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Abstract: It is civilization, and not biology, that constragender. The formation of children
into gendered adults is made “naturally” by invisibocietal structures and is consequently
troublesome to reveal.

My thesis is that often literary works exposelied gender patterns and hence can assist in
increasing the awareness about gender formatieadiety. In this essay, | explore the
formation of young girls into women depicted in short stories from two collections by the
Canadian short story writer Alice Munro. The foafishe study is on the relation between
mothers and daughters and on the division of spadgower, areas acknowledged to be of
importance in the construction of gender. An elenoéime is added to the study in order to
examine whether Munro’s critique is different ie tiwo collections and whether there is an
observable change concerning women’s conditiohgfimore recent stories compared to her
earlier ones.

My findings show that gender is still seen aeastruction and that the struggle for
selfhood goes on in Munro’s writing. Despite ecoiwoamd civic liberties, Munro’s
characters still fight to define themselves beygadder boundaries. However, in her later
stories, society’s expectations are mainly mamtepsychologically within the female
characters, while in the earlier stories, the etqiems are of a more social character.

Keywords: Gender construction, mother-daughter relations, &wsimothering, spatial
division, division of power, domestic and publiasp, the feminist quest, Alice Munro
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Introduction

“Is it a boy or a girl?” It is most likely that yowill be asked this question when you introduce
your newborn to someone peeping into the babyaggeriln our Western society, there is a
strong inclination towards labeling humans as malemale in order to prescribe what
behavior or what qualities to go with which sexeTAmerican feminist sociologist and
psychoanalyst Nancy Chodorow states “we are nat With perceptions of gender” but that
“society constitutes itself psychologically in timelividual” (“Mother-Daughter Code” 35).
When gender is created in a “natural” and invisieéy without being separated from the
biological sex, every attempt to change these ‘fiaditgender patterns will become
troublesome.

In this study, | am going to examine the shortysteriter Alice Munro’s milieus and
female protagonists, meticulously created by thba@un order to criticize invisible
patriarchal structures in which gender is produd#gaim is to make these mechanisms of
gender production more visible to show how litenanyrks possibly could effect a change in
the way we view traditional formation of childremte men and women.

When feminist criticism developed as a parthefwomen’s movement in the late 1960s, it
was discovered that women writers had a literadfitbeir own, a fact which had been
obscured by the dominating patriarchal values ofoolture (Showalter 6). As fiction
traditionally has been the looking glass of socaty its dominant culture (Rasporich xii), |
find it of great value to apply a feminist approactihe work of a female writer who started
her writing career in the commencement of the wosierovement. The Canadian author
Alice Munro describes her stories as made of “neatlerial” (Thacker 163); in other words,
they reflect her own life and history and may tlfere act as a looking glass of her Canadian
society. A recurrent theme in Munro’s writing ig young girl who is about to form her
individual self and who rebels against societalst@ints put upon her due to her gender.
Although Munro has “no overt feminist agenda,” si@mantles very effectively “the
operations of our patriarchal structures” (Redekiop In Alice Munro’s writing, the social
processes, as Nancy Chodorow notes, “create theingeand significance of gender”
(“Mother-Daughter Code” 36), are made visible altfilo not as a didactic social criticism.

Most of the feminist studies carried out on Maisrwriting have been devoted to individual

stories without any comparison to other texts lgysame author. The bo@lance of the

1 canadian author and Nobel Prize Laureate in Litees2013.



Sexes: Art and Gender in the Fiction of Alice Mu(890) is an exception where Beverly J
Rasporich takes on an overall view of Munro’s pabidun from her first published collection
Dance of the Happy Shadigem 1968 toThe Progress of Lovieom 1986. Rasporich argues
that although she considers Munro’s feminism ttidmesely grounded in a melancholy social
determinism” (38) where no solution is offered, Muexpresses the feminist quest for
freedom and identity by fictionalizing women’s kve

According to Nancy Chodorow, the key factorhe tonstruction of gender is the
relationship of the child to its mother as it ig tinother who is the primary caretaker in most
cultures The Reproduction of Mothering). Alice Munro describes herself to be obsessed
with the relation between mothers and daughtefigatdion found in many versions in her
stories (Redekop 4). In her wokkothers and Other Clowns: The Stories of Alice Munr
(1992), Magdalene Redekop discusses the motheefgf Munro’s writing. Redekop
suggests that Munro is exploring female experidnc&ethinking an old conflict” (xii). In
patriarchal society, mothers have historically iearthe burden of being compassionate and
nurturing. By emphasizing, and perhaps exaggeratergain maternal characteristics, Munro
reveals hidden societal expectations on how motirerexpected to behave. Redekop names
this exaggerated mother a “clown” whereas the nmiptheguised behind her clown mask,
more easily can relate to the expectations put ingorf4).

Although I was brought up in the postfeminisd,evhere the battle for equality between the
sexes more or less seemed to be resolved, | finertieless that patriarchal and traditional
structures still are operating in the structurimgender. Therefore, | find it of great interest
and importance to study the fictional world of AiMunro where by using “real material”
she depicts fixed gender patterns. | will study idevices she uses to pinpoint the
underlying structures in society which form genaed which seem so natural but
nevertheless are cultural constructidnsAlice Munro’s writing, | have especially focused
three areas which | suggest imply gender criticiBirst is the relationship between mothers
and daughters regarding Chodorow’s ideas aboutt@wother-daughter relation forms the
core of women'’s lives and therefore is importarthenformation of gender. Additionally, |
am going to study how the world is arranged in Msistories. According to Simone de
Beauvoir “this world has always belonged to malgq) and women have tented to be placed
in outside positions. A central question in my gd9savhether there is a hierarchic division of
space between male and female territory in Munfiofidn and how this division is created.

In her work “Penning in the Bodies: The Constructid Gendered Subjects in Alice Munro’s

‘Boys and Girls™ (1990), Marlene Goldman discustes fundamental feminist quest for



freedom and identity by exploring female and maderimaries in the short story “Boys and
Girls” (Dance of the Happy Shad#368). Goldman emphasizes the paradigm of an
inside/outside world corresponding to the trad@lomotion of spheres as female/male.
Related to the notion of space as divided in maedle space is the power (im)balance
between the sexes. Goldman states that male sglatesrto power, which is exemplified by
the fact that outdoor work often generates moneyevdomestic work is unpaid.

That said, little is known about how the passafgéme has affected Munro’s implied
feminist criticism of a gendered and patriarchalisty. Although the work of Beverly J.
Rasporich informatively discusses Munro’s storiemifa gender perspective, her discussion
takes an end in the late 80s. Therefore, | amasted in whether there is an observable
change concerning women’s conditions in Munro”semmecent work compared to her early
writing. Hence, my third aim in the present paigdo study Munro’s milieus and female
protagonists in stories from different times ina@rtb find out whether Munro’s feminist
guest has been answered or not. My paper will vevatound stories about nuclear families
in rural Ontario, Canada, and | do not claim thiglg to be general in its understanding of
gender construction and in the way feminist ideay hrave progressed.

In this essay, | will study the relation betweeathers and daughters as well as the division
of space and the gendered power balance in six stooies from two collection®ance of
the Happy Shaddgsom 1968 (Munro’s first published collection) aRdnawaywhich was
published in 2004. The earlier stories deal withidsues of coming-of-age for a young girl in
a patriarchal society where she rebels againstitadl gender restrictions. The more recent
stories form a triptych where the periods of admese, adulthood and old age are presented
together with complicated mother-daughter relatidxdditionally, | will compare the stories
in terms of gender implication and relate theséne, as there is a gap of almost forty years
between the two story collections.

There are internal differences within the conaggeminist criticism. | have chosen to
apply the version of Anglo-American feminism, arnmh of the second wave, to the writing
of Alice Munro. This version accepts the conventiof literary realism and understands
literature to represent women'’s lives and expeeiéBarry 119). The American critic Elaine
Showalter, the major representative of the Angloefigans, proclaims that there is a
connection between female images, themes andtplasghout history and across national
boundaries which justifies a certain female ae&tt{6). In my opinion, Alice Munro’s
writing expresses this female aesthetic in its apfmereaders all over the world despite its

regional character. Her style is said to be of@tanentary quality” although perceived as



universal by her readers (Howells 3). Munro herpsidttlaims: “A lot of people think I'm a
regional writer. [...] But | don’t have any idea ofitimmg to show the kind of things that
happen in a certain place” (Howells 3). Showaltethfer suggests that there is a source of
strength in the female cultural tradition that gaes its own experiences without being
subjected by the male tradition. In Munro’s stqribe female experience is expressed by the
rebelling voices of young girls who despite patial as well as mothering structures try to
find their individual voices.

The fundamental notion of gender as a socialcaiftdral construct, on which my essay is
based, dates back to the ideas of the French fein8imone de Beauvoir. She asks in her
famous treatis&he Second S€%949) the rhetorical question “What is a woman?”

(5), which forms the basis for her further discassiDe Beauvoir states that in a patriarchal
society woman is seen as “the Other” whereas tHe im#he subject (6). Furthermore, she
argues that it is civilization, and not biologyatttonstructs “this intermediary product
between the male and the eunuch that is callechfesiiand states that “[o]ne is not born,
but rather becomes, woman” (283).

In order to understand the complicated relatlmetsveen mothers and daughters commonly
expressed in Munro’s texts, | will rely on Nancyodbrow’s ideas on gender identity from a
psychological perspective. Chodorow argues thaetisea division of psychological
capacities between men and women, which leadsepraduction of how to divide labor
between the sexes. She calls it the “Reproductidviadhering” which implies that mothers
produce daughters with nurturing capacities and sath repressed nurturing abilitieBhe
Reproduction of Mothering). Additionally, Chodorow claims that becausevoimen’s
mothering, mothers form the core of domestic orgaion while men find their primary
location in the social and public sphere (9). Thmale dominance is constructed and
reproduced due to women’s mothering and therefate and female structures are allowed
to remain in society in a natural and invisible wagr these reasons, | will study Munro’s
way of depicting the crucial relation between maghend daughters in order to examine the
nature of this reproduction of mothering.

Additionally, I will discuss Judith Fetterleyflseories on power designs in fiction from her
essay “On the Politics of LiteratureTlje Resisting Read&®78). Fetterley argues that
although literature claims to speak “universalhsg,t literature is political and male and
therefore confuses the female reader in her ideatibn with a reality that is not hers (xi).
Fetterley notes that the power designs are malb®konatural but are nevertheless created to

maintain men’s power over women. | am interestdtbim this sexual political design is dealt



with in Munro’s fiction and will study Munro’s attgts to reveal concealed power structures
by reversing the roles between the sexes.

To further my understanding of Munro’s writingyill refer to additional criticism
regarding the selected short stories. Ann Coral éllsvadds fascinating perspectives to the
division of space between men and women in Murstwges Alice Munro1998). Whilst
Marlene Goldman examines the geographical bourslaiithin the texts, Howells searches
beneath the surface of detailed street maps add fshadowy” maps of imaginary
alternative worlds (4). Howells points out that teader in these alternative worlds discovers
female destinies beyond gender stereotypes. Addilliy Robert Thacker’s renowned
biographyAlice Munro — Writing Her Livefrom 2005 will be helpful in my search for a
possible development of Munro’s feminist quest.ckeafollows the parallel tracks of life
and texts and can provide important insights. Furtfore, | will turn to the article “Between
Collection and Cycle: The Mini-cycle” (2009) by Ah Weiss to further my comprehension
of the stories “Chance,” “Soon” and “Silenc&ynaway2004). Weiss focuses on the
relationship between short stories in story coitexs, which is not a part of my study. Even
thoughRunawaywas published ten years ago, not much has beetemvah its subject. Weiss
article contributes to my study by noteworthy im@tion regarding family relations within
the Juliet triptych.

Although Alice Munro does not pronounce hersaslfa spokesperson for feminist theory, |
have recognized in her writing three areas illuintathe aspects of life where gender is
formed by societal forces. | have for these reastmstured my essay in three chapters
where | discuss my findings. In chapter one, | exanthe relation between mothers and
daughters. My focus in chapter two is on the donsof space in male and female domains
and chapter three deals with Munro’s feminist gt@sireedom and identity in a time

perspective.



Chapter One: The Relationship between Mothers and &ughters

The relationship between mothers and daughtersasuarent theme in Munro’s writing.
Munro’s young protagonists are rebellious daughtés not easily align themselves with the
expectations from their mothers. Alice Munro’s awather suffered from Parkinson’s
Disease during her adolescence, which complicéieid telationship. Munro has said she was
“the object of my mother’s care” and that “her caees in shaping a person. Not the person
that | wanted to be. | think that was always theflict between us...” (Thacker 53). In

several of Munro’s stories, the divergence betwlkerreams and hopes of the daughters and
the expectations from their mothers is reflectedrupMunro is responding to the dilemma of
how to deal with maternal expectations by eithelébrating” the mother or “getting rid” of
her (Redekop 9) which is expressed through thetarin “Red Dress — 1946”: “She loved
me, and she sat up late at night making a dregeedifficult style | wanted, for me to wear
when school started, but she was also my enemy’)(Nancy Chodorow explains this
ambiguity in the daughter’s feelings by stating tha daughter’s love for her mother
contains both a threat to selfhood as well as m@® of identification: “Unity was bliss, yet
meant the loss of self and absolute dependencd).(T@e two key components in the

relation between mothers and daughters, unity apeémntence, are recurrent elements in the

short stories from both collections discussed below

Red Dress — 1946
In “Red Dress — 1946” (1968), the first-person ator finds herself in an environment where
girls are expected to become pleasing objects hetevshe tries to remain autonomous. The
story is about a thirteen-year-old girl who is abtmuattend her first high-school dance. The
dance becomes a rite-of-passage into adulthoodjwvthe young narrator fears and tries to
hide from “behind the boundaries of childhood” (L5Ihe story deals with an ambiguity
within the daughter where she senses the dependéihey mother and the female world
whereas she at the same time has a strong neefiihd herself as an individual. The
narrator describes her poor mother’s efforts toettadt a nice dress to wear for the dance, but
is at the same time critical towards her. The motinesses her in a “new stiff brassiere”
(152) and turns her into something that she is Sl feels like a dress-maker’s dummy
where the fit of the dress matters more than her parson.

Simone de Beauvoir argues that girls are tatmgptease and “must therefore renounce
[their] autonomy” and hence are treated like livadals (295). In “Red Dress — 1946”, the



narrator’s mother does not reflect upon her daughéenbiguous feelings towards going to
the dance and tells dreamily about the dressew/steein her youth. The narrator tries to
distance herself from her mother’s influence by itihg, “[a]ll the stories of my mother’s
life which had once interested me had begun to seelodramatic, irrelevant, and tiresome”
(149).

In her search for an identity outside her motheontrol, the narrator criticizes the mother’s
creaking knees and her legs, which are “marked lvitips of blue-green veins” (148). To
make it possible to deal with the power projectdd the mother, as the mother represents
society’s expectations upon a young girl, Munro esakse of what Redekop calls the
“clown” or the “mock mother”. By emphasizing the ther’s body parts instead of herself as
an individual, a mocking distance is produced wlhelps the girl to handle the maternal
power.

However, the narrator does not succeed in ieniion to avoid the dance and once there
her worst fears come true when her partner abanaensn the dance floor. She finds a
refuge in the girls’ washroom where she meets daralnattractive girl. The narrator is
invited by the other girl to go for a hot chocolatstead of staying at the dance. At first she
agrees, but when she is about to leave, she igl asldance by another boy. The narrator
abandons her new friend and leaves instead thg it the boy. Returning home, she
thinks of her mother who is waiting for her witHdoggedly expectant face” (160). The
narrator realizes that she is expected to be hapgpe has “been to a dance and a boy has
walked me home and kissed me. It was all true. ildywas possible” (160). She had
succeeded in the female rite-of-passage into wopw@hbxpected by a patriarchal society,
but at the expense of her inner self. She doessatly want to participate in the “sexual
competition” (150) for male attention. The narratauld rather have left with her new
female friend than have kissed the boy. In theystdunro makes an attempt to reverse
traditional gender roles through the girl’s wish twoparticipate in the “sexual competition”
and as an alternative seek female friendship.

In “On the Politics of Literature” (1978), Fatiey discusses the power designs which are
found in literature, and which give men power owemen and she states that these designs
can only be changed “by changing the consciousniets®se who read” (ix). When Munro
exposes gender structures by her revolting youngitoas, the norm is challenged and an
alternative to the traditional gender roles is &tk Apparently, the narrator is unable to break
loose from society’s patriarchal constraints, uglwl mothering elements. She accepts

finally the male norms which are made natural eyithplied sexual design of society.



Walker Brothers Cowboy

Similarly, in “Walker Brothers Cowboy” (1968), tneader meets another young girl coming
of age. Essential to the story is the relation§igifveen the first-person narrator and her
father. The narrator avoids identifying herselfiwtihe mother whom she apprehends to be
ridiculed by the neighbors and idealizes instead@re relaxed father. Chodorow notes that
the father’s role “serve[s] in part to break a ddaags primary unit with and dependence on
her mother. For this and a number of other readatigrs and men are idealize@hge
Reproduction of Mothering95). The young girl accompanies her cheerfulahanturous
father on one of his sales trips while the sicklytiner stays at home. During the trip, the
young narrator takes a step away from the enfouoggt with her mother and bonds with her
father as a way for her to find selfhood and matuiiihe young girl prefers her father’s
company where she can be herself with her “knessrubbed, my hair unringleted” (6).
Together with her mother, she feels objectifiedcf@ation, wretched curls and flaunting hair
bow, scrubbed knees and white socks — all | dovamit to be” (5). The mother is a bodiless
clown, disguised into a lady in her “summer haivbite straw”, and she merely consists of a
pair of sewing hands (5).

The girl’s search for individuality, beyond teclosed female world where she feels like
merely “a creation”, is encouraged by her fathbokiness and simplicity. Although she is
still a young child and does not completely comprehwhat is expected from her due to her
gender, she struggles for her independence whil@sthe same time is aware of her
dependency upon the mother. Similar to “Red Drek846”, the mother represents the
patriarchal structures of society where the gigrsdetermined to an objectified existence

excluded from the public world.

Boys and Girls

As in “Walker Brothers Cowboy”, the first-personrraor of the story “Boys and Girls”
(1968) is attracted by the power of freedom founthe male world. She finds herself
threatened by the word “girl” as it implies to ls@mething that she “had to become” and not
something she was (119). Her gender is not yetifared she is torn between her urge to help
her father in his outdoor work at a fox farm and mether’s wish to get help with the
household: “It seemed to me that work in the houag endless, dreary and peculiarly
depressing; work done out of doors, and in my fasheervice, was ritualistically important”
(117).



Chodorow argues for the importance of the fathdreagrovides a “last ditch escape from
maternal omnipotenceThe Reproduction of MotherirP5). A girl cannot risk driving her
father away and that is the underlying cause fergin’s idealization of her father. The young
narrator in Munro’s story admires her father andrked willingly under his eyes, and with a
feeling of pride” (115). The mother is describechasesnemy who is “plotting” in her attempts
to get the daughter’s help in the kitchen and“ste would do this simply out of perversity,
and to try her power” (118).

Simone de Beauvoir claims that adolescencdfisut for women because as a child she
has been an autonomous individual but in adolescene has to accept the social pressure to
become a passive object. She notes that thereoisteadiction for the young woman
“between her status as a real human being anddeetion as a female” (336). In Munro’s
story, the rebelling girl protests against her raoth expectations and “continued to slam the
doors and sit as awkwardly as possible, thinkirag By such measures | kept myself free”
(119). Nevertheless, she is diminished and objedtiby a visiting salesman who declares, “I
thought it was only a girl”, when he sees her mggher father (116). The attempt by the girl
to reverse traditional gender roles is jeopardizbdn a mare gets loose at the farm and her
father wants her to prevent it from escaping. Tinefigds herself unable to shut the gate for
the fugitive who she knows will end up as foodtfoe foxes if it is caught. She disappoints
her father, “he was not going to trust me anymbeaywould know that | was not entirely on
his side” (125). Goldman notes that the narrataditally breaks from her male-identified
position” when she refuses to participate in theatsabrutal fate (68). While her younger
brother returns home from the hunt with blood andhiirt, the girl is not able to stand up to
the male norms. Consequently, the narrator sealfateeand is reduced to be “only a girl”
(127). The girl finally accepts her given gendderand the feminine traits that goes with it;
she is prescribed to behave in certain ways, wthighto family organization is reproduced
from mother to daughter.

In the three short stories, patriarchal striegun families reproduce themselves and force
upon children fixed gender roles. The mothers upkiod social normghile male
dominance, as a result of a social organizationre&viv®men’s mothering constitutes and

preserves certain gender traits, suppresses thetaras struggle for individuality.



The Juliet trilogy

In the Juliet trilogy fromRunaway(2004), Munro’s continuous concern with relatians i
perceptively expressed in the relation betweeretlahd her mother, on the one hand, and, on
the other hand, between Juliet and her daugRtarawayconsists of three linked stories,
“Chance,” “Soon” and “Silence” which each, in th@ae of a third-person narrator, presents
a distinct stage in the main protagonist’s life"@mance,” Juliet meets the man who will
become her common-law husband, in “Soon,” shesvigt parents with her newborn child
and in “Silence,” Juliet is a middle-aged womanrdeggl of any contact with her daughter.
Munro describes the common struggle between holityredten is constituted and what is
expected by society in her portrait of a moderrceasful woman who despite her attempts to
reach her daughter is unable to connect. Julie tderviews for television and is considered
“a celebrity” (130) and despite her envied positstie feels that she let her daughter “see too
much misery. My stupid misery” (149).

Chodorow argues that for women of today whoeaqgected to spend as much time as men
in the labor force, the production of gender déferes which still are in operation could be
problematic. She declares that expectations upodegeare generated through generations,
and they state implicitly that it is more importéot women than for men to find their
primary identity in the family, in other words te the compassionate and nurturing parent
(The Reproduction of Motheririg/5).

There is an ambiguity in the Juliet trilogy betm the “threat to selfhood” alongside the
“promise of primal unity” (Chodorowl'he Reproductiod94), which is brilliantly depicted in
the character of Juliet. She is a non-stereotypvoshan who has chosen a life outside the
implied rules of her society and who encountergupiiees not only from society but also
from her closest family. When Juliet in “Soon” wisher parents after some time of absence,
she finds her mother Sara weakened by heart prabléuiet feels alienated from Sara and
cannot respond to her, “When Sara had said, stiae&Juliet, Juliet had found no reply.
Could it not have been managed? Why should it baes so difficult? Just to s&ies (125).
Munro responds in “Soon” to what Redekop calledrttogher “dilemma”. To provide a
solution to “How to celebrate her” and at the sdime “How to get rid of her?”, Juliet’s
mother is “rendered helpless” by her sicknddstfiers and Other Clowr®). Sara is replaced
by what Redekop calls a “surrogate” (9), in thisee&rene who is the caregiver and “our good
fairy” (“Soon” 91). Paradoxically, Juliet reconngdbr a moment with her mother thanks to
Irene, the surrogate mother, when they make fuheohair on Irene’s arms. There had been

“the time of their being women together” when thegre “intertwined” but after some time
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Juliet frees herself from her mother and turnseofather since “she had wanted instead to
talk to Sam late at night in the kitchen” (100).0dbrow claims that it is the father’s role “to
break a daughter’s primary unit with and dependendeer mother”. Since the mother
experiences her daughter as one with herselfolveris “narcissistic” and therefore the
daughter looks to her father for a sense of sepaeat The Reproductiod95).
Simultaneously, and that is her dilemma, the daargieproduces what is expected from her
as a female because she has been nurtured by awoma

Redekop’s notion of women’s “old conflict”, whishe contends is the expectation upon a
woman to be nurturing and compassionate, is rexdeaw¢he character of Juliet who
struggles with a sense of inadequacy in the reldbcher daughter Penelope. In contrast to
Sara, Juliet seems to be caught in the dilemmadsgter own needs as a career woman and
the needs of her daughter. Already in the beginnirtge story “Silence,” Penelope has left
her home and the reader realizes through flashlihekguliet’s and Penelope’s relation has
been slightly complicated. Juliet does not at fadinit to any problems but maintains the idea
that “Penelope has scarcely ever given her causmfoplaint” (127). Weiss notes that Juliet
is a dishonest protagonist who alienates hersmtf fthe needs of her daughter (83). She does
not admit to Penelope’s friends that she is igrtasbher daughter’s activities but lies and
tells them that she is travelling. When Juliet mebe head of a religious retreat, to where
Penelope first went, she is blamed for her daughterhappiness and loneliness: “she has
come to us here in great hunger” (132). Julietizealthat perhaps her daughter has had needs
that she has not been aware of.

In the Juliet triptych, the same conflict is Wl@ath as in the earlier stories; how is it
possible to combine dreams with society’s expeaxtatl However, in the more recent stories,
the dilemma appears mainly within Juliet when daenles herself for not responding to
traditional female demands. Due to her age, butgmer also to the passage of time, Juliet is
more conscious about the dilemma compared to Henfsisters ofDance of the Happy
Shades.
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Chapter Two: The Division of Space

A house is all right for a man to work in. He bréngis work into the house, a place is cleared
for it; the house rearranges as best it can arbimdEverybody recognizes that his warkists
[...]- So a house is not the same for a woman. Shetisomeone who walks into the house, to
make use of it, and will walk out again. Sb¢he house; there is no separation possible.
(Thacker 174)

In an interview, Munro comments on the dissimilagtconcerning space between men and
women. This is particularly palpable in her eatlyries where she uses spatial division as an
oblique critique of the gendered society. The waace is divided between men and women
indicates the amount of power, and hence freedorango each sex. Traditionally, the
outside world has been a male space since manibalp has been the breadwinner and
female space has been the domestic, inside, wairntbne de Beauvoir notes that the
household historically has been communicating withrest of the world through the father,
which makes him “the embodiment of this adventurjou$world” (301). The traditional
boundaries between male and female space haveshagmand it is the woman who has lost
out in the call for freedom: “The woman herselfageizes that the universe as a whole is
masculine; it is men who have shaped it and ruladd who will still today dominate it”
(639). The stories discussed below all illustraieslspace is used to implicitly criticize

gender construction.

Red Dress — 1946

In “Red Dress — 1946” (1968), the domestic worlpresents to the protagonist the safety of
childhood. The narrator fears the school danceusecahe is aware of the expectations put
upon her to behave according to traditional genoless. When she recognizes some drawings
she made some time ago, she “longed to be backbsaiaed the boundaries of childhood”
(115). Powerless, she is made to go to the dandeebynother who has made her the red
velvet dress, the entrance ticket to the adult dvddair curlers and face powder become her
protection against the public world, “today | wahtthe protection of all possible female
rituals” (151). The public world is representedthg school, where she “had premonitions of
total defeat” when it came to “sexual competiti¢h50). With the aid of Mary Fortune (the
girl who asks her to accompany her for some hotalate), the narrator finds the short-lived

power to govern her own will: “I was not waitingrfanybody to choose me. | had my own
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plans” (158). The girls” washroom becomes a ferrefigge from the patriarchal dance floor
and it is in the washroom that the girls invenirtiaiernative independent world.

Simone de Beauvoir notes, “to be able to undadstvhat problems women are faced with”,
we need to ask how she is taught to “assume hetitcami’ (279). Despite the narrator’s wish
to leave the dance, she is trapped in what is eéggdoom her. De Beauvoir states that it is
“civilization as a whole” (283) that produces thafslenying woman and thus the narrator
abandons Mary Fortune for what is expected by $p@ad thereof her mother, that is to

succeed in the sexual competition.

Walker Brothers Cowboy

In “Walker Brothers Cowboy” (1968), the topograpbkydistinctively mapped out in a male
outer world and a female domestic one. Insteadepfesenting safety as in “Red Dress —
1946”7, the domestic world symbolizes here a serisgustration and powerlessness. The
cowboy in the title is the young narrator’s fatteepeddler who cheerfully overlooks his sale
territory. His world is vast and adventurous, owigiting out there to be discovered: “Want to
go down and see if the Lake’s still there?” (1)hér search for individuality and adulthood,
the girl turns to her father who is less aware eider norms than the mother and who opens
up his space to the girl. The mother, on the olfzgrd, staying home sewing, embodies the
fixed gender patterns of society.

Howells points out that there is a binary pattef center and periphery where the story
extends outwards tracing the girl’s initiation imiulthood (17). Initially, her father takes her
to Lake Huron and tells her how it once was forrhgdhe ice. She realizes that there was a
time before her existence and even before herrfatlaad that she will not be in this world
forever. Later in the story, the father, “the embweht” of the “adventurous world” (de
Beauvoir,The Second S&01), brings his children far away from their d@tne sphere when
he takes them on one of his sales trips: “Then reebacking out of the driveway with the
rising hope of adventure” (6). The father takesdpportunity to make a social visit to an old
girlfriend, Nora, who seems to be both colorful am¢hcious in comparison to the narrator’s
sickly mother who is left at home. Nora appearssioet the narrator’s familiar domestic
sphere and is consequently found to be more poWwanid independent than the narrator’s
mother. She laughs loudly, invites the girl’s fatte dance and makes him drink whisky
although “my father never drinks whisky” (15). Gmetway home, the girl reflects upon the
day’s events and realizes that there are coveftisvaithin the adults that she knows as little

about as she knows about the Ice Age.
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Boys and Girls

The milieu in the short story “Boys and Girls” (B)as explicitly mapped out in male and
female space as well. In her essay, Marlene Goldnaes that the division, however
arbitrary, is upheld by “the force of opinion anddition” (65), where the inside is female
space and the outside male space. Munro’s mapasedein its description of the small rural
world, which besides the house also contains tkefdom run by the narrator’s father. The
farm is male territory where only the father and hired man are allowed, and also the
narrator before her gender has been stabilize@r Lsihe is excluded from this male territory
because “she’s only a girl” (127). The narratorathar is mostly occupied inside the house
and “did not often come out of the house” (116).eWIshe one time is seen outside the barn,
the narrator responds strongly: “I felt my moth@do business down here “(117). Her
mother stays in the “hot dark kitchen” (117) whére young girl hates to be. She does not
consider her mother’s domestic chores to be asafistically important” as her father’s work,
which she values much more and carries out “wifeeding of pride” (115). Although the
young narrator may be unaware of the imbalancewip between her mother and her father,
the lack of balance shines through from her desoripof the enclosed world of the foxes
where her father is in charge and by the fact lieabrings money to the family by selling the
pelts.

Through the young girl’s claim to belong to thale sphere, the traditional gender roles
become reversed for a moment and hence reveal @ledggower structures in society. Using
the voice of the rebelling girl, Munro questionssteexual design of societal power, which
traditionally has been considered “natural”.

More and more, the young girl is confronted Ihg temands of her environment to join the
domestic world and she “no longer felt safe” (1itBher attempts to stay in the public sphere.
Her mother complains that “[i]t’s not like | hadyal in the family at all” (117). The bedroom,
which the girl shares with her younger brothemegther female nor male as it is unfinished
with no clear distinction between the two halveke bhedroom frightens the children: “We
were afraid ofinside the room where we slept” (112). Goldman compdhesunfinished
bedroom to the siblings” unfinished gender rolé.(By the end of the story, the bedroom is
divided into two separate sections where the gbEd is made with “lace curtains” (“Boys
and Girls” 126) and hence given a feminine toudmuBianeously, the narrator establishes
her gender role by opening the gates for the esgapiare. Goldman notes that the girl
“challenges his [the father] unquestioned righti@gislate who moves across the borders”

(68) and therefore she finally gets excluded frbmmale world. Instead of being seen as her
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father’s “new hired man”, the girl is reduced todaect when referred to as “she’s only a
girl” (“Boys and Girls” 116,127). The narrator doest protest against that, not “even in my
heart” and observes that “maybe it was true” (135fnone de Beauvoir comments that “the
child would not grasp himself as sexually differatgd” (283) and neither does the young
narrator until she is labeled by her society.

Ann Coral Howells approaches the division of cgpdlifferently when she argues that
Munro’s maps chart alternative spaces within tineafe characters from where they are able
to speak, and hence represent a “social geogra@hy). The young narrator in “Boys and
Girls” turns to story-telling when she fails to gy with her mother’s female world. In her
stories, which “presented opportunities for courdgaddness and self-sacrifice”, she is the
male savior who rescues people from disastersinbaitworld that was “recognizably mine”
(113). The narrator layers her alternative fictiomarld alongside her geographical one, what
Howells calls “textual mapping” (5). By the endtbe short story, the girl’s fantasies change
simultaneously with her gender role and sudderig, finds herself being rescued by male
saviors.

In the short stories fror@ance of the Happy Shaddke narrow worlds are distinctively
mapped out in male and female spheres. Despitgotlveg narrators” attempts to deny what is
expected from them because they are girls and teethygir attempts to shape their individual
selves, they finally find themselves trapped irefixgendered worlds.

The Juliet trilogy

In the stories fronRunaway(2004) a vaster world is presented compared to the snalbe

of Dance of the Happy Shadds.“Chance,” the young Juliet leaves Ontario taflmer own
life in British Columbia, and in “Soon,” she retsrhome as an adult to visit her old parents.
In “Silence,” Juliet, now a widow, moves from theuatryside to Vancouver. Munro’s
milieus are less “mapped out” in the Juliet triptythan in the earlier stories, but a spatial
division is nevertheless present.

In “Chance,” Juliet meets her future husbandaotrain, a non-gendered space between
home and Juliet’s future work in British Columbaghere both Juliet and Eric are free to tell
each other things they normally would not: “Ther sbld him what she had always known
that she should never tell any man or boy, ledbke interest immediately” (71). Juliet had
majored in Greek and Latin at college, which ofpem her “in the same category as a limp or
an extra thumb” in the town where she grew up (38Met reveals to Eric that her reason to

study these subjects was “because | love it. | lVéhat stuff. | really do” (71). On the train,
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Juliet is powerful enough to talk honestly to a naad also to reject another, who she thinks
is flirting with her. Nevertheless, she is remingdabut the fact that her power is limited due
to her sex, “people interrupt women [...] easier tham” (67).

Later, Juliet seeks out Eric in his hometown &nds his housekeeper alone in the house.
Juliet decides to wait for him and offers to heighe kitchen. Finding herself defenseless in
the traditionally female domain, Juliet is discatdey the housekeeper and observes, “such
women never want your help. They can tell what y@like” (76). Juliet, who at the time had
chosen a non-traditional profession within the silzs does not fully belong in the female
world and is not trusted with traditional femaleoads. In “Soon,” Juliet brings her baby
daughter with her to visit her parents. She is idliately reminded that she leads a non-
stereotypical life that differs from what societxpects from a young woman. As an
unmarried woman and “the gawk, the scholar” (188§ is told by her parents to get off at a
railway station in a nearby town instead of in parents town: “Apparently the train did not
stop there anymore” (89). After a while, she resdithat the train does stop in her hometown,
but that she embarrasses her parents: “You dicemt me getting off her®id you? (105).

Nevertheless, Juliet finds herself redeemed Bgrhnome as a mother and fitting in better
than before when people identified her as “thewird talks Latin” (113). By undertaking the
traditional role of a mother and a wife, althougimarried, Juliet is able to enter the enclosed
space of the rural town.

Juliet’s world is more emancipated with lessstintt boundaries between male and female
space, than is the case rance of the Happy Shaddsevertheless, because of her non-
traditional profession and family situation, shadB herself questioned and not totally
accepted by her environment.
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Chapter Three: The Feminist Quest for Identity andFreedom

In Munro’s fiction, the female search for idenidya central ongoing theme. In order to
control their lives, Munro’s heroines struggle towa beyond traditional gender roles.
Comparing her writing over time, the search for if@st self-discovery is omnipresent, albeit
less palpable in her more recent storieRRUimawaythe female protagonist’s struggle takes
place primarily on the inside and becomes psychcdbgwhile in Munro’s earlier stories, the
battle for self-identity is fought mostly on a saldievel. In the traditional and rural milieu of
Dance of the Happy Shadeke boundaries which enclose the young narrat@sf a
powerful cultural nature. The girls are preventdbrm their inner selves by their parents'
demands upon them, which inevitably make themfintexl gendered adults.

Changes in society concerning gender and litegyperceived in Alice Munro’s long and
extensive authorship. Rasporich notes that Munowvstan “exceptional progress as a
feminist writer”, and that she ages alongside tezoimes (88). The protagonists of her more
recent stories are older and more mature compartégttones in her early collection. Thacker
states in his biography that Munro is a writer whas lived and written on, and changed”
and her ideas “mature with every book” (521). Mmep Rasporich adds that Munro was
more concerned with the “traditional female coneesiith personal relationships” in her early
writing while her later writing includes “a widend wider swath of human experience” (88).

Munro’s early more autobiographical storiestale in a linear perspective by first-person
narrators, young girls still on the threshold ofmanhood, while the Juliet triptych is told by
a third-person narrator and represents a more mptotagonist. The shift in narration creates
a distance between the story and its protagorasirklicates a change in Alice Munro’s
expression of her female experience and hencedneetion of female living conditions. In
Runawaythe plot is fragmented by time gaps and flashbacksthe world is vaster with less
distinct boundaries than the one depicteDamce of the Happy Shadésdditionally, her
stories have increased lengthwise to more reseqitiiimform of the novel. Hence the
complicity of modern life is depicted where theispétween being a nurturing mother and a
working woman is emphasized.

Although telling their stories in first-persahge female protagonists of the early collection
are subjugated into objects by their environmehe patriarchal society is given the power to
name the protagonist as “only a girl” and theyalté¢reated by their mothers as dolls lacking
free wills. In the later collection, both Julietdaher daughter Penelope act independently

while being in charge of their lives. Ironicallyeelope’s freedom to choose is turned against
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Juliet when her daughter feels free enough to réeicmother. Moreover, it is noteworthy
that Penelope chooses the traditional “life of @sperous, practical matron” (“Silence” 156),
far away from Juliet’s emancipated public life.

However, no solution is offered to the protagteon how to live their lives, neither in
Munro’s early stories, nor in her more recent o@esthe surface, Juliet seems to have
accomplished her gender role, which allows hendependent life as an emancipated
woman. Whilst her sisters frobance of the Happy Shadgght their battle for individuality
mostly on the social arena, Juliet is permittedheyurban milieu of the 2century to make
her own choices. Although women of today are gimert liberties, society is still influenced
by expectations on women and their responsibiliibesBeauvoir notes that the independent
woman is “divided between her professional interestd the concerns of her sexual vocation
[motherhood]”. Therefore, she has trouble findirg balance (736). Hence, Juliet’s struggle
to define herself as an individual, a woman ancb¢éher, continues on a psychological level
where the inherited demands deriving from beingnadie are making themselves felt.
Society’s expectations upon women, reinforced bthers upon daughters, make women
responsible for the emotional welfare of their Idwaes and women much more than men are
expected to find their primary identity in the fayniChodorow argues that this gender
difference is produced because of family organiraéind ideology despite the fact that
modern women spend as much of their life as mehdarnabor force
(The Reproductiod75). She points out that society cannot be clthngéess men share
family responsibilities and that society needssteasy with more than one isolated primary
caretaker (“Mother-Daughter Code” 38). When Pergldpliet’s adolescent daughter,
disappears silently without a word to her motheligd turns to self-denial and lies.
Encapsulated in the women’s “old conflict”, she admit neither to herself nor to her
environment that her daughter feels emotionallyndbaed and therefore revolts towards her
mother in such a strong way. Howells discussesisieeof secrecy and silence in Munro’s
stories and implies that these are camouflagetegiss in order to resist traditional
conventions (4). Munro’s protagonists do not stagd or oral protests against the traditional
formation of children into men and women. Insteld,girls invent alternative fictional
worlds or protest quietly by sitting “awkwardly”Boys and Girls” 119). While Juliet tells
lies and Penelope hides in silence, their fellastess fromDance of the Happy Shadesent
alternative independent worlds when denied to ftreir individual selves.

All'in all, the feminist quest is perhaps witholgar answers but Alice Munro nonetheless

offers glimpses of a female reality that has chdrdjging the last forty years. Instead of
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proposing solutions, she depicts a society whenegreformation still exists but on a
different level. Women’s dependency may have dshieil due to economic and social
liberty but the character of Juliet shows thatrretsons are still put upon women by society.
The feeling of not fitting in continues to be expeced within Munro’s female characters.
Despite societal changes, Juliet needs to defendhoéces in life, not only to her

environment but also to herself.
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Conclusion

Women'’s emancipation has made progress since @@s Hhd with the aid of laws and
regulations women have gradually found their piadde public sphere.

However, expectations and prejudices concemimgen’s commitments may remain
deeply rooted in our minds and therefore hard &ravne, despite a more equal society.
Cultural and societal prescriptions upon women @w to behave and what to embrace still
today manifest themselves both in society as veeihdahe woman herself.

The present paper provides a discussion abauehkpectations, put upon women by a
patriarchal society, affect gender constructiorminexploration of Alice Munro’s short
stories from the late 1960s, it is noticed thaietat forces construct gender and | argue that
despite society having changed, it is still theeqasher later stories from the 1990s, although
in a slightly different form.

In my thesis, it is implied that literary workeflect society and therefore | claim that
literature can help illuminating patriarchal sturets which entrap women in traditional
gender roles. Alice Munro uses her own life andegigmces to form the backdrop from
which her characters perform. According to Anglo-éran feminist criticism, the fictional
world provides important information about our realrld. Munro implicitly criticizes gender
formation in her contemporary Canadian societyrpleasizing certain features and
structures in the description of her charactersmaiti@éus. By refusing to accept traditional
gender roles, the young protagonists question iither detween the sexes and hence societal
inequalities and injustices are made visible. Tingppse of this essay is to illuminate the
implied elements of gender construction and henaleenthem observable and hopefully
changeable.

By studying the relations between mothers andjdters, | have come to the conclusion
that gender is reproduced by the fact that womenraathers and primary caretakers and
thereby the social organization of gender is passedlunro’s intricate mother-daughter
relations describe daughters who fight their batbly creating “mock mothers” in order to
avoid being the repetitions of their mothers. Addhially, | have noted that the father provides
an escape route to the young girl in her searchriandividual self. In my study of spatial
division, | have found a gendered society whereetigea clear separation, both physically
and psychologically, between male and female spadevhere Munro’s unspoken critique of
the patriarchal society comes to light. In my cormgman between the collections, | have noted
that gender is still produced “naturally” and thattain prescribed behaviors are still
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associated with the female sex. Munro’s centrahtheoncerning a female search for identity
is still in progress even in her later writing.ave found elements in Munro’s more recent
stories which point towards a progress concerniagnen’s conditions. Hence, Munro’s
perception of the gendered society is differerRimawaycompared tdance of the Happy
Shadeswhich among other things is visible in the fragrneel narration of the Juliet story.
The narrative style iRunaway which includes a non-linear time perspective Mlaksh backs
and time gaps, creates a sense of confusion refléctthe Juliet character. Juliet’s struggle
for definition is merely psychological in her canibus questioning whether she is
compassionate and nurturing enough. WhereBairce of the Happy Shadélke struggle is
fought on a more physical arena where it is socdteglf that creates the boundaries and
prevents the girls from making their own decisions.

The scope of my study is limited to six shoorigs which offer an image of contemporary
Canada as well as of the rural society in the 1980sthese reasons, my research findings
cannot be generalized to hold a wider understanafiggnder construction.

Throughout my reading of Alice Munro’s shortres, her exquisite and subtle descriptions
of the relationship between mothers and daughters httracted my interest. To further the
understanding of this important element in gendedgpction, it would be of interest to
dedicate a more profound study in the future, constd purely on Alice Munro’s
“obsession” with the mother-daughter relation.
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