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PsychoanalyticFeministApproachinMargaretAtwood’sTheEdibleWoman

Ms.A.Velumani
Assistant Professor,
DepartmentofEnglish,
NallamuthuGounderMahalingam College
Abstract
MargaretEleanorAtwoodis aCanadianwriter, poet,novelist, literarycritic,essayist,and
environmental activist. Her fictional work consists of historical in addition as scientific
backdropswithapowerfulandfreelancegirlasitscentralcharacter.Herstorieshaverealistic
nonethelesscreativetexturesthatconvergethoughtfullywithopenendingsthattendtocreate
alargerimpactonthesociety. TheEdibleWomanoffersaquestforself-identitybyMarian,
theprotagonistSheisafairlysensible,intelligentyoungwoman,decentlyliberalinherviews  and
somewhat defensive about her own individuality. By using the food imagery, Atwood
underlinesMarian’sregainingcontroloverherownlife. Throughoutthenovel ~ Marian  tries
tosearchforheridentityandfinallysheisabletofindherself. MargaretAtwood’sTheEdible
Womanisaboutwomanandherrelationshipstomen,tosocietyandtofoodandeating.Itis
throughfoodandeatingthatMargaret Atwooddiscussesayoungwoman’srebellionagainst
amodernmaledominatedsociety.ltseemsthatMarianhasproblemsnotonlywithfood,but ~ with

her social relations and with her love life too.

KeyWords: Identity,Alienation,Femininity,Bodylmage,EatingDisorders,Social Expectations,

Feminist Critique

MargaretEleanorAtwoodis  aCanadianwriter,poet,novelist, literarycritic,essayist,and
environmental activist born on November 18, 1939 in Ottawa, Canada seen as one of the
world’s leading women novelists. Her writing has an impact on the reader’s mind and one is
forced to think about the connection between reality and fiction after reading her stories and
poems. Her fictional work consists of historical in addition as scientific backdrops with a
powerful and freelance girl as its central character. Her stories have realistic nonetheless
creative textures that converge thoughtfully with open endings that tend to create a larger
impact on the society. Many of her stories have been adapted into stage plays and movies in
addition to the translation of her works in more than 30 languages. She is considered as a

literarygeniuswiththeabilitytoconnectherfictionalcharacterwiththedeepestemotionsof
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the reader and society. She is an international award-winning prolific author and also a well -

known humanist.

Her first novel was The Edible Woman (1969), about a woman who cannot eat and feels
that she is being eaten. This was followed by: Surfacing (1973), which deals with a woman's
investigationintoherfather'sdisappearance. TheEdibleWomanisthefirstpublishednovelof
MargaretAtwoodin1969. Itisthestoryofayoungwoman,namedMarian,whostrugglewith
societyforherfiancéandfood. Itshowsthatthere'snoplacefortheattitudes,beliefs,desires,
andopinionsexpressedbyladies,thecentralfiguresofAtwood’sfiction. Thisnovelmapsout
however Marian McAlpin, the protagonist of the novel, initial loses then rediscovers herself.
The Edible Woman had been shaped and unified by a central image, the metaphor of eating
that runs through the entire novel, from title page to final scene.

The novel is divided into Ill parts. In the chapters 1-12 when Marian is still in her own
possession, the narration is given from the first person’s point-of-view. It contains around
fifteen characters. They are - Marian MacAlpin (heroine), Ainsley Tewce (Marian’s roommate),
Peter (Marian’s boyfriend, Lawyer), Clara (Marian’s High school and College friend), Joe (Clara’s
husband), Arrthur and Elaine(Joe and Clara’s sons), Len Slank (a college friend of Marian and
Clara), Duncan (a post graduate student of English Literature ), Trigger (Peter’s friend), Marian
and Ainsley’s Landlady, landlady’s daughter, Mrs. Bogue (HOD and Marian’s colleague ) and
three office virgins Emmy, Lucy and Millie. Through the descriptions of the above mentioned
charactersitispracticalthatallthecharactersarerelatedtoitsheroine,i.e.MarianMacAlpin,who tries
to conscious throughout the whole novel. Marian's colleagues, Emily, Lucy and Millies, are also
aware of being victims in a patriarchal society. They accept their society's definition of the role
of women aslovers,wives, mothersand lowermean: they represent irrationality, wilderness, and

nurture. Their sole aim in life is getting a husband who is reasonable, civilized, and cultured.

TheEdibleWomanoffersaquestforself-identitybyMarian,theprotagonistSheisafairly
sensible,intelligentyoungwoman,decentlyliberalinherviewsandsomewhatdefensiveabout  her
own individuality. She is employed in Seymour Surveys Company, a market research
agency.Facinganidentitycrisis,sheisconfrontedwithvariousalternatives. Thefirstphaseof
theproblemMarianhastofaceandovercomeisatherworkplace. ThecompanyMarianworks for has
a highly stratified, three-tiered, hierarchic structure. The top floor is occupied by men

andisnotaccessibletoher. Thebottomismanagedmaostlybyoldhousewivesandshedoes
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not wish to go there. “On the floor above are the executives and the psychologists referred to

as men upstairs, since they are all men. Below us are the machines — mimeo machines.”

ClaraandJoepresentMarianwithanotheralternative  -adifferentfacetaltogetheroflove and
marriage. Theirs is a fairly good marriage and they have three children. Clara is quite content
to remain within the bounds of family. But Marian is not unaware of Joe’s condescending
attitude towards women. “He tends any way to think of all unmarried girls as
easilyvictimizedandneedingprotection”(131).Clara,impracticalandnon-assertiveassheis,
tendstoberatherleaningonJoeand““letsherselfbetreatedlikeathing”(35)muchtoAinsley's
annoyance. In this regard Marian agrees with Ainsley that “the power of the wife declines as
the number of children grows”4 and Clara “wasn’t able to control the more mundane aspects
oflife,likemoneyorgettingtolecturesontime...herownbodyseemedbeyondher,goingin its own
way without reference to any direction of hers” (35).

Margaret Atwood strongly presents the aspect of male domination through her
protagonist’srelationshipwithherfiancé,Peter.Peterisaperson,whowantseverythingfrom Marian
accordingto his owndesires. Every action ofMarian is instructed by him and Marian falls a
prey to Peter’s dictatorship. He finds her important only for her physical appearance, while
he ignores her emotional and psychological requirements completely. He considers Marian as
asensible girl because sheleaves all themajorand minordecisions to him. In fact,
thiscanbeseenimmediatelyaftersheagreestohisproposalofmarriage. WhenPeterasksher
whenshewouldliketomarry,shewantstosay*“Groundhogday”’butinsteadshegrantsPeter the

authority to take the decision.

MarianacceptedtheproposalofPeterandinspiteofheruneaseattheacceptance,shetries
todefendherchoice.“I’dalwaysassumedthroughhighschoolandcollegethatlwasgoingto ~ marry
someone eventually and have children, everyone does ... I’ve never been silly about
marriagethewayAinsleyis...sheis  againstiton  principle,  andlifeisn’tbyprinciplesbutby
adjustments.” (100)

At this point Marian is accepting the role that is traditionally foisted upon women that
“Marriage is the destiny traditionally offered to woman by society ... The celibate (single)

womanisexplainedanddefinedwithreferencetomarriagewhethersheisfrustrated,
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rebellious,orevenindifferentinregardtothatinstitution.”(101).Itisonlyaftertheacceptance
ofthemarriageproposalthatsheisassailedbyseriousdoubtsastowhethershemadetheright
choice.MarianisfirmlyexpectedbyPetertofulfilhisdesiresandneeds.Shedoesnotwantto upset
him becauseshe is scared ofhim. Peterintends to giveMarian an identity which would
conformtohisnorms.Shefeelsrobbedofheridentityasawomanwhichisunbearabletoher. She is

expected to be different from other women in her behaviour, thoughts and attitudes.

Marian needs to lead asolid association with Peter, yet hedoesn't comprehend herdesire.
She is compelled to take after Peter's activities with no contention. She is constantly ignored
byPeterandanticipatedthatwouldconsenttohimallaround.Marian'sresignednaturemakes
himadditionallycruel.SherealizesthatherconnectionwithPeterisnotperfectandsatisfying; by and
by she tries to makeit productive. Atwood investigatesthe problem ofladies' reliance on men
through her novel The Edible Woman. Through Marian, she depicts that weight of gentility
makes lady a persecuted character and transforms Marian's identity into an accommodating
adherent of her life partner, Peter. Her accommodation gives him the acknowledgment of

supremacy.

AtMarian’sengagementparty,shefeelsuneasybecauseshethinksthatPetermanipulated
hercleverlyandmadeherapuppetinhishands.Shetakesofffromherownengagementparty,
escapingfromPeterthehunter,andjoinsupwithDuncan.Duncan,animportantpersonwhom
Marian encounters during her survey in Seymour Surveys, aptly points out that her physical
restlessness and refusal to take food are due to her eating disorder, called anorexia and it is
nothing but her revolt against domineering patriarchal society. Hence, Marian chances to see
her true self in her meeting with Duncan. Duncan relates her inability to eat as an inner
rebelliousness: “you’re probably representative of modern youth, rebelling against the

system”. (EW 192)

Marian believes that Duncan is another alternative, but when she finds out that Duncan
wants to seduce and sexually exploit her, she realizes that he is not the alternative. Marian
meets Duncan, but it is like jumping into the fire from the pan. Duncan’s role in the novel is
ambiguous as he seems to be more of a symbolic than a real character. Marian is not angry
withDuncan’sbehaviour,insteadsheisfaintlyrelievedbecauseherrelationshipwithPeteris

filledwithconfusionabouthispersonalityandhismotives.SheseesbothPeterandDuncan in
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their true colours and understands how she has allowed both these men in her life to use and

consume her in the process of victimization.

The famous cake-baking episode at the end of the novel is developed with symbolic
possibilities. The cake baked by Marian is shaped like a woman, looks like a pink and white
doll,andsymbolizestheconventional,suppressedimageofwomeninsociety. Thecakewhich
shebakes is at once aremedy,asolution, aself-discovery,apotential symbol offreedom and
aleadingprogressivestepahead.SharonWilsonconcedesthatMarian"returnstothesociety”  that
has oppressed her, but maintains that there is a symbolic agency in Marian's return: "By
baking, decorating, serving, and consuming the cake — the woman image she has been
conditionedtoproject,Marianannounces,toherselfandothers,thatsheisnotfood™. Thecake, which
Marian bakes and eats, shows the development of her vision and her refusal to be a
victim.Finally,Duncanseesthecakeforwhatitreallyis,anedibleobject,andinthelastword of the

novel, he pronounces it “delicious.”

MarianclaimsthatshecannotbemanipulatedbypeoplelikePeterandDuncan.Marianis
abletodestroythesociety’sstereotypesoffemininitythroughtheingenuousmirroringdevice
ofthecakeandfreeherselftorealizeherowntrueidentity. WhenMarianservesPeterthecake, she
consciously and verbally rejects the roles of a mother oppressed by her reproductive function,
of a wife, of an over submissive female, of an underpaid worker, and of an ideal manipulated
woman. Her body does not have to express her inner conflict and rebellion anymore. As
Peter runs off, her appetite returns and she regains independence by eating the
cake.Byusingthefoodimagery, AtwoodunderlinesMarian’sregainingcontroloverherown
life. ThroughoutthenovelMariantriestosearchforheridentityandfinallysheisabletofind herself.
Conclusion:

In this way, Margaret Atwood’s The Edible Woman is about woman and her relationships to
men, to society and to food and eating. It is through food and eating that Margaret Atwood
discusses a young woman’s rebellion against a modern male dominated society. It seems that
Marian has problems not only with food, but with her social relations and with her love life
too. In the last chapter of the novel i.e. 31 Marian returns from the third person narration to
thefirst person, which makes it clearthat hersearch foridentity is completedand now, sheis no

more an Edible Woman.’
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