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Abstract 

Ce mémoire examine les romans de Marie-Claire Blais à raide 
d'une grille féministe Qui nomme et définit les diverses stratégies 
de narration spécifiques aux auteures du vingtième s'~cle. Il va se 
servir de la théor1e féministe nord-américaine (DuPlessis, Hirsch, 
Showalter) afin d'élaborer des paradigmes critiques et démontrer 
comment la SpéC1ficité de l'écriture de Blais, en tant qu'auteure 
Québécoise, peut et/ou ne peut pas s'expl1quer à travers ces 
parG'digmes. En proposant avant tout une critique fémmiste nord
américaine, cette thèse mettre en question le postulat selon lequel 
un auteur francophone doit être étudié uniquement à la lumière de 
textes cntiQues francophone. 

This thesis examines the novels of québécois wr1ter Marie-Claire 
Blais trom a North American feminist 11terary critical perspective. 
It challenges the assumption that francophone women writers should 
only be studied from a French Femmtst perspective by attempting to 
s1tuate Bla1s' writing w1thin a North-Amerlcan "female literary 
tradition". Issues of Blais' cultural specifity as a QuébécoiS writer 
are alsJ addressed. 
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Cha(Jter 1 Femlnist Crit iClsm and Marie-Claire Blais 

ln her 1982 text entltled Second Words: Selected Critlcal Prose 

Margaret Atwood states: "Marle-Claire Blais 15 undoubtedly the 

Quebec wrlter best-known outslde of Ouebec. In fact, lt Is perhaps 

through her work, especlally the much praised A Season in the L Ife 

of Emmanuel and The Manusccmts of Pauline Archange. that Quebec 

ltself is best-known outside of Ouebec, at least as a country of the 

imaglnatl0n."1 Indeed, Marie-ClaIre BlaIS' work has been translated 

lnto twelve languages. She has received many prest Iglous l1terary 

prlzes: I.e. France's most coveted award, the Prix Medlcls, the 

Governor General's Award and the Order of Canada, to name but a 

few. Her long and frlJitful career began Quite early. She made her 

literary debut in 1959 wlth the publlcation of La Belle Bête. Renown 

Amerlcan crltic Edmund Wilson 15 credited with havmg "dlscovered" 

Bla1s wl,en he singled her out for special pralse in his book 0 Canada, 

Crltics at home and abroad pralsed Blais' ftl'st novel and many 

halled her as a young genlus. Others, more reservedly, vlewed Mer as 

a child prodlgy who would burn out early.2 It took Blais several years 

and as many novels to win over the skeptics and prove herself a 

serious wrlter. For tMe past 32 years Marie-ClaIre has produced an 

astounding array of literary works: 17 novels, 15 plays for stage and 

radio, 2 collections of poetry and various artIcles for newspapers 

and journals. Her literary awards are numerous and diverse. She ls 

1Margaret Atwood, Second Words: Selected Critlcal prose (Toronto: Anans!, 1982) 
259. 
2 Born ln 1939, Blals flrst stared wrlt ing poetry at the age of 14. She wrote La Belle 
aeaat the age of 17, ttlOugllt wasrft p\bllshed lIltH She was 20. 
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consldered by many to be one of the flnest writers to have appeared 

from the Quebec cultural renaissance of the 1960·s. And her novels 

have served as a particularly poignant voiee for the "quiet 

revolutlon" in Quebec of the same perlod. 

The importance of Marie-Claire Blais as a 11 terary figure of 

Quebec cannot be contested. Her wrlting spans over three decades 

and 1s a vivld te:5timony to the radical changes that have, and 

continue to, t?l<e place JO Quebec socIety. This period ln hlstory, 

t 960-1990, also marks the rise of the second wave of the femlnist 

movement ln North America. Blais, who spent many years in New 

England during the sl)(tles, was deeply influenced by the cultural ar,(j 

polltical happenmgs of the U.S. at that tlme. In fact, Blais' novels 

usually deal with Issues that pertain to all of tJorttl AmerIca, 

anglophone and francophone: poverty, discrimlnat Ion, juvenlle 

delinquency, crime. Her concefllS also echo many of those voiced by 

her female Amerlcan counterparts: motherhood, comtng to 

consctousness, artistic e)(pression, questloning of the status QUo. 

Unfortunately, however, Blats' work often fails to be incorporated in 

the studies of North Amerlcan femlnist llterary critics of North 

American women wrlters because she is a francophone writer. North 

America Is for the most part an English speaking continent; Quebec's 

lingulstlc mlnorlty Is orten forgotten or 19nored by an Amerlcan 

population that IS little educated ln the French language. E)(cept for 

the smal1 clrcle of French Studles programs at Amertcan 

unlversitles, or in the odd chance that a translation of a Québécois 

work 1s studied, llttle attention 15 pald by anglophone Oargely U.SJ 

critlcs to Ouebec's l1terary and cultural production. This critlcal 
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overslght of BlaIS' contributIon to contemporary femlnlst women's 

wrltlng is an Issue 1 feel that needs to be .JddresselJ. 

As the drIve to uncover a "female literary tradltlOn"3 continues ta 

strengthen and grow in the field of femlnlst llterary studies today, 

one cannot ov~rlook the ri ch and vlbrant contr1butlon that an author 

such as Marie-Claire Bla1s has made to the realm of women's 

writlOg. This thesls represents an attempt to f111 ln th1S eXlstmg 

gap of crlticlsm and to thus famllianze the femm1st reader wlth the 

writing of Marle-Claire BlaIS. 

Up to this pomt ln tlme, the body of crltlcal work that exists on 

Blais has largely been confmed to small artIcles (mostly book 

reviews), short academic pleces, Master's Thes~s and one book. Much 

of the academic work on BlaIS appeared in the 1960s when her most 

famous work to date, Une saIson dans la vie d'Emmanuel ( 1965), was 

publfshed Her trlptych of Pauline Archange, which appeared ln the 

latpl' ':;Ixtles, also produ::ed a flurry of academ1c study. 1 have 

noticed, however, that smce the early 1970's there has been a steady 

decline in the number of studles publlshed on Blais. For example, out 

of a list of 117 articles wrltten on Blais since 1960,100 were 

written before t 975 Also, 12 of the 13 theses on BlaIs were 

wrltten before 1976.4 Of the recent materlal belng publ1shed, sorne 

3 As proposed by Elame Showalter ln AL iterature of Thelr Own. BrItIsh WorDen 
Novellsts!rom Bronte to LesslO~ (New York. VIrago Ltd. 1978'> Also see Ellen Moers, 
Literary Wgmen (London. W.H Allen & Co. 1963) and PatricIa Meyer Spacks, ~ 
FemaJe Imagination (New York Knopf 1975). 
~or a good overvlew of crltlcal materlal that e)(lsts on BlaIS, please refer to the 
excellent blbhog-aPhY pù>llshed ln a specIal Issue on BlaiS ln VOIX et !mas;les-- 601V1O, 
Aurélien, LUCie Robert and Ruth Major-Lapierre. "Blbllog-aphle de Marie-Clalre 
BIaIs." Volx et Images nO.2 (1982) 251-295. 

, 
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of tl'le most noted work has been fr'Jm American femmist scholars: 

Karen Gould, "The Censorea Word and the Body Pol1tic: Reconsldering 

the Fiction of Marle-Cialre Blais," Journal of Popular Culture XV no. 

3 : 14-27 and Mary-Jean Green, "Redefming the MaternaI: Women's 

Relattonships in the Fiction of Mar\e- ClaIre Blats" m Tradltlonaltsme 

Natlonalismeand Femiolsm: Womeo Writers of Quebece ed. Paula 

GIlbert Lew1s, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1985. 125-137.1 would like 

ta conttnue ln thls rpcent trend and also look at Blats from an 

academic fem1nist perspect1ve. 

When constder1ng a feminist crItIque of Blais' wr1tmg, it is 

Important to note that Marle-ClaIre BlaIS does not conslder herself a 

"fem101st writer." Whlle '5he may assert that she possesses a 

"femi01st coosciousness" and that she is coocerned wlth womeo's 

issues, she aoes not feel that her gender takes precedeoce over her 

artlstic vlston. Blais states: 

Pourtant, Je SUIS fémmiste, j'al une conscIence féministe 

depuis longtemps .. Mais ça veut dIre Quoi au Juste spécificité 

féminine, féministe? Il faut tendre être bon écrivain. C'est la 

Qualité du travaIl, de la pensée, de la structure de l'oeuvre qut 

dolt prImer, plus Que toute appartenance à un groupe.5 

BlaiS' philosophy of wrlting IS defmed bv her humanlstic vision of 

the world where people are united "by tne same unlversal forms of 

sufferlng".6 She belteves that every wrlter, through the act of 

wrltlng, attempts to descrlbe thelr own personal vlew of the world: 

~oniQUe Roy, "ChaQUe livre est Ln engagement," le Devoir 4 mars 1978: 3J. 
6()onald Smith, Volces of Dellyerance. Interviews wlth auepec and AcadlWl WClters 
(Toronto' AnansI, 1983) 132. 
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"une petlt~ humanlté" 7 The artlst's vlslon, presented m narrative 

form, flmbodies, ln Blals' Oplnl0n, "toutes sortes de réal1tés, 

d'approches du regard, ce façon de percev01r la soclété, la vie, les 

autres, le monde" 8 No matter how smal1 or speclflc the "world"' 

bemg descrlbed, thlS vislon/perceptlon is a vltal part of the larger 

realm of universal expenence 

The wrlter's artlstlc VISIon must attempt to cross aIl barrlers 

lmgulstic, geographlc, ethnlc, ldeologlcal Blai5 states: "La voie de 

l'avemr serait d'arrlver à se débarrasser de ces frontières",9 Blals 

Vlews the world global1y and she sees the act of wrlt mg (01 

descrlbmg one's mdlvldual humamty) as holdlng the key ta the 

sUrvival of the humar. SPlr1t' "II me semble aUSSl Que l'écrlture, 

grâce à son pouvolr de dénonclatlon et de revendtcatlOn contlent nos 

espolrs de surVle", 1 0 

ln Ilght of Blals' phi losophy of an mdivldual authorial vlslon, free 

of ideologlcal barrlers, engaged ln the humanlstlc effort ta fight 

oppression and secure a brlohter future for the world, we can 
~ 

understand her rejection of the Confinlng politlcal, ldeologlcal 

category of "femmlst wrlter", BlaIS is not alone in her tee lmgs on 

th~s matter, American wrlter Joyce Carol Oates echo's BlaIS' call for 

an indlvldual sty1e of wntmg, free of deflnltlOns, partlcularly those 

of "male" and "temale", ln the article "Is There a Female V01ce ? 

Joyce Caro~ Oates Repl1es", she states her bellef that, for the 

7Genvlève PIcard, "la VISIon \X'llverselle," ~22 nov 1989 24 ThIS publIcation Is 
an mtervlew wlth Mane-ClaIre BlaIS, 
8Plcard 24, 
9Picard 24 
1 ot..uc ie Côté, "L'extrême discrétion de Marie-Claire Blals,~ la Presse 27 Jan, 1990, 
KS, 

• 



( 

( 

( 

Allen 6 

practicing artlst, "'soclo1ogy', 'polltics,' and even 'biology' are 

subordinate to matters of persona1 vision, and even to matters of 

craftsmanship", The category "women", Oates contest s, refers to a 

soclologlcal, political, and biologlcal phenomenon (or class, or 

functlon, or stereotype); whereas, ln her view, '''literature' refers to 

somethlng that always transcends these categories ,even white being 

fueled by them"(wrlter's emphasis), Oates confers wlth Blats' 

phflosophy of writmg when she states that women's problems/ 

lnsights/experlences are ail mater lal for writing but that ultimately 

"what matters ln serious art is, , ,the sk 111 of execution and the 

untQueness of VIsIon" Il 

Joyce Carol Oates and Marie-ClaIre Blais avoid ldeologlcal and 

polttical platforms because they see the 1nherent danger of 

confuslny art wlth propaganda, ln her artIcle entitled "On Be1ng a 

Woman Wrlter," Canadian wrlter Margaret Atwood also speaks of the 

danger of polltical ideology and wrltlng, Atwood d1scusses the 

relatlonshlp between feminist polaics and writing via an 

exploration ot' the concept of being a "woman" and a "wrlter", She 

believes the main reaSOf) for the lnfreQuent partic1patlon of women 

writers in the femmlst movement Is that "no good writer wants to 

be merely a transmltter of someone else's ideology, no matter how 

fine that ldeology may be", 12 She shares Blais' belief that wrlters 

are wltnesses, or as Atwood says "eye/I-witnesses", She believes 

that a wrlter's personal v1s1on and politlcal ldecicgy do not always 

llJoyce Carol Oates, "15 There 3 Female V01ce? Joyce Ccrol Oates Repl1es," in Feminlst 
Liteçacv Theory: A Reader. ed, Mary Eagleton (O)(ford: Basil Blackwell, 1986) 208, 
'2 Atwood 203 
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mix weil because tradltlonally, politlcians have had llttle or no 

respect for wntlng as an actlvlty valuable ln itself; writlng 15 Just 

a vehicle for conveying propaganda. In her view, the woman wrlter 

today eXlsts ln a society that has little respect for writing a<;; a 

professlOn, and not much respect for women elther. Hence, she 

be t i eves that: 

The proper path Is to become better as a wrlter. Irlsofar as 

wri ters are lenses, condensers of thelr socIety. her w(,rk 

may lnclude the Movement, since lt ls so palpably among the 

things that exist. The plcture that she glves of it IS altogether 

anotherthing, and will depend. at least partlYJ on the course 

of the Movement ltself. 13 

What we see here is a common sentiment amongst sorne 

contemporary women wrlters (and there are many more) to refuse 

the label or category of "feminlst writer," The\! reject the closure 

placed on their artlstlc vision by a prescrlbed ideology or polltlc. 

Joyce Carol Oates, angered by the "lumpirg" of her work under the 

categor~ of "Women Wrlters" in the Harvard Guide tg Contemoorary 

American Literature, states that: "[A]ttempting to rlse out of 

categories (and there are many Desldes that of 'woman'), the writer 

is thrown back, by crltics frequently as well-lntentlOned as not".14 

'Nhat does this mean to feminist l1terary critics attempting to 

delfneate a feminfst model of wrlting ? Can we call them femlnlst if 

they are not 50 self-deflned ? Yeso 1 belleve that bIais can be 

considered a femlnist wrlter because her writing embodles the 

lJAtwood 204. 
14fagleton 2080 
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followlng important concepts: 1) a collective subject, 2) "breaking 

the seQuence"--a narrattve rewr1ting of culture scripts whlch is 

characterlzed by the writers "oscillation" between insider\outsider 

in relation to dominant culture, 3) "breaklng the sentence"-

styllstlcally rejectlng tradltiona1 plots and narrative conventions, 

4) a positloned humanism that is defined by marginal1zed ldentitles. 

These ldeas are expressed by fem1mst critlcs, Rachel 81au 

DuPlessis, Carolyn Heilbrun, and r"'lary Jacobus. 1 will explaln these 

concepts in more detal1 as 1 examine the novel L'ange de la solityde 

(1989) by 8 lais. 

1 am not golng to to give an overview of the field of feminist 

crlticism in thls thesis. Femin1st crittcism has been rapldly 

expandlng since the flrst articles began to appear over twenty years 

ago. The body of femln1st theoretlcal worl< can be div1ded lnto four 

dlfferent areas: biological, 1ingutstic, psychoar.alytic, and cultural. 

Each of these models partlclpates ln the effort to def1ne and 

dlfferentiate the qual1t1es of the woman writer and the woman's 

text,15 The array of theortes and standpolnts presented by these 

various models 1s much too complex to be dealt wlth properly ln thls 

text. Instead, 1 am selectlng various theorles on the basis of my 

know1edge of 81a1s' 1iterary works and what 1 fee1 best pertalns to 

her partlclJlar writing style. 

One might assume, however, that francophone llterature such as 

Bla1s' would call for the Implementation of French language 

crltlclsm, and French femin1st crlt1cism ln thls case in partlcutar. 

15for f""ther elucldatton of models of femin1st theory refer to Elaine Showalter's 
article "Feminist Criticism in the Wllderness,n CptjeaJ InauICY vol. 8 no. 2 (wlnter 
1981 ).1 79-205. 
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..,.. 

.. The problem of "French vs. American" femlnist theory presented 

..... 

ltself Qulte early ln the process of my research. As a graduate 

student in the Department of French Language and l1terature, who 

was studylng a francophone woman writer from a feminist critical 

perspective, 1 was Inevitably guided down the road of French 

feminist theory. My program Qulte naturally emphasized ti"le 

importance of French content in my research. The literature , was 

studying was French, and sa, by extenslOn, should be the 

methodology. My initial study of feminists such as Hélène C1XOUS, 

Luce Irlgaray, Madeleine Gagnon, Julla Kristeva and Monique Witttg 

introduced me to the concepts of "writing the body" and écriture 

féminine. 1 was also educated in the study of linguistlc and textual 

theories of as well as Lacanlan and neo-Freudian approaches to 

..... women's writing. The t~leorles were very enltghtening but they dld 

not seem to fit into the culturally-based analysis that , was 

focusing on for Marie-Claire Blais. 

My uneasiness with a French femlnist approach is a sentiment not 

uncommon to Many North Amerlcan femlnlst crltlcs. Indeed, the 

perception of French feminism, as constructed by North Amerlcan 

femlnist crltlcs, has its origjns ln a debate at the 1979 conference 

organized by Alice Jardine entitled "The Scholar and the Feminist 1 V" 

(Barnard College). Here, according to feminist cr1ttc Nancy Miller, "Is 

the moment when French theory as a powerful intervent Ion beglns to 

have its day in feminist and nonfeminist contexts".16 The subject of 

these early debates can also be found ln essays by Domna Stanton in 

~: 16Nancy K. Miller, Syblect to Change: Readjng FerolO!st Wrltlng (New York: Columbia 
University Prp.ss, 1968) 21. 
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(' The fyture of D1ffereoce. Mary JacobuS io the preface to Read10Q 

Woman. and Margaret Hamaos ln Bearing the Word. M111er states: 

Debate 1s probably not the r1ght word to descrlbe the 

profouod differeoces io assumpt100s about language, 

tdent1ty, sexual difference, and poltt1cs that underlte 

unevenly and fretght asymmetrically the discuss10ns of th1s 

pertod. On the whole thls has been cod~d as a polarlzatloo 

between Anglo-American and french approaches to 

11terature. It more accurately has had to do wlth one's 

relatlonsh1p to "theory"--constC\Jed as deconstructlon, 

psychoaoalysis, and neo-Marxism--and to a profound 

ambivalence wlthln a certain femln1st analys1s to 

those bodtes of tt'Ieory as 'male.'17 

This debate is contlnued in the 1981 Introduction to nIt 
Eemjnist Stydles entitled "Eemlnlst Readiogs: freoch Text/ Amerlcan 

Contexts".18 Thls special edltlon was edited by a collaborat1ve group 

of seven faculty women from Darmouth College aS,3embled to discuss 

the scholarship belng done by American feminlsts tratned ln the 

field of french studles. In thelr Introductlon, t If; collective declded 

to explore the subject of "dls-connection" in french/ Amerlcan 

femlnist theory by asking other Amerlcan fp.mtnlst scholars to glve 

thelr opinion on the s1tuation. The responses provlde an excellent 

overvlew of the major areas of discord. 

The dialogue turns on three debates: the lack of aval1able 

translations of French feminlsts/the deslre to read them; the 

1 7Mi 11er 14. 

18Gaudln, Colette, et al., eds., IntroduCtion, ya)e French StlJdjes 62 (981): 2-18. 
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temptation to reject psychoanalysfs/the recognition that both the 

French and Amertcan psychoanalytic tradItions mlght provtde useful 

bases for femlnlst lnqulry; the resistance to theory ln the name of 

practical app llcation/the reallzatlon that theory can be used as a 

practical too1. 19 

As for the first issue, Susan Gubar related her pervastve sense of 

dependency on key translators (i.e Spivak-Derrida, Gallop-Irigaray); 

Sandra Gllbert spoke of feeling "troubled and excluded" and that even 

though her language Skl11s may be satlsfactory, "it's stIll so much an 

'other' culture.20 Carolyn Allen is frustrated by the preoccupat10n 

wtth word play and the loss of meanlng tn translation. Hence, there 

seems to be a genu1ne interest as well as frustratton amongst 

American critics. They feel dependant on translators and excluded by 

lntlmidatlng cul tura1 dlfferences. 

The question concerning psychoanalysis was domtnated by the 

Amerlcan critlcs' wariness of Freud (Gilbert, Allen). Also, there 

were the basic differences of approach between French Lacanians 

and Object Relations analysis of America and England. Susan Gubar Is 

susplclous of the male theorists behind French femlnlst theory. She 

a1so finds that the abs :ract theoretical dtscourse in French theory 

creates a sense of "division between practice and theory, between 

hlstory and theory".21 Sandra Gtlbert and Ellzabeth Abel (11ke Carolyn 

Allen) critlcize the use of word play slnce lt fails to address their 

concerns about female experlence and fdentity. Collette GaudIn and 

19Gaudm 6. 
20Gaudln 6-7. 
21Gaudin 10. 
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( her fellow edftors state: "Amerlcans brlng to crttlclsm a pract1ce 

grounded ln the author1ty of women's experlences". 22 ln essence, 

American crltlcs often flnd that French femlnlst theory do es not 

meet the politlcal needs of femmlst actlv1sm. 

1 understand these bastc problems of fellow Amerlcan feminists 

ln ltght of French femlnlsm. 1 often fee1 excluded, frustrated, lost ln 

theory for theory's sake. Even though 1 conslder my language skl11s 

adeQuate ln French, 1 also depend on translators to help clarlfy the 

dlff1cult word-play of writers such as Irtgaray and Clxous. The 

complalnt 1 sympathlze wlth the Most, however, 1s Gl1bert. Abel, and 

Gaudfn's concern that French femlnlsm fa11s to address female 

experlence and ldentlty. This aspect 15 parttcularly tmportant as ft 

pertalns to BlaIs' pos1tloned human1sm ln her writlng. To Ignore 

( Issues of ldentlty, marglnallzatlon and personal exper1ence would be 

mlss1ng the central concepts that make Bla1s' wrlt1ng femfnlst. 

c 

It 1s the final opinlon of the collect1ve-, however, that the dls

connect10n be-tween the two femlnfst approaches should not be 

overemphaslzed. Strength 1s to be found ln Hie alliance of the two 

cultural and theoret1cal contexts. Mary Jacobus' statement 1s an 

example of the lnter-connectedness of French and Amer1can 

femlnlsts: 

To come back to the problem of lntegrating French femln1st 

theoret1cal crltlc1sm wfth the American trad1tlon whtch 

cut a lot of close readlng: actually, as Vou thfnk about tt, 

decon5tructlon 1s exactly close read1ng; lt doe5 come out of 

France; lt Is one of t~e too1s that 15 belng used. It seems to 

22Gaudln l ,. 
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me that thts 1s the 1<1nd of work that's clearly product1ve for 

femtn1st theory. The educat10n of ourselves ln the very 

powerful and domtnatlng way of reading and of wr1ting 

enables us to ldentlfy where women have been sl1enced yet 

agatn ln varlOUS ways .... 23 

1 tend to agree wlth Mary Jacobus' statement. Nancy K. MIller also 

echoes this need to conciliate the two pos1tions in order to try and 

incorporate both wlthin a workable approach. Nancy K. Miller and 1. 

as American femlnlst crltles working wlthin the fIeld of French 

literature. see the very real need to incorporate French feminlst 

theory lnto Amertcan feminist dlscourse. To continue the relentless 

redrawing of boundarles only leads to a narrowmg of vls10n. of 

POSSlbl1itles. The continuation of the game of binary oppositions-

theory and emplriclsm, 1ndifference and identity--ls a self

defeatlng praetice. Instead, Miller hopes to see the birth of a "more 

international geo-graphies ln femmlst wrltlng."24 

Whl1e my thesls draws malnly on North Amertean feminlst 

cr1tlelsm. 1 am not unaware of th1s theoretlcal eoneern. My cho1ces 

have been made according to the spec1fie needs of my writer. 

However, 1 see my attempts at combining French ltterary texts 

wlthin a North American context as particlpatmg in the "blrth of a 

more international geo-graphies in femmlst wrlting". 

::J 2lGaudm 11. 
2~tl1er 17. 
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Chapter Il. L'ange de la solitude 

As 1 stated in Chapter l, Marie-Claire Blais does not consider 

hersel' feminfst. Yet, due to the presence of certain concepts or 

narrative conventions, one can as sert that her wrlting Is feminist. 

These concepts, which will be analyzed ln Blais' nove1 L'ange de la 

solitude. have been poslted by certain feminlst critics as being 

characterlstlc of women writer's oppositiona1 strategies to the 

depictlon of gender Institutions, cultural scripts and certain 

tdeo1ogical formations ln narratlve.25 The concepts 1 will be 

addresslng in Blais are: 1) the collective protagonlst; 2)"breaking the 

sentence" or the stylistic rupture of conventlonal narrative; 3) 

"breaklng the sequence" or women's dual posItion as inside and 

outslde domInant culture and discourse, the "osc1llation" that occurs 

between these two positions, and lts relation to the wrlter's 

narrative critiQue; 4) Blais' positioned humanlsm as defined by her 

own marginal identity as a lesbtan. 

Blais' latest novel, L'ange de la solitude (1989>, Is about a group 

of young lesblans living together in a house somewhere east of 

Montréal. The characters are: Johnle, Doudouline, Polydor, Gérard, 

L'Abeille, Thérèse, and Sophie. They are a11 1n the early to mfd 

twentles, except for Sophie, who 15 the mother of Doudounne. The 

only'character1stic these women have in common, besldes belng 

lesblan, 1s that they are all 1n a !=itate of torpor, ambivalence as to 

25Rachel Blau DuPleSSIS, WrjtlOg Beyond the EodÎna Narrative Strategies ln Tweotteth 
CCntyry Women Welters (Bloomington: Indiana Umversity Press, 1985) 34 
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their lire's plans or ambitions, They ail express feel1ngs of 

alienation. angst and malaise about the state of the world today, 

L'Abeille. Johnie and Gérard are college drop-outs who have 

started various projects or degrees only to forget them before 

completlon, Doudoullne 1s an aspiring actress who IS also lncapable 

of seeing a project through to the end, Her mother. Sophle, an 

accomplished actress, ts frustrated wlth the girls' lack of ambItIon 

HQuand finirez-vous de rêver, les filles ?" (39), Only Polydor and 

Thérèse are actlvely pur~utng a goal. Polydor is a theology student 

who does not bel1eve in God. but desires to be a prtestess so that she 

may battle the oppressive phallocracy of the Church, Thérèse, 

L'Abe111e's eX-lover, IS a social worker who left the group, slckened 

by thelr constant state of ldleness. 

Bla1s' presentation of a group of characters instead of a slngle 

protagonist exemplifies a double tactlc that characterizes 

twentieth-century women wrlters -- the use of a "multiple 

individual" and a "collective protagonist", The first concept is 

derlved prlmart Iy from a rather radical strategy of Dorothy 

Richardson's that concerns breaking down the "him and her" of 

heterosexual romance by maktng the glrl the symbollc center of all 

confl1ct. ThiS is possible, accordlng to Richardson, because "women 

have a special capacity for pluralism, heterogeneity, and a tolerant, 

multiple caritas,"26 Richardson's concept of woman as mult1ple, 

fluld, and possessing stronger desire for plural ident1ficatlons Is a 

complex and unique expression of the author's own artistlc 

260orothy Richardson, "The Reality of Femlnlsm," The ployghShare no 2 (Sept. 
1917>:24 as qtd. in DuPlessis 153, 

l 
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phflosophy. However, her basIc premise, that women are the 

prfv1leged site of a deslre to move "'beyond the hard visIble horizon' 

of the bounded self and to express a 'communal consciousne5s'" does 

have tts particular applicat10n ln the narratIve of Blais, especlally 

when we conslder lt in l1ght of the concept of "collective 

protagonist". 

The "multiple Individua'" can appear ln different narratives, and 

15 shaped differently by each author. AUce Walker, for example, 

creates a pluraltst spIritual and pol1tical viston for her single, 

Questmg protagon1st in Mer1dlao ln order to dramatlze the Inherent 

social and spIritual contradIctIons of her character. Whlle thls 1s not 

the case in L'ange de la soJ1tyde. Walker's narrative 1s also such that 

"[a]11 the characters are eQually the narrative subject; the 'progress' 

of each rmd al1 tS mtertw1ned. Further, withln thls multtpl1c1ty no 

character goes unchanged, une)(am1ned,".27 ThlS lS certalnly the case 

for Blais' group of women as weIl. 

The concept of the "communal protagonist" 1s defined by Rachel 

Blau DuPlessis as follows: lia way of organizing the work so that 

netther the development of an lnd1vidual agalnst a backdrop of 

supporting characters nor the formation of a heterose)(ual couple is 

central to the novel".28 This type of novel 1s based on a collective 

Blldyn,g, and communal affect whlch can suggest the structures of 

social change ln the structures of the narrative. DuPlessis states: 

"The communal protagonlst opera tes, then, as a critlQue both of the 

270uPIessts 159. 
2BouPless1s 163. 
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hierarchies and authorl t )rian practlce cr gender and of the narrative 

practlce trlat selects ana '~onors only major flgures."29 

The lesblan characters of L'ange embody both concepts of 

"multiple tndlvldual" and "collectlVe protagonlst". The character 

JOhnie, who represents the votee of gay and lesb1an oppress10n ln the 

novel, speaks for all of the women in the group wlth her monologues 

on the marginallty of gay/lesbian eXIstence. Johnle reflects: 

la société ressemblait à une forêt uniforme où poussait 

rarement la fleur sauvage, et comme si on eût été dans un 

état de guerr~ et qu'l1 y eût des soldats tapis dans l'herbe, 

ceux-ct déguisés en ce vert, untforme feuillage afin de mieux 

se perdre dans la forêt, on ne pouvait plus distinguer les 

soldats de l'ennemi sournois qui se déroba1t derrière les 

arbres Qui avaient pris eux-mêmes la teinte de la forêt, 

partout dans cette forêt en apparence S1 umforme. Celui Qui 

portait une couleur différente pouvait déclencher l'attaque 

de l'ennem1. (20 

Johnie's pol1tical consciousness 1s a communal one that pertalns to 

a11 sexual mlnorlt1es. Her personal struggles agalnst oppressIon 

mirror the larger group struggle being waged by gay rights groups. 

and AlOS act ivlsts: 

b1en Qu'on eût dit Qu'elle éta1t lesbienne ou gaie. sa dignité 

n'était-elle pas de savoir Qu'elle n'ava1t pas encore un nom 

Qu1 rût nommé ou nommable, mats Qu'échouée parmi ses 

contemporains de l't'toile Rose. sa conquête d'une 11bérat10n 

29[)uPlessis 16J. 
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à vie comme sa frêle conquête de la vie, n'avaient jamais 

étalt aussi menacées (111 ). 

However, by representlng the other lesbian characters ln various 

personal struggles of thelr own (1.e. drug addiction, generational 

confl1cts, heartache), Blais moves beyond the boundaries of 

gay/lesblan oppression to represent a fuller vlS10n of lesbian 

1dentlty. BIais' lesblans partlcipate in a larger communal 

consclousness of women's existence and thus break free from 

culturally scrlpted plots of "otherness". 

This group of women come together ln a "commune" at L'Abellle's 

house, each sufferlng from her own fee11ngs of al1enatlon or 

oppression, looklOg for a refuge from the outside world as weil as a 

"famtly". The beginnlng of the novel flOds most of the group together 

ln L'Abell1e's living room, ln varlous states of languor. As the novel 

progresses, the characters split off and follow thelr own story llne. 

There Is Johnle's affair wlth lynda, who disappears one day and 

leaves Johnie lonely and dejected; followed by Johnle's trip to the 

Bahamas where she seduces rlch marrled women, only to be rejected 

when vacation tlme Is over. There Is Doudouline's ant1 Polydor's 

loving relattonshlp, their confl1ct with Sophie, and Doudoullne's 

latest muslcal proJect. There 1s l'Abellle's affalr wtth an older 

women, thelr generational confllcts and her artistlc awakenlng. And 

there lS Gérard who takes pt1ls, deals coca1ne, llves ln the dark 

world of gay nightclubs and d1es ln a tenement fire. Her death serves 

to br1ng these women together at the end of the nove1. 

Here, after following thelr 1ndlv1dual lives for two-thlrds of the 

boOk, Blais presents a group "coming to consctousness" of sorts. 
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Blais presents the indlvidual tt'Ioughts of the characters ln a flow of 

consciousness narrative that weaves the fears, thoughts and 

resoluttons of everyone mto a single flowing plece. Induced by the 

shockmg real1zatlOn of Gérard's de~th, and hence the frag111ty of 

11fe, these women fmally votce thelr frustrations and fa-:e the 

paralyzmg fears that have kept them secluded (excluded) from the 

world. 

L'Abeille concludes: "le temps n'étaIt-Il pas venu d'exprImer ce 

Qu'elle ressentait de plus vlolen~, son exclusion de cette planète," 

(95). Doudoul ine, havmg completed and performed her first play, 

wins the affe~tlon 3nd admIration of her mother, Sophie: "la voix 

exceptionell~ de üoudOullne, d'elle seule, de ses fIbres, de son sang, 

on était actr1ce) chanteuse, de mère en fille," (117) Polydor 

confronts her feelings on her plans for a religlous llfe. 

Aucune place, parmI eux, pour Polydor Qui savaIt Que DIeu ne 

lui ferait Jamais s1gne, car pas plus Que l'homme est les 

désagréments de sa théologie, de sa phIlosophie, Polydor 

n'eüt toléré l'Idée de DIeu, ce DIeu de la décrépItude érud1te 

Qut occupait tous les postes de l'unlVerslté, lequel 

anéantissait le discordant esprIt des jeunes. Elle voguait 

donc seule, des bras chauds de Doudouline à la nuit obscure 

de saint Jean de la Croix. (112-113) 

Here we see a type of collective Bi ldung where the lndiv1dual efforts 

of agency of each woman reflect the way women and minorlty groups 

glve po) it1cal voice to their oppresS1on in soc1ety as a who le. 

Blais' communal protagonist 1mplles that problems or issues that 

we see as individually based are, in fact, "socia! in cause and ln 
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cure",30 Richardson states: "[tJhi5 [plural] protagonist 15 an avatar of 

new values ln a dramatic and narrative form, suggestlng that 

md1vldual confltct and resolution are completed and absorbed by 

communal growth, and that collective survlval ts an essential 

goal",31 

1 feel that Marie-Claire Blais' "humamst1c" view of ltfe and 

wr1ting underscores the 1mportance of community and collective 

surviva1. She has often stated that the her great preoccupation with 

wr1tlng is the future of the world: "Ma préoccupation pour l'avenir, 

c'est la survie des gens, de leurs esprlts, Je VOlS la vie globalement, 

une entité universelle, plelO d'lmages".32 ln her opinion, the wrlter, 

as witness, as recorder of actualities/experiences, plays an 

essential role in the survival of humanity, The act of writing, she 

states: "grâce à son pouvoir de dénonciation et de revendication 

contient nos espoirs de survie",33 

50, what can be sald of the plot of L'ange de la solitude? Not 

much, Blais uses the tradlt10nal plot c0nvention of closure via death 

ln order to present and frame the collective consciousness of her 

characters, Where Is the traditional bufld up to the death seQuence? 

Where is the transgressive act, (1.e rejection of cultural script of 

marrlage) that precipltates and legitimlzes Gérard's untlmely 

death ? Yes, she was a bad girl who took drugs and hung out with "the 

wrong crowd", (What would the "wrong crowd" be ta a lesbian, 

JOOuPlessls 179, 
J'RIChardSon, clted DuPlessls,179, 
J2Plcard 24, 

3JUJC ie Côté, Ml'extrême dlscretlOn de Marie-Claire Blais" la Pres§e 27 Jan, 1990: 
KS. 



--

Allen 21 

heterosexuals ?) ln any case, Blais does not volce judgmental 

opinions on these women's lifestyles, freelng the closure of death 

from any morallstlc meaning, Her thoughts may best be encapsulated 

by Johnie's statement concerning street people: "n'étaient-Ils pas. 

pensaIt Johme. les VIctimes d'une déchéance enljendrée par une fin de 

siècle Qui enterrait déjà ses vlVants ?" (76). 

Why would Blais reject a tradltlOnal plot lme, or even a simple 

story lme, in her novel ? rerhaps we should consider Dorothy 

Richardson's Vlew that "story", for women, tYPlcally meant plots of 

seduction, courtshlp. the energles of quest deflected into sexual 

Jownfall, the cholce of a marriage partner, the melodramas of 

beginning, middle and end, the trajectories of sexual arousal and 

release. Virginia Woolf was very mterested in Richardson's rupture 

of conventional narrative. Woolf links the t'ormal and the ldeological 

aspects of crltique--the 1 ink between convent tonal narratIve on tne 

one hand and normative expectatlons for female 1 ife on the other. 

50 'him and her' are cut out, and with them goes the 

o Id deI lberate business: the chapters that lead up and 

t'1e chapt ers that lead down; the characters who are 

alwa'ys characteristlc; the scenes that are passlonate 

and the scenes that are humorous; the elaborate 

construct1On of real ity; the conception that shapes and 

surrounds the whole. Ail these thlngs are cast away .. .34 

34 Vlrgmia Woolf, "The Tunnel" and "Romance and the Heart," in çootemporary 
Writers: Eiiavs 00 Tweptleth çeotlfy Books and AythQÇs (New York. Harcourt Brace 
Hanovich, 1965): 120. 

, 
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The dr1ve by women wr1ters to reJect tradit10nal narrat1ve plots 

of closure VIa marrtage or death goes along w1th the fem1nist 

styl fst1c and ldeological concept of "breaking the sentence", This 

concept was first presented by Virginia Woolf ln her discussion of 

the "poet tes of rupture and cr1tiQue" in A Boom of One's Own,35 

To break the sentence rejects not grammar especially, but 

rhythm, pace, flow, expresston: the structurmg of the female voice 

by the male votee, female tone and manner by male expectations, 

female wr1t1ng by male emphasls, female wr1t1ng by exlst1ng 

conventions of gender-ln short, any way in wh1ch dominant 

structures shape muted ones. Woolf spoke of creat1ng a "woman's 

sentence" whose functlon it was to reflect a dissension among 

women concerntng the1r 1ack of "accurate" representation in 

lfterature. Break1ng the sentence ts, then, a way of rupturlng 

language and tradition suff1ciently to inv1te a female slant, 

emphasls and approach.36 

Bla1s' poslt1ng of a communal lesbtan protagon1st, 1n a narrative 

that rejects convent1ona1 plot structure, 1s an excellent example of 

Woolf's "breaklng the sentence". Bla1s ruptures the tradit10nal 

convention of Quest formation for women as be1ng tied to 

heterosexual romance plots, wr1t1ng men enti r e1y out of the 

narrative. She a150 ruptures the trad1tlonal meanlng of death for 

women as c1osure, since Gérard's death 1s the moment of opening, of 

awakening in the novel. For wtth Gérard's death the women arise 

from thetr own states of dormancy ~:1(j secluslon and actively 

35Vlrgin1a Woolf, A Boom of One's Owo (New York: Harcourt BraceJovanovlch, '929) 
J6QuPlessls 32. 
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assess the world around them. They awaken to the 1nJustice of thetr 

margtnallzatlon. Blais "casts away" what Woolf calls the "elaborate 

constructions of real1ty", or the ldeologlcal formations of the 

dominant society as transmltted through narratlve, ln order that her 

otherw t se muted characters may speak. 

Indeed, Woolf sees the "new sentence", and the narrative 

displacement that it embodles, as commg from the "other-slde of 

everythlng, articulattng something not. .. noticed before. or if 

nottced .. gutltlly suppressed",37 By dlsplaclng the traditional tale of 

heterosexual romé nce, of single protagonlst, of Quest and closure 

Blais offers the posstbi1ity of speech to her margmalized 

characters. This narrative displacement is a committed 

identIficatIon with Otherness-- or as DuPlessis states "a 

participant observer's investIgation of tht clatms of those parts of 

culture that are taboo, desplsed, marginalized",38 

By putting the female eye, ego, votee at the center of the tale, 

narrative displacement asks the klnd of Question that certain 

femin1st hlstorians have, tn parallel ways, put forth: How do events, 

selves and grids for understanding look when viewed by a female 

subject evaluated in ways that she chooses ? ThIS brlngs up the next 

feminlst concept in BlaIs' wr1ting: "breaktng the sequence-the 

expected order". 

Havlng broken the sentence, ruptured wlth the votees of 

dominance ln narrative, women wrtters now deleg1tlmate cultural 

scripts by real1gnlng l1terary serfpts ta prtvl1ege women, the muted, 

37Woolf "Romance and Heart" 125. 
38[)uPlessis 108. 
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(" and mfnorlties. As Dorothy Richardson expressed earlier, why would 

a woman wrlter want to wrlte a conventlonal woman's "story" when 

that trad1tlonally positions them as an object of a man's Quest? 

Carolyn Hel1brun, ln her book WC1tlng a Womao's Ufe, a1so dfscusses 

womeo's oeed to rewrite prevlous1y posfted "culture scripts", 

assfgned to them by patrfarchy, that lead to closure v1a death or 

marrlage,39 

ln her book, Hel1bruo posits four w~ys to "wrlte a womao' life": 

the woman cao tell1t herself, 10 what she chooses to call an 

autob1ography; she may tell1t 10 what she chooses to calI 

flctfon; a bfographer, womao or man, may wrlte the woman's 

lffe ln what ls ca11 b1ography; or the woman may wrtte her 

own lffe ln advance of llvfng 1t, unconsclously, and w1thout 

(~ recogn1z1ng or namfng the process.40 

( 

Hetlbrun asserts that the d1staoce between lite and ftction ls oot 

readlly discernable. She explores how women's l1ves have been 

contrfved tn the l1terary representatlon of cultural convent1ons ai1d, 

how, above all, "what has been forbldden to women fs anger, 

together wtth the open admission of the des 1re for power and 

control over one's life",41 She then deffnes a "new style femfnlst 

blography", that appears after 1973, whlch 1s coocerned wlth 

ventlng women's anger and openly adm1tting thelr desire for power 

over thelr own lite. These new b10graphfes rewrite the old cultural 

J9(:arolyn Het lbrun. WC!t1ng a WomIQ's lire (New York: Ballantine Books, 1988) 
40He Il brun IL 
4'Hellbrun 13. 
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scripts and dare to relnvent the lives thelr subjects lead and reJect 

the pressure to accept the "plot" assigned to them by patrlarchy, 

Blais' novel, whl1e not concerned with the life of one woman ln 

particular, does testify to an authentlc realm of women's 

experlences. In her description of the text, Blats admlts that her 

characters are based on some of her frtends, and that this novel 

represents an attempt to "les décrire avec un maximun de 

sympathle",42 Blais' lesblan characters reJect patrlarchy's ass1gned 

"plots", Indeed, much of the alienation they suffer ls from real1zlng 

thelr poslt1on outslde of society, The ending of the novells the 

moment when thelr collective anger is vented, Thelr abtllty to 

achleve a change of consciousness (or perhaps a state of 

consciousness) corresponds ta the active rupture wlth a narrative 

order. For if you are able to accept your own experlence for what it 

ls, rather th an having to distort 1t to make it correspOfld wlth 

others' version of it, then Vou are producing a new story,4J 

The consclousness of the "commune" is inextricabty l1nked to 

thetr marginal1ty, or their "sites of opposition". The same can be 

satd of Marie-Claire Blats. a lesb1an French-Canadian woman. 

DuPlessis sees women's "oppositfonal" stance to the social and 

cultural construction of gender as defined by their marginal status 

in relation to the dominant ideology, She l1sts the following 

categories as sites of opposition from which the wrlter moves into 

the center of culture and back again: black, colonial, Canadlan. of 

42"Mar1e-Claire Blais rend hommage à Jean Genet" La presse (2-:' May 1989 ~ KI. 
4JOuPless1s 112. 
44)uPlessls JJ. 
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worklng class ortgln, lesblan or blsexual orientatlon, or displaced 

social status. These sites of opposition are shared by many women 

wrlters who se wrttlng conveys lia movement between compltclty and 

crttlque".44 This confltctual motion is characteristlc of the 

hegemonic pro~ess. Women's dual position in society combined with 

thelr state of amblgu1ty ln relath')n to authority provides them with 

a privlleged posltlon from which to Question ideological mainstays 

and cultural conventions. 

51m1lar theorles are presented by other femtntst wrlters. Carolyn 

He 11 brun and Adrienne Rich state thelr position of "double 

marglnal1zation" when they point out thelr muted position as women 

in additinn to thelr personal sites of oppùsition. Carolyn Hellbrun 

points toward the role of double d€ termining when she suggests 

that"to be a femlntst one had ta have an expertence of betng an 

outsider more extreme than merely belng a woman",4S Adrienne Rich 

describes that tension leadlng to a doubled vision: 'Born a white 

woman, Jewlsh or of curtous mindl --tw1ce an outsider, still 

t'lel1eving ln lncluston--".46 Marte-Claire Blats i5 a white, well

educated lesblan born of worktng class parents. She ts "inside" the 

realm of dominant culture because she ts white and well-educated 

yet she is outside or marginal to society because of her sites of 

opposition: lesblan and of the worklng class. 

45Carolyn Hellbrun. Rejnyeotjng Womanbood (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 
t 979) 20-24 
46Adrlenne Rich, A Wlld patience Has Taken Me Tbis Fil' (New York: W.W. Norton and 
Company, 1980 39 
47Mary Jacobus, "The Difference of Vlew," in WQmen Wrltjng ald Wpttng iÎlout 
Womeo. ed, Mary Jacobus (London: Croom Helm, 1979) 19-20. 
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As a woman writer deflned by her sites of opposition, who 

believes in the essential role of writmg, of wltnesslng human 

experience and volcing marginal1zed discourse, Blais IS forced to 

work Wahln the dominant discourse while maintalning her posItion 

outsfde it. She thus "oscil1ates" between being inslde accepted 

culture and outside. Mary Jacobus makes central to her analysis of 

women's writlng this spllt between allen critic al'j mheritor. 

Jacobus states, given this situation, "at once wlthm culture and 

outside it J a woman writer must simultaneously challenge the terms 

and work within them"47. DuPless1s sees this as preclsely 

parallellng her argument that women are neither wholly 

"subcuttural" nor wholly "maincultural" but that they must "negotlate 

difference and sameness, marginal ity and inclusion ln a constant 

dialogue, whlch takes shape variously in the vartous authors, but 

wlth one end--a rewriting of gender ln dominant flction"48. 

Once again, Blais is "breaking the seQuence--the expected order" 

by being neither inside nor outslde society. Her dual posItion goes 

against dominant structure that demands Inclusion or exclusion. Her 

sanctloned position as "writer", as one with access to the dominant 

discourse, comblned with her marglnal1zed identlty, facl1itates her 

narrative rupture of culturally mandated, hegemonically poised 

patterns or scripts. 

How does Blais' dual posaion and oscillation manifest ltsel' ln 

her writing, her phl1osophy of wrtttng ? As 1 dtscussed in the 

beginning of Chapter l, BlaIs defmes herself as a "humantst". She 

480uPIessIS 43. 
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{ belleves ln the primordlalimportance of artlstlc vtslon unl1mited by 

ldeologlcal boundarles. Hence, her rejection of "femtnist wrltlng". If 

we are to understand the term "hum~nist" ln light of its Renaissance 

Interpretation, as assuming the dignlty and central position of man 

ln the unlverse and his capaclty for self-realtzatton through reason, 

we would expect an enllghtened, positive vlew of humanlty from 

Blais. Or we might expect a untversal, non-hierarchical portrait of 

human experlence, unbtased in its depiction. Vet this is not what we 

see portrayed in Blais' t iction. 

( 

ln fact, L'ange de la solitude is not the only Blats narrative to 

postt marginal characters at the center of the novel. The maJority of 

her novels are populated by suffering tortured souls, soctal devlants 

and minorlty groups. Karen Gould, in her article "The Censored Word 

and the Body Pol1tic: Reconsldering the Fiction of Marte-Claire 

Blats", points this out: 

From the outset, her novels have been l1terally fl11ed with 

the slckly oftentlmes disfigured bodies of neglected and 

impoverished children, as well as the tortured souls of a 

seemlngly lost generatlon of adolescents, a11 of whom feel 

the full negatlve wetght of soclety's gaze, a mascul1ne

patrlarchal gaze which judges them unfit and unacceptable. 

As a result, vlrtually a11 of Blais' protagon1sts are engaged 

ln varlous stages of subconsclous or consctous revoIt 

agatnst the repressive structures and moral hypocrisy of 

conventlonal authority. They al1gn themselves wtth 

troublemakers and crtminals, w1th the insane, the affl1cted, 

or the dlspossessed; in short, w1th the 'margtnals' of 
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society who lie or .:teal, not out of wlckedness, but out of 

necesslty, in order to survive, in order to afflrm 

themselves ln the face of prohibltlon. 49 

Blais' artlstic "unlversal" V1Slon Is one deflned by opposition. Her 

"human1ty" ls a positloned one, defined by her own sites of 

marglnallzatlon. It IS this "positioned human1ty" that allows BlaIs to 

assert her Inclusion wahin don~inant culture whl1e maintatnlng her 

stance outslde lt. It lS a position that possesses tncredible potentlal 

for subversion. Who better to critique the system than someone who 

views lt both from the "inside" and the "outslde", as "lnherltor" and 

"crltic" ? Also, her POSition as "wrlter", as recorder of society and 

manlpulator of the dommant discourse, allows for the dlsseminatton 

of thoughts and feelings normally sllenced by dominant dlscourse. 

Giving VOlce to the voiceless and makfng visible the invis1ble are 

two prime maneuvers ln fem inist poet lcs. 

When asked why there are so many margInal characters fn her 

wr1tlng, Blats states: 

For me, that's the world as lt 1s. It's not only l1terature; the 

world 1s l1ke that. It's the human condltlOn and 1 don't thlnk 

people should be afrald of talklng and wrttlng about 1t. lire 

and death are always wlth us ln a11 sorts of forms. Vou can't 

say we're here on earth to be completely happy. Ttlere's 

noth1ng to prove that to us, except ourselves, our own 

persona' attempts in whfch we're very much a1one.so 

49t<aren Gould, "The Censored Word ëIld the Body Polltic: Reconsldering the Fiction of 
Marie-Claire Biais," Joyrnal of pODylar Cyltyre. xv, nO.3 (wlnter ·8D. 15. 

50 Donald Smith, VOlCes or OeIlYeraoce: interviews wltO Quebec QI Acm,., WClters 
'Toronto: Ananst, 1983): 136. 
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For Blats, suffertng 1s a "un1versal reallly". In assertlng thls, she 

underwrltes the "unlversal" from a decidedly marglnal1zed 

perspective. Her self-deflned "global" vision, --"[O]n ne peut plus 

s'arrêter, Vlvre en contemplant le monde de sa chambre. NI de son 

pays. On est emporté dans le grand courant du monde"Sl --1s really a 

sertes of marginal mlcrocosms. Her world, her experlences as a 

marginal belng, are the lens through whlch her artlstic vlston Is 

fl1tered. 

Her "petite humanIté" Is an example of the femlntst concept of 

"ldentfty pol1tlcs". This very important concept was lntroduced by 

the Combahee River Collecttve tn their manifesto entltled "A Black 

Femlnlst Statement", and 1S an example of personalldentity deflnlng 

poltttcal agency. They state that .. the most radical pol1tlcs come out 

of our own fdentlty." 52 They belteve thelr work wfth thelr own 

consclousness ratslng groups represents a "pol1tlcal contrlbutton" to 

the femlnlst prtncfple that .. the personal Is pol1tlca1."SJ Thelr status 

as black lesblan femlntsts Is an example of multiple oppression, a 

position that makes "thetr whole 11fe situation and the focus of 

thelr pol1tlca1 c:truggles unlQue."S4 The Collectlve's polltlcal work IS 

charactertzed by the need to flght oppression on many fronts: race, 

class, sexual preference. 

51GenvlèYe Picard. "la vision U"liverselle," ïWt (22, nov. 1989): 24. 

52Combahee River Collective, WA Black Femlnist Statement," This BrIdge Cal1ed t1t 
~ eds. Cherrie Morage and Gloria AnzalôJa. Foreword. Tont Cade Bambaca (New 
York: Kttchen Table, Women of Color Press) 210-218. 
5JCombahee River Collective 213. 
54Combahee River CollecUve 211. 
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Bla1s' wrlting also confronts oppression on many fronts, as 

demonstrated ln her array of reoccurrlng themes. The "personalts 

polttical" agenda of femmist pol1ttcs can be reflected in the "wrtter 

as wltness" agency prescrlbed ln Blais' "personal" artistic vtston. 

Could we not con~jder Blals' narrative representations of minortty 

groups as a "consclousness rals1ng" effort? By deplctlng alternative 

llfe scrtpts, she proposes new models for female experience. By 

rejecting tradHional literary plots of romance and Quest, hero and 

herolne and by restructurlng narrative order by focuslng on muted 

tdentlttes, she allows for prevtously muted, silenced votces to rtse 

to the surface, and speak from a position of otherness. 

l'he Angel of Solitude, the tltle of Blats' novel and symbol of 

muted dtscourse, speaks to Johnle, remtnding her of her exclusion 

from dominant society: 

elle avait retrouvé avec toujours ce rejet de Martanne son 

Ange de la Solitude Qui l'avalt toujours attendue dans 

l'ombre, comme pour lui dire: "Quand donc défendras-tu tes 

droits? Toi Qut es un soldat sans armes, quand donc 

cesseras-tu de te camoufler dans le feut lIage Qut t'abrtte 

chez les filles de la bande, Quand donc seras-tu tot-même, 

face au monde, dans une clarté resplendi ssante ? (109) 

Blats dedicated the novel to Jean Genet, from whom the Angel of 

So1ttude orlg1nates. His words preface the novel: 

L'ange de la solitude, c'est-à-dire un être de plus en plus 

Inhumain, cr1stall1n, autour de Qu1 se développent les 

bandes d'une musique basée sur le contraire de l'harmonie, 
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ou plutôt une muslQue Qui est ce Qui demeure Quand 

l'harmonie est usée. (Genet, Qyerelle de Brest) 

Can we not conslder Marie-Claire Blais as our own ange de la 

sol1tude ? Her nove1s are based on the disharmony of marginallzed 

belngs. Her narrative plot 1s an "antl-plot", based on the rupture of 

trad1tlona1 narrative conventions. Her message speaks against the 

dominant discourse. She reminds us of the fal1ures of the social 

system and she makes us notice those whom we would sooner prefer 

to Ignore. 

As 1 have demonstrated ln th1s chapter, Bla1s' wrlttng can be 

constdered fem1nist due to her use of several fem1n1st narrat1ve 

strategies. So perhaps she shou1d be considered a fem1n1st Angel of 

Sol1tude ? ln any case, 1 shall cont1nue my study of Blats' femlnlst 

narrative strategies ln my ne)(t chapter concernlng the image 

of mother and mother/daughter relations 1n Blats. l'ange de la 

solttyde ls the product of over thfrty years of wrftlng, of "break1ng 

the sentence" ln order to "break the seQuence". 1 will now e)(amine 

the evolut1on of Blais' fem1nist narrative by focusing on her strugglt: 

to deleg1timate and re-write the cultural instttution of the French

Canad1an mother/myth. 
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Chapter 1 Il The Institution of Mother and Mother/Daughter Helat ions 
ln Blais 

The gendered tnstttutlon of the French-Canadian mother is 

characterized by a hegemontc dlscours~, created and sustained by 

the Catholic Church, that flrst arose around the turn of the 

twentH~th century and has changed II ttle over the decades. The 

Ideologlcal formation of a French-Canadlan matrlarchal myth55 can 

be traced through the religious discourse that pervaded all aspects 

of French-Canadlan society sfnce the foundlng of the first colomes 

at the beglnning of the seventeenth century. 

Marie-Claire Blais' narrative struggle to delegitlmate the 

culturally mandated institutIon of motherhood ln Ouébéc society 

spans over thlrty years. Her earl lest novel s, ln part lcular La belle 

~ (1959) and Une saison dans la ï~e d'Emmanuel ( 1965), are noted 

for the1r especially bleak deplctlon of the faml1y, pos1tlOoed, 

expllcitly against the 1deology of perfect harmony/identlty/ 

compensation of women's role over generations. She wntes of the 

generational confllcts/hatred between women, the absent father, the 

al1enated mother, the resentful dauJhter, male-identlfied womeo and 

male-dlrected reproduction of the hegemonJc order. 

Havlog "un-wrttteo" the cultural script ot motherhood durlng the 

first haIt of her llterary career, Blais attempts, in her later novels 

(1.e. Les nuits de J'Undergroynd [1978], Un soyrd dans la vll1e [1980] 

55, am USlng the term matrlarchy in reference to a (aise Ideal of empowerrnent ln 
hec~onlC dlsecxrse as exempllfled by la Bome parole, then as the obJect of attack by 
fp,m inists ln the 1970·s. 1 am not uslng tM term ln reference to matrlarchy as a 
feminist utopian locatton, as do Science "ietion wrlters of the same decade. 
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and yis1on's d'Anna [1982]) to "write beyond the ending" or re-wnte 

the scrIpt of motherhood vIa the exammatlon of maternaI modes of 

carmg. By positing women-to-women and mother-daughter relations 

as the center of her narrative, she also part1cipates in DuPlessis' 

"project" of delegltimatlon of the cultural hegemony of the 

heterose)(uallove plot. 1 wi 11 examine Blais' three novels La belle 

Wi (1959), !JD.e saison dans la vie d'Emmanuel (1965), and VIStoo'S 

d'Anna (1982) as they demonstrate the fem1mst wrlter's efforts to 

express dissent trom the votces of dominant culture. 

ln order to understand Blais' fem1nist narrative critique ln Li. 

belle bête, it is first necessary to present the hegemonle dtscourse 

that tg the target of her attack. One finds mueh of the dlscourse on 

the role of the mother in French-Canadlan society in the "revue 

féminine" entitled La Bonne Parole which served as an unofficial 

votee for the Catholic Church from 1913 to 1958. A Qu1ck summary 

of the main themes presented ln this revue will serve to delineate 

the cultural script of motherhood proposed by the Catholic Church in 

Québéc. 

A. La Bonne pa. ole: Mapping out a matriarcy 

La Bonne parole ls a "revue féminine" that flrst appeared ln March 

of 1913. 1 ts primary functlon was to serve as a newstetter for 

"L'ASSOCIation Saint-Jean Baptlste"--a volunteer women's 

association founded in 1907 by Marie Gérin-Lajoie and Caroline 

BélQue. This association was part of a growing movement of the 

period know as "le fémInisme chrétien- whlch was born out Of a need 
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to reconcfle issues of natlonaltsm, women's rtghts and religion. The 

Associatton Saint-Jean Baptiste created a coalition of some twenty

two women's groups and centered their interests around the areas of 

char1ty, education and social welfare. The pamphlet la BQnne parole 

acted as the newsletter as well as the ideological voice for this 

Association and political movement, whose principle objectives 

were to instill a natlonallst fervor amongst women while 

malntaining a strong moral and splritual arder ln society. 

Throughout its history, three themes predominate ln La Bonne 

Parole: "à savoir le patriotisme, la religion chrétienne et la 

nature".56 The issues of natlonallsm and patrlOtlsm revolve around 

the simple fact that women, by produclng chl1dren, are preserv1ng 

the French-Canad1an "race": "[CJe sont les mères Qui sont les 

berceaux vivants d'une race !"57 Women are appreciated according to 

the number of children they have and lf they have successfully 

"inculcated" them: "La femme en devenant gardienne des grandS 

principes Qui réfissent la société et en assurent la stabilité 

enfantera à la patr1e des dévouements insoupçonnés jusQu'lci."S8 

Not only are the women conservators of the "race" and of the 

nation, but they are also conservators of the language and the fa1th. 

Patr10tism and religion go hand in hand as the mother came to 

embodyall that ls sacred to French-Canadlan society and culture: 

560umals 1. 
57J.-A -M. Brosseau, "Conférence sur le dévouement," La Bonne parole (juin 1916, 8) 
Qtd. In DUTta1S 2. 
58t1arie Gérin-LaJoie, "Entre-nous- La Bonne Parole (février 1924, 3) Qtd. ln Dumais 
J. 
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C'est à la femme canadienne-française Que nous devons ce 

Que nous avons de meilleur et ce Que le voisin nous env1e le 

plus: la fam111e l'lombreuse, robuste, attachée au sol, fidèle 

à sa langue, à sa f01 et conservant fièrement le culte des 

aleux, l'amour de la v1eille mère patrle.59 

The Cathol1c rel1glon and the Church wlelded Immense power ln 

Québec culture and hlstory; lts influence penetrated deep lnto the 

psyche of the people and would not be questloned untl1 the Quiet 

Revolution of the 1960s and 19705. La Bonne parole 1s an excellent 

example of the lntense cultural tndebtedness to Cathollctsm ln 

Québec. The "feminlst" journal clafmed itself to be in the service of 

the Church, and lndeed, the entfre "femlnlst movement" of the perlod 

was dertned ln relatlon to rel1g1on. 

Attentives aux besoins de leur époque, les femmes 

d'aujourd'hui se coal1sent pour se vouer à l'Apostolat social 

et pour offrir à leur mère la Sainte ËgIlse leur énergie 

comme complément de celles de leurs soeurs rel1gleuses 

dans le but commun de "tout restaurer dans le Christ.60 

Indeed, women's emancipatlon was viewed from the perspert~ve 

that, not only would ft not Interfere wlth h~r domestlc dutles or 

charity work, but it would fnstead allow the mother to devote even 

more tlme ta the Church. Mothers, whose purpose was "d'atteindre 

l'état de sainteté et de donner à l'Ë9.1se des saints", were expected 

to live wlth the constant knowledge that Cathol1c doctrine was thelr 

s~. A. Taschereau "De l'Influence de la femme sur nos destinées nattonales," La Bg]le 
parole (mal 1921,7) qtd. ln Dumals J. 
60Anonymous, la Bonne parole (avril 1917, 15) qtd. In Dumats 6. 
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moral and spiritual guide to life and that the Pope played spiritual 

"father", and hence role mOdel, to a11 gOOd Cathol1cs, 

The role of the mother was carefully created and deftned by God 

who blessed the woman wlth a "natural" instinct: 

Par sa nature même, nous dit Léon XIII, elle est destinée aux 

ouvrages domestiques, ouvrages d'at lIeurs Qui sauvegardent 

admirablement l'honneur de son sexe, et répondent mieux de 

leur nature à ce Que demandent la bonne éducation des 

enfants et la prospértté de la fam111e,61 

This "natural" g1ft from God placed woman in her "natural" sphere of 

the home where she reigned supreme, Here. she became known as the 

"reine du foyer" : "La maison, c'est son royaume à elle, Dans ces 

frontières Qui dressent les cadres de la famille, elle tient le sceptre 

d'une royauté lncontestable",62 From this predeffned dtviston of 1abor 

came a "natural hierarchy" of the famtly unit. The mother was to be 

docile, respectful, submissive; the father was authoritatlve, 

responsible and "chef de ta communauté", The domesttc unit, the 

division of labor and the role of the mother were thus cons1dered to 

be "natural", pre-orda1ned by God and trrefutable in its veraclty. 

The clergy. as well as men of power, were terribly worried by 

women's continutng efforts to partictpate in communal, poltttcallife 

--a sphere that was domtnated by them alone. They argued that 

pur1ty, the dign1ty of the woman/mother, would be dlrtied by the 

6 'Marle-J, Gérln, "Entre-nous," la Bonne parole (sept. t 914) 2, qtd, in Dumais 10, 
62Anonymous, "Causerie damée aux membres des associations professlonelles,· Li 
Bome PiFole (déc, 19204, qtd, ln D\IT1ats 11. 
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(~ events of the pol1t1cal arena. Th1s 11ne of thlnking was part1cularly 

(~ 

ev1dent ln the debate o'ler women's right to vote. 

La femme est la jofe des foyers, le lfen des familles, la force 

des traditions, l'espoir des générations. Là où les lois 

s'élaborent, elle ne peut être Que médiocre. 

(Mgr. Louis-Adolphe Paquet, 1917) 

Les femmes 'savent à merveille Que le jour où elles seront 

électrlces et él1gibles, elles auront perdu le vrai secret de 

leur pulssance soc1ale'. (Henr1 Bourassa, 1918)63 

Via thfs debate, as well as those to follow, women real1zed that 

their so-called power was noth1ng more than an elaborate web of 

socially constructed myths that they themselves helped create. 

The "natural", "pre-orda1ned" inst1tut10n of motherhood, firmly 

s1tuated in the author1tat1ve d1scourse of the Church, was carefully 

reproduced generation after generat10n. Québécois women's dissent 

from the cultural convent10n of motherhood wasn't truly real1zed in 

soctal dtscourse until the early to mid 1970's. However, 1n the pages 

of Bla1s' 1959 novel La belle bête. we can see an eery premonit10n of 

Québec fem1n1st responses to the 1nstltutlon of motherhood that 

would appear some flfteen years later. 

What lS the central issue presented ln La Bonne parole's 

hegemonic discourse on motherhood ? The issue, which Blais' 

narratlve attacks, is one of sameness: that women are a11 the same, 

they are ail moth~rs and daughters. Their roles are a11 the same, to 

bare offspr1ng (hopefully male), preserve the langu~ge and preserve 

63Paquet and BOll'assa c ited in D\ITlais 12. 
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the ta1th. Women's ldentlty 1s predefined by the patr1archy, passed 

on trom mother to daughter wlth no hope of escape. Bla1s' novel, as 1 

will show, proposes a radical break from the cultural script of 

motherhood. She also shows the radical conseQuences of what 

happens when a cultural scr1pt 1s broken, when daughters refuse to 

be, or cannot be, 1denttcal to the1r mothers accord1ng to thelr . 
"natural" instinct. La belle bête. as 1 will show, addresses the need 

to break wlth the oppressive sameness and repress1ve "happlness" as 

lnstituted by society vta motherhood. 

B. La belle bête 

ln 1959, at the young age of twenty, Marie-Clalre Blats arrived on 

the Québec l1terary scene with her shocking tale of a young gfrl's 

madness and matricide 1n the novel La belle bête. The story depicts a 

radical dlsruptton of the mother-daughter relatlonshfp and, indeed, 

of aIl family interaction in genera1.64 Even thougl) the characters are 

reduced to the most symbolic or mythtc of meanlngs, and the 

backdrop they lnhab1t 15 a vague t1meless fairyland realm, the drama 

they play out ls not far removed from psychological reality. 

The story concerns a fam1Jy of three: a wtdowed mother, Louise; 

her beautiful but 1diot son Patrice; and her ugly daughter, Isabelle

Marie. Lou1se 1S a shallow, vam woman who lives through the empty, 

self-reflectfng relatlonsh1p wjth her son whose beauty 1s a ltvtng 

n 64t1ary-Jean Green, "Redeflnlng the Material: Women's Relatlonshlps ln the fiction of 
'..,t' Marte-Claire Blais," ln Tradltjonalisme Natlooahsm. and Femlnlsmj Woroen WClters of 

Qyebec. ed. Paula GI Ibert lew Is. (Com.: Greenwood Press, 1985), 125-137. 
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testament to her own. Isabelle-Marie ts intelligent but ugly and 

therefore 1s rejected by her mother and condemned to a l1fe of 

menial labor 11ke Cinderella. Patrice, Hke Narclssus, 1s defined by 

hls m1ndless contemplation of his beauty 1n the reflections of the 

lake and of his mother's gaze. The jealousy and the hatred produ\.ed 

by Isabelle-Marte's exclusion is the central theme to this tale. 

Isabelle-Marie's ugliness 1S the reason for her hatred and 

jealousy. Rejected by her mother for not reflect1ng her own beauty, 

she 15 treated as an outcast and strlpped of her identfty. Several 

crtt1cs who have stud1ed the novel have p051ted the relat1onsh1ps in 

La belle bête as befng largely characterized by the1r "m1rror1ng" 

effect and the role ft plays in the characters' psychological 

development.65 Crttfc Jennifer Wae1ti-Walters sees the issue of 

mfrrortng in the text as revolv1ng ar-ound the fact that "everyone else 

(except Isabell~-Marle) has a partner in whom he [s1c] sees himself 

reflected, and the reflectton strengthen5 or even creates his sense 

of h1s own real1ty and selfhood".66 However, the demand for 

mtrrortng 1s much stronger between the mother and chi Id than the 

other relationshlps. Th1s demand ls understandable wlth reference to 

the cultural myth of motherhood outlined above, that sees women as 

playlng one social role. 

Isabelle-Marte, in order to become the same as her mother, 1S 

forced to seek acceptance ln the cultural script of marr1age. Her 

6SSee for example Béatrtce Slama. Jemlfer Waelti-Walters. "Beauty and Maâless in 
Marte-Claire Blais' la BeJle Bête," Joyrf\11 of (madfan Fiction 25-26 (1979); 
Margot Northey, The Haynted Wllderness <Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1976) 
.75 ; and Douglas A Parker. "The Shattered Glass: Mirror and Illusion in Mad SDadows. " 
Joyrnal of (anadtan fictIon. 2, No. 40973>: 68-70. 
66waeltt-Walters 189. 
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"ugl1ness", whfch fs her break from the mother, also forces her tnto a 

marriage wh1ch provides her the ldentlty of sameness she has been 

seeking. She trles to rebe1 against her mother's judgement, yet 

havlng internallzed ft, she perpetuates tt ln her effort to conform. By 

seeklng out a husband who ls bl1nd, she attempts to create her 

identlty and/or acceptance by tell1ng her husband that she is 

beautlfu1. And, for a whlle, she succeeds ln conforming to socfetal 

codes and ts happy in the securtty of her marriage. One day, however, 

her husband regains h1S eyeslght and, seelng Isabelle-Marie as she 

truly 15, he lmmedtately rejects her 1n dtsgust. Isabelle-Marte ls left 

a10ne w1th her daughter who, unfortunately, looks l1ke her mother. 

Unable to accept her own difference (ugllness), she 1s unable to 

accept5 her daughter's, whom she sees as monstre us. 

HavinQ lost her only source of soctal acceptance--the security of 

sameness ln marriage bestowed upon her by patr1archy--she returns 

to her home and to her Ctnderella existence, seeth1ng with 

resentment at the 1njustice of her fate. The realtty of her exclusion 

turns her murderous. Flrst, she plunges her brother's head 1nto a pot 

of boi11ng water, thereby sentenc1ng hlm to the same ugl1ness and 

rejectlon that she has suffered. Then, banished from the house, she 

sets f1re to the property, kill1ng her mother. 

Having broken the bond between daughter and mother, destroytng 

her r01e as daughter, Isabelle-Marte then reJects the cultural script 

of motherhood by throwing herself ln front of a tratn, leavtng her 

daughter alone to face an uncertatn future. Mary Jean Green 

comments on th1s situation: "S1nce a relat10nship of reflectton and 

repetitlon ls the only one she sees as possible between mothers and 
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C daughters, Isabelle-Marie can only attempt, by the murder of her 

mother and her own sutc1de, to smash the materna1 1mages".67 ln her 

attempt to "smash the materna11mages", Isabelle-Marie 1s trying ta 

rupture the oppr(:ssive scr1pt of sameness imposed on women by the 

hegemony of motherhood. 

c 

The horrible and extreme ending of th1s narrattve 1s reflectfve of 

the fact that, with an act as radtcal as breaklng trom cultural 

concepts of patr1archy and matrtarchy, there lS bound to be radical 

results. 1 would conslder Bla1s' narrat1ve an act of rebell ton, a 

rebeJ110n that would be v01ced by "radical" feminist groups 1n the 

1970s. Yet, Blats' narrative precedes th1s soctal change by at least a 

decade and we can see that she 1s still at odds as to what May 

follow such a rad1cal break. 

Perhaps we can look to the third generatton, the daughter of 

l!1abelle-Mar1e, who was left alone on the platform, as a witness and 

a surv1vor to her mother's act of rebell ton. What social space do es 

she occupy now that her fam 1ly has been destrayed ? Will she grow 

up to perpetuate her mother's legacy of "otherness" ? Or maybe ~ ~le 

will begtn a new script that will not b~ based on sameness, that will 

(uf111 Carolyn Heilbrun's agenda for new femlnist biographies: the 

r1ght to express one's anger and u1timate1y take control over one's 

own ltre. We can only specu1ate as to her outcome. However, not 

much 1ater, her contemporar1es in Québec society began their own 

campa1gn to dismantle the "myth of matrtarchy". We can w1tness 

67Green 126. 
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the1r efforts in the pages of the "radical" fem1nlst journal Les Têtes 

de p10ches. 

C. Les Têtes de p1oches: D1smantel1ng a Matrlarchy 

Les Têtes de pjoches ( 1976-1979) was the product of a "radtcal 

femlnist" collectfve that met for the flrst time in October of 1975. 

Thefr primary reason for assembl1ng was to assure the continuat1on 

of a feminlst journal after the dem1se of Québécoise deboytte in 

1974. The collective's objectives were to flght aga1nst "le système 

séculaire de dominat10n nommé patriarcat".68 The collect1ve aspect 

of the journal was paramount to the ideology of the publication. It 

aff1rr:'ied the sol1darity that ex1sted between women as well as the 

noncompetlt1ve character of a fem1n1st enterpr1se. The tone of the 

publ1cat1on was often aggress1ve; the1r main purpose be1ng the 

denunclation of the myth of "matrlarchy", understood as the H1eas 

and expectations surroundtng the French-Canadian mother, and the 

continued dominat10n of women 1n Québec society. 

The ftrst number of Les Têtes de Pioche (March 1976) was 

ded1cated to exposing and dismantl ing thfs concept of matriarchy in 

Québec society. As "1nheritors" of the dominant social discourse on 

motherhood for generatlons, Québec women flnally exposed its 

patrtarchal cultural script as the marginalizlng, represstve role it 

really waSt The princtple article was entitled "Le matriarcat 

Québécois analysé par les reines du foyer". The arttcle deserves to be 

68Armande Saint-Jean, ·'Préface,· Les Têtes de pioctc Collection complète. (Montréal: 
Les tdlUons de remue-ménage, 1980): 5, Qtd. in Dumais tv. 



Allen 44 

(' reproduced ln Its p.nttrety. although 1 am llmited here to outl1ntng tts 

major themes. F1rst. the article demanded "What does this 

matrtarchal power endow us wtth 7" The answer, it ltmlts us to the 

household and al1its dutles; 1t ob1tges us to pro duce as many 

chtldren as possible, to arduously accompllsh a thousand and one 

( 

( 

• 
mental tasks and to forget about the worrles of 11fe outslde the 

domestic sphere.69 Essentlally, the illusion of power excluded 

women from partlcipating in the affatrs of the external world. The 

matrtarchy was clearly characterlzed by lts division of 1abor tnto 

female household, and male publ1c spheres. 

The femlnlst Journal asserted that the matrlarchal myth dld 

nothlng but hide the fact that a women was no more than a 

"domestiQue déguisée". The collective also charged that, ln French-

Canada, the myth of matriarchy was supported by a social context ln 

whlch Québec occupied an lnferlor place in the realm of anglophone 

Canada. French-Canadlan men, suffertng trom a posttlon of 

inferiortty ln Engltsh Canada. were consoled by havtng the dominant 

power over women in thetr culture. Their sense of Infertority was 

eased at the e)(pense of French-Canadlan women, and a11 of this took 

place under the guise of a matrtarchal society. Hence, women's site 

of opposition was "doubly deflned" through gendet and a French

Canadlan identity. 

Lastly. the matrlarchy was seen to possess a11 of the rel1glous 

and antlQuated characterlstlcs of tradlttonal Québec society. 

Tradltlonal Québec society Ilved under the myth of the matrlarchy, 

690umals 14-15. 
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that ls, the patrlarchy that perpetuated the exploitat10n of women 

via the 1deology of the mother as preserver of "faith, language and 

race". In the popular sectors, the matr1archal relgn of the household 

(wlth the mother as preserver of language and rellglon) served as a 

source for the 1mplantation of patriarchal values re1nforced wlth 

rellg10lJs tenants. The values and morals of society passed from 

mother to daughter who 1s herself a mother "d'une jupe sous une 

autre jupe", Tti1s v1s10n of matriarchy 1s, needless to say, qUlcl<ly 

reJected by the feminlst collective: 

Le matr1arcat était une représentation phantasmatique. Car la 

loi était comme allleurs patr1arcale. La loi du père comme le 

nom du père se transmettait de génération en génération. Nous 

n'avons pas vécu un véritable matriarcat mats une 

représentation surajoutée, surimposée du matr1arcat à la 

société patriarcale. Le matriarcat avalt pour fonction de 

renforcer celui-cl. Enfermer la représentation de notre passé 

dans le matriarcat pour rendre plus dlfficl1e la Question du 

fémlnisme actuel au Québec.7o 

The collective warns us at the end of their artlcle that the myth of 

the matriarchy has not been completely overturned ln Québec society 

with the advent of the "Révolution tic2'-lqullle" of the 1960s and 

19705. The wldely-publ1cised drop in the blrth rate perhaps 

symbol1zes a consclous effort on the part of women to reJect the old 

myth of motherhood. However, the collective insists that the 

extreme difflculty feminists have ln pos1ng thelr problems before 

700umats 18. 
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(~ society is indicative of the persistent need to uphold the sacred 

tenants of patriarchal law. 

(~ 

(' 

Blats' narrative attack on the mother 1s preflgured ln the works 

of other women wrtters of Québec. One could cite 1n rartlcular Anne 

Hébert's story "Le Torrent" and Françoise Loranger's Mathieu,?1 The 

post-World War Il women writers' rupture of the mother-ftgure 

represents much more than a m~"'e symbollc act. Indeed, ft must 

reflect thelr own lnabt11ty to identify wtth thelr mothers, "not Just 

their own biolog1cal mothers, of course, but an entlre generation of 

Québécois women whose 11ves had been committed to the 

preservation of tradlt10nal values".72 ln other words, Québec women 

wrfters, via the narrative deplctlon of the dls1ntegration of the 

faml1y, esp. mother-daughter l1nks, un-wr1te the cultural script of 

mother. They reject the hegemontc dlscourse that eQuated/identified 

generations of women from one another. The attack of the daughter 

on the mother Is a react10n to the patriarchy who pos1ted the 

mother-daughter relation as site for the reproduction of values and 

morals passed "d'une Jupe sous une autre jupe". The dual potentlal of 

opposition to ~reproduction of the hegemony ln the institution of 

motherhood, the "osc111ation" between women's position insfde and 

outslde the dominant dlscourse, provldes women writers the 

pr1vileged posItion tram wh1ch to crttiQue and dtsmantle what 

DuPlessis calls the cultural script.73 

71For a more detatled dlscusston of the representation of the mother in French-Canadian 
(ictton refer to Soeur SalOte-Marle-Eleuthère, La mère djlls le cornil caoadien
(caocajs (Québec: les Presses de l'lkl1versité Laval, 1964). 
72Green 127. 
7Jelais presents an addlt lonal readlng and re-writing or the cultural scripts in La belle 
~ Scripts of women's cross-generathnal confJ1cts, male-identifled women, 



Allen 47 

The socto-cultural spec1ftcttles of Blats' undermming of the 

materna1 script can easl1y be seen tn her 1965 novel Une saison dans 

la yle d'Emmanue1. Wrltten in the age of the "Révolution tranquille", 

this novel represents a parttcularly poignant aUack on the myth1cal 

flgure of the French-Canadtan mother, as weil as on the 

repressiveness of mother-daughter relationshfps based on identtty 

and repetition whlch destroys daughters. In t'er novel Blats 

envtroned: "the role asslgned ta women by tradltlonal Québec society 

as reduc[ing] her to the status of a nameless, faceless animal, whose 

only function 1s to bear, feed, and often bury an unending sertes of 

bables".74 

D. Une sajson dans la y1e d'Emmanyel 

ln Une saison dans la yle d'Emmanuel, perhaps her most famous 

novel to date, Marie-Claire Bla1s returns to the veritable mythical 

and cultural orlgins of the French-Canadian people. We ftnd a 

household run by Grand-Mère Antomette, the embodlment of the 

maternaI myth, occupied by a Quasi-anonymous mother and father 

reJectton/destruction of the maternaI image, and beauty constructed by gender vIa the 
use of the traditional convent IonS of myth and fairytale. Her narratIve ConSlsts of a 
strange combinatlon of re-worked flÇJres of Cmderel1a and Snow White, Beauty and the 
Beast, Narclssus, Oedipu5, Electre and the Mabsent father", Faust and the "blmd 
husband", EQuaJ1y important 15 BIaIS' re-wrltmg of cultural and IIterary scrIpts vIa the 
Inversion of the tltle/story Beauty and the Beast. The tradltlonal "Beauty" (lsabelle
Marle) of this story IS ugly. Beauty, who Is now also the Beast, deprlves the "beautlful 
beast" Patrice of h1s beauty. There is an Inversion of the sex roles, chéracter roles and 
of the message of the traditlonal tale. Also, the tale ls now told from the point of the 
woman. For f~ther detal1 on myth and falryta1e ln BiaIS' la belle bête please sec 
Béatrice Slama, -la Belle Bête ou la double scene,- Volx et Images no, 2 (wlnter 1983): 
21 1-227. 
14Green 128. 
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and a herd of chtldren many of whom don't have proper names. The 

story revolves around Jean-le-Maigre, a young, suffering 

poet/gentus who ltves under the protective wing of hls m1ghty 

Grandmother. Indeed, lt 1s hls life and hts wrlting that is really the 

central tssue of the novel. As Françoise Laurent states: " ... la 

peInture réal1ste de la mtsère n'est pas le sujet du l1vre. Plus 

Qu'aucun autre roman du même auteur, 11 s'appute sur 1'1dée-force de 

la toute-pu1ssance de la flamme créatrice Qui est rédemptrtce,"75 

However, 1t is Bla1s' treatment of the image of the mother, mother 

and daughter re 1 at Ions and the myth of motherhood that w t 1 1 serve as 

my area of focus. 

The novel begins w1th the figure of Grand-Mère-Antoinette 

standing over the latest arrivaI to the faml1y, Emmanuel--number 

sixteen. Remarkably, the figure of the chl1d-bearlng mother 1s 

absent. JaQuel1ne Vlswanathan, 1n her structural1st analys1s of the 

novel, concludes that the brev1ty and/or the erasure of the scene 

where the mother nurses Emmanuel, an act that according to our 

cultural code symbol1zes the greatest int1macy between 1ndiv1duals, 

is symptomat1c of the system of values prescr1bed by the novel: 

"[LJes rapports humains valorisés par la culture trad1tlonnelle sont 

inopérants et se votent suppléés par des relations parfois illicites 

ou même perverses sutvant le code domlnant",76 The 111ictt and 

perverse acts she mentions are brlef references to homosexual1ty, 

75Laurent 68-69. 
76JaQUel1ne Vlswanathan, "\ile sa1son dG la y1e gEmmjllyel de Marle-Cla1re BlaIs: 
Introduction à l'analyse dU persomage romanesque, .. French Beylew. vol. lIl, 5 (AprU 
1979): 757. 
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onanism, and prostitution that occur sporadically throughout the 

novel. 

The mother, tradltlonal "queen" of the hearth, 1s instead an 

anonymous figure, burnt eut from years of chlldblrth and ctomestic 

1abor. Here is the f1rst descr1ption we have of her : 

Voici sa mère. Il la reconnaît. Elle ne vient pas vers lui encore. 

Il pourralt crOlre qu'elle l'a abandonné. Il reconnaît son visage 

triste, ses épaules courbées. Elle ne semble pas se souvenir de 

lui avoir donné naissance, ce matin. Elle a froid. Il voit ses 

mains qui se crispent autour du seau de lalt. "Il est là, jtt 

Grand-Mère-Antolnette, 11 a faim, 11 a pleuré tout le jour," Sa 

mère est sllencleuse. Elle sera toujours silencieuse. (12-13) 

The mother, as she is referred to, will always remain silent. She is a 

~ she11 of a human being, always at the point of exhaustlon and 

1 Q 

seemingly in a state of stupor. Aware of the straln of his birth, his 

existence, the narrator comments parenthetical1y as Emmanual 

nurses: "Il épuise sa mère, il prend tout en elle! (15)", We are soon 

aware that hls mother has latle 1eft to offer him ln the way of 

comfort: "Sa mère, elle, ne da rien, ne répond plus, calme, profonde, 

désertée, peut-être. Il est là, mais elle l'oub11e. Il ne fait en elle 

aucun écho de jole ni de désir. Il glisse en elle, 11 repose sans espoir" 

( 15). 

Standing in the shadows, always surveying the scene, 15 Grand

Mère Antoinette. She takes responslbl11ty for the household. She 

names the bab1es, she baptizes them, and a11 to often, she buries 

them. Grand-Mère-Antoinette 1s a ltterary embod1ment of the 

matrlarchal myth. Henr1 M1ttérand, 1n h1s structura1l5t analys1s of 

, 
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the novel, places the grandmother at the head of the family 

hierarchy. She Is the central character who occupies the place of the 

"donateur ou de l'aUributeur-: "C'est elle Qui dispense la vie, à 

l'origine de cette famille: c'est elle Qui dispense la nourriture, le 

nom de baptême, la chaleur, la sécurité--et les sanctions."77 She 

embodles all that is posited as innate to the French-Canadian 

mother: strong, nurturer, conservator of language, faith and values. 

The character of Grand-Mère Antoinette betrays sorne hint of a 

"positive vtston of female carlng".78 On the positive side, Grand

Mère-Antoinette 1s a strong nurtur1ng force who flghts to preserve 

the Hfe and the work of the tubercular poet-grandson, Jean-Le

Malgre. She upholds the children's needs for educat10n agalnst the 

objections of the ignorant father and is a source of emot10nal 

sustenance for the infant, Emmanuel. She a1so tr1es to a1d one of the 

rebe 11 iOuS daughters Hélolse, but ln this relat10nshlp the negat1ve 

and repress1ve s1de of Grand-Mère Antolnette's nature cornes to 

force: "Having denied her own sexuallty by shie1dlng her body with 

mounds of clothtng and havtng commttted herse1f to the l1fe-denylng 

teachlngs of the Church, Grand-Mère Anto1nette cannot show her 

granddaughter the way to the new I1fe she Is seeking", that is, she 

nurtures male children as ind1vidua1s, but enforces ldentity among 

daughters.79 

Grand-Mère Antoinette's negattve or represslve behavior 1s 

poss1bly exemp1ary of generatlons of Québec women who rece1ved 

77Henn Mlttérand, "Coup de pistolet dans lJl concert: lJne salsoo dans la y te 
d'Emmanyel." Volx et Images, vol. Il,3 (Apn11977): 408. 
78Green 128. 
79Green 129. 
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their entlre education (what 11ttle there was) from Cathollc 

convents.eo Grand-Mère Antoinette's "demal" of her sexuallty was a 

product of the silence imposed by the Church who relegated non

procreative sex to the realm of s1n. Her inability to confront 

Hélo'ise's cris1s is symptomatic of the generational gap between 

women belng expressed by women wrlters of the 1960's and 1970's. 

ln order to flnd happlness and to express her sexuality, Héloïse is 

forced to radlcally break with the world of her mother and 

grandmother. Blais. in an ironie twist, and by rewrIting the cultural 

script of closure via marrlage or death, gives Hélolse the fulfl11ment 

she desires workfng in a brothe1. Her llfe of prostitutlOn Is depicted 

as far less exploitlve and debaslng than that of the tradltlonal role 

of wlfe and mother. 

Hélo1se's liberating lire of a prostitute Is deflnltely not supposed 

to represent a role model for a new generation of Québec women any 

more than the abandoned chl1d at the end of La belle bête. Blais 

simply shows the desperate need of women to break the repetltlve 

cycle of femlnine identity that entraps them ta a life of childbirth 

and anonymity. Blais' fictive scripts rerlect the closure of cultural 

scripts on women. Wlth the exception of the cruelly satirized mother 

and daughters of Une sajson dans la vie d'Emmanuel. Bla1s' women 

characters have typically been cut off from relationships wlth one 

another. And those, llke Hélolse and Isabelle-Marie, who have chosen 

to rem ove themselves from the tradltional pattern of female 

identlty (and continuity) have not succeeded in laylng a foundatlon 

800umont, Michel me: Michèle Jean, Marie lavlg'1e, and JennIfer Stoddart. L'tustolre 
des Femmes ayQyébec: Depuis OUatre StécJes (Montréal: les Quinze écHteU", 1982). 
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for a new female ldentlty or a new mode of connection to others.81 

Women's relationshlps ln Blais' novels are still marked by the 

altenatton and resentment women feel for each other as they see 

their position as "jnheritor" of dominant culture perpetuated in the· 

hegemony of maternaI dlscourse. 

It was not untiJ the lale 1970s that Blais began to explore female 

relationshlps from a positive, empowerlng perspective. While the 

subject of generattonal gaps and conflicts still extsts, Blais' 

character's are now trying to reach across the differences and touch 

in a constructtve, unlfylng way. This effort ta re-examine and 

redefine mother-daughter relattons in Blais can be seen ln her 

poigant 1982 nove1 J VIsions d'Anna. 

E. V1sions d'Anoa 

W1th the appearance of BIaIs' 1978 novel on lesbian love and 

relat ionships, Les nuits de J'Undergroynd, there emerges the 

development of a mode1 of maternaI and sisterly caring in Blais' 

fiction. The model was first seen in Les nyits in terms of a network 

of women's relatlons glving priortty to the "female" trait of care and 

concern for others. Embodled in the arttsttc model of Rodtn's 

sculptural representation of a mother embraclng her dying daughter, 

Blais' protagonist ln Les nuits de J'Underground articulates the 

authc.\r's new vision: "ne figurait-e11e pas ... les diverses expressions 

d'une maternité morale Qu'elle avatt souvent eu l'occasion d'observer 

81 Green 129. 
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entre les femmes? "l,Les nyits. 45-46), This v1sion would continue 

to be explored and defined in her followlng nO'~/el Le Soyrd dans la 

~ (1980), Here, there is a new dimenslon added to thls theme: 

"Blai:: 5e&mS to be condemning not men themselves, but a masculine 

stereotype, shaping the l1ves of individuals and society as a whole, 

which cuts men off from the maternaI caring Quallties displayed by 

women".82 

This vislon contlnues to develop in her 1982 novel Visions d'Anna 

w1th maternaI caring representfng a fc'ree capable of oPPosing the 

destructive tendencies of the modern world. Also, perhaps most 

importantly, 1t 15 here, for the first tlme 10 Blais' work that "the 

strength of motherly, daughterly, slsterly, and lesblan relatlonshlps 

seems able to regenerate ev en the entlty which had been the target 

of Blais' early satire--the faml1y",83 By placing alternative couple 

formation at the center of her narrative Blais also undermines the 

traditlonal romance plot and gives prtority to the female 

perspective, 

Blais' visions d'Anna also portrays certain eharacteristlcs 

posited by Marianne Hirsch ln her text The Mother/Daughter Plot: 

Narratiye. psychoanalysis. Feminism, concer01ng women's wrlting of 

the 1970's: 

the femmlst famlly romance of the 1970's de-emphaslze 

the role of men; the retreat to the pre-oedlpal as basis for 

adult personaHty; the concentratlon on mother-daughter 

bonding and struggle; and the celebration of female 

82Green 134. 
83Green 134, 

l 
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relationships of mu tuaI nurturance leave only a secondary 

role to men.54 

Hirsch's analysls of femtnist ftctions and theortes emergtng tn the 

1970s and thelr representattons of female suject-formation in 

relation to mother-daughter relations prov1des another vtew on 

cultural and 11terary scr1pts. Her neo-Freudlan ldea of the "feminist 

faml1y romance" h1ghl1ghts "mother-daughter bonding as a baS1S for 

a v1ston of gender dlfference and female speclflclty".85 

1 will therefore examtne "feminist famtly romance" as developed by 

women writers ln the 1970s, and its function 1n Blais' narrat1ve 

Quest to "write beyond the end1ng" of the cultural script of 

motherhood. 

Anna Is the daughter of d1vorced parents. She takes drugs, hangs 

out with "dr1fters" and wanders alone from Canada, to Mex1co to the 

Carlbbean.She 1s descrlbed, by Le Deyoir rev1ewer Noel Audet, as 

"un être translucide d'une sensib111té exacerbée, errant en marge de 

ce monde Qu'elle rejette, famille, parents, ces risibles ancrages, 

drlfter du monde, c'est-à-dire partie à la dérive, glissant à la 

surface sans même troubler l'eau alors Qu'elle rêve de tout 

changer".86 Her visions are of a soc let y 10 decompos1tlon, a society 

that 1S in chaos, on the edge of collective suicide orchestrated by "la 

terreur mâle"--nuc lear war, violence, destruction. 

The world 1s seen by two diHerent groups Of characters: the 

teenagers--Anna, Michelle and Ulianne; and the adults--Raymonde, 

84f.tirsch 1 JJ. 
65HlrsCh 1 S. 
86Noel Audet, "Une écriture vertigineuse,· Le peyotr (8 mat, 1982): 19. 
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Peter, (Anna's parents), Guislame and Paul, (Michelle's parents). The 

novells eentered around these two interconnected faml1y groups. 

Both of these famllies are in the proeess of disintegration. Anna's 

father rejected her and her mother and remarrled. For him, Anna 

represents bad memories of his lrresponsible youth (as () young, 

destltute Ameriean Viet Nam draft dOdger). He wants no longer to 

associate with her. Raymonde and Anna love each other very much 

but generatlonal d1fferences plague the relattonship. Raymonde, who 

works as counsellor in a drug rehabt11tatlOn c11nle, plays part ln the 

system of authortty against whtch Anna revolts. As for GUIslaine, 

who seems devoid of any maternaI sentiments, she 1s ]ealous of the 

freedom enjoyed by her teenage daughters--a freedom she had before 

givtng birth to them. She is also afraid, and a bit jealous, of Li liane's 

lesbianlsm whieh she cannot brlng herself to accept. The girls' 

father cannot understand his daughters. He is an lntellectual who 

doesn't smoke, doesn't drink and ie; always right. He represents 

authorlty and, as a ftgure of patriarchal authority, there Is a 

characteristic breakdown of communIcatIon between him and his 

daughters. 

Anna's world 1s defined by the fear of patriarchal violence, her 

vision 15 a constant testament to its very real presence. She IS 

haunted by thoughts of mass catastrophe; of annihllation at the 

hands of a genocldal, patriarchal world: "Une terreur mâle ... ces 

machines de terreur Qu'étaient la pr1son, la nat ion, l'Ëtat, et. .. une 

invention de l'homme, l'armée ... chacun de ces mots menaçait ces 

vies jeunes," (150). Interesttngly enough, the male f1gures of the 

novel are per1pheal be1ngs who do not seem to want, or know how, to 
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relate to women. The men seem unwll11ng to lnvolve themselves ln 

lasting relatlonships, as with Anna's father and the young sensitive 

boyfrlend of Raymond's who leaves them ln search of hlS freedom. In 

leavlng he states: "Les hommes, dlsalt-H, ont toujours éprouvé ce 

besoin d'être l1bres de leurs liens, Quand les femmes, elles, au 

contraire, sont sensibles à ce Qui les rattache à la terre, (15)". This 

de sert ion represents one of the dlfferential attitudes toward hum an 

relationshlps whtch psycholog1sts have observed in women and men: 

"women in our society seem dependant on and embedded ln 

relatlonshtps w1th others, while men develop a sense of 

independance and automomy".87 

ln an attempt to sltuate Blais' recent narrative development of 

maternaI models of human Interaction wlthtn a soclo-historic 

conte><t, we can see Blats' violent and bleak vislon of humanlty, 

volced by Anna, as the product of: 

mascullne autonomy, e><pressed ln lndlfference and even in 

violence, with the major problems of contemporary society: 

lndlvidual cases of cruelty toward children, as well as 

global menace of nuclear destruction and lmpendlng 

ecologlcal disaster"88 

Blais' posltionlng of the mother-dominated faml1y unit at the center 

of her narrative reflects the dramatlc increase ln theories arguing 

gender dtfference as a social response 1n the 1970s. The lncreaslng 

threats of war and nuclear destruction are believed to have 

lnfluenced some feminists' need to "imagine an alternattve to what 

87Green '35. 
88Green 135. 
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was percelved as masculine destructlveness".89 The alternative pre

oedlpal space of mother-daughter mirrorlng became a promising 

replacement to the rupture between self and world 1mplted in the 

destructlveness of war: .. Amerlcan feminism, then, creates a fantasy 

of cultural survlval through the dissemlnatlon of traditionally 

femmine values into the publlc world".90 

The faml1y romance of the 19705 15 based not on separation from 

parents or the past, but from patriarchy and from men in favor of 

female a11 iances. Yet it is important to note that the "romance" Is 

eentered almost entirely on the experlence of the daughters, "wlth 

mothers no more than objects supportlng or underly1ng thelr 

daughter's process of tndlviduatton".91 "Matrophobla", whlch can be 

found in many feminist wrlters of the 1970s including Adrienne 

Rich, played a predomlnant role in the lives of femlnist women and 

may be seen as the underside of the femlnist faml1y romance. 

Thousands of daughters see thelr mothers as having taught a 

compromise and self-hatred they are struggl ing to win free 

of, the one through whom the restrictions and degradatlons of 

a female existence were perforee transmltted. Easier by far to 

hate and reJect a mother outrlght than to see beyond her to the 

forces act lng upon her. But where a mother 1S hated to the 

polnt of matropobla there may also be a deep underlylng pull 

toward her, a dread that jf one relaxes one's guard one will 

89Htrsch 1 35. 
90Htrsch 13S. 
91Htrsch 136. 



(~ 

( 

(~ 

Allen 58 

ldentlfy wlth her completely.92 

Certalnly there Is a discernable aspect of matr1phob1a that informs 

Anna's relatlonship to her mother. Anna tells her mother that lt is no 

longer possible to bel1eve in the peaceful vision of nlneteenth 

century bourgeois existence (as deplcted 1n the painting by Bouville 

whlch Raymonde had hung ln Anna's room). This painting 1s a 

leitmotIv of the novel that recalls both "the lost ldeal of the 

tradltlonaJ faml1y and the countervailing reality of Raymonde's care 

for Anna".9J Desplte the profound al1enatlon Anna sutfers, she st111 

dreams of the close ties to her mother that she had when she was a 

chi Id. Anna continues to tenuously reach out to her mother 

throughout the nove 1. 1 t i s on Iy at the end of the nove l, when 

Raymonde qults her job at the cl1mc and refuses to continue her 

participation ln a system of social control which Anna sees as 

represslve, that the two individuals bridge the gap that e)(1sts 

between them. 

Through the same gesture of mutuaJ understanding, Guislane and 

Michelle are brought together at the end of the novel. Un11ke Anna and 

Mlchelle's bond of mutuaJ caring and respect, M1chene's emotlonal 

tles to her mother come tram her understandlng of Guls1aine's 

personal suffer1ng on her own account. Instead of completely 

rejectlng her mother via "matrophobla", Mlchelle 1S drawn closer to 

her mother as she starts to perceive her as another woman. She 1s 

able, through th1s experlence, to herself assume the nurturlng role 

92 Acrleme RICh, Of WNDan Born: Motberbood as EXPerience SIld Inst1tutlon (New 
York: Bantam, 1977) QhJ. ln Hlrsch 136. 
9JGreen 1 34. 
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as she hugs her mother and whtspers ln her ear, "tu sais. cette ride, 

â ton front, je sais que j'en suis la cause, , ," (158), Here we see the 

outllne of the model of women's relations that Adrienne R1ch speaks 

of ln Of Woman BQrn: "We are, nQne of us, 'either' mothers or 

daughters; to our amazement. confusion, and greater comple)(ity we 

are both",94 

This Is ultimately the model of maternaI carlOg that Blais wants 

to pos1t in her te)(ts, A model, as proposed by Rich, where: "Women, 

mothers or not. who feel committed to other women, are 

lncreasingly glvlng each other a quality of carlng fllled with the 

diffuse kin<.ls of Identification that '~)(ist between actual mothers 

and daughters",95 ln following Blais' humanlstic "ls10n of writlng, 

she sees the work of reconstructlng relatlonshlps between 

lndivlduals as essential to the "reestablishment of a new form of 

soctal order, an order ln WhlCh human concerns would once agaln 

provlde a check to pervasive violence and destructlon",96 Her recent 

fiction. then. serves to posit women's relatlonships as a model for 

a11 human interaction, This concern 1s echoed 10 much of the feminist 

fiction of the 1970's and cont tnues tOday97. And whlle Blais would 

as sert that thlS narrative concern reflects her preoccupation wlth 

the future and the survival of humanlty, It 15 also considered to 

represent a "more generaJ movement ln contemporary femlnlst 

thought",98 

94Rtch, Of Woman Born 251, 
9SR1Ch, Of WOman Born 251, 
96Green 1 37, 
97Htrsch 1 35. 
98Green 1 37, 

l 
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Once agafn 1 have shown that Blais' fiet ion flts firmly within the 

contemporary feminist l1terary tradition of North America as 

deflned ear1ter 1n th1s thesis. ThIs ehapter examined Blais' 

participation in the "femlnlst" narrative project of "wrlt1ng beyond 

the endlng" of "rupturlng wtth the Internalization of author1ties and 

the votees of domjnance".99 1 also polnted out the cultural 

specif1cftfes that inform the larger feminist concern of the 

maternaI image ln Blais' fiction. Her Iiterary evolution of the 

maternal fIgure has Its base ln the rejectlon of a very specifically 

defined cultural myth. There 1s the lrony of Blats' recent positlng of 

a maternal model of caring--the very matern1ty/mother that she had 

rejected and even killed in her early nove1s. However. once liberated 

from the repressive role asslgned to her by French-Canadian (and 

other) patr1archa1 society. Blais now sees the mother as being free 

to exercise her essent ial capacity for caring: 

As the life-glving mother had been the symbol of surviva1 

for her people in the world of nineteenth-century Québec, it 

is the model of maternal nurturance and compassIon whlch 

now, ln Blais' twentieth-century vision. holds out the hope 

of survival for us alt. IOO 

(~ 99[)uPlessls 34. 
100Green 137. 
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1 V. Conclusion 

Marie-Claire Blais lS worr1ed about the future. She ls worried 

about an increasingly vlolent world. She is worried about chl1dren, 

adolescents and other groups that are silenced by socIety and ItS 

institutIons; and those who are victlms of a cold, uncartng world 

that i~lnores their existence. She IS fascinated wlth those "outside" 

the dominant culture, wlth the "underbelly" of socIety, as weil as 

with minorlty groups and those forgotten by the "system". Crltic 

Donald SmIth lists the themes that are ce'itral to BlaIs' wrlting: 

broken famil ies; chl1dren who are smothered by the 

capitalistic world of adults; uglmess, a source of suffering 

lmposed by a restrict1ve society; social lneQualltles; 

homosexuals and lesbians caught up ln the problems of 

exfstence; stckness, seen as a symbol of the universal 

struggle against death; criminals, wlth the revelation of both 

the i r appea 1 i ng and reprehens 1 b les ides; and the fune t i on 0 f 

the wri ter. 101 

Her artlstlc visIon IS undoubtedly mformed by her own 

marginallty as a woman, as a lesblan and a Fren:ch-Canadlan. These 

"sites of oppression", and many more, embody "la petIte humanité" 

that is BlaIs' fiction. Here, in her world on the edge of socIety, 

margina 11 zed characters attack the status QUo, revea 1lng and 

creating cracks in the hegemonic discourse. 

Through their dlscourse of social dissent, Blais dtsrupts, breaks 

down and rejects the tradit10nallanguage of narrative in order to 

101Smlth 130. 
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present her own opinions, views. approaches, For her: "Un roman 

englobe toutes sortes de réalités, d'approches du regard, de façons 

de percevoir la société, la vie, les autres, le monde",102 And she 

states that one's art istic v ision, no matter how marginal or unique, 

reaches many people and therefore carries much social importance. 

ln her opinion, the writer occuples a very important place in society. 

Without his/her vision of the world, "Quelque chose en nous se meurt 

et s'ételnt".IOJ Blais' own unique observations of the world--a world 

of sufferlng, sickness, and oppression--is a vltally Important 

critique of a society; a society and its instltutions that suppress and 

ignore those who do not conform. By representing society's 

"unrepresented" and by refusing to perpetuate the dominant 

discourse (of exclusion), Blais particlpates ln the larger feminlst 

practlce of women writers' opposltional stance to the depiction of 

gender institutions 10 narrative. Whlle her narratives attack other 

lnstitutions besldes gender--her humanistic, non-hlerarchlcal vlew 

of oppression mandates such--it lS this aspect of her writing that 

best situates her wlthln a practice of femlnist writing. 

The e)(amination of her narratives via Duplessis' concept of 

"writing beyond the ending" reveals Blais' delegitimization of the 

conventions of the romance plot by positing lesbian and mother/ 

daughter relatlOns as central to the te)(t. Her 1989 novel L'ange de la 

solitude "wrttes beyond" the tradtttonal romance plot by valorizing 

homosexual instead of heterose)(ual ties, by depicting a "communal 

protagonist" lnstead of a couple or single protagonlst, and by 

1 02Plcard 24, 
10JCOté KS. 
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prioritlzing the female character and personal Quest over cultural 

scripts of marrlage or death. Her novels La belle bête. Une saison 

dans la vie d'Emmanuel and Visions d'Anna also parttcipate in the 

subversion of the romance plot via thelr use of maternaI or fam111al 

relations over couple formation. 

These novels also reflect Blais' effort to transgress the 

culturally mandated institut lOn of French-Canadian motherhood 

through narratIve structure. This effort to wrlte, delegitimate, and 

re-wr1te the gendered and hegemontc instItution of motherhood IS a 

partlcularly good example of "wr1tlng beyond the endlng" because 

Blais arrives. 10 her later novels, at placmg a redefined, empowering 

model of maternaI caring at the center of her narrative--a model she 

once attacked for its script of repression and closure. Via her 

wrlting process, she is able to "break the sentence" of patriarchy's 

model of mother in narrative, "break the sequence-the expected 

order" by delegaimizing the cultural script of the French-Canadlan 

mother, and "write beyond the ending" of the institution of 

motherhood as meaning oppression and closure, 

The cultural specificlty of the French-Canadtan mother (lts tfes 

to Catholic doctrine, to nationalist ideology and aspiratIons, even to 

the suppression of a French-Canadlan minorlty) serves to 

differentiate Blais' narrative vision from her anglophone 

counterparts. However, her concern for the status of woman and her 

situating of narrative as a site for women to question Ideological 

assumptions, serves to unite her wlth other women wrlters under 

the banner of "feminlst writlng", 

Blais, alon9 wlth many other contemporary women writers, 
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rejects the efforts to define her work as "feminlst", prefering to 

emphaslze the importance of art over ldeology. The issue is no doubt 

a complex one, as feminlst literary critics strive to define a history 

of women's writing, a "female l1terary tradition", a specifically 

"female" way of writing, women writers feel their artistic vision 

confined --in danger of being approprlated by certain political 

agendas. 

Whether or not Marie-Claire Blais, the writer, deflnes herself or 

her work as feminlst, one can still1nterpret her writing as 

reflecting feminist concerns. Throughout her thlrty years of writing, 

Blais' novels have shown a recurrent interest ln the undermining of 

hegemonic discourse. From her very first novel, La be1Je bête, Blais 

has employed various narrative strategies, now seen as common to 

femtnist writing, that have as errect the Questioning and, in some 

cases the rejectton, of cultural scripts and dominant ideology. As 

her writlng progressed, so did her structural break from traditlonal 

narrative. Untll the late 1970's, the majority of Blais' novels 

consisted of conventional grammatical structure, dtalogue and plot 

development. But as of 1980, with the appearance of Un sourd dans Ja 

yU le, Blais' narrat ive took a radical turn. Her narratives became 

progressively a-grammatical; dialogue between characters shifted 

back and forth wlthout any clear dtstlnct1ons; plot Unes a11 but 

vanished as she produced long, breathless passages reminiscent of 

Virginia Woolf's "flow of consctousness" narratives. Blats' rejection 

of socletal institutions, cultural scripts, and hegemony came to 

reflect itself in her unconventional narrative structure. 
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Unfortunately, Marie-Claire Blais' contribution to a "female 

literary tradition" is often overlooked due to her status as 

francophone writer in a field that is largely defined by anglophone 

writers and crjtlcs. Yet, Marie-Claire Blais 1s a North American 

writer. The concerns she voices in her narrative, "humantstlc" in 

Intention, are largely reflectlve of her North Amerlcan identity. 

Themes deallng with broken famiHes. Juvenile delinquency. Single 

mothers, AlOS, nuclear war etc. are common in the works of her 

Amerlcan and Engl1sh Canadian counterparts. She deserves to be 

heard by her contemporarles. As a North American femlnist llterary 

crltic, working in a French l1terary field, 1 am trying to cross 

linguistic and theoretical boundaries and give Marie-Claire Blais' 

writlng the attention 1t deserves. As a writer. Blais, too. calls for 

the necessary trc:nsgressing of boundarles: geographic. l1nguist ic, 

cultural and ideological. As crltlcs and readers, we need to do the 

same. We need to partlcipate in Marie-Claire Blats' special humanist 

vision. 
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