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Post-colonial literature in its essence 
does not solely belong to the colonized. 
It can be determined roughly as an 
intricately interwoven amalgam of 
indigenous, deeply rooted tradition of the 
colonized, and the often imperialistically 
strong missionary influence of the colo-
nizers, based on their presumption of 
knowledge, right to civilize and sheer 

power. Post-colonial theory as such, can be said to have come into existence in the 
precise moment when the colonized, their voice suppressed by the “europeization” 
found modes to question the practices of the colonizers, and inspect the mixture 
of their culture with the one imported as an act of generous aggression. However, 
according to George Lamming, colonialism becomes such an integral, indelible part 
of the identity of the colonized that the idea of a break with this form of forced-
upon tradition causes profound fear, and an identity crisis, pertaining to the deeply 
significant but in the circumstances logical question of whether the colonized would 
be able to stand on their own, to have their own, single-celled organism, voice or 
political stamina. The question of this deeply rooted guilt in even approaching the 
issue of becoming free from the widely and strategically spread influence of the 
colonizer is essential, as it reveals the almost constitutional although acquired servile 
attitude towards the superior colonizer, who in their turn, support the forming of 
a new, but profound sense of guilt in the colonized, denying them a true and valid 
sense of identity that would not necessarily have to include their own system of 
values.

Therefore the key element in establishing an identity in the colonized naturally 
becomes the level to which the colonizer has strategically infused their culture 
and traditions with their own. In this respect, the significant issue becomes the 
attitude that the imperialist country chooses to take towards the colonized, and this 
often assumes all the characteristics of binary opposition, centering on the forceful, 
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supposedly knowledgeable and civilized stance of the imperialist and marginalizing 
the colonized, therefore inferior country. 

According to A.R. Janmohamed the imperialist country has an option of viewing the 
colonized traditional existence as essential Otherness, as being vastly and irreparably 
different from their cultural patterns, in which case any adoption of the colonized 
values, and their potential inclusion in the existing principles of the colonizer’s 
culture is unacceptable, and therefore avoidable at the cost of eliminating any undue 
influence. This essentially and effectively robs the colonized not only of their voice, 
but of the sense of identity, of the worth of their cultural tradition. The second option, 
no less forceful, centers on the seemingly affirmative premise that the colonizer and 
the Other are to all purposes identical, which in reality leads to effective ignoring of 
all the differences and the variances in cultural patterns, with the same result: the 
voice of the colonized is lost in the presumption of their Sameness, and the values 
applied to the colonized would again be singularly those of the imperialist center. 
Janmohamed further extrapolates that the only genuine comprehension of the Other 
would and could come out of a process of self-negation and even self-effacing of the 
Center, which would presume their willingness to put aside all acquired and mostly 
unquestioned values, and this is virtually impossible, as it would almost necessarily 
decentralize the Center, and endanger its position. Spivak, in her essay “Can the 
Subaltern Speak?” offers a similar premise: the Other remains and is forcefully kept 
as the “Self’s Shadow”, thus indicating the essential unwillingness of the Center to 
allow the Margin any voice, fearful in advance of its potential impact. The voice of 
the Other, be it literature or politics, is subjected to systematic violence, reduced to 
inconsequentiality by the strength of the ruling Center, and the official Self. Talking 
further of the periphery, Spivak creates a significant concept: of their being, in fact, 
“the silent, silenced center” (The Post-Colonial Studies Reader 2003, 25). Using this 
term, Spivak creates an idea of two opposed centers rather than center and margin, 
thus giving in this context the colonized culture an essential worth overruled in reality 
by the sheer force of subversion and aggression by the imperialist country, denying 
them as Said writes “the permission to narrate” (2003, 25). Furthermore the essential 
heterogeneity of the dispossessed, lack of a unifying self-serving aim seems to be a 
significant issue in failure to establish voice. It seems in fact, to be the characteristic 
of the marginalized to slide into total isolationism, to oppose any grouping, uncertain 
of the aims that would be served, and even the language, the terminology although 
carefully utilized, never seems to be free from the impact of the central and centered 
consciousness. 

This concept is further emphasized by the residual and lingering impact that the 
once imperialist countries seem to exercise over their former colonies. The lasting 
influence of the colonizers’ enforced societal patterns still impose cultural authority 
in postcolonial countries, and although the postcolonial writers have been struggling 
with an effort to free their voice, and also overcome the suffusing influence of the 
dominant issues of identity, cultural and political self-awareness, gender bias, and 
postcolonial guilt - all imposed by the nature of their long-lasting servile position, the 
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powerful remnants of the imperialistic culture often creep back into their reasoning. 
George Lamming writes in his essay, suitably entitled “The Occasion for Speaking”: 
“We are made to feel a sense of exile by our inadequacy and our irrelevance of 
function in a society whose past we can’t alter, and whose future is always beyond 
us.” (The Post-Colonial Studies Reader 2003, 12) This concept of exile, be it a physical 
displacement of writers who, confused by the clashing patterns of identity seek refuge 
in imperialist countries that they actually know nothing about, or a spiritual sense of 
“countrylessness” in the midst of indigenous traditions which they cannot partake 
of or comprehend fully as their own, and the acquired vague sense of belonging 
somewhere else, only complicates further the already complex issue of finding a 
self-structured voice. 

George Lamming goes on to propose that any writer from a colonized country 
acquires an assumption of an understanding and knowledge of the colonizing culture 
and identity, even though the contact has been minimal or non-existent. This could 
be further extrapolated to mean that their own sense of identity will be indelibly 
connected with the forced image of colonizing identity which they cannot in reality 
comprehend fully. The fact is that the received but not experienced information of 
and offered by the colonizer cannot become a fixed identifying mark in the identity 
pattern of the colonized, although it becomes so by an act of forceful suffusion. 
According to Lamming the colonization process is also “subtly and richly infused by 
myth” (2003, 13) which combines itself with and often overpowers the traditional, 
indigenous cultural patterns, thus generating a mixture of elements to compose an 
elaborate identity of the colonized. This myth, carrying within itself the unquestioned 
supremacy of the colonizer, serves to diminish the essential value of everything not 
belonging to the central force, including primarily the colonized: “For each exile has 
not only got to prove his worth to the other, he has to win the approval of Headquarters, 
meaning in the case of the West Indian writer, England….” (2003, 13)

***

Margaret Atwood’s 1972 novel Surfacing is one of the seminal works examining 
the issues of post-colonialism, and a novel firmly defining the frame of her future 
work and personal artistic poetics. It is her second novel (after The Edible Woman), 
and it describes a journey taken by the nameless narrator together with her current 
boyfriend and a couple of friends into the regions of North Canada, back to her 
childhood environment in search of her missing father. It is a journey into the “Heart of 
Darkness”, the unwilling and necessary examination of a person’s and a people’s past, 
but also a voyage back into the womb, the original matrix, the primal scream, leading 
inexorably to the recognition and acceptance of the essential complexly structured 
DNA formation of the self. 

According to the prevailing thematic issues of the novel several key concepts of 
postcolonial interest can be traced and analyzed within the work; the theme of return, 
as a narrative device and a topic - motifs of coming back, finding oneself, reliving the 
past in order to get a more stabile sense of Self, but also return as a mode of constant 
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shift, a transgression of borders, of divisions between centre and margin. The motif of 
Return triggers memory, questions of identity, and roundness; the opposition masculine/
feminine, nature/culture, which are deeply deconstructed or at least questioned, and the 
articulation of femininity in relation to motherhood, marriage and family. Additionally 
the concept of the Body will be explored, and the regression of the human into an 
atavistic animal-like state of mind, emphasized by the deconstruction of the language 
as an epitome of Western thought. 

***

As the nameless protagonist of the novel heads back to the place of her childhood 
experiences, metaphorically armed with the presence of her current lover and her 
married friend Anna and her husband David, in search of her missing father, this opens 
the floodgates of bottled emotion. The subsequent uncontrollable surge of hitherto 
largely unacknowledged memories of her previous life parallels the physical return to 
the small town of her early years, instigating a finally unavoidable and long overdue 
process of self-learning and realization. The emphasized fact of her namelessness 
clearly highlights her inability to establish her own stable identity, as she has largely 
kept a kind of a rootless existence, negating the necessity of incorporating her past 
and her need for human rapport and the inability to accomplish it on the other hand 
into a mature framework of her personality. 

The motif of return here represents a useful and highly functional narrative device 
as it charts both the material and the physical regression into the void of the past. The 
narrator travels due north into an environment radically different to the one she has 
chosen to live in as an adult. The opening paragraph of the novel states:

“… twisting along past the lake where the white birches are dying, the disease is 
spreading from the south… “ (Atwood, 2003, 1)

Thus are from the start symbolically denoted both her sense of returning into a 
deadened and diseased environment and as yet largely unconscious realization that 
she is carrying this particular disease within herself. The diction of the opening pages 
is replete with imagery of decay, hollowness and subdued fear reflecting the narrator’s 
reluctance to face up to the demons of her past, and later on it will be gradually 
revealed that hers has clearly been the life of denial. 

The narrator at the outset considers herself as belonging to the central position, 
a position of assumed power, albeit destructive in its nature. However it soon 
becomes evident that this position is false: she had run away from her home and 
family separated herself physically from her origins after becoming pregnant with a 
married man and aborting the child in secrecy. She has been on the run ever since, 
unable to settle into any form of stability, getting married, giving birth to a child of 
undisclosed gender, and then abandoning her second family in the process. These 
elements of the narrator’s past, disclosed gradually throughout the novel, reveal the 
character as a person deeply unable to commit to an identity, unreconciled with what 
constitutes her formative thread, unaccepting of her origins but also dissatisfied with 
her exile. She is a person initially incapable of assuming responsibility for her actions, 
seeking refuge in the falsely constructed positions of power and self-reliance, but 
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dependant on the conviction that her original family and environment belongs to the 
periphery of her existence. This false assumption of a position of power, stemming 
from powerlessness, in reality placing the narrator even outside the binary opposition 
itself, is indicative of the essential post-colonial issue of lack of self-image, and the 
forming of complex superstructures consisting of a combination of original, traditional 
self and the assumed, forced upon cultural patterns of the dominant force. This 
leads to the creation of a kaleidoscopic sense of identity, necessitating an ambivalent 
attitude towards both the traditional and the newly dominant parts of the self, and 
this duality is what exemplifies the crucial issue of post-colonialism. The narrator’s 
friend Anna at one point reads her palm: “Do you have a twin” I said No. “Are you 
positive,” she said, “because some of your lines are double” (Atwood, 2003, 2). A rift 
is indicated existing within the character of the narrator, separateness, an Otherness 
that is as essential part of herself as her skin. 

Thus the character of the narrator in Surfacing never seems able to take a firm 
stance towards any of her lives – the former, in her first youth, which she mostly dreads 
even remembering, although at other times she views it as essentially her own, and 
the latter, nomadic life in the South, where she feels distanced and virtually isolated 
from any sensory input. She views the town closest to the village where she grew up 
as “the last or first outpost depending on which way you were going” (Atwood, 2003, 
1) which leaves ambiguous which direction she truly considers to be the right one. Her 
narration is highly unreliable, precisely because she herself, as a character, is not yet 
aware of what and how she feels towards almost anything. Her observations are merely 
what her senses register, and the thought process is sly and not fully controlled by 
her consciousness. At the opening of the novel the immediate atmosphere as created 
by the narrator’s perception is ominous, unfriendly, almost hostile. Her going back 
into the original environment is infused with true apprehension; she is reluctant, 
afraid of what is expecting her, of confronting her past. Even the sign that welcomes 
visitors has bullet holes in it, as the hunters traditionally use it for target practice The 
narrator expresses an acute sense of displacement, of not belonging: “I’ve driven in 
the same car with them before but on this road it doesn’t seem right, either the three 
of them are in the wrong place or I am.” ( Atwood, 2003, 2) She apparently needs 
to feel herself an outcast, aloofness is necessary for her remaining in balance, albeit 
precarious. “Now we’re on my home ground, foreign territory.” (Atwood, 2003, 5) She 
qualifies as inherently negative almost every apparently positive concept that would 
indicate her belonging to something. The journey back is a self-induced aggression, 
but it is an essential move, and from the author’s perspective a necessary element of 
the plot: the narrator is about to face her innermost secrets, secrets that reach beyond 
the individual self, that will supply the transitional phase into self-awareness, into 
accepting the traditional, collective identity of the narrator’s origin.

Margaret Atwood constructs the character of the narrator as divested of the essential 
underpinnings of a fixed and stable personality, in an attempt to portray an individual 
smothered by the collective, robbed not only of the ability to speak but also of the 
desire to do so. According to Spivak, the subaltern (in the novel embodied in the 
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nameless narrator) fails to find a voice due to the fact that it believes that it should 
not have it. Applied here, the key issue in the establishment of unique Identity for 
the narrator would be her own disbelief in having one. The aforementioned scene of 
the palm-reading at the beginning of the novel illustrates this and more.

Not only does the narrator feel her lack of singularity, it is being registered by the 
palm-reader, and the fact that we are being presented with this information at the 
very beginning of the novel is meaningful as it creates a strong image of the narrator 
being doubled in our vision. As the novel is written from the first person point of 
view, we can safely assume that this is what the character of the narrator consciously 
or subconsciously finds defining of herself. And this lack of trust that is encouraged 
in the reader by the author’s positioning of the narrator at such a precarious balance 
of personal belief and objective reality (which is almost impossible to register due to 
the character’s forceful desire to negate it) further emphasizes the question of having 
and finding a true voice. Because, even though the narrator obviously tells the story 
of her life, what we are being given is more telling of her view of her personality 
than of the objective fact. Essentially, her perception of herself is warped beyond her 
understanding, as will be the process of her gaining an idea of Self. In the final part 
of the novel this regression of her mental faculties is exemplified by the breaking 
and final loss of her language, as the last bastion of reason. The need for a complete 
phoenix-like cessation and resurrection of the body and the spirit is so profound that 
nothing less would result in any fuller understanding of existence. 

Additionally, as part of the narrator’s lack of self-definition, the author explores the 
question of gender identity, again positioning the main character as the undeniably 
marginalized in a society of ready-made and easy categorizations. Having been 
unsuccessfully married to a man who was (at least in her vision of the world) guilty 
of encroaching upon her body and mind, she generalizes the problem into an issue 
of personal freedom and male dominion. The essential grievance in her mind is the 
pregnancy which is in the narrator’s words nothing but a rape, both physically and 
figuratively. Never certain of what she would really want out of her existence the 
narrator bears the child all the while harboring negative emotions towards it and the 
father. The fact that she never even reveals the sex of the child points to the depth 
of her grudge and her inability to accept it as a part of herself. In other words, her 
personality is so ill-defined and weak, that it will not bear directing her attentions to 
anything else. Self-involvement comes from the obsessive need to reassess oneself 
constantly, against false criteria. The socially and biologically determined roles of the 
Mother as the protectress and an ideal of selflessness are unacceptable to the narrator 
as they would be deeply experienced as an act of fatal and evil sacrifice. Motherhood 
for her is a dangerous imposition that steals away the I. 

The missing father is plot-wise probably the only sufficiently disturbing reason, 
and impossible to ignore, that would in the existence of the narrator bring about 
the change in her decision never to return to her past. The fact that she feels highly 
ambivalent about finding her father, both hesitating to search the remote and isolated 
island housing their family home in fear of gaining premature closure by finding his 
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dead body, and feeling at times an almost obsessive need to know what has happened 
so she could form her attitude towards it establishes the main and profound dilemma 
of her return. She needs the existence of her father as a living entity to reinforce her 
unstable sense of belonging and having an anchor, but at the same time she needs to 
feel herself firmly separate from his personality in order to boost her weak sense of 
self. What she at the start feels as a largely forced return to her family home becomes 
thus a dark journey into her own heart of darkness, which is ultimately the darkness 
of her own warped psychology. 

However, the author utilizes the motif of return also to establish not just the 
confrontation of the Self with the Past, but also to emphasize the idea of the ultimate 
inability of the Self to be fixed into an immutable entity. The narrator’s experience 
of mystical regression into a state beyond human existence, to the very core of the 
creation itself, symbolized in her quietly euphoric expectation to grow protective 
animal fur further enhances the idea that the journey into the depths of the Self 
leads only into the collective unconscious (where ‘collective’ would encompass 
all living entities), thereby again indicating the loss of the ‘I’. This almost mystical 
concept of Sameness within the unconscious in the novel ironically eliminates the 
essential differentiation between individual voices. Paradoxically, the neutralization 
of Separateness thus becomes the road to Individualism. The novel ends on what can 
be termed a positive note, with the narrator surviving the self-inflicted rite of initiation 
into her new and mature reality, and even though she remains nameless, a glimmer of 
understanding of the world that she was never before a part of leaves one with a sense 
of hope. In this context, Margaret Atwood offers an idea of the dispossessed acquiring 
a voice, of the disenfranchised becoming a part of the bigger picture, albeit through 
an unspeakable ordeal of largely their own making. Even though the position of the 
narrator being left ambiguous at the end does not offer an easy solution to the conflict, 
her emergence out of her trial by fire bodes well for the margin. In post-colonial 
literature this is an important notion in its essential optimism, reinforced in the novel 
by the neutralization of several layers of narrator’s opposition to the world – being a 
woman, a Canadian, an unfit mother and a neglectful daughter. Coping with oneself 
by learning of and through oneself, overcoming the assumed position of conflict 
through the retracing of and facing up to the past assumes a significance of Rebirth. 

She has, however, not been capable of facing the journey back on her own – 
with her, as mentioned are her two friends Anna and David and her boyfriend Joe. 
Anna is the narrator’s “best woman friend” - she’s known her for two months. This 
paradox introduces the narrator as someone who cannot get lastingly intimate with 
people. The words “this one, Joe” (Atwood, 2003, 2) when introducing the character 
of her boyfriend, also indicate that he is one of many, therefore inconsequential. She 
further says: “My friends’ pasts are vague to me and to each other also, any one of us 
could have amnesia for years and the others wouldn’t notice”. (Atwood, 2003, 11) 
Moreover, the narrator seems to challenge and reject as unreal, unsatisfactory and 
impossible any idea of grouping. That is why it seems like she’s traveling alone even 
though there are four of them – she needs to set herself aside. This profound lack of 
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intimacy, of lasting relationships indicates again the lack of identity, of a suitable 
and valid self-image that would allow the narrator to offer herself as she is to others. 
Her friend Anna also never appears before her husband, David without her make-up. 
He has never seen her without it, and he would not like to witness her putting it on. 

***

As it was previously elaborated concerning the relationship between the colonizer 
and the colonized, every attempt to break up with the imposed colonizing culture 
causes profound fear in the colonized which can be also recognized at different 
levels of Margaret Atwood’s novel, especially within the main character’s destiny, 
her metaphorical and literal journey. While traveling from the presupposed Southern 
centre to the far North, she feels very strong fear, panic and guilt, since she occupies a 
new, intermediary space, a point in between that disrupts and cancels any certainty. 
Caught between the South with its spreading disease and the unknowable North, 
Margaret Atwood’s nameless narrator reiterates the cultural and political dilemma 
of postcolonialism and at the end manages to find a conditional solution - openness 
towards life and identity possibilities. This openness is specifically stressed in the 
final scene of the narrator’s complete regression that takes place after a series of 
events that show her deep discontentment and resistance towards any patriarchal 
modes of life (motherhood, marriage, family). Losing her human nature, putting on 
the fur and animal skin she reaches the climax in the traumatic postcolonial loss 
and deconstruction of the rational, western-civilization Subject which is also left 
silent. Margaret Atwood’s narrator’s language is also fragmented which stresses the 
idea that what was commonly regarded as a functional tool for communicating and 
reflecting inner or outer reality now becomes a system of unrecognizable signs that 
also bring out the image of the fragile, never stabilized and never finished colonial 
or postcolonial identities.


