
Images of Women in 

Canadian Literature: 

The f igure of woman as strong and compe
tent is centra l to the Canadian t r a d i t i o n . 
Besides the t r ad i t i ona l femine archetypes 
such as earth mother and femme f a t a l e , 
another s i g n i f i c a n t feminine archetype is 
evolv ing in Canadian l i t e r a t u r e , that of 
the woman as hero, rather than " h e r o i n e , " 
as central women characters have been 
t r a d i t i o n a l l y termed.(1) The woman hero 
is not merely an adjunct to a man's 
wor ld : she is not s a t i s f i e d with the role 
of mother, mistress or wi fe . The q u a l i 
t i es she d isplays are not so l e l y those 
t r a d i t i o n a l l y considered feminine, such 
as tenderness, pass i v i t y and i n t u i t i o n . 
She makes dec is ions and inf luences 
events, and evinces cha ra c t e r i s t i c s 
usual ly considered mascul ine, such as 
courage, aggression and ambit ion. 

In Canadian f i c t i o n there are a number of 
novels in which the woman not only is the 
hero, but undergoes the same pattern of 
adventures which the archetypal male hero 
t r a d i t i o n a l l y has undergone. She ven
tures on a mythical quest or journey, 
usual ly a lone. For the woman hero, th is 
journey usual ly impl ies , to some extent 
at l eas t , a voyage of s e l f d iscovery . It 
may be an en t i r e l y internal journey. As 
with the male hero, her journey may i n 
clude a meeting with a " l i g h t " (Apol lon
ian) or dark (Dionysian) person of the 

Woman as Hero 

by 

Lorraine McMullen 



opposi te sex, perhaps with both. If we 
are to speak in Jungian terms, these 
f igures may be seen as funct ions of the 
animus, in the same way that women the 
male hero meets may be seen as funct ions 
o f h is anima. A l s o , the hero t r a d i t i o n 
a l l y meets a guide of the same sex; and 
f i n a l l y , l i ke the male hero, she descends 
into the underworld and returns wiser or 
f r e e r ; th is descent and return symbolize 
death and r eb i r t h . 

Nove l i s ts I sha l l discuss to demonstrate 
th i s thes is include Martha Ostenso, 
Morley Cal laghan, Margaret Laurence, 
Ethel Wi lson, Margaret Atwood and 
Constance Beresford-Howe. 

We sha l l begin with the e a r l i e s t of the 
novels and the youngest of the heroes. 
The novel is Martha Ostenso 1 s WiId Geese 
(1925); the hero is seventeen-year-old 
Jud i th Gare. Judi th is the only one of 
the tyrannica l Caleb Gare's four ch i ld ren 
with the courage to oppose him. Her 
name is su i tab l y chosen. L ike the 
B i b l i c a l Judith who decapitated 
Holophernes and l ibera ted the Jews,(2) 
Judi th very narrowly misses f ree ing 
her family from Caleb 's bondage when 
she heaves a well sharpened axe at his 
head. 

There is an in t r i gu ing reversal of sex 
roles among the Gare c h i l d r e n . The 
o lder boy, Mar t in , is gent l e , submissive 
and f r a i l . Judi th is phys i c a l l y b i g , 
s t rong , aggressive and determined. She 
cont inua l l y opposes her f a the r ' s w i l l , 
whi le Mart in , with the rest of the 

fami ly , accepts his domination. Lind 
Archer, the young teacher who has come 
to board with the Gares, funct ions as 
the t r ad i t i ona l guide for Jud i th— 
helping her to develop her feminine 
q u a l i t i e s which have been suppressed in 
her angry attempts to withstand her 
f a the r ' s pressure, g iv ing her the 
f r i endsh ip and support none of her fam
i l y o f f e r s , and f i n a l l y arranging her 
escape to marry her lover , Sven Sandbo. 
Sven is the "dark man" in Jud i th ' s l i f e 
who a r r i ves back on the neighbouring 
farm at the opportune time, when 
Jud i th can no longer to le ra te her l i f e 
at home, and so he provides an escape 
for her. Jud i th ' s passage through the 
underworld begins when her father t i es 
her hand and foot to the barn f l oo r 
a f te r her attack on him; th i s inc ident 
is the physica l counterpart to the 
psychological oppression which fo l lows , 
as he threatens to have her j a i l e d fo r 
attempted murder i f she t r i e s to 
leave. It is Lind Archer who brings 
her out of the apathy and despair into 
which she sinks at th is time. 

Judi th does not go through the inner 
quest of some other heroes we sha l l be 
d i s cuss ing . Her quest is b a s i c a l l y ex
ternal w i th , of course, psychological 
overtones, and her t r i a l s are la rge ly 
physical — ranging from being t ied in 
the barn to being forced to work end
less hours in the f i e l d s . Her quest 
ends with freedom. Overcoming ob
s tac les set up by her own fami ly—her 
mother's determination to keep her home, 
her s i s t e r ' s lack of compassion, as well 



as he r f a t h e r ' s c o n t i n u a l o p p r e s s i o n — 
she escapes f rom the f a rm t o the m a r r i a g e 
she wants and she i s f r e e . 

I t i s i n l a t e r n o v e l s t h a t we see the 
more i n t e r n a l q u e s t , the s e a r c h f o r s e l f -
r e a l i z a t i o n - - o f t e n i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h an 
e x t e r n a l voyage away f rom a s p e c i f i c 
p l a c e o r p e r s o n o r to a s p e c i f i c l o c a t i o n . 
E t h e l W i l s o n ' s Swamp Ange l (195^) p r o v i d e s 
us w i t h an example o f t h e f ema l e h e r o who 
u n d e r t a k e s a j o u r n e y w h i c h i s bo th e x t e r 
n a l and i n t e r n a l . Maggie L l o y d s t a r t s on 
he r j o u r n e y t o f r e e h e r s e l f f rom an i n 
s u p p o r t a b l e m a r r i a g e . She i s not an 
e s c a p i s t , f o r she does not seek t o e s cape 
f rom l i f e o r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , o n l y f rom a 
h u m i l i a t i n g and r e d u c t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p . 
Swamp A n g e l , t h e n , b e g i n s where I b s e n ' s 
Po l 1 's House ended--as Maggie w a l k s ou t 
the k i t c h e n d o o r . 

Her j o u r n e y t a k e s he r f rom Vancouve r t o 
the i n t e r i o r o f B r i t i s h C o l u m b i a , w h i l e 
s p i r i t u a l l y she i s a l s o t a k i n g a j o u r n e y 
i n t o h e r s e l f . She s t o p s a t a v i l l a g e 
s i g n i f i c a n t l y named Hope and remains 
t h e r e f o r t h r e e d a y s , w h i c h the n a r r a t o r 
d e s c r i b e s as " l i k e the r e s p i t e t h a t p e r 
haps comes t o the s o u l a f t e r d e a t h , " ( 3 ) 
a v e r y o b v i o u s r e f e r e n c e t o he r d y i n g to 
he r p r e v i o u s l i f e . From he r e she goes 
f o r w a r d t o f a c e a s e r i e s o f t e s t s and 
o b s t a c l e s s e e m i n g l y r e q u i s i t e t o he r 
e n t r y i n t o a new l i f e . 

Maggie d e m o n s t r a t e s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s and 
i n t e r e s t s u s u a l l y l a b e l l e d m a s c u l i n e . 
F i r s t o f a l l she i s an e x c e l l e n t f i s h e r -
woman and an u n u s u a l l y s k i l l e d maker o f 

f l i e s f o r f i s h i n g , an a r t her f a t h e r had 
t a u g h t h e r . T h i s s k i l l i s i m p o r t a n t as 
i t p r o v i d e s the money t o e s cape f rom he r 
h u s b a n d , E d d i e V a r d o e , t o whom she i s 
h o u s e k e e p e r , s ex o b j e c t and ego b o o s t e r , 
but not a human b e i n g . A l s o , she r e 
v e r s e s the s t e r e o t y p e d m a l e - f e m a l e p a t 
t e r n by r e s c u i n g a man i n d i s t r e s s . Y e t , 
d e s p i t e t h e s e " m a s c u l i n e " q u a l i t i e s and 
a c t i v i t i e s , Maggie p o s s e s s e s the more 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y " f e m i n i n e " t r a i t s o f 
g e n t l e n e s s , h e l p f u l n e s s and k i n d n e s s . 
She i s s e x u a l l y a t t r a c t i v e . She i s 
m o t h e r l y t o the G u n n a r s e n ' s young s o n , 
A l a n . She e x c e l s i n the t r a d i t i o n a l 
f e m a l e a r t o f c o o k i n g . In her com
b i n a t i o n o f the m a s c u l i n e and f e m i n i n e , 
Maggie app roaches the androgynous i d e a l . 

The e l d e r l y and e c c e n t r i c N e l l S e ve r ance 
i s M a g g i e ' s m e n t o r , the t r a d i t i o n a l sage 
who comes to the a i d o f the h e r o . She 
i s a l s o M a g g i e ' s a l t e r e g o ; bo th Maggie 
and N e l l have been t r a p p e d by the p a s t 
and bo th must f r e e t hemse l v e s f rom i t t o 
go o n : Magg ie t o a new l i f e , S e ve r ance 
t o d e a t h . They a r e l i n k e d by S e v e r a n c e ' s 
g u n , the Swamp A n g e l ; N e l l sends the gun 
to Magg ie t o th row away a f t e r her d e a t h 
and Maggie w r i t e s t o N e l l when she r e 
c e i v e s i t : " I am so s u r e t h a t ou r a b i l i t y 
t o th row away the s u b s t a n c e , t o l o s e a l l 
y e t keep the e s s e n c e i s v e r y i m p o r t a n t " 
(p . 129). 

M a g g i e ' s a d v e n t u r e s i n c l u d e p h y s i c a l l y 
r e s c u i n g Mr . Cunningham f rom the l a k e , 
m a t e r i a l l y r e s c u i n g the Gunnarsen l odge 
f rom imminent f a i l u r e , and s p i r i t u a l l y 
r e s c u i n g V e r a Gunnarsen a f t e r he r 



abort ive attempt at s u i c i d e . Of the 
tests and obstac les Maggie meets, Vera 
is the most d i f f i c u l t . Vera is a 
stereotype of the woman who sees he rse l f 
so l e l y in r e l a t i on to her husband, who 
cannot re l a te to other women, and sees 
any capable , a t t r a c t i v e woman only as a 
r i v a l — to be watched, resented, envied 
and suspected. When she sees that by 
d r i v i n g Maggie away she has a l i enated 
her husband she attempts to drown her 
s e l f , and I r o n i c a l l y , It is to Maggie 
she turns fo r he lp. 

By the conc lus ion of the nove l , Maggie 
has overcome a ser ies of obstac les and 
has decided to remain with the Gunnar-
sens where she w i l l continue to be a 
support to them, i nd i v i dua l l y and as a 
f ami l y , and to the running of the lodge. 
She has confronted her past and in ac 
cept ing i t s tragedies has learned to 
lose a l l but keep the essence, as she 
t e l l s Ne l l Severance. 

Maggie is a hero seeking to tread a very 
d i f f i c u l t path. She involves he rse l f 
with o the rs , recognizing as Nel l says in 
the i r l as t conversat ion , "No Man is an 
Is land, I am involved in Mankinde," 
(p. 150) and yet at the same time she 
accepts her own Iso la t ion r e a l i z i n g , "I 
am alone and, l i k e a swimmer, I have to 
make my way on my own power. Swimming is 
l i k e l i v i n g , i t is done a lone" (p. 9 9 ) -

The Book of Eve ( 1973 ) presents us with 
as un l i ke l y a hero as we sha l l f i n d . Eva 
Ca r ro l l is a seventy-year-old, middle-
c lass housewife who walks out of her 

forty-year-old marriage carry ing 
Wuthering Heights, a poetry anthology, 
blood-pressure p i l l s , glasses and "warm 
old-woman underpants." Like Maggie Lloyd 
she leaves without a word of f a rewe l l . 
Unl ike Maggie she leaves without any 
preparat ion whatever. Why does she leave 
so p rec ip i tous l y ? She t e l l s us that i t 
was "the cold white autumn l ight pouring 
through the landing window as I climbed 
up with the t ray . It seemed to bleach 
the stairway into something 1ike a high 
white c e l l . The night before on TV I'd 
seen c e l l s l i k e that in V iet Nam or some
where, for p o l i t i c a l p r i soners . You saw 
them crouched at the bottom of narrow 
cages, looking up at the l i g h t . I've 
never had a p o l i t i c a l conv ic t ion in my 
l i f e , unless you count being bored by 
p o l i t i c s . But there I was jus t the same. 
Under b a r s . " ( 4 ) 

Eva moves into a d i f f e r en t world when she 
moves into a basement apartment j u s t two 
miles from her home. The f i r s t morning 
she s a y s , " I opened my eyes into a per 
f e c t , se l f-centred b l i s s without past or 
fu ture , and re jo iced in everything I 
saw" (pp. 6 - 7 ) . Nevertheless, Elysium 
turns into Hades--for th is is a dark 
dingy subterranean world in which she 
must come to gr ips with her past , which 
is revealed through a ser ies of f l a s h 
backs, and to some understanding of her
s e l f and acceptance of the present and 
her new l i f e . She, too, passes through 
a ser ies of tes ts—phys ica l i l l n e s s , 
psychological i l l n e s s , l one l iness , the 
temptation to return. And is helped 
through these t r i a l s by a forty-seven-



year o l d , Hungarian Czech refugee named 
Johnny, who is an educated factory 
worker and gourmet cook; he would be as 
un l i ke l y to have turned up in her pre 
vious middle c lass existence as would 
"o ld Tom," the battered neighbourhood 
cat she adopts, and to whom Johnny 
bears a d i s t i n c t resemblance. Johnny is 
a f i t t i n g l y exot ic dark haired Dionysian 
f i gu r e . There is some reversal of the 
usual sex roles in the re l a t ionsh ip 
between Johnny and Eva; for Johnny is 
the cook who whips up magnif icent meals; 
he is the one who wants to s e t t l e down 
and place his Wilton carpet on her 
basement f l o o r ; he is twenty-three 
years her j un io r . 

The cyc le of the seasons helps def ine 
Eva's progress. She has l e f t home in 
late September and undergoes her ser ies 
of t r i a l s through late f a l l and winter . 
In sp r i ng , appropr i a te l y , she emerges 
from her underworld, s i g n i f i e d by the 
opening of the door from her cave-l ike 
apartment to the outer world. It is 
Johnny who, a f t e r much s t rugg le , suc
ceeds in f ree ing the door which had been 
jammed shut fo r years , jus t as i t is 
Johnny who helps her f ree he rse l f from 
her past , to become a new person. What 
Maggie Lloyd always knew, Eva learns 
f i n a l l y from her exper iences; that the 
"per fec t se l f-centred b l i s s " she f e l t 
at f i r s t is not the answer, that even 
at seventy one cannot opt out of l i f e , 
but must get involved with others . As 
she so c r y p t i c a l l y puts i t f i n a l l y , 
"I never cared much for paprika and I 
hate Wilton carpets . But happiness 

i s n ' t the point you see, any more than 
v i r tue was when I l e f t . . . " (p. 169). 

When we f i r s t meet Peggy Sanderson of 
Morley Cal laghan 's The Loved and the 
Lost ( 1 9 5 9 ) , she has already l e f t home 
and rejected c lass s t ruc tures and 
rac i a l ba r r i e rs of conventional soc i e t y . 
She is an ant i-establ ishment f i gu re 
from the outse t . She moves among the 
blacks of Montrea l ' s St. Antoine d is-
s t r i c t and, l i k e Eva, her home is a 
basement room in a shabby house well 
below the mountain. This is her under
wor ld. 

Peggy is a young woman who seeks and 
gives love, in the true sense of the 
word, and meets with anger and resent 
ment from whites and blacks of a l l 
leve ls of soc i e t y ; for they cannot 
understand anyone attempting to t r ans 
cend race and c l a s s . The b lacks , with 
the i r p r imi t i ve music, the i r night l i f e , 
and the i r locat ion below the mountain, 
provide the Dionysian element in her 
l i f e . Jim McAlpin, the middle-class 
protagonist from the academic wor ld, is 
the Apol lonian f i g u r e . He seeks to 
change her l i f e and is the one person 
who has an opportuni ty to save her. At 
one point J im's col leagues suggest that 
he is Orpheus to Peggy's Eurydice: 

"There she is lost in the dark 
underworld. Montrea l 's P lutonian 
shore. L ike Eurydice. Remember 
the lady? 
Remember? How did Eurydice d ie ? " 
"B i t ten by a snake, " Foley s a id . 
"And ce r t a i n l y our l i t t l e Peggy has 



been badly b i t t e n . " 
"So McAlpin becomes her Orpheus."(4) 

This conversat ion e f f e c t i v e l y f o re 
shadows the reso lu t ion when Jim, doubt
ing Peggy, leaves her and she is raped 
and murdered. Jim rea l i zes his f a i l u r e 
and the Orpheus-Eurydice p a r a l l e l is 
r eca l l ed by these words at the end of 
the nove l : "In a moment of jea lous 
doubt h is f a i t h in her had weakened, 
he had lost his view of her and so she 
had vanished. She had vanished o f f 
the ear th . And now he was a l o n e . " 
(p. 233) 

The carved leopard and the l i t t l e church 
Peggy shows Jim ind icate two p o l a r i t i e s 
of experience: the leopard suggests 
f i e r ceness , power, lurk ing v io l ence , 
sexua l i t y ; the church, s i m p l i c i t y , grace, 
love, the s p i r i t u a l . For Peggy they 
go together. For Jim and for most 
people they are a n t i t h e t i c a l , as oppos
i t e as male and female. But Peggy sees 
and accepts an androgynous world in 
which both of these seeming opposites 
belong. 

A comparison Jim makes between Peggy and 
Joan of Arc underl ines her hero ic char 
acter as well as foreshadowing her f a t e : 

She, l i ke Joan, l i ved and acted by 
her own secret i n t u i t i o n s . Joan had 
shattered her wor ld , and Peggy shat 
tered people too. Not only Malone, 
but Mrs. Murdock; even Foley. She 
would shatter a l l the people who 
l i ved on the mountain and the people 
who prayed on the mountain. Joan had 

to d i e , he thought with a sharp pang, 
simply because she was what she was. 
And there had been te r ror in Peggy's 
face as Mai one's hand reached out for 
her; she had sensed that there were 
many others l i ke Malone, who would 
destroy her (p. 131). 

Peggy is a hero who stands alone seeking 
to bridge the gu l f between c l a s ses , races 
and sexes. But u l t imate ly neither man or 
woman, upper, lower or middle c l a s s , 
black or white understands or accepts her. 
Everywhere she goes she causes jea lousy , 
resentment, quarre ls and confus ion—"a 
fool s a i n t " Robertson Davies might c a l l 
her. Yet she is determined to be her own 
person. Working in a f ac to ry , l i v i ng 
a lone, she seeks love and f inds hate. She 
never does cap i tu l a te to the conventional 
world which persecutes her , but she must 
pay for her intrans igence. Because she 
is viewed from the outs ide throughout the 
nove l , she remains an e lus i ve f igure and 
we are given more of a portrayal of so 
c i e t y ' s react ion to an outs ider than we 
are of Peggy he rse l f . 

In Margaret Laurence's A Jest of God 
i(1966), Rachel Cameron's voyage is i n t e r 
n a l , a voyage from childhood to maturity 
at the age of th i r t y- fou r . 

Rachel is a neurot ic sp inster school 
teacher l i v i n g with her mother in small 
town Manawaka. Her d i s to r ted view of 
r e a l i t y can be seen in her re l a t ionsh ip 
with her mother; her school p r i n c i p a l , 
her students and her co-worker and f r i end 



Ca l l a Mackie. Her a f f a i r with Nick 
Kazl ik i n i t i a t e s the change which takes 
place within her. In order to meet with 
Nick, Rachel must withstand her mother's 
neurot ic threats . This is the f i r s t step 
in her journey—in leaving her ch i ldhood, 
leaving home. Pr ior to meeting Nick, 
Rachel had been replac ing love and sex
ua l i t y in her l i f e with a fantasy world 
peopled with exot ic princes in far o f f 
lands. Nick is a bridge between th is 
fantasy world and r e a l i t y . He has some 
elements of her fantasy—he is dark, 
S l a v i c featured, of Ukrainian background, 
fore ign to her Scots Presbyter ian world. 
There is an unreal element in the i r re 
l a t i onsh ip , too, for Rachel dreams of 
marriage and c h i l d r e n , whereas i t is a l l 
too apparent that for Nick she is a 
temporary d ivers ion for the summer. Yet 
Nick is the ca ta lys t through whom 
Rachel develops her capacity to reach 
outward to others , to give and receive 
love. Nick, with his fore ignness, dark
ness and sexua l i t y , is the Dionysian 
f igure in Rachel 's experience. 

Major t r i a l s Rachel must face in her 
quest for maturity are her desert ion by 
Nick, her supposed pregnancy and her 
mother's powerful i nh i b i t i ng in f luence . 
She re jects the escape routes of su i c ide 
and abort ion as so lut ions to her preg
nancy and accepts a l l the t r i a l s im
p l i c i t in being unmarried and pregnant 
in a small town at the age of th i r t y-
four . Her voyage through the under
world of hospita l and anaesthesia is the 
ul t imate step in her journey to maturity 
and freedom. Her new found adulthood 

is heralded by her words spoken under 
anaes the t i c , " 1 am the mother now." 
When Rachel leaves hospi ta l she says 
that she f e e l s , " l i k e a freed pr isoner 
. . . s l i g h t l y dazed at the sudden con
crete presence of the outs ide . " (6 ) Now 
f i n a l l y she j_s_ f r e e , she _i_s_ outs ide . 
She has come out of the fantasy world 
of exot i c pr inces and the h y p o c r i t i c a l , 
equal ly unreal world of pretence i n 
her i ted from her mother and the neur
o t i c world of her own d i s to r t ed r e l a 
t ionsh ips with o thers . Small wonder 
that she is " s l i g h t l y dazed at the sud
den concrete presence of the o u t s i d e . " 

Rachel meets a woman adviser in the 
person o f C a l l a who is generous, kind 
and eccen t r i c . C a l l a has the courage 
to d isregard publ i c opinion and be her 
own person, but Rachel is unable to 
benef i t from th is example. Later , when 
she bel ieves she is pregnant, Rachel goes 
to Ca l l a for suppor t—th is is s i g n i f i 
cant , for the f i r s t time she can reach 
out for he lp. 

What hero ic q u a l i t i e s does Rachel possess? 
None at a l l at f i r s t . But through her 
experience she develops some—she learns 
courage, dec is iveness and the w i l l ingness 
to accept r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . Her quest , 
which she thought a quest for husband and 
c h i l d r e n , propels her into a very d i f 
ferent one, an ordeal through which she 
achieves s e l f respect and the capacity to 
love and therefore to understand o thers , 
and the maturity which, along with love, 
motherhood impl ies . 



The unnamed protagonist of Margaret At-
wood's Surfacing ( 1 9 7 2 ) is journeying to 
her former home. She is also journeying 
from the city back to nature, from c i v i 
lization to the primitive, from present 
to past, from illusion to r e a l i t y . Thus 
her quest functions on multiple levels 
other than the ostensible one—a search 
for her missing father, and becomes 
primarily a journey into herself. As she 
plunges into the lake she dives into the 
depths of her own being. Finding the 
body of her father in the lake jol t s her 
into an awareness of the reality about 
herself which she has been suppressing, 
of the truth she could not face: 

It was a l l real enough, it was enough 
reality for ever, I couldn't accept 
i t , that mutilation, ruin I'd made, 
I needed a different version. (7) 

She is referring, of course, to her abor
tion and recalls now the actual events 
which she has thus far successfully 
transformed in her mind into "a differ
ent version"—marriage, a child and 
divorce. Now she accepts the truth and 
the responsibility for her action: 

I could have said no but I didn't; 
that made me one of them too, a 
k i l l e r . After the slaughter, the 
murder, he couldn't believe I didn't 
want to see him any more; it be
wildered him, he resented me for i t , 
he expected gratitude because he 
arranged it for me, fixed me so I 
was as good as new; others, he said 
wouldn't have bothered. Since then 
I'd carried that death around inside 
me, layering it over, a cyst, a 

tumour, black pearl; . . . (p. 145) 
She does not surface from this under
world until she has deliberately become 
pregnant to replace her lost child, has 
communicated with her dead parents, 
destroyed everything linking her with the 
a r t i f i c i a l l i f e she can no longer toler
ate and identified herself with the ani
mal world. Finally, cleansed through 
suffering, she re-enters her own time 
and place to begin anew. 

These heroes are a motley crowd indeed 
— ranging in age from seventeen to sev
enty, in occupation from factory worker 
to farmer to teacher to commercial ar
t i s t , and including housewives; in 
marital status they include the single 
and the married, those who want to marry 
and those who want to get out of mar
riage. 

What is most intriguing is not their 
diversity so much as their similarity. 
All of these women are heroic in their 
qualities and in their actions, and a l l 
undertake a journey or quest with vary
ing degrees of success. None of them 
is a stereotype—all have stepped out 
of the mould—all are individuals. A ll 
find themselves flouting convention; 
Judith runs away from home, Maggie and 
Eva walk out on their husbands, the 
protagonist of Surfacing rejects the 
cliche-ridden, a r t i f i c i a l world of the 
seventies, Peggy ignores social struc
tures, Rachel casts off her role of 
dutiful daughter. None is seeking the 
conventional goal of today—money, 
power, a successful marriage, social 



prestige. For none of them is a man 
or the usual male-female sexual rela
tionship the primary objective. 

What, then, do they seek? They seek, 
f i r s t of a l l , freedom. At its most 
primitive level Judith Gare seeks physi 
cal freedom. Most seek psychological 
freedom—the freedom to achieve and ex
press their own identity. Often they 

must f i r s t discover what this identity 
i s . For a l l of them, in fact, their jour 
ney becomes a learning process, through 
which they discover truths about themsel
ves and their world, and the role they 
must play in this world. Their journey 
is always a d i f f i c u l t one. But the free
dom and sense of self worth that are 
achieved make i t well worth the price. 

NOTES 

1. I use the term "hero" as defined by Carolyn Hellbrun In her study, Toward 
a Recognition of Androgyny, (Hew York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1973). 

2. Old Testament, Book of Judith, 10:1 - 13:10. 
3. Ethel Wilson, Swamp Angel (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, NCL edition, 

1962), 'lO. All page references will be to this edition. 

k. Constance Beresford-Howe, The Book of Eve, (Toronto: Hacmlllan of Canada, 

1973), 1-2. All page references will be to this edition. 

5. Horley Callaghan, The Loved and the Lost (Toronto: Kacmlllan of Canada, 
Laurenttan Library Edition, 1970), 135- Alt page references will be to 
this edition. 

6. Hargaret Laurence, A Jest of God (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, NCL 
edition, I97M, 185. 

7. Margaret Atwood, Surfacing (Toronto: General Publishing Co., Paperjacks 

edition, 1973), 1̂  Al 1 page references will be to this edition. 


