaatje's
work possibly leaves masculine identification as a kind of feminized negation of

American masculine imperialism.3® Alternatively, Ondaatje may be suggesting a

different type of masculinity altogether, one which is negotiating its desire for
adventure, authority and conquest of land in a style that seeks to be critical of the
available dominative models. Critics are only just beginning to question masculinity
within the post-colomal literary sphere.

I have portrayed Ondaatje's writing as deeply ambiguous both in its mode of
characterisation and authorial perspective, and this 1s equally true of his sexual
representations. His work is recognised to be sensual and erotic, but while
acknowledging the sexual, it does not focus on i1ssues of femininity and masculinity per
se. Denisoff emphasises that Ondaatje depicts 'the notion of a sexual subjectivity based
on emotions and desires rather than on actual activities or the sex of other individuals

participating in the acts'.3° Desire and sensuality ambiguously blur the boundaries of

gender in his work. After my emphasis on sexuality in previous chapters, I have not

dealt with gender and eroticism in Michael Ondaatje's canon. This decision 1s part of

my larger attempt to keep as broad-ranging as possible the discussion on which the
dissertation as a whole is based. This topic is sufficiently equivocal in the context of

Ondaatje's writing to require a complete chapter to unravel the constituent threads of
the argument, and I have no desire for the focus of this work to be on sexuality alone
One example will serve to indicate the sexual complexities and ambiguities which

remain effectively unexplored territory in the writing of Ondaatje, an area that would

benefit from more detailed mapping in future.
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Ondaat)e's The English Patient opens with a description of the eponymous character
lying naked in bed being washed by a woman. In this erotic scene, in which intercourse
1s nonetheless improbable because of the potagonist’s severe burns. the masculinity of
the patient 1s emphasised by the description of his 'penis sleeping like a sea horse

against his body.*® Why a sea horse? Does the image simply suggest shape, size and

impotence (or potential) in its slumbering stasis? Or was Ondaatje aware that the sea
horse 1s noted 1n the animal kingdom for its reproductive behaviour because it is the
male, not the female, which carries the fertilized eggs? The English patient's ambiguous
sexuality 1s further hinted at, I believe, by the implicit characterisation parallel with

T.E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia).#! Graham Dawson describes the 'aura of
ambivalent, even transgressive, sexuality' that surrounded Lawrence,*2both as a man

and a film legend. He is one who embodied 'the phantasy of a perfect man who is also

womanly' in his flowing robes and petite, clean-shaven boyishness.*? Nevertheless,

these intertextual references which might give clues to the English patient's sexual
representation are not only inconclusive and hidden, but are themselves a matter of
speculation. So even if sexuality 1s an aspect of identity that remains disguised in
Ondaatje's work, that i1s not to say i1t should be suppressed in favour of more post-
colonally orientated interpretations.

Just as I realise I have discussed femininity and masculinity in relation to the
gendering of the landscape and the nation with only passing reference to
homosexuality, so too there are other omissions which I must note, although I teel less
need to defend them. There is no study of French Canadian literature in my

dissertation. Such studies exist - Jack Warwick's The Long Journey: Literary Themes

of French Canada (1968) is one work in the tradition of Canadian thematic criticism

and 'the geography of the imagination'.#* I acknowledge the importance of cross-

cultural studies, especially in Canadian feminism, a move towards an ‘active bilingual
dialogue' which Neuman and Kamboureli advocate in their broad-ranging feminist

collection A Mazing Space: Writing Canadian Women Writing (1986).*> However, |

am not myself bilingual and a study of French Canadian literature would, 1n any case,
represent an over-extension of the national territory I am covering, examining not only

another canon of texts or selected authors but also potentially another nation. A
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dissertation which was a comparative study of Anglo- and Francophone writing would

produce a different set of arguments about the Canadian wilderness.

Just as Quebec 1s missing from a linguistic and textual perspective (although not as
far as representation is concerned - it is the setting for Surfacing) so too is the
literature of the Maritimes. The reason for this is straightforward. The Maritimes of
Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, Newfoundland and coastal
British Colombia are defined by their relationship to the seaboard and the ocean. This
dissertation concentrates on the exploration of one particular type of natural
environment - the wilderness - which while embracing many regions, shares the

universal characteristic of a boundless space. It is hard to conceptualise a sea coast as a

wilderness for the very reason that its embodies the boundary between land and ocean.
Equally, while being lost at sea 1s a common occurrence, loss of self when situated on a
coastline, often providing panoramic views, 1s physically a lot less probable.

The wilderness may be boundless but my analysis of it 1s not, for which I make no
apologies. The discussion of national and sexual identities in relation to the landscape
has the potential for being as large as the Canadian territory itself. I have attempted to
avoid tokenism and generalisations, concentrating on depth of focus over breadth of
study. I stake my claim to an authoritative knowledge of only a narrow tield of
authors, laying markers for others to follow and advance further, in the hope that
readers who are not familiar with Canadian literature may be inspired to go and

discover the territory for themselves.
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CHAPTER ONE
MAPPING THE TERRITORY: FRYE AND ATWOOD

|
Robert Kroetsch has suggested that he and other Canadian authors 'write books, not in

search of our i1dentity, but against the notion of identity'.! Kroetsch is not proposing a

Canadian rejection of all formulations of identity. Instead, he advances the paradox

that 'the Canadian 1dentity states itself in, by, its acts of concealment' 2 This statement

raises many questions which are central to the present chapter. Is this act of
concealment associated with a national inferiority complex, a wish to hide from larger
world view, or 1s 1t a positive strategy of maintaining control over modes of
representation by a conscious decision at hidden presence? Can identity really be
articulated by concealment and by implication the invisibility and silence necessary to
allow one not to be seen or noticed? Kroetsch's reference to 'the Canadian 1dentity’
implicitly suggests that while its manifestation is complex, there is at base only a single
national identity to be discovered. Is this really the case? Reconceptualising his theory
of the Canadian strategy of concealment elsewhere, Kroetsch suggests that “Canadian
literature is the autobiography of a culture that insists it will not tell its story’. ‘It 1s’, he
adds, ‘the autobiography of a culture that locates itself against the security of all direct
arrivals at self-knowledge by elaborate stratagems of border, of periphery, of the

distanced centre’.3 The positioning of national and subjective boundaries certainly

plays an important part in the articulation of identity.

With these points in mind, my discussion begins with an examination of the ways In
which Canadians have identified the borders of themselves and their world, setting up
the parameters of the complex debate about the paradoxes of Canadian identity, before
turning to look at the psychological states that might effect a wish for concealment. |
consider the validity of Kroetsch's statements by looking at one of Atwood's earliest
novels, Surfacing (1972), which not only investigates problematic points of national

identity but does so in the context of the search by a nameless protagonist for her

missing father, in a setting characterised by 1ts many border divisions.
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Physical borderline situations are consciously utilized by authors and critics alike, as
frontier zones which offer the opportunity for redefinition at the margin. [ wish to look
at contemporary articulations of Canadian identity in relation to geographical
boundaries, concentrating on the margin or border because it is the site of transition
where the very concept of stable definitions is challenged. Linda Hutcheon claims that,
despite Canada's 'perceived position in international terms' on 'the periphery or the

margin’ of world culture,* over-shadowed by America to the south, the periphery is

also 'the frontier, the place of possibility'. > From her postmodern 'ex-centric’

perspective as a Canadian academic and theorist, Hutcheon clearly believes that the
frontier in Canadian literature is an exciting region of potential where new ways of
articulating national identity might be discovered. In a more general post-colonial
context, Homi K. Bhabha discusses the process of 'reading between the . . . borderlines

of the nation-space'.® This process involves an acknowledgement of the 'cultural

liminality within the nation'” as a crucial 'cutting edge' from which 'to derive the
narrative of the nation and its people'.® Yet he is aware of the problematic 'double-
writing' - which he terms 'dissemi-nation' - that this split discourse involves.? In his

view, the internalisation of the border may involve diasporic rather than cohesive

forces to produce a 'narrative . . . of splitting, ambivalence and vacillation' ! In the

specific context of Canada, the shifting boundaries of national definition produce a
problematic sense of a precariously undelineated or conflictingly divided 1dentity.

In Canadian writing the border 1s frequently a zone of uncertainty and insecurity.
Discussing questions of unstable national identity, Marshall McLuhan famously

described Canada as a '‘borderline case'.!! Likewise, Northrop Frye, probably Canada's

best-known critic, reiterates Hutcheon's idea of Canada as a peripheral, ex-centric
country operating at the margins in less than reassuring terms. He suggests that
'identity in Canada has always had something about it of a centrifugal movement . . . of
elastic about to snap. . . . This expanding movement has to be counter-balanced by a
sense of having constantly to stay together by making tremendous voluntary eftorts at

intercommunication.''?2 Because of the highly specific geographical, historical and

cultural circumstances surrounding Canada's formation as a nation, the contemporary
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postmodern concern for borders is taken, in Canada, from the level of literary and

cultural concern to a national preoccupation or even an obsession.

Now politically at a post-colonial stage in its development, Canada's quest 1S not, as
in the case of many other former empire nations, a search for a new identity after
throwing off colonial ties, but an ever-present attempt to discover any coherent
identity that might define or delineate the national consciousness. As a result.
discourses of nationalism are truly in crisis in Canada. Atwood proposes that the
‘Canadian habit of mind' is a synthetic one involving an 'ever-failing but ever-renewed
attempt to pull all the pieces together, to discover the whole of which one can only

trust one 1s a part'.’> As Atwood suggests, it is not only a question of where the

borders of definition are, but if they truly exist at all. Canadians feel their southern
border with the United States to be culturally, if not militarily, indefensible, a boundary

which they do not securely hold.!* The presence of other geographical borders is also

less than reassuring because many of them, like the boundary of Quebec, between
French and English-speaking Canada, are internalized borders, dividing not uniting the
nation. These two features of Canadian boundaries, their instability and their
potentially divisive internalization, are aspects that need to be investigated in much
greater depth. That 1s why I will discuss how Canada has never achieved the moment
of self-definition which the United States achieved, despite these countries' shared
continental location and apparently similar pioneering, immigrant settler histories.
Canadians are well aware of their own lack of coherent national self-definition, and
this forms the basis of many ironic formulations of national identity. As the well-known
Canadian adage goes, the attempt is to be 'as Canadian as possible under the
circumstances'. But what are the circumstances, and why is it so hard to be Canadian?

Frye has asserted that 'there is no such thing as a hundred per cent Canadian'."> This

statement has a demographic precedence since even in the most recent census, which

includes data on individuals’ places of origin, 'Canadian’ 1s still not accepted as an

‘ethnic' classification, even for families who have lived in Canada for generations. !
Historically, Canada is a nation of immigrants: the nation was founded by European
pioneer settlers and throughout the twentieth century African, Asian and Caribbean

peoples have also emigrated to Canada in considerable numbers, enhancing Canada's

status as a multi-cultural nation. However, Frye's remark indicates that all Canadian
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people, even those whose ancestors date back to the earliest settlers, will essentially

remain foreigners in their own land. They can never tully own the country in which
they live. This Canadian disassociation between nationals and nation may partly
account for the fact that, despite the assimilation of many races in 'the melting pot'
which 1s the neighbouring United States, no such homogenized national identification
has occurred in Canada, where the ethnic mix is described as a multtcultural 'mosaic':

an apt image of Canada's tenuous fragmented identity.

Atwood, a former student of Frye, 7 supports and develops this concept of Canada

as a country of foreigners in the afterword to her poetry collection about an English

pioneer woman, The Journals of Susanna Moodie (1970):

We are all immigrants to this place even if we were born here: the country is
too big for anyone to inhabit completely, and in parts unknown to us we move
in fear, exiles and invaders.!®

Atwood indicates that Canadians' insecure sense of belonging is connected to a divided
response to the vast physical space which is Canada; 'lost' in the boundless expanses of
the wilderness there 1s a strong sense of dislocation resulting from a confusion between
concepts of 'home' and 'exile'. Canadians are paradoxically exiled in their home
country, a land which is both foreign / unknown and ultimately unknowable in its
vastness. Uncertainties about identity are linked with difficulties in locating the self’

There 1s a need for personal orientation. Atwood believes that 'by discovering your

place you discover yourself',” suggesting that where you are affects who you are. She

refers to Frye's famous national treatise, The Bush Garden: Essays on the Canadian

Imagination (1971), in which he clearly links these 1ssues concerning the discovery of

place and self:

[t seems to me that Canadian sensibility has been profoundly disturbed, not so

much by the famous problem of identity, . . . as by a senes of paradoxes 1n
what confronts that identity. It is less perplexed by the question "Who am 17"

than by some such riddle as "Where is here?" <°

If Canada is composed of foreigners, as Frye and Atwood would suggest, then the
nation is peopled by individuals whose sense of belonging, whose very location 1s

permanently divided - where everyone inside the border is, psychologically if not
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physically, forever elsewhere. The Canadian crisis of identity 1s invoked by Atwood's
reterence to 'exiles and invaders', people who no longer belong to where they came
from and are not wholly welcome where they have arrived, existing uncertainly
between the two. Canadians are simultaneously both insiders and outsiders: their
location in relation to the border is unclear. No wonder Michael Ondaatje describes
Canadians’ psychic sense of a divided. marginal identity in terms of a lack of settled

location - 'there is the preoccupying image of figures permanently travelling, portaging

their past, still uncertain of where to settle in this country . . . We are all still arriving' 2!

I1
Canada 1s a country whose national history is not only a temporal one but also very
much a spatial one. Frye asserts that 'Canada, with four million square miles and only

four centuries of documented history, has naturally been a country more preoccupied

with space than time, with environment rather than tradition.”? Certainly, the

importance of Canada's physical land-mass in discussions of national identity should
not be under-estimated. With the geographical features of Canada in mind, I wish to
discuss Frye's conundrum of "Where is here?', of exactly where Canadians have arrived
or are arrtving, and the split borderline existence of the Canadian people in terms of the
wilderness which, in many senses, is the vast physical space of Canada.

Coral Ann Howells indicates that the 'wilderness' is an appropriate analogy for

Canada's problematic plural or decentralized 1dentity since it 1s a 'shifting concept

without fixed boundaries'.>® Just how have concepts of the wilderness and a spatially

orientated Canadian 1dentity 'shifted' with time and are they still in a state of flux? First
I shall look at the historical pioneer experience of living in the Canadian bush, since the
past which Ondaatje attributes to Canadians, 1s both a recent personal one and a much
older national one. Then I shall move on to a discussion of how, even today, an
imaginative concept of the wilderness exerts a strong psychological, i1f not physical,
hold over Canadians, in a nation still very much searching for a firm sense of location
in political and cultural terms. The historical need to map one's terntory in physical
terms is metaphorically extended to a need for cultural cartographical placing through
the development of a national literature. Atwood and Frye have been maintaining and

developing a discourse on these issues of Canadian identity in relation to location,
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borders and the wilderness for over twenty years now. and it is their work to which I

shall largely refer, since no other commentators deal with this subject as fully or
coherently. While doing so, I acknowledge that both these writers are canonical.
Anglo-, white intellectuals from Toronto who provide only one historically, ethnically
and regionally specific perspective on the issue of Canadian identity. However, I wish
initially to establish a 'traditional' model of national identity based on Canada's pioneer
settler history, before exploring some other writers’ interesting departures from it.
Frye's question of 'Where is here?' could be articulated from a subjective perspective as
'Where am I?', suggesting the loss of self. This problematic subject position, which
involves both disorientation and negation, needs to be historically and geographically
grounded.

Atwood links contemporary Canadians' sense of alienation from their natural
environment, and thus from the country itself, to the experiences of one of the early

Canadian settlers, Susanna Moodie (1803-84). This nineteenth-century English pioneer
figure has been much written about in Canada, clearly embodying an aspect of the
Canadian psyche by the fascination her life has provoked. Moodie 1s particularly
important to my discussion here because, as I have indicated, Atwood describes her as

the archetypal example of the Canadian 'national illness', paranoid schizophrenia.?

Atwood 1s suggesting that such psychic splitting represents an intrinsic national

characteristic which results from a divided response to the Canadian environment. This
adoption of psychological terminology can be seen as explicit metaphoric use of the
type of general definition which Tom Nairn adopts in his study of nationalism,

describing it as 'the pathology of modern developmental history, [which 1s] as

inescapable as "neurosis" in the individual, with much the same essential ambiguity
attaching to it, a similar built-in capacity for descent into dementia, rooted in the

dilemmas of helplessness . . . and largely incurable'.?> The use of such psychological

models for examining questions of Canadian identity are widespread in national critical
discussions on the subject, and they might be partly attributed to the Canadian
tendency for introspection and self-analysis. Robert Kroetsch, for example, has

described Canada as a Jungian society 'caught in the balance', a potentially fissile

razor's edge' of uncertainty.?6 By comparison, Frye describes Canada as being like a
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neurotic who can't deal with the world. The past in Canada . . is like the past of a

psychiatric patient, something of a problem to be resolved '’

The wilderness and paranoid schizophrenia are mutually informing images which
Atwood uses to explore the problematic issue of Canadian identity and the historical
factors determining it. To demonstrate a schizophrenic response to the wilderness, one
need only refer to Atwood's description of Moodie's 'inescapable doubleness of

... vision'*® as 'she praises the Canadian landscape but accuses it of destroying her'.?*

In Moodie's journal, Roughing It in the Bush (1852), this pioneer woman indicates her

astonmishingly polarized response to her new 'home' country, when she advises new
immigrants that 'you will soon learn to love Canada as I now love it. who once viewed
it with a hatred so intense that I longed to die, that death might effectually separate us

for ever'’® Indeed, Moodie entitled her 1871 preface to Roughing It in the Bush as

‘Canada: A Contrast'. The landscape has a 'rugged and awful beauty',?! invoking both

feelings of wonder and fear. Moodie describes being 'charmed with the freedom and

solitude™? of the wilderness. Yet elsewhere she appears to feel trapped by 'the dense,

interminable forest' 3 and she describes how 'that horrid word bush became

synonymous with all that was hateful and revolting in my mind'.** The boundaries of

her world have been profoundly disturbed as she feels both trapped and liberated in the

undelineated expanses of the borderless wilderness. Moodie’s writing reveals the dual
psychological problems of identifying the borders of the self in a hostile wilderness
which is insufficiently externalised.

Paradoxically - and it is an important paradox - Moodie feels oppressively hemmed
in by the endless wilderness space surrounding her. She 1s daunted by the lack of
territorial markers against which to define herself. Atwood describes this sensation in

more extreme terms in 'Progressive Insanities of a Pioneer' (1968), a poem which she

claims is an important prelude to her collection, The Journals of Susanna Moodie,

which is based on Roughing It in the Bush. Confronted with the vastness of the

wilderness the pioneer fears complete loss of self with no borders to help define or

place him. There is insanity and chaos beyond boundaries:

He stood . . .
with no walls. no borders
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anywhere; the sky no height
above him, totally un-

enclosed
and shouted:

Let me out! 33

In her self-revelatory experiences in the unknown terntory of the wilderness.
Moodie often finds that rather than an absence of defining borders, the limits of the self
can be realized, only to discover they are divisive. Borders, if internalized, can infringe
on identity causing a psychic splitting. Moodie both yearns for home yet recognizes
that she is already there, as Canada is now the only home she will ever know.
Nevertheless, she still veers violently between loving and loathing, between pretence

and genuine emotion, between an ideal image of the country and the reality:

Dear, dear England! why was I forced by a stern necessity to leave you? . . to
pine out my joyless existence in a foreign clime”? . . . Ah. these are vain
outbursts of feeling . . . Canada! thou art a noble, free, and rising country . . . 1
will and do love thee, land of my adoption, and of my children's birth: and. oh.
dearer still to a mother's heart - land of their graves! 36

Chillingly, Moodie hints that she never felt really at home in Canada until she had
buried some of her children in it. One is left with the feeling that ironically a person can
only truly belong to this new land by leaving it, at least in existential terms. Atwood

describes the decision to live in Canada as 'choosing a violent duality'.3” Moodie

represents this choice since her journals reveal how she psychologically embodies the
paradoxical Canadian response to the wilderness. The wilderness experience was, for
many pioneers, one of a split psychic response, divided not simply by loyalties and
longing for the old 'mother' country, while trying to make a home 1n the new, but an
internal discrepancy between thought and emotion, between feelings of liberation and
trepidation.

Atwood attributes her preoccupation with the figure of Susanna Moodie, who

'began to haunt' her,3® to this internal division, 'to the hints, the gaps between what was

said and what hovered, just unsaid, between the lines, and the contlict between what

Mrs. Moodie felt she ought to think and feel and what she actually did think and feel' *

In fact, Atwood describes this pioneer woman as 'divided down the middle',*" living not
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only on the border of the wilderness but also on the border between articulation and

silence, between words consciously expressed and emotions unconsciously repressed.
It becomes increasingly clear why Atwood believes the term ‘paranoid schizophrenia' is
an appropriate description for not just Moodie's but Canada's state of confused
identity. Canada is not simply divided from the United States by 1its external border, but
internally divided because of language and belief (religion), with regional French
Catholic and English Protestant subcultures producing fears of separation and
disintegration. From its beginnings, Canada was also 'divided down the middle'
composed of Anglophone Upper and Francophone Lower Canada. each of the two

provinces being governed independently and maintaining distinct, separate identities.*!

So despite the merger of both regions in 1841 to form the Province of Canada, the new
infant nation was still referred to in the plural as the Canadas by eighteenth- and

nineteenth-century immigrants, reflecting its divided dual identity in marked contrast to

that of the politically unified United States.

The Canadian pioneer experience of the unfamiliar landscape that greeted newly
arrived settlers was obviously profoundly disturbing. The sense of a split Canadian
psychic response to the wilderness was further enhanced by the type of immigrant
arriving 1n Canada and their immediate experience of arrival. Unlike those who chose
to emigrate to the United States, which was seen as a land of hope and promise where
opportunities abound, those arriving in Canada were, as Gaile McGregor puts 1t, 'more

pragmatic, modest if not downright sceptical, on the whole less naively hopetul'.*4

There is no Canadian equivalent of 'the American Dream'. The motivation tor
emigration appears often to have been necessity rather than opportunity, with an
emphasis on being forced to leave the old country rather than actively wishing to enter
the new. Atwood describes Canada as a country 'founded not by idealists but by people

who'd been kicked out of other places',*® including those who emigrated for financial

reasons: 'the impoverished gentlefolk, those younger sons of good families, halt-pay

officers and minor officials whose sinecures had become obsolete'.** Susanna Moodie
certainly describes the decision to emigrate as 'a matter of necessity, not of choice’,*

while her emigrant sister, Catharine Parr Traill, addresses those 'who through duty or

necessity are about to become sojourners in the Western Wilderness' in her Canadian

Settler's Guide (1857). The use of the word ‘sojourner’ implies the sense of temporary
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residence which many far from 'settled immigrants felt. Elsewhere Parr Traill suggests

that the unappealing decision to leave for Canada was in many cases an act of self-

sacrifice on the part of parents thinking to their family's future:

Children should be taught to appreciate the devoted love that has induced
their parents to overcome the natural reluctance felt by all persons to quit for
ever the land of their forefathers, the scenes of their earliest and happiest days,
and to become aliens and wanderers in a distant country.4’

Frye's and Atwood's sense that Canada is a place of exiles, therefore. rests on these
specific historical precedents. No wonder some of the original Canadian settlers had
trouble embracing the new land that greeted them, remaining insecurely 'foreign' in the
country as a result. As David Stouck suggests, when contrasting the American and
Canadian immigrant experience: 'Seeking a haven in which to preserve customs
threatened at home is imaginatively at the opposite pole from rejecting the old order

and emigrating in order to begin life anew'.*® This experience clearly affected the

Canadian immigrant response to both the physical and psychological borders of their
new world. Frye proposes that Moodie demonstrates an example of what he has
tamously coined as the Canadian 'garrison mentality', describing her as 'a British army

of occupation in herself, a one-woman garrison'*’ in her wish to maintain 'civilized'

English standards, often at complete odds with her primitive wilderness surroundings.
The ‘garrison mentality’ is an isolating psychological force, with the building of mental
barriers a direct response to a sense of having the boundaries of one's identity

threatened. Indeed, Frye attributes the religious and political 'sectarian divisiveness' of
many mixed English/French Canadian towns to this ‘garrison mentality’. °° The
minority French, in particular, feel their culture threatened by the English and
vehemently seek to maintain a separate ethnic identity. Atwood sees this type of
mentality not only splitting communities but internally dividing individuals by

promoting 'feelings of suffocation inside the garrison and terror of what lies outside’,”!

causing a schizophrenic response 'halfway between oppressive secunty and free-

floating hysteria'.32 This split existence is perpetuated, however, since 'the bleak and

confined life inside the wall is preferable to the threatening emptiness that lies outside

it' 33 The garrison mentality may be usefully employed as a metaphor for examining
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both the isolation of communities and the isolation of individuals, like Moodie. trying

to reinforce the walls of her identity threatened by the need to adapted to survive
effectively in the bush.

The distinction between Canadian immigrants and those from the United States.
and their different experiences of arrival are reflected in the constitutional aims of the
two nations. The American Declaration of Independence confidently asserts a set of
ideals to live by - 'life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness' - indicating an outward-
going search for freedom and personal space. In stark contrast, the Canadian
constitution, defined under the British North American Act, outlines a set of policies to
govern by - 'peace, order and good government' - displaying an introverted need for
security and self-containment couched in pragmatic and rather conservative terms. This
situation - with Americans psychologically, if not physically, pushing the borders of
their world outwards, while Canadians display a tendency to close inwards on
themselves, drawing their boundaries closely around them for protection - is a result
not only of the different types of immigrants arriving in the two countries, but also of
their experience of the position of the frontier which confronted them on their arrival.
Frye claims that 'to enter the United States 1s a matter of crossing an ocean’, whereas

'to enter Canada is a matter of being silently swallowed by an alien continent' ~*

Entering Canada by boat up the Saint Laurence niver, as the Moodies and the Parr
Traills did, the immigrant was surrounded and engulfed by the unknown country, with
the frontier, Frye suggests, closing in around them. In contrast, the frontier in the
American experience confronted the newcomer from a safely external perspective, as
they viewed the land stretching out to the West. ‘In the United States one could
choose to move out to the frontier or to retreat from it back to the seaboard’, Frye
suggests, whereas ‘in the Canadas . . . the frontier was all around one, a part and

condition of one's whole imaginative being.”*>> Both on a national and personal level,

the borders of the Canadian wilderness fail to remain clearly external and become

disruptively internalized, splitting the Canadian psyche.

The United States has often been described as a 'frontier society'. Atwood
interestingly extends this idea, using the concept of borders of various kinds to define
the national characteristics of Canada, its former colonial ruler, Britain, and its

powerful continental neighbour, beneath the 49th Parallel and to the west in Alaska.
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She does so in terms of the 'single unifying and informing symbol' which she believes
distinguishes each nation and ‘functions like a system of beliefs . . . which holds the

country together'.>® Atwood suggests that the American Frontier' is 'a line that is
always expanding, taking in or "conquering" ever-fresh virgin territory'.>’ Similarly, the
corresponding symbol of England is 'The Island', a self-contained and insular concept
in which England's coastal boundaries become symbolic of the English desire for

protective security and stability, in contrast to the American wish for frontier adventure

and expansion.”® In relation to these two clearly geographical and boundary-orientated

national symbols, Atwood's suggestion of a metaphysical concept, 'Survival, la

Survivance',>” as the symbol which embodies Canada's national mentality initially seems

rather out of place. However, this concept is linked to the historic tradition of
pioneering struggle for survival in the Canadian wilderness, which involved 'carving

out a place',*® defining the borders not only of one's personal property but also of one's

psychological space, encapsulating the Canadian search for identity in relation to
personal geographical setting. Canadians feel a need to strengthen physical and
psychological borders if cultural survival 1s to be achieved. This survival has been made
more difficult in the face of Canada's historically marginalized and victimized position
under British and French colonial domination and subsequent post-colonial
Americanization.

The irony is that Atwood's 'unifying . . . symbol' of Canadian national identity
actually encapsulates national division, with its bilingual form suggesting the sphit
between English and French-speaking Canada. Moreover, 'Survival/la Survivance'
implies Canada's borderline condition as a marginalized country which 1s only just
managing to resist partition and stay in existence as a coherent nation, because of the
uncertain boundaries which barely define it. Survival as a theme does not 'hold the

country together', it is about the need to find a means of holding the country together.

Boundaries may be reassuringly stable and self-defining concepts in the case of

England and America but in Canada they are an unresolved arena representing the

problematic issue of a national identity beset by divisions. The national motto, 'a mari

usque ad mare' (‘from sea to sea'), might at first appear to refute Atwood's analysis by

indicating a nation clearly defined by its coastal borders. But this reading belies the fact

that the reference to these outer limits begs an important question. Exactly what 1s in
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between? The phrase adopted by Canada's first Prime Minister, Sir John A. Macdonald
(1815-91), was based on Psalm 72 and significantly reads in full: 'from sea to sea, and

from the river unto the ends of the earth' 6! The initial opening may hint at borders but

the sense of a vast terra incognita becomes one of an all-encompassing and limitless

space stretching to 'the ends of the earth'. The borders seem to disappear into infinity
and the conscience is divided between the images of two distant oceans, isolated in an
undetfined imaginative wilderness in between, the blank area which supposedly is the
nation. Indeed, in a poem entitled 'What Is a Canadian?', the poet Minam Waddington

suggests that Canada is 'a country too wide to be single in' 62

I11

I shall now continue my discussion of national identity in relation to borders by looking
at specific formulations of 'Canadianness'. Here I wish to explore the way in which

geographical displacement, isolation and seclusion from view have become internalized
in many Canadian psyches to produce a very distinct imaginative late twentieth-century

response to the wilderness. As Atwood stresses:

Canada 1s an unknown territory for the people who live in it . . . I'm talking
about Canada as a state of mind, as the space you inhabit not just with your
body but with your head. It's that kind of space in which we find ourselves

lost. 63

Problems of location and identity on a national scale appear to promote questions
about personal identity. This shift from physical to psychological location, from external
to internal border 1ssues, can be understood more clearly in terms of Atwood's

'unifying' national symbol of survival. As she suggests in her influential study, Survival:

A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature (1972), 'the obstacles tend to become harder

to identify and more internal; they are no longer obstacles to physical survival but
obstacles to what we may call spiritual survival, to life as anything more than a minimal

human being'.6* The original frontier men and women were forced to face their own

deepest fears, undergoing a journey into the wilderness of the psyche, as well as into

the Canadian bush. The wilderness represents an unexplored zone where the
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imagination is free to 'run wild' and where the disappearance or loss of self is a distinct
possibility.
This experience is still highly relevant for modern Canadians, in a country where

great expanses of land remain unexplored and where the wilderness literally is
increasingly 'unknown territory' in contemporary urban life, intensifying the

internalization of this once geographically undefined space. Frye, discussing the role of

the northern frontier in the Canadian imagination, argues that,

An American who had never seen the Mississippi would not be regarded as a

widely travelled man, at least in his own country; but few Canadians have ever
seen the largest river in Canada, the Mackenzie [in the remote North-West
Terrtories], and the existence of a vast hinterland which is both part of us and
yet not a part of us creates something curiously self-alienating.%?

Frye illustrates this divided Canadian response by quoting W.L. Morton's 1dea that 'the
line which marks off the frontier from the farmstead, the wilderness from the baseland,

the hinterland from the metropolis, runs through every Canadian psyche' ®® Yet Frye

acknowledges that this concept might be equally true of the American psyche. The
difference which Frye interestingly uses to distinguish between American and Canadian
reactions to the wilderness is that 'in the United States wilderness and baseland can be
assimilated by a uniting consciousness. In Canada the wilderness, symbolized by the

north, creates a kind of doppelganger figure who is oneself and yet the opposite ot
oneself. '’
Canadians continue to experience an ambiguous divided response to their own

" native environment, seeing the wilderness as both a place of quest, a haven ot

contemplative solitude, and also a place of self-doubt, fear, alienation and otherness. In
a comparative study, Atwood discusses the wilderness from a Canadian perspective,

describing 'the North' as ‘the place where you go to find something out. It's the place

of the unconscious’:

It’s the place of the journey or the quest . . . the thing you go into to have a
spiritual experience, or the contact with a deeper reality in Nature. And 1t’s a

place of ordeal, and vision.

The usual model in Canada is related to Eskimo and Indian practice, which
was that at a certain age you were expected to go ott by yourself and fast. And
1 certain Eskimo cultures it was believed that a spirit would come to vou, and

you would then struggle with the spint - Jacob and the angel - and 1f you
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overcame during that struggle, the spirit would be yours. But if it overcame
you, you were 1n for bad times, trouble. ¢#

So the wilderness 1s seen as a place of initiatory rites, of self-discovery, yet
paradoxically it 1s also a potential place of self-destruction, of life, or identity
threatening ordeal. The Canadian wilderness becomes a useful metaphor for the
nation's schizophrenic situation of uncertain internal division, since it is a region
without any well defined borders and thus a testing place that breaks down the clear

distinction between self and other, civilisation and the wild, sanity and madness - which

help constitute a coherent sense of identity.

In many ways, the wilderness comes to represent Canada. Atwood describes the

representation of Canada by 'international' literature as being 'a place you escape to

from "civilization", an unspoiled, uncorrupted place imagined as empty'.®” Indeed, it

has been suggested that the very word Canada is taken from the Spanish for 'nothing

here' (a ca nada).” The Americans with greater assurance of their own national

identity, view Canada as their wilderness border, unknown and elemental, 'that blank

area north of the map where the bad weather came from'.”! Canadians' experience ot a

frontier existence is perpetuated by the overwhelming sense of bordering America to
the south. And maybe justifiably so since ninety percent of Canadians live within a
hundred miles of this border. The irony is that in many ways the frontier which Canada
both embodies and possesses is an invisible one. The Canadian prairie author Rudy
Wiebe mocks the imaginary' political construction of nations when he describes flying
over the 49th Parallel: 'So much of Canada's southern boundary 1s invisible from the

air: too much of its southern edge was conceived in the imagination of officials' 72

Stressing the 'geographical artificiality' of the border, in contrast to naturally occurring
phenomena, Wiebe adds: 'T have flown across that surmised edge often by day or might,
and neither the sun nor the sundogs nor the light of the moon and stars . .. granted it

the faintest visibility. They never will'.”* This lack of national definition - here quite

literal - is a source of anxiety, as the use of the term 'edge’ suggests when used to
describe the precarious border. McLuhan's memorable description of Canada as a
borderline case' is based on his apprehension of Canadian identity as being in an

uncertain limbo state of 'inbetween-ness',” balanced between its own wish for self-
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definition and the cultural encroachment of America. Atwood describes Canada as 'a

frontier society'”® and relates how as school children 'Canada for us was not -

America'.” Canada becomes what is beyond the culturally known United States. it is

the trontier and the unknown geographical region beyond that frontier. In the United
States the trontier can be a unifying symbol of national identity because the nation's
boundaries help strengthen their sense of self-definition as these borders remain
external. By contrast, the wilderness frontier in Canada exists not only within the

country but in many respects is the country since, lacking borders, its extent is

limitless.

Canada's 1dentity as 'that blank area', an invisible landmass, which does not exist in
1ts own right but acts as another nation's border has political origins. The country's
sense of a lack of 1dentity, or tentative marginal existence is heightened by the historic
role of Canada as the gateway to somewhere else, a physical boundary or barrier to be
crossed. The European search for the Northwest Passage in the mid-nineteenth century

was an attempt to find a way to circumvent Canada so as to sail from the Atlantic to
the Pacific, or eventually to discover the North Pole. As W.H. New observes: 'the
desire for an Asian connection led European map-makers artificially to open a space
through Canada, to draw a mythical Northwest Passage', adding that 'making Canada a
'qulf' through which imperial ships could sail to Asia was a way of refusing to

recognise the unexpected empirical realities of the land itself'.”” Later, the

transcontinental Canadian Pacific Railway, built during the period of British
colonialism and opened in 1885, was also seen in terms of achieving a physical link
between Europe and Asia / the Pacific East. Even today the American installation of
the D.E.W. line, the Distant Early Warning radar system in the Canadian North, shows
Canada as perceived as blank space, a natural barrier between the United States and
somewhere more important, namely Russia. As Frye has pointed out, one of the
essential Canadian moods, expressive of such national feelings of insecurity and
inferiority, is 'the feeling of apology for being so huge and tedious an obstacle on the

way to somewhere more interesting.”® So Canada, in relation to the wilderness, can be

seen as a border region both in psychological and physical, geographical terms. Largely

absent from an American perspective, Canada has been a country complicit 1n its own

disappearance with regard to national recognition. It 1s space not place.
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Just as the act of drawing clearly external geographical borders is seen as being
intensely problematic in Canada, so too have recent attempts to delineate political
boundaries raised more difficulties than they were intended to resolve. The debate
concerning Canadian identity is still very current in a nation which has been attempting
to redefine its constitutional identity over the last decade, culminating in the Meech
Lake Accord of 1987. This political declaration seemed long overdue, replacing as it
did the British North American Act, instituted by colonial powers over a hundred years
before. Initially, political discussions were mainly concerned with resolving the English
/ French Quebec question, with the province of Quebec demanding increasing
independence from the rest of Canada and a stronger political voice in the country as a
whole. However, the negotiations were greatly complicated by other groups, including
Native Indians, immigrants and women, also coming forward to petition for better
national representation. The Meech Lake Accord failed to unify Canada under a
coherent declaration of nationhood but instead highlighted the conflicting and divisive
interests and aspirations of its people, demonstrating the necessity for a plural
conceptual approach to nattonal identity. The crux of the problem 1s where one draws
the line. Definitions of identity by nature both include and exclude, they can never be
all-inclusive. By failing to define their national identity in sufficiently clear-cut terms,
Canadians run the risk of having a delineation which is either internalized and thus
divisive, as in the English- and French-Canadian split, or positioned in such a way as to
be exclusive of all, resulting in the phenomenon of a country of foreigners, with
everyone ironically on the outside of the border, at least in terms of a safely defined

sense of what it is to be Canadian. In this scenario, the Canadian nation eftectively

disappears altogether as an indigenous people rather than as a geographical region.

|AY
Many of these complex questions concerning the borders of national identity are raised

in Atwood's novel, Surfacing. Although it was published fifteen years betore the

signing of the Meech Lake Accord, it deals with several of the major political 1ssues

raised by that agreement. In particular, it portrays the position of marginalized groups

such as women and Native Indians in their search for a coherent identity within the

nation as a whole. Equally important is the representation of Canada's own search for
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self-definition and visibility 1n relation to the United States, as well as the problematic
cultural, linguistic and religious divide between English and French Canada. It is also
Atwood's clearest fictional portrayal of the 'paranoid schizophrenia' which she believes
defines a sense of Canadian identity, with the central protagonist experiencing incidents
of psychic splitting and disappearance in the wilderness which bear relevance to the
situation of Canada as a whole. It 1s thus a nationalist text which clearly deserves more
detailed study. However, 1t must be remembered that this image of Canadian national
identity 1s cultural and historically specific because it 1s, after all, the feminist
formulation of one white, Anglophone, female author from Ontario, writing in the
1970s. Admittedly, the work of other canonical authors during that decade, a period of
heightened Canadian nationalism, indicates that many of Atwood's sentiments about
Canada's marginal position in relation to the United States were widely held at that

time.”® Nevertheless, I intend to investigate a number of very different formulations ot

national identity produced in disparate ethnic, geographical, and historical

circumstances in subsequent chapters. Atwood's widely-known novel Surfacing

articulates some of the earlier and more well-established elements of Canadian national
representation which later Canadian authors have chosen either to develop or reject.

In Surfacing, a personal female quest for identity is used to mirror Canada's search
for national identity in the face of the 'masculine' cultural and political power of the
United States. The nameless protagonist, whose identity is implicitly undefined, travels
north, returning to the Quebec bush of her childhood to look tfor her missing father.
This search in the wilderness becomes a search into her own past and her unconscious.
The setting is of symbolic importance as the protagonist and her three friends leave 'the

city limits'®® behind them and cross the border into the bushland of Quebec. This 1s not

just a provincial but a psychological border crossing, from safely bounded civilization

into open wilderness. They discover that they are ‘between stations'®! on the radio,

suggesting their uncertain position between areas of communication, effectively
silenced as English-speakers in French Quebec. The reference to stations in this
wildemness context also connotes being physically isolated between pioneering outpost
stations. Indeed. there are many experiences in the novel which bear relevance to the
original experience of pioneers like Moodie. Atwood stresses the ambiguity of her

protagonist's divided response to this wilderness with the words 'we're on my home
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ground, foreign territory'.82 She is both physically and psychologically in 'border

country',®? split temporally, geographically and linguistically by her presence in this

landscape. She is alienated by time since the bush represents her own past, her
childhood. She may mentally accuse her father of geographically splitting his family

between two anonymities, the city and the bush',#* but she is the one who has

perpetuated this sense of dislocation by rejecting the wilderness place where she grew
up to live permanently in the urban conglomeration of the city.

When she was a girl the family lived an isolated and secluded existence on an island
separated from the nearest village by a physical boundary of water, symbolizing the
cultural and linguistic barriers that divide this tiny English enclave from the
surrounding French province. This situation is a clear representation of Frye's Canadian
'garrison mentality'. The protagonist's sense of belonging is obviously deeply
fragmented and disturbed as she journeys by boat towards her once island home and
yet looks back at the village 'feeling . . . homesickness, for a place where I never

lived'.®> She 1s an acute portrayal of what Atwood has described as the 'displaced
persons'®® which constitute the Canadian population. She can never truly belong in this

wilderness region. Unable to feel at home in the place where she once lived, the
protagonist comes to represent the characteristic split Canadian response to the natural
environment. Her friend, Anna, realizes that even as a child, she was 'cut oft from

everything' 87 She was not just physically isolated from others, but psychologically cut

off from a true sense of her own identity.
Significantly, the protagonist is alienated by language as an Enghsh-speaker in
French Quebec. As the group of friends enter the province, their border crossing 1s

'marked by a sign that says BIENVENUE on one side and WELCOMLE on the other'.*

In passing this dual-language sign, the female protagonist crosses a linguistic threshold.

and her subsequent breakdown in the wilderness is manifested by her realization of the
potential duplicity of language and her attempt to exist outside its defining yet divisive

limits. 'Language', she says, 'divides us into fragments, I wanted to be whole'.*? This

road sign, used for target practice by hunters, is permanently full of bullet holes no
matter how often it is replaced. It obviously symbolizes the violent division which

results from this Canadian linguistic split, within the individual, as well as society as a
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whole. When the protagonist first meets her father's French friend Paul, their polanized
linguistic backgrounds result in a confrontational stance: 'we stand there on either side

of the fence'. ™ The protagonist's failed attempts at bilingual communication produce a

psychological splitting which parallels the internal linguistic division in this Canadian
community as a whole. Linguistic differences become another intensely complex and
problematic barrier which can be destructive to the identity of an individual or group,
when internalized. The English-speaking protagonist fails to communicate with Paul's
wite, Madame, any better than her mother once did. Cultural and linguistic national
divisions remain.

Even the English language becomes foreign to the protagonist. It is one which she

translat[es] badly',”! as she struggles to realize her own identity on the border between

articulate sanity and silent madness: 'It was the language again, I couldn't use it

because 1t wasn't mine'.*? The language is 'foreign' both in gendered and in

geographical terms. She believes the language does not belong to her because she sees
it as a restrictive patriarchal construct. Moreover, it bears an onerous colonial

inheritance.”> Many other post-colonial countries have had to struggle to readjust the

balance between colonial and native languages as a part of the quest for their own
national identity and a return to their indigenous culture. Canada's linguistic problems
of identity are complicated, not only because of their dual and therefore divisive
colonial language inheritance, but also because there 1s no such thing as one clearly
defined 'Canadian' native language to readopt. There are ten separate indigenous Indian

language groups in Canada, some of them constituted by the existence of a single

language, but others embracing as many as fifteen separate languages.” The vast

majority of the population has only ever spoken the colonial languages ot English and
French, and other major ethnic groups are made up of other European and Asian

languages, not Native languages. Chinese 1s the third largest language group in

Canada.

Further to this complex linguistic situation, Canadian national identity 1s curiously

defined by the main languages spoken. This type of distinction involves a psychic

splitting since Canadians are defining themselves by two colomial languages which are

essentially foreign to them. The protagonist's isolated status in Francophone Quebec 1s
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denoted by the family's alien designation as 'anglais' 9 As Hugh MacLennan observes

in the foreword to his famous 1957 novel, tellingly entitled Two Solitudes:

No single word exists, within Canada itself, to designate with satisfaction to
both races a native of the country. When those of the French language use the
word 'Canadien’, they nearly always refer to themselves. They know their
English-speaking compatriots as'Les Anglais' English-speaking citizens act
on the same principle. They call themselves Canadians: those of the French
language French-Canadians. %

This form of designating national belonging is not only an example of Canadians’
psychic split identity but also an illustration of another form of exclusion or denial. It
ignores the fact that the real 'natives' of Canada are the Indians, whose minority
position in Canada involves being linguistically marginalized. They are the invisible
Native Canadians which this multicultural nation frequently fails to recognise. This

situation 1s indicated in Surfacing by reference to 'the others',®? the one elusive, silent

Indian family left on the lake. They are a group of isolated individuals whose origin and

home i1s significantly unknown - 'they would appear . . . condensing as if from the air'.*®

The government has 'corralled' their fellow Indians 'somewhere else', presumably in a
reservation which again, tellingly, lacks a clear geographical location. The use of the
word 'corralled' implies that they have not only been fenced in but tenced off, from
their language and traditions. Their ancient rock paintings, whose spiritual significance
1s now lost, appear on sheer cliff faces, rock walls which physically symbolize the
temporal barrier which now exists to understanding of these early signs. Their meaning
is further obscured as they are literally submerged below the lake's surface because of
additional Canadian government interference, when the water's level nses because of
reservoir damming. This ethnic group's heightened spiritual knowledge 1s sadly reterred

to in the past tense: 'The Indians did not own salvation but they had once known where

it lived'.®® Like the protagonist, they are dislocated from their ongins, language and

system of beliefs.

Denied a context in which they can maintain their identity, this last Indian family
look likely to follow the disappearance of their fellow people. They not only remain
anonymous but are significantly never called by their specific 'Indian ethnic

classification, just as the protagonist is not referred to by her individual name or her
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which she has come or the old home to which she is returning. The novel shows how
physical displacement is associated with a semantic dislocation between signs and their

signification; belonging and a clearly defined presence can only be established through

a linked sense of place and language.

Geographical and linguistic locations are associated through the combined acts of

mapping and naming. The wilderness, as blank space, becomes a tabula rasa waiting to

be inscribed. The protagonist bemoans the fact that other people litter the bush ‘as 1f
the endless anonymous water and unclaimed land, compelled them to leave their

signature, stake their territory'.1% She herself thinks she can do without maps and

markers in this region familiar from childhood, but becomes confused by the 'absence

of defining borders' in the bush.!%! She fails to locate her missing father and by

implication her own origins, because she is unable to 'read' the empty wilderness and

the 'illegible' trails,'%2 where 'there's no sign; or there are too many signs'.'** It is not
until, in a pioneering move, she acknowledges a need to 'clear a space' of her own,!"*

that she can begin to locate her authentic self. This recognition seems to be a
prerequisite to composing her own story, which is the novel Surfacing as she narrates
it. Atwood realizes that if a person is 'living in a place whose shape is unclear to him

_one of his impulses will be to explore it, another will be to name it."'®> Canada, as

an undefined wilderness space inhabited by foreigners, is just such a place. Personal
and national identity quests are both seen in terms of orientation, with Canada being

portrayed by Atwood as culturally lost just as the protagonist is emotionally and

psychologically lost:

What a lost person needs is a map of the territory, with his own position
marked on it so he can see where he is in relation to everything else. Literature
is . . . a geography of the mind. Our literature 1s one such map, if we can learn
to read it as our literature, as the product of who and where we have been. We

need such a map desperately.

Trying to orientate herself artistically, the protagonist defines her identity In terms

of her career as an illustrator, but senses this existence to be a false one, 'it teels

strapped to me, like an aqualung or an extra, artificial limb'.1%7 The creative process 1s

ironically seen as destructively divisive in this novel because the Canadian artist
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attempts to discover herself from a position which is not truly her own. Her
llustrations of fairy stories use unoriginal stereotypical images dictated by the
publisher, whose limiting influence even goes as far as prescribing the colours she can

use. She knows it isn't my territory', %% but fails to stand her ground, allowing her art

to be compromised as imitation. Physically isolated in the empty wilderness, she
literally draws a blank, failing to progress at all with her commercial drawings.
Atwood believes that because Canadian artists have historically been placed in an
uncertain marginal position in relation to their own unmapped culture they have a
tendency to be '1solated people'. They are, she claims, not only 'cut off, but in fact have
'something . . . cut off from them; as artists, deprived of audience and cultural

traditions they are mutilated'. 1°° It is significant that, in her creative maternal role as a

child-bearer, the protagonist in Surfacing has experienced psychological and corporeal

splitting through an abortion. McGregor supports Atwood's idea of the fissile position
of national artists, describing how 'the Canadian creator . . . most typically feels himself
to be a person radically divided, chronically unsure whether he is - or wants to be - self

or other . . . balanced between sanity and madness'.!!° The wilderness is a region which

physically promotes this position of divisive isolation, described by the Canadian poet
A .M. Klein as 'schizoid solitudes' in his poem 'Portrait of the Poet as Landscape’
(1948). Indeed, the title of this poem aptly indicates the fate of the protagonist's father
who fails to maintain the separation between self and other, apparently becoming a part
of the landscape itself. He is neither corpse nor living man, having 'simply disappeared .

- . vanished into nothing',!!! prompting local speculation that he may have become
'bushed'.!12 This colloquial term for going insane has the added connotation of not only

becoming mentally and physically lost in the wilderness, but actually becoming the
wilderness itself. Atwood supports this interpretation when she describes 'Death by
Bushing' in Survival as a madness that results from a situation in which 'the character

sees too much of the wilderness, and in a sense becomes 1t leaving his humanity
behind."'!

The wilderness may be a place of physical and artistic freedom as an empty tabula

rasa, but with the loss of confining borders definition is dangerously absent. The

delineation of identity involves making one's own original mark, not straying into

foreign territory by borrowing or copying from others. Self and other must remain
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clearly distinct. The protagonist's father is described as 'an improvisor on standard

themes':''* his whole lifestyle is an imitation of pioneer life. He ceases to exist as an

individual because he becomes obsessed with recording a system of signs, a whole art
torm which is not his own. The protagonist is disappointed when she discovers 'his

drawings were not originals . . . | only copies'.!!S His interest in mapping the location of

Indian rock paintings directly results in his disappearance and death while surveying in
the wilderness. Equally, Atwood knows that Canadians must find their own distinctive
and original way of artistically and culturally articulating their identity, mapping out
their own territory, if they are truly to 'find' themselves as a nation. 'Any map is better

than no map as long as it is accurate',!'6 the problem is Canadians’ use of an inaccurate

or false cultural map to locate their identity, attempting to discover themselves from
the position of the other, namely the United States. Atwood uses the metaphor of
looking at one's reflection in the mirror to suggest how this dislocated cultural position

1s psychologically damaging to identity:

They'd become addicted to the one-way mirror of the Canadian-American
border - we can see you, you can't see us - and had neglected that other mirror,
their own culture. The States is an escapist fantasy for Canadians. Their own
culture shows them what they really look like, and that's always a little hard to

take. 117

Just as physical survival becomes intensely difficult in the borderless wilderness, so
cultural survival 1s made more difficult due to media encroachment negating the
existence of national boundaries in the modern age of information technology. This
technological situation has increasingly important implications for Canadian national
identity. Atwood believes that 'national borders, those little moats countries build

around themselves, their ability to determine what will be seen and heard within and
what will stay without, will have become 1neffectual in a few decades' because of 'an

expansion outward of the boundaries of whomever controls the technology for

information transmission'.!!® The group of friends in Surfacing may be out of reach of

radio transmission in the remote wilderness but they cannot escape the influence of
modern communication technology, as they are all shown to be culturally conditioned.

More importantly, they are heavily influenced by American media, conditioned by a

culture that is not their own. It is significant that it is the former radio announcer,
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David, who has fallen most foul of this insidious foreign control. influenced by the
media in which he once worked. He speaks in clichés and platitudes, declaring his
hatred of the Americans, yet ironically voicing his protests in Americanized terms. The
protagonist feels repelled by her realization that he is effectively a spurious imposter’,

'he didn't know what language to use, he'd forgotten his own, he had to copy. Second-

hand American was spreading over him in patches, like mange'.!'® Canadian identity 1s

vulnerable to toreign media influence because it is insecurely defined. McLuhan
accentuates this point: 'Canadians have instant access to all American radio and
television which, experienced in the alien milieu of Canada, feeds . . . the growing

pertoration and porousness of their identity image in this electronic age.'?

Just as Anglo-Canadians' language is influenced by the American presence to the
south, so too other forms of Canadian national definition are appropriated with
devastatingly confusing psychic effect. One of the first things the protagonists see as
they cross the Quebec border 1s a family of mooses, national emblems of Canada. Yet
one of these animals i1s waving an American flag and all are stuffed and clothed,
representing not the free natural Canadian wilderness environment but American urban
encroachment and destruction of Nature through commercialism and advertising. The
mooses are ludicrously out of place, dressed in human clothes and standing in the
forecourt of a garage. Canadians' sense of national identity 1s not only disturbed but
divided by this breakdown between signs and their signifiers. Nothing appears to be
clearly and safely defined in the Canadian wilderness. David suggests that the national

emblem should be 'a split beaver', not the maple leaf.'*! He 1s amused by his own pun

on the word beaver as 'slang for cunt',!?? allowing Canadian 1dentity to be basely

reduced by slippages in semantic definition.

Atwood's use of this violent image suggests that the various "splts" characterizing

things Canadian - all the way along the dividing line of the 49th parallel 123~ are In

some way feminized. Canada herself is a wilderness, whose penetration by the
Americans produces a sense of national insecurity akin to the way In which the
protagonist feels her bodily boundaries to be threatened by Joe's forced attempts to

penetrate her. This incident occurs after she has been diving into the lake in an attempt

at discovery which plunges her back into her own past and the depths of her psyche.

Thinking of Joe, she wonders whether 'Perhaps for him I am the entrance. as the lake
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was for me'.!?* Indeed, the lake is elsewhere depicted in womb-like terms, a feminine

body of water from which the protagonist senses her lost child 'surfacing within [her]

y -

. nsing from the lake'.'?* As well as being a site of violence, the Canadian wilderness
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