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THE CRIAW PAPERS

The CRIAW Papers comprises a continuing series of
publications: original research papers advancing the
knowledge and understanding of women's experience.

Such papers may come from the traditional academic
disciplines of the humanities, social sciences, and
sciences, from interdisciplinary research, or from
action-research. CRIAW is particularly interested in
broad review articles written from a feminist viewpoint
which explore such areas as feminist theory, analysis,
policy, and the history of the women’s movement.
These may include “fugitive” papers which have not
been previously published, interdisciplinary papers
based on original research and papers broadly
outlining the priorities and concerns of the francophone
or anglophone feminist research community. Reprints
of significant out-of-print  articles may also be
considered.

Alithough the range of the CRIAW Papers is wide, the
documents are united in that each conforms to certain
basic criteria:

— each paper must make a significant contribution to
feminist research

— each paper must meet scholarly standards of
intellectual quality in relation to evidence, argu-
ment, thesis, presentation and form, to the degree
that each of these factors is required by the
discipline and character of the paper presented

— each paper must be non-sexist in methodology and
language

Acceptance for publication under these criteria are
judged by the editorial board in consultation with
qualified referees. Referees are asked to evaluate
individual papers in terms of the general criteria set by
CRIAW, as above, and in terms of the specific
requirements of the discipline to which the paper is
most closely related.

CRIAW believes that the publication of these papers,
adhering to these standards, will contribute to the
advancement of knowledge aboutwomen, andtothe
advancement of women themselves.

LES DOCUMENTS DE L’ICREF

Les Documents de I'lCREF consistent en une série de
documents de recherche inédite et dont le but est
d’‘ameliorer les connaissances et la compréhension du
vécu des femmes.

Ces documents proviennent soit des disciplines
fraditionelles telles que les sciences hurmaines, sociales
et naturelles, soit de la recherche interdisciplinaire, soit
de la recherche-action. L'ICREF s'intéresse particuliére-
ment aux textes de synthése qui véhiculent un point de
vue féministe, et qui étudient des domaines tels que la
théorie et la politique féministes, et I'historique du
mouvement des femmes. Ceux-ci peuvent étre des
documents “fugitifs” qui n'ont jamais été publiés
auparavant, des documents de recherche inter-
disciplinaire, et des textes décrivant les préoc-
cupations et les priorités des chercheuses féministes de
chaque groupe linguistique officielle.

La gamme de ces publications est donc trés vaste.
Toutefois, les documents sont reliés par les critéres
essentiels suivants:

— chaque document doit contribuer de facon
importante a la recherche féministe;

— chague document doit se conformer aux normes
académiques de qualité infellectuelle en ce qui
concerne la preuve, I'argumentation, la thése, la
présentation et le format, telles qu‘établies par la
discipline et la nature du document présenté;

— la méthodologie et le langage doivent étre
non-sexistes.

Un comité éditorial, appuyé de consultant-e-s,
détermine quels manuscrits seront publiés. Les
consultant-e-s évaluent les documents individuelle-
ment, selon les critéres établis par I'lCREF, et en fonction
des exigences spécifiques de la discipline & laquelle le
document se rapporte le plus.

L'ICREF croit que la publication de ces documents,
selon les normes établies ci-haut, permettra d'ap-
profondir la connaissance du vécu des femmes et par
ce fait, contribuera a I'amélioration de leurs conditions
de vie.
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INTRODUCTION

Women's garrulousness and tendency to gossip are clichés in patriarchal discourse.
Women are commonly thought to talk incessantly, yet never to have anything of impor-
tance to say. Patriarchal discourse hears women's voices only as trivial noise, a vague
high-pitched hum, perhaps. Women's voices are subsumed by a universal "Man" whose
ears are attuned only to the sound of his own voice, and can only make sense of sounds
on the same frequency as his own. The high frequency sounds of women's voices are
especially difficult for him to hear, and what he cannot hear or make sense of he cannot

value.

Jane Marcus's observation in her 1982 article "Storming the Toolshed" illustrates

how easily women's voices can be overlooked by men:

Protest at the omission of feminists (at a 1981 literary confer-
ence) was met by the response that there are no feminist
theorists, at least none whom the men find "interesting". ... We
are excluded from their discourse (theorizing is a male activity);
consequently, no intellectual intercourse can take place.

(Marcus 625, emphasis in original)

Because women are excluded from patriarchal discourse, their voices become relegated
to a negative space defined by what Man can neither hear, understand, nor value -- a
space that is thus "not-Man's". In our culture, Man's space is the dominant, public one;
women's negative space, its binary opposite, "not-public”. In our culture, where binary
opposition usually means a hidden hierarchy, "not-public" is the space in which the
"other-than-dominant" exists, and is less valued than the dominant, public space.
Women's voices are relegated to this negatively valued space called "private", because
traditionally it is only in the home that their voices can be heard at all -- over the back

fence, kitchen table or telephone, and moreover, only by each other.

Women's silence: the reality

While women's supposed garrulousness is a cliché in the world of patriarchal
"Man", their actual silence has long been a locus of analysis and struggle in the feminist
movement. Feminist analysts such as Cheris Kramarae and Dale Spender have studied

and documented a reality that contradicts the cliché. In books like Kramarae's Women
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and Men Speaking and Spender's Man-Made L anguage, to name but two, a single crucial

point emerges insistently from their documentation, discussion and analysis: women's
speech (and, by extension, writing) exists in a "muted" relationship to men's speech, as
well as to the dominant male-stream discourse that shapes and supports our patriarchal

social system.

In numerous studies of mixed-sex conversations, women have been found consis-
tently to speak less than men; to interrupt less and allow themselves to be interrupted
more; to be more tentative in speech style, asking more questions or offering more
topics, but allowing men to choose and thus control what topics will succeed in the
conversation. The statistics bear this out. For example, a 1975 study cited by Spender
found that "98 per cent of interruptions in mixed-sex conversation were made by men"

(Spender 43). Francine Frank and Frank Anshen, in Language and the Sexes, cite statis-

tics (gathered by Pamela Fishman and published by her in 1978) concerning topic failure
in conversations in mixed-sex couples. "In some twelve hours of recordings of spontan-
eous talk", they write, "geventy-six topics were raised, forty-seven by women and
twenty-nine by men" (Frank and Anshen 31). They go on to reveal that, while all but one
of the male-introduced topics succeeded, twenty-eight women's topics failed; and "of
the forty-five successful topics, twenty-eight were proposed by men and only seventeen

... by women" (Frank and Anshen 31).

The vast contradiction between the stereotype of women's garrulousness and the
reality of their silence is enough to give one pause. Indeed, the more suspicious among
us might be tempted to conclude that men do not really want women to speak at all.

Dale Spender offers a simple enough explanation for this:

the yardstick against which women's talkativeness has been
measured -- and found to be too great -- is not men's_speech,
but silence itself. Women have not been judged on the grounds of
whether they talk more than men, but of whether they talk more
than silent women. When silence is the desired state for women
(and I suggest that it is in a patriarchal order, as do numerous
other feminists) then any talk in which a woman engages can be
too much. What an advantage for males in a patriarchal order:
(Spender 42)

When women speak and insist on being heard, they begin to break down the male advan-

tage to which Spender refers; in other words, they take power into their own hands by
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asserting their power of speech. In this sense, then, women's speech is profoundly sub-

versive.

Fathering the text

By the same token, any writing by women is by definition subversive, because
through writing women refuse silence. By taking up the pen, women also challenge the
age-old tradition that only a man can create, or "father", a text. In the opening pages of

The Madwoman in the Attic, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar trace from Aristotle to

Bloom "the patriarchal notion that the writer 'fathers' his text just as God fathered the
world" (Gilbert and Gubar 4) -- a concept they claim "is and has been all-pervasive in
Western literary civilization" (Gilbert and Gubar 4). Gilbert and Gubar conclude, "(m)ale
sexuality ... is not just analogically but actually the essence of literary power. The
poet's pen is in some sense (even more than figuratively) a penis" (Gilbert and Gubar 4).
They go on to explore the effect on literary women of male metaphors of literary crea-

tion, asking,

what if male generative power is ... the only power there is?
That literary theoreticians from Aristotle to Hopkins seemed to
believe this was so no doubt prevented many women from ever
"attempting the pen" ... and caused enormous anxiety in genera-
tions of those women who were "presumptuous" enough to dare
such an attempt.

(Gilbert and Gubar 7)

In these early pages of The Madwoman in the Attic, Gilbert and Gubar demonstrate that

our society traditionally has expected women could not possibly write because they lack

the metaphorical "penis" that allows men to author a story.

Women as a muted group

Like women's speech, women's writing is not only subversive but marginal, regard-
less of whether a specific piece of writing conforms to the current dominant style or
not. That is, regardless of form -- or content, for that matter -- the voices of women's
narratives are never those of the dominant patriarchal discourse, because women's rela-

tionship to that discourse is different from men's.
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Cheris Kramarae demonstrates that women's different relationship to language
and discourse is in fact a "muted" one (Kramarae 1-32). She explains muted group

theory with regard to this relationship as follows:

The language of a particular culturée does not serve all its
speakers equally, for not all speakers contribute in an equal
fashion to its formulation. Women (and members of other subor-
dinate groups) are not as free or as able as men are to say what
they wish, because the words and the norms for their use have
been formulated by the dominant group, men. So women cannot
as easily or as directly articulate their experiences as men can.
Women's perceptions differ from those of men because women's
subordination means they experience life differently. However,
the words and norms for speaking are not generated from or
fitted to women's experiences. Women are thus "muted". Their
talk is often not considered of much value by men -- who are, or
appear to be, deaf and blind to much of women's experiences.
Words constantly ignored may eventually come to be unspoken
and perhaps even unthought.

In their essay, "The Reader's Construction of Meaning: Cognitive Research on Gender
and Comprehension", Mary Crawford and Roger Chaffin reiterate this idea: "The exper-
iences 'lost in the translation' to the dominant idiom remain unvoiced, and perhaps un-
thought, even within the muted group” (Crawford and Chaffin 20). "Perhaps unthought,

even within the muted group" -- surely this is the most profound silencing of all. The

implications are staggering: even women's thoughts are patterned by this male-domin-
ated discourse. Yet women have continued not only to think, but to write, despite their

muted position in language and discourse.

Women's material conditions

In addition to the difficulties posed by women's muted position, by their lack of
the metaphorical "penis", and by their traditional silence, women's material conditions
are not conducive to the production of art. Women's socialization makes it difficult for
them to spend the time alone needed to write. Their traditional "reproductive" work of
childbearing, child rearing and housekeeping is incompatible with writing. Further,
women's social position -- including their poverty and their isolation from each other --
has traditionally prevented them from writing at all. Because of these barriers, many

potential writers have been silenced before they could begin.
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Women have been socialized to put others before themselves and, especially, to
put man and family first. In her 1984 novel Intertidal Life, Audrey Thomas observes:

The woman artist ... (i)f she is to move forward at all ... has to
develop a layer of selfishness -- self-is-ness -- that has been
traditionally reserved for men. But then the men, who feel "des-
pised and rejected", accuse these women of being cold.

"If you love me, why do you neglect me?" or words to that
effect.

As though all the heat, all the energy of the woman had to be
directed toward the man!

And the woman, guilty in her own eyes, never mind the man's,
weeps and asks forgiveness and accepts the man's point of view
as the correct one -- or the only one. She backs down and puts

the dinner on. Or else.
(IL 173-74)

Traditionally, the act of writing is a solitary activity demanding at least one thing
most women, especially mothers, often cannot get: time to themselves, time to think
without interruption.l The demands of "women's work" leave little time or energy for
anything else.

Even without children, it is difficult for would-be women writers to take the time
to practise their craft without feeling -~ or being made to feel -- they are neglecting
their responsibilities. For many, this has meant making a choice between marriage and
writing. Tillie Olsen points out that in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
most successful women writers did not marry at all (for example, Jane Austen, Emily
Bronte, Willa Cather, Marianne Moore), or when they did, they married in their late 30s
(as did George Eliot, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Charlotte Bronte, Olive Schreiner);
all, Olsen says, had servants (Olsen 34).

The demands of child care work have traditionally made writing nearly impossible
for women with children. Olsen reveals that, "in our century, as in the last, until very

recently almost all distinguished achievement has come from childless women: Willa

1Crawford and Chaffin cite feminist collective writing as one way of breaking
with the tradition of the solitary artist solely responsible for "his" work (Crawford and
Chaffin 22-23).
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Cather, Ellen Glasgow, Gertrude Stein, Edith Wharton, Virginia Woolf (and about 30
others)" (Olsen 50).

In a 1974 issue of Mosaic, Susan Griffin writes about "the day in the life of the
woman trying to be a writer and her child got sick" (Griffin et al. 93). A small portion

of her text will serve to illustrate the problem:

... she had nothing to write. She had had fine thoughts for writing
the night before, but in the morning they took on a sickly com-
plexion. And anyway, she had begun to think her life trivial and
so it was, and she was tired writing the same words, or different
words about the same situation, the situation or situations being
that she was tired, tired of trying to write, tired of poverty or
almost poverty or fear of poverty, tired of the kitchen being
dirty, tired of having no lover. She was amazed that she had
gotten herself dressed, actually, with thoughts like these, and
caught herself saying maybe I should take a trip when she real-
ized she had just come back from a trip and had wanted to be
home so much she came back early. And even in the writing of
this she thought I have written all this before and went down-
stairs to find her daughter had still not eaten a peanut butter
sandwich and she wondered to herself what keeps that child
alive?

(Griffin et al. 94-95)

Griffin then goes on to describe being at home with a sick child and trying to write as
"implacable interruption, your life is an interruption; there is the formlessness, which is
what's very upsetting about the experience. Upsetting if one is trying to use one's mind
in a creative form" (Griffin et al. 95). Nonetheless, many women are now proving that it
is possible to be both mother and writer, even though they usually must double their

workload or put off writing until the children are in school.

Griffin's text also raises the issue of women's poverty, another major material
barrier to their writing. Their lack of financial independence in traditional capitalist
patriarchy made (makes) all women "poor" by capitalist standards of property owner-
ship, regardless of actual economic status. Indeed women were themselves property:
objects of exchange, not agents or consumers of the exchange; exchanged rather than
exchangers. A woman's status was derived from her father or husband, not from any
independent status of her own (Clark and Lewis 112-13). These conditions have carried
over into the twentieth-century Western understanding of women's and men's relative

social positions, and form another aspect of how women's material conditions prevent
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them from writing, effectively silencing their voices. Virginia Woolf was, I think, the
first to identify women's poverty and concomitant lack of privacy as factors in this

silencing, and I believe her analysis in A Room of One's Own is still the best formulation

of the problem to date: simply, a woman must have her own money (and hence status)
and a room of her own if she is to be able to write. Many women -- perhaps most
women -- did not and do not have their own money; nor do many have a space all to

themselves for writing.

The silencing of women before they can begin to write, or indeed to think, has
devastating results. Suppression and pre-censorship combine with poverty and subjuga-~
tion to keep women isolated from each other. A vicious circle takes hold: as long as
women remain isolated, they cannot stop the suppression; as long as women's writing
remains suppressed, they remain isolated. Suppressed and isolated, thousands of women
simply give up, as did Tillie Olsen for 20 years.

Nonetheless, women do write. They always have. Women's writing is being pub-
lished now; their voices are being heard; the dominant discourse of patriarchal capital-

ist culture is changing because of women's writing.

|_anguage as barrier

But when women write, they face yet another barrier: language itself. "Women
have to write", says Cheris Kramarae, "with what is for them an impoverished lang-
uage" (Kramarae 19), because its gender bias excludes and therefore silences women.
Moreover, we receive contradictory and confusing messages about language: on the one
hand, it is ideologically constructed as "universal", and therefore includes women;
closer analysis reveals, on the other hand, that in practice women are often excluded,
subsumed by the "male" rather than being equal partners in the construction. Dorothy
Smith's article, "A Peculiar Eclipsing", opens with the premise that "(i)n the kind of
society we have, a great deal gets done in words (or other symbolic terms) and on paper.

The work of administration, of management, of government, is a communicative work.

Organizational and political processes are forms of action in words" (Smith 281, em-
phasis in original). The article analyzes a variety of fields of knowledge to demonstrate
how the construction and communication of knowledge is not gender-neutral or univer-
sal at all, but heavily biased toward the male. Women, Smith says, "have been largely

excluded from the work of producing the forms of thought and the images and symbols
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in which thought is expressed and ordered. There is a circle effect. Men attend to and
treat as significant only what men say" (Smith 281). This exclusion, she argues, "means
that the concerns, interests, experiences forming 'our' culture are those of men in posi-
tions of dominance whose perspectives are built on the silence of women" (Smith 282,

emphasis in original).

The making of language itself is one of the cultural activities from which women
are excluded. One example of the way in which women are silenced in language (I refer
only to English here, although the same patterns doubtless exist in other languages as
well), is their invisibility at the semantic level, where women are included under the
supposedly generic designation "Man". But it is now becoming more widely accepted

that "Man" does not include "women" in anything like a generic sense.

In their 1976 book Words and Women, Casey Miller and Kate Swift make a case

for this view, discussing several studies in which groups of people were tested for res-
ponses to the generic "man" and consistently interpreted "man" to mean "biological
male" far more often than "biological female". Even young children, these studies show,
have an already-clear image that what the generic "man" really means is "male", not
"female". The effect of such gender bias in language is devastating for women, throwing

into question their full membership in humanity. Miller and Swift write:

Given the male norm, it becomes natural to think of women as
an auxiliary and subordinate class, and from there it is an easy
jump to see them as a minority or special interest group.

Those who have grown up with a language that tells them they
are at the same time men and not men are faced with ambiva-
lence -- not about their sex, but about their status as human
beings. For the question, "Who is man?" it seems, is a political
one, and the very ambiguity of the word is what makes it a use-
ful tool for those who have a stake in maintaining the status quo.
(Miller and Swift 34-35)

For women who are writers, the effects are even more acute than for women who do
not try to write: how does a woman express herself in a language that designates her as
subordinate, not fully human because of being "not-Man"? The ambivalence and ambi-

guity around the generic "man" serve the patriarchal status quo by systematic non-
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validation of women's experience and women's presence in a linguistic space; that is,

generic "man" silences women.2

Women are also silenced in the very structure of narrative, if this structure is

viewed as a series of patterns or functions. In Alice Doesn't: Feminism, Semiotics,

Cinema, Teresa de Lauretis suggests that the work of narrative is one of mapping
differences into text, and hence into "the universe of meaning, fiction and history" (de
Lauretis 121), sexual differences being first and foremost among them. The sexual
difference being mapped appears to be the social construction of the subject of
narrative movement as "male", and of its object as "female". Based on her reading of
Soviet semiotician Jurij Lotman, de Lauretis suggests that "narrative endlessly
reconstructs" the world

as a two-character drama in which a human person creates and
recreates himself out of an abstract or purely symbolic other --
the womb, the earth, the grave, the woman; all of which, Lotman
thinks, can be interpreted as mere spaces and thought of as
"mutually identical". The drama has the movement of a passage,
a crossing, an actively experienced transformation of the human
being into -- man.

(de Lauretis 121, emphasis in original)

If this is so -~ if narrative can indeed be distilled into a drama with only two functions,
an active, "male" subject and the "female" space through which he moves -- then
women who write must face in narrative structure the same ambivalence and ambiguity
they face on the semantic level: what is their status as human beings? Just as on the
semantic level, the generic "man" confounds the question by telling women they are and
at the same time are not men, this view of narrative structure suggests that in effect
there can be no such thing as a female hero.>

2In French, this silencing is even more concrete than in English. Patricia Smart
observes that the mute "e" which in French designates the female is

a silent ending which can be removed without any effect on the
syntax or meaning of the sentence. The feminine in grammar is a
"spare part", an accessory, a silent embellishment to structure
and meaning. ... The same cannot be said of the masculine form,
which cannot be removed without destraying the sentence.
(Smart 10-11)

3This is not to say that sexism is inherent in language or narrative structure;
merely that it is present in both as they are constructed and understood in our culture
specifically. Gender bias may also exist in other cultures and other languages, but this
is not being addressed here.
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Language and narrative structure -- the point of entry into the symbolic realm of
literature and the foundation of that realm -- silence and alienate women by excluding
them, by making their participation appear impossible. Must this mean, then, that
women cannot be subjects? Must it mean they "can't paint, can't write", as Virginia

Woolf repeats so often in To The Lighthouse? Obviously not -- for women do write,

overcoming the alienation implicit in language as constructed in our culture to break
the silence around their themes and to speak in their own voices about women's exper-

ience.

The voice of taboo

The voice of women writers is the voice of taboo. Women's experience -- the
experience of the muted group -- becomes "taboo" because it is repressed and ignored
by the dominant group, hence by society at large. This repression results in a field of
subject matter that is discussed only among women. Examples of taboo, "women-only"
topics are: "romantic betrayals, unwanted pregnancies, illnesses of various horrible
kinds, marital infidelities, mental breakdowns, tragic suicides, unpleasant lingering
deaths" (Atwood 21). "Women-only" topics are constructed as "private" and therefore
"taboo", or not to be talked about in public (whereas, for instance, death by violence,
usually a male reserve, is "public" and even "newsworthy"!). By succeeding in publishing
their books on the open market, women writers make public what has always been
spoken about among women, in private -- but rarely immortalized in print. In doing so,
they break the silence around taboo topics and therefore around women's lives, thus em-

powering both the writers and their readers.

Many of these taboo areas are in fact the same as the traditional "Great Themes"
of literature -- sex and death -- but telling the stories from women's different position
with respect to these Great Themes radically alters the themes themselves. When a
woman tells a story from her perspective, that perspective is often coincident with the

space coded as "taboo" by patriarchal culture.

For example, from a male perspective, Audrey Thomas's Intertidal Life could have

been a Don Juan story about a man who attempts to regain his lost youth by having
affairs with his wife's friends. We would no doubt hear about how his wife no longer
understands him and about how self-centered she is, so much so that she no longer

brings him the solace he needs, and therefore he must search elsewhere for it. As it is,
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layers of silence surrounding her view of this well-known theme, to reveal the taboo

emotions underneath: anger and grief.

Intertidal Life not only exposes these taboo emotions, but it also adds a new

dimension to the very notion of taboo: that is, taboos can change, but they are always
controlled by the dominant group. The novel shows how the taboos introduced by the
counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s differed in content but not in structure from
those of the mainstream: they were still imposed on women by men, and, as in main-

stream culture, they rested on women's silence.

This paper analyzes Intertidal Life as an example of a novel that breaks women's

silence by bringing into the public realm an account of what exists in the private realm
of taboo. The paper also focuses on how the novel's fragmentary form allows for more

scope in the expression of this account than does traditional realist narrative.
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VOICES FROM THE TIDE POOL:
ANGER AND GRIEF IN INTERTIDAL LIFE

Intertidal Life breaks the silence around the taboo emotions -- particularly anger

and grief -- that underlie women's silence. The novel breaks a taboo by revealing these
emotions, using the device of a narrator/protagonist who can say in writing many things
she cannot say out loud: the protagonist, Alice Hoyle, says she needs to write about her
anger, and to "pull out from (her)self the great glistening sentences full of hate and fury
and fling them, still wet and steaming, onto these white pages" (IL 30). Alice breaks the
silence around women's emotions by bringing them into the public realm, thereby cros-
sing the boundaries within which women's emotions are usually allowed to be expressed;

that is, among "women only", in the private space of women's conversations.

Alice's ex-husband, Peter, avoids facing up to her emotions, making it very clear
that he does not like her to be "dramatic" (IL 252); when she is, he "stare(s) politely
across to the other shore" (IL 252). When, near the beginning of the novel, Alice con-
fides to Peter that she is ill, he responds impersonally, " 'That must be very worrying
for you', ... like a psychiatrist or social worker" (IL 12). Peter's inability to cope with
Alice's emotions provides a metaphor for the repression of women's emotions in patri-

archal society.

Because women's emotions are "taboo" (that is, they have no space in traditional
patriarchal language and discourse), they literally correspond to the domain coded as
"unspeakable". Therefore, the repression of women's emotions in language is tantamount

to women's silence. A key passage of Intertidal Life, one that describes the dynamic of

silence and voice between Alice and Peter, introduces an apt if dreadful image for this

aspect of women's silence:

And if he had understood about her frozen heart? Or frozen
shell, really, for her heart was a little fish swimming vainly to
and fro, to and fro, beneath the ice ... swimming backwards and
forwards beneath the ice of her despair ...

(IL 189)

In both content and form, Thomas's novel breaks this frozen surface containing women's
silence and all that has been repressed within it. Just as Alice emerges gradually and

painfully from her own silence in the course of the narrative, the novel's structure
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explores a whole area of "intertidal" (female) life -- the realm of "taboo" -- that has

been frozen out of language and repressed in traditional discourse.

At the root of Alice's silence is her unspeakable grief -- private and inexpressible
within accepted social codes -- at an abortion she had before her marriage to Peter.

(Flear and pain and all those vast quantities of blood, and the
little dead thing in the basin had frozen her over, had tossed her
out beyond her depth, where only the sea gulls mocked her cry of
"me me me". So that when she returned to life, was flung back
in, she had suffered a sea change of a most terrible sort and was
dumb to tell about it.

(IL 189-90)

Frozen within her, Alice's grief and anger became the site of a private reality that only

the act of writing can fully express.

This paper explores the dynamic of silence and voice within Alice's relationship
with Peter, then with other women (her daughters and her adult women friends).
Finally, it examines the text itself as an expression within literary language of the
emotions that are denied in Alice's social relationships, at the core of which is a narra-

tive voice that breaks with traditionally accepted meanings and forms of language.

Shifting the "taboo" zone

Intertidal Life shows how Peter encourages Alice to suppress her grief and anger

at the "death" of their marriage, just as she has done with her abortion. Her emotions
are doubly inadmissible, first because of their inadmissibility in the public realm in
patriarchal society, and now because the hippie counterculture, which Peter embraces,
has reinforced their repression, with its credo of "mellowness" and "coolness", of never
displaying anger or jealousy (in other words, of repressing all strong emotion): "Anger
had been outlawed. Jealousy. Suspicion. Fear. Anybody who got angry, jealous, suspic-

ious, who even raised their voice, was somehow inferior" (IL 95, emphasis in original);

"soft voices were, of course, 'in' " (IL 33).

Adultery, on the other hand, is not "taboo" in this counterculture. In keeping with
new anti-materialistic attitudes that place a high value on sharing, it has become

acceptable to share people as well as money, drugs, food, living space or the telephone.
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Peter therefore expects Alice to be willing to "share" him, to approve -- or at least not
to disapprove -- of his desire to "have intense relationships with other people" (IL 117).
In contrast with traditional social mores, it is not adultery, but being upset about one's
spouse's adultery that has become taboo; Alice's despair over losing Peter is not to be
spoken. Not only does he want her not to voice her feelings, but he even wants her not
to have them. Despite the many other changes wrought by the so-called "sexual revolu-
tion" and other social upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s, women's emotions are still con-
sidered taboo, and it is still men who define the rules and women who are expected to

conform to them.

In a conversation with her friend Stella, Alice observes that the fundamental
power structure between women and men has not changed a bit. "The women cook and
have babies", she says, "follow the men around, do the washing, all that." Stella adds
that one thing that has changed is that now "the men don't earn money". "That's true",
responds Alice. "Often the baby is the key to the welfare check, right? The key to his
month's grub and dope" (IL 173). What has changed is that these women's reproduction
has also become a means of production -- which the men then appropriate. The text
clearly indicates who benefits by this arrangement, in showing how the men participate

in neither reproductive nor productive labour.

The text uses the example of Alice's and Peter's friends, Raven and Selene, the
quintessential hippie couple, to show how this power structure operates. In the same
conversation with Stella, Alice admits,

I used to think Raven and Selene were the perfect couple --
living off the land, never raising their voices, moving with the
changes, never eating anything that died in pain. But they have
the same fuck-ups as the rest of us. Raven treats Selene horribly
sometimes, maybe often, and she comes back for more. Won't
even let her have curtains in the new cabin -- "only essentials",
he says.

(IL 173)

Raven "calls all the shots", Alice later tells Trudl and Stella (IL 210). Alice has even
heard Raven raise his voice, "(a)gainst Selene. Judging her, putting her down" (IL 102).
She has also heard Selene say to Raven, "very low, 'All I want to do is follow you around
like a dog.' Selene didn't have any more answers than Alice did: she just looked and

sounded and acted as though she did" (IL 96). Selene never raises her voice, but instead
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sublimates her feelings by having asthma attacks. "Who was she trying to punish?" asks
the text. "What was she trying so hard not to say?" (IL 180).

Whatever Selene is trying not to say, the point as far as Peter is concerned is that
she does not say it. He never sees Selene and Raven as anything but "wonderful people"
(IL 34); long after Alice has realized what problems they have, Peter continues to
believe they "never raise their voices to one another" (IL 102). This is the ideal to which
Peter aspires, and wishes Alice would as well. Alice's goal, however, is contradictory to

Peter's -- she wants to break her silence, not maintain it.

Alice and Peter: Silence and power in the couple

Intertidal Life shows how silence within the heterosexual couple is gender-based,

and can be an expression of power or powerlessness, control or resistance. Through the
power relations between Alice and Peter, the text demonstrates the different relation-

ships women and men have to silence.

Alice's silence is a measure of her oppression; encouraged by Peter, she represses
her anger, jealousy, love and fear -- the voicing of which he now considers "laying
trips" on him -- in order to try to win him back by conforming to his new ideas of who
she should be. From time to time, however, her anger escapes in the form of sarcasm,
for which Alice uses the metaphor of a "little serpent who was always coiled up at the
back of (her) tongue" (IL 41). When Peter tells her, for example, that he and his new
lover Anne-Marie have something "higher" than he and Alice have ever had, the serpent
says, "You mean newer" (IL 41). When Peter insists, it continues, " 'Higher", ... what do
you do, stick it in her eye?" (IL 41). Alice's sarcasm, however, like Selene's asthma
attacks, is silence in another form -- it does not allow her to express what she really
feels, but displaces it instead.

Peter, by contrast, often uses silence as a means of control, hence a means of
maintaining his power. Peter keeps secrets from Alice; he withholds his words; he uses a
"new voice" that suits his new self—imagé, while repressing and silencing the "old" parts,

those he no longer wants to admit as being part of himself.

At the core of the different kinds of silence demonstrated by Alice and Peter lies

the issue of control. Although they are now estranged, Peter still enjoys a certain power
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that originally accompanied his role as Alice's husband (symbolized in the novel by the
fact that Alice took his name when they were married) and which he now refuses to
relinquish. One instrument of his power and control is coercion; another is his own

silence; a third, his anger.

On numerous occasions, Peter coerces Alice to be silent when she expresses her
anger and hurt at their separation and at Peter's affair with their friend, Anne-Marie.
For instance, on one of the occasions when Alice drives Peter to the ferry, she recites a
third-person narrative of her version of their story, which he repeatedly tells her to
stop. She eventually does so, although she indicates her rebellion by deliberately misun-
derstanding him and stopping the car, as well as her narrative (IL 26-27). L ater, he says
he wants her to stop- when she tells him about how she displaces her anger by chopping

kindling, pretending she is "chopping off Anne-Marie's fingers, one by one" (IL 63).

Once, when Alice asks Peter about a telephone call in the middle of the night --
whether it is Anne-Marie who called -- he physically silences her by putting his hand
over her mouth as he says, "Don't ask" (IL 83). Earlier the same evening, he gives her
positive reinforcement for her silence, by commenting, "Do you realize this is the first
time in a long time you haven't tried to lay any trips on me?" (IL 82). What he means is
that she has been silent altogether: they have spent the evening "in front of the fire,
sipping wine and saying nothing, but it was not an uncomfortable silence" (IL 82). This is

precisely what Peter has repeatedly said he wants -- a quiet woman and no trouble.

Peter deflects Alice with his own silence -- by refusing to answer questions, and
by refusing to talk about their relationship and the separation. When Alice asks, "Peter
.. do you mean (you want to have) intense relationships with other women?", Peter
avoids answering: "He gave me another kiss. ... He tapped me on the nose. 'Get on with
your book' " (IL. 117). Elsewhere, Alice says about the separation, "He doesn't even want
to talk about it; he doesn't even want to try" (IL 88). Peter even uses silencing words to

comfort Alice when she cries: "Hush .... hush now, I know" (IL 218).

Peter uses his anger physically to dominate and silence Alice in the passage in
which he hits her to make her stop shouting "at the top of her voice" that Anne-Marie is
a "fucking bitch, fucking bitch, fucking bitch" (IL 85). Alice later says he hit her be-
cause she has "dare(d) to tell him he's a hypocrite and a jerk" (IL 88). The beating has

mixed results: on the one hand, it silences Alice; on the other hand, it is a turning point
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in Alice's frozen silence -- she speaks up for herself, becoming more assertive of her
rights and feelings. Soon after the incident, for example, Peter decides "to find a little
basement suite somewhere so (Alice does not) have to be 'disturbed' if (she) want(s) to
come into town" (IL 87). Alice just listens to Peter's plan, without saying a word. When
she refers to this talk later in the text, she puts quotation marks around the word "con-
versation", to indicate that it was one-sided and that she was the silent partner. Later,
however, Alice displays assertiveness (although she does eventually give in) about
Peter's control over her affairs, when she reacts strongly to his having given friends
permission to stay at the house in town on a weekend when Alice was supposed to have
the house to herself. "I'm not your wife any more", she declares, "and any decisions
about house, cabin, anything like that had better be joint" (IL 120). Her strong, direct
reaction is an indication that she has begun to escape from Peter's domination, and

contrasts with her earlier silence about his decision to move out of the house.

By silencing Alice on the few occasions we see him do so in the text (and from
these we can extrapolate many more), Peter in effect "trains" her to be ever more
silent, and to be "someone she hoped Peter would find attractive, would want to get to
know again" (IL 222). For example, when Peter asks Alice for two dollars to give a
young man on the ferry, Alice represses her resentment, knowing that if she said any-
thing, "Peter, the new Peter, would be confirmed in his belief that she was ungenerous,
‘uptight', still 'locked into the Protestant work ethic', or whatever it was the freaks
said" (IL 46). Through Peter's disapproval of what she does say, Alice has learned what
he wants from her, and has mixed responses to this. Sometimes she rebels, as in the
passage where she objects to his having given his friends permission to stay in the house
without consulting her; at other times, as in the example just given, she quells her

verbal response, and represses her emotions.

This "training" extends to Alice's behaviour as well. Once, when Alice puts a hand
on Peter's knee, he says, "Don't start" (IL 48). With the passing of years, Alice stops
approaching Peter altogether, even though she may not want sex, but only comfort from
her middle-of-the-night fears about her illness and upcoming surgery. When she thinks
about this, she wonders,

And would he have taken her into his bed and held her, offered
comfort? Or would he, before she had had a chance to whisper
out her need -- "Peter, I'm frightened" -- would he have said,
half-asleep but wakened by her footsteps on the ladder, "Now
Alice, you know it's no good. Don't start anything, okay?"

(IL 13)
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Peter has so effectively silenced Alice's behaviour and gesture, as well as her speech,
that she does not even consider asking for support at that time -- which would after all

have been reasonable -- fearing summary rejection.

On the occasions when Alice as a character represses her voice, her position as
narrator allows her to speak the things the character Alice does not. The text voices
outright not only what the character Alice represses, but also the fact that she is keep-
ing silent. For example, when Alice wants to ask the children whether Peter slept with
Selene and "she couldn't do it" (IL 98), it is the narrator who poses the question in her
place, simply by stating her inability to speak. Also, in the scene in which Peter says
that this is the first time Alice has not "laid any trips" on him in a long time, the narra-
tor tells us, "Alice wanted to say, 'l hate that kind of talk', but for once she said
nothing" (IL 82-83). That night, after they make love, the character Alice is again

silent, again repressing her desire to say what she feels:

Alice lay awake, her hand between his legs, knowing she must
not say "I love you", knowing that would spoil it all. Knowing she
must not say, "Please, I want you back." Saying over and over in
her head, like a rosary, all the things she must not say.

(IL 83, emphasis added)

Alice finally reaches the point where she barely speaks to Peter at all, because she can-
not continue to repress and control herself: "I no longer speak to Peter on the phone",
she says, "it's too humiliating; I always cry. I'm supposed to be ‘over it' by now I guess
and he gets annoyed" (IL 187).

While Peter wants Alice to be silent, he seems incapable of "reading" her silence,
beginning with his evaluation that "she is cold" about the abortion, never guessing that
she is actually traumatized (IL 189). As he does not understand her silence when it indi-
cates trauma, so he cannot "read" her contented silence, when for once she is "mellow"
and happy, as he purportedly wants her to be. After they make love on the ridge, Peter
asks Alice what she wants; she answers, "nothing". "She ... did not even try to speak
what was in her heart", we are told (IL 35). The text explains that Alice gave this
answer because "she didn't understand the question. She was so full of contentment that
she said, almost half asleep, '"Nothing'. Because it did not seem to her at that moment
that there was anything more to want" (IL 37). Would it have made a difference if
Peter, like Lear in the passage from the Shakespeare play that is quoted in the text, had

asked Alice to speak again? The text raises this question, then abandons it, leaving it to



-19 -

the reader to answer for herself. The reference to King Lear, however, implies that
Alice, like Cordelia, would still have remained silent. It is in any case a moot point, for
Peter neither repeats the question, like L_ear, nor explains it: his silence seems to indi-
cate that he is satisfied with Alice's answer, although he clearly misinterprets it,
apparently taking it as tacit permission to give her "nothing", and to continue his rela-
tionship with Anne-Marie.

The scene, juxtaposed as it is with the one from Lear, forms the hub of the
tragedy in the novel, the death of the marriage. As in Lear, the tragedy is predicated on
the man's inability to understand the woman's silence. The text wonders, "If she had
talked to him, then? If she had caressed him? ... If she had said I really love you, I just
don't know how to get through to you?" (IL 35). Perhaps indeed the "right answer" to
Peter's question, which escapes Alice at the time and even years later, would have been
"love"; she later reflects that this is actually what she meant: " 'Alice, what do you
really want?' 'Nothing', I said, 'nothing'. When what I meant was 'love' " (IL 166). Yet all
evidence is to the contrary, for Peter has made it eminently clear that he considers it
"laying a trip" when Alice does tell him she loves him. Even Alice's love has become a

taboo emotion.

Alice cannot win, either by speaking or by not speaking. In the context of Peter's
affair with Anne-Marie, she muses, "And if I had, in the end, said nothing? Had not
challenged him? Where would we all be now?" (IL 107). Evidence in the text suggests
that nothing would have been different, because Peter never understands Alice's

silence, any more than he understands about her "frozen heart".

Not only does Peter control Alice's silence, but he uses his own silence as an
instrument of control. He keeps secrets from her -- that is, he keeps the truth silent
and hidden; he even lies to her. When he and Alice first make plans for the new room,
he makes a sketch of the room, then of Alice sitting up in bed drinking coffee; when
Alice tells him to draw himself beside her, he hesitates, then smiles and says he is
"already up" and has "gone fishing" (IL 20). Considering that at this point, he is already
seeing Anne-Marie, his moment of hesitation and silence is one of duplicity, a moment
during which he searches for words that will satisfy Alice without actually telling her

anything at all -- words that allow him a "voice" and "silence" at the same time.
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In the narrative fragment that follows, Alice challenges Peter about his silence
and duplicity. "Why didn't you talk to me?" she asks (IL 20, emphasis in original). His
response, which does not really answer the question at all, is that he "still wasn't sure"
what he thought and how he saw their relationship (IL 20). This answer does not explain
why he did not talk about his thoughts and feelings, why he felt he had to be "sure"
before he talked to Alice about it, rather than to discuss openly with her his doubts and
questions, as a couple. The text does not directly answer Alice's question either, but it
seems clear enough from Peter's references to his discussions with Anne-Marie that he
at any rate has "uncoupled" himself from Alice, exchanging intimacies with Anne-Marie
instead.

Alice later speculates on another reason for Peter's silence:

I suppose it is hard, maybe impossible, to admit to the wife of
your youth that you want Romance, you want somebody to see
you as mysterious, worthy of being explored. That you want to be
'new' to someone, that what you have with one another is no
longer enough. He doesn't even want to talk about it; he doesn't
even want to try.

(IL 88)

In the textual silence beneath Alice's use of the word "admit" lies the ideology of capi-
tal 'R' Romance, which Alice is suggesting that Peter should know better than to want
-- should know, as she herself does, that "'in love' is intense and transient, but that
what follows is equally good and perhaps better" (IL 88). Her musings, combined with
references elsewhere in the text to Peter as "Peter Pan" further suggest that Peter is
also trying to recapture his youth -- that he has fallen prey to the cult of youth-
worship, which is part of the ideology of the hippie subculture to which he subscribes, as
well as part of the dominant patriarchal culture.

Whatever the reasons behind Peter's secrecy and his silence, their result is that he
gains power and control over Alice. His silence around his own feelings and around his
affair with Anne-Marie keeps Alice exactly where he wants her -- available to him
sexually and emotionally, but out of the way, on the island (where she stays full-time
with their three daughters, while he works on the mainland during the week, coming to
the island on weekends), when he is in town and wants to be with his new lover. Even
after Alice finds out about the affair, his control acts on her in subtle ways, as we have

already seen. His expectation that she accept everything he does, combined with her
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continuing love for him, keeps her behaving, as Stella puts it, "like a mother ... (w)ell,
an ideal wife, anyway. You allowed him to do as he pleased, go where he would and
come back anytime, all is forgiven" (IL. 177). As Stella observes, Peter's expectations,

both spoken and unspoken, elicit from Alice the mothering behaviour he desires.

Peter controls Alice with his own silence, by withholding words -- especially the
word "love" -- and using new ones, in his new hippie voice, instead. Rather than signing
notes to Alice, "love, Peter", as he has in the past, he now uses a dash: " -- Peter".
Alice reflects that Peter "could hurt her so easily and so unconsciously for, of course, in
his new philosophy, the '--' would be automatic. 'Love' was a sacred word, to be used
only when you really meant it" (IL 73). Under his new philosophy, Peter also adopts new
words and a new voice that are in keeping with the " -- Peter". When Alice telephones
him, he answers, "Oh. Hello there." Alice thinks, " 'There.! An expression like ' --
Peter'. The kind of thing you said when an old acquaintance called you up. Somebody
you never expected, or wanted, to hear from again" (IL 75). In his "new voice", Peter
tells Alice, "That was nice" (IL 42) after making love with her, ensuring that she under-

stands it did not "mean" anything to him.

Peter uses both his silence and his "new voice" to exert control over Alice -- over
her words, her behaviour and even her feelings -- with some success, limited though it
is by Alice's strength and independence, by her struggle to break her silence through her

writing and through confiding in women -- both her daughters and her women friends.

Silence and voice among the women

In the "intertidal" zone of female life -- life without Peter -- Alice can speak
more freely. The conversations among the women cement their friendships, so that even
the silences Alices shares with her women friends and with her daughters are often
complicit and comfortable, in contrast to the power struggle implicit in the silence
between Alice and Peter. Yet Peter's shadow falls across all of Alice's relationships --
because of it, there are pockets of silence that Alice must never break with her daugh-
ters, who subtly ally themselves with Peter against their mother. Similarly, the nature
of the adult women's silence changes as Peter befriends Alice's friends, interposing

himself between them so that the other women gradually draw away from her.
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Even in the "women-only" space of Alice's house, grief at first silences Alice and
her daughters, preventing them from talking to each other about her separation from
their father: "Hannah and I sit, each at one end of the kitchen table, heads bent over
our work, unable or unwilling to talk about it" (IL 40). Alice tries to spare the children
her anger and other feelings about Peter: "I try not to let them see it, but it's there. Sad
and angry and hurt" (IL 101). Since Peter does not want to hear Alice's expressions of
grief and pain, and Alice wants to spare the children, she often feels that the only time
she can speak her rage is when she is alone: making some excuse to drive alone to the
other end of the island so that she can yell to herself, or waiting until the children's
monthly trip to town, when she takes the opportunity to express her helpless anger,
"pounding the floor, weeping, rage rage rage" (IL 79). Alone, she can "(turn) on the radio
very loud and (howl) like a forsaken dog" (IL 43).

Gradually, however, Alice and the children settle into a new life together, a new
female life. Although at first Alice complains, "Here I am on this island with three kids
and a drafty house with no inside doors, no privacy for any of us in our shock and grief"
(IL 39-40), she later sees the lack of doors as positive, lending intimacy to the cabin and
drawing the four of them closer together: "Each one could feel the others' presences in
the night. Sorority. In the best sense" (IL 147). In the same passage, she describes their
daily routine of getting up early and going to bed early, each going about her own busi-
ness quietly and simply, as being "a pleasant routine for all of them. Alice had never
felt closer to her children. ... It wasn't Peter's absence, really, although of course that
had something to do with it" (IL 147). In the silence of this female world, by contrast to

her tense silence with Peter, Alice is comfortable and relaxed.

Yet despite Alice's deep contentment with her life with her daughters, she must
maintain a certain silence because they are Peter's daughters too, and she does not
want to force them to choose between their parents -- perhaps because she fears she
might lose, for she feels they blame her, but not Peter, for what happened. She tells
Selene, "l know that they feel I'm responsible for the breakup of our marriage. They
align themselves with Teter in very subtle ways. ..." (IL 181). Hence, Alice cannot be
completely open with her daughters despite feeling so close to them; because of the

shadow of their father, there are certain things she must always repress.

It is with her adult women friends that Alice can be most free of her silence.

Alice and Selene become very close, and have intimate conversations, such as the one
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about the children blaming Alice for the breakup. Alice and her friends, Stella and
Trudl, have many heart-to-heart discussions about a variety of subjects: childbirth,
menstruation and the moon, sex, marriage, Peter, and the hippies -- in short, the many

intimacies of the "taboo", "women-only" space.

Alice admits to Stella and Trudl, as to no one else, "Sometimes I'm so full of rage
and despair I want to scream. I want some kind of awful revenge. But I'm ashamed of
those feelings" (IL 178). She confides to Stella, "I even pray for Peter to come back to
me" (IL 214). It is Stella who shares Alice's contempt for the "yoga-and-yogurt crowd",
the "Peters with their Wendys" (IL 94); it is Trudl to whom Alice admits having once
made love with Selene (IL 167), describing the experience as maternal rather than
erotic, and as "a conversation", a meeting on a "deep plane of utter despair" (IL 168).
Even though Alice is so good with words, there is a part of the experience to which she
cannot put words -- that both she and Selene had orgasms, but without passion: "I can
not explain", she says (IL 168, emphasis in original). Alice's inability to do so places the
experience of making love with Selene in a zone that is repressed even among women,
for it is a realm that is truly beyond words and beyond language, and hence cannot be
spoken, but can only be expressed through the body. The women's conversations -- be

they verbal or sexual -- account for their closeness in the "female" zone.

Alice imagines this closeness as a thick rope that connects her to all three of her

friends:

So that, if she had to step out into the dark, she could, as she had
once done on a small ship caught in the tail end of a hurricane,
pull herself forward safely, even in the most severe of storms.
Could move from her cabin, to Trudl's, to Stella's, even over to
Selene's in the most awful storm of blind despair or self-hatred
and know that so long as she held on tightly to their friendship
she would be all right. That there would be warmth and light and
a change of clothes and something hot to drink.

(IL 164)

When Alice shares this image with each of her friends separately, each of them agrees
that it is perfect. The friendships with these women allow Alice to break her deepest
silences and sustain her during her despair, making it all the more difficult when the
women leave on trips without her -- first Selene, to New York, then Stella and Trudl, to
California. When Stella and Trudl go to California together, leaving Alice behind, she
feels acutely the loss this female friendship; she writes, "Who will I talk to, this diary?
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What if they don't come back? There's Glenn and Harold, oflcourse, «.. but I need girl

friends" (IL 185, emphasis in original).

When they do return, they figuratively leave Alice again, this time emotionally --
far more irrevocable than mere geographic distance. Selene comes back only briefly,
simply fading out of the text, after renewing her relationship with Raven -- who, like
Peter, has been close to Alice and now draws a women friend away from her -- and
leaving again with him. In the case of Stella and Trud), it is Peter who draws them,
Peter with whom they decide to paint a mandala, an enterprise that takes so much of
their time and emotional energy that Alice is not only left out, but left behind by her
friends -- so much so that, eventually, both Stella and Trudl even drive by Alice's house
without stopping.

Trudl claims the new distance between them is not only because of the mandala,
but because Alice reminds her too much of her mother: "He left when I was thirteen. I
watched my mother's pain for years. Now I watch you. I can't go through all that again.
You open up too many wounds. I was sure it was all my fault" (IL 200). Yet despite
Trudl's assurances, the text indicates it is largely the mandala project that drives a
wedge of silence between Alice and the other two women. Because of it, Trudl and
Stella begin to keep secrets from Alice -- that is, to be silent toward her -- as well as
spending less time with her. When Stella tells Alice they have found a place to do the
mandala, and Alice asks where, Stella and Trudl look at each other and smile. " 'We
can't tell', Trudl said. 'It's a secret'. Alice was seven years old and in the girl's cloak-
room. 'Two's company, three's a crowd' " (IL 196). Alice feels more and more left out as
the secrecy continues: "The trouble was, the Mandala Club was to be an exclusive and
secret society of three. The trouble was, two of the three were Alice's best and vir-
tually only friends on the island. The trouble was, the third was Alice's husband" (IL
197).

This time, Alice refuses to be silent about her feelings; she expresses her hurt anc
discomfort to each of the three members separately. To Trudl she says, "maybe I'm just
paranoid, but I don't like it. I don't like what's happening to you and me and Stella. ]
hardly ever see either of you any more and when I do, you act funny” (IL 192). Trudl,
although she admits to "feeling funny" about the arrangement (IL 191), equates the
mandala work with Alice's own desire for privacy for her writing, an equation that Alice

rejects.
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Alice confronts Stella even more directly, voicing her pain at the three of them
"baring (their) souls" (IL 220) to each other in Alice's kitchen when Alice is not there,

and at her feeling that both Stella and Trudl have been withdrawing from her to

play silly little games with my ex-husband, whom 1 still happen
to love, as you well know. You have both become the giggly little
students and have exalted him to the position of guru. He is a
good teacher, I know that, maybe a brilliant one. But you and
Trud! aren't really doing this mandala thing just to learn about
painting, are you? It's a secret society you've formed, with all
the attendant whispers and rituals of such a society. We used to
have clubs like that in grade school. And they always involved
leaving somebody out.

(IL 220)

Stella's response is no more than a verbal shrug: "You have your writing. ... We happen
to be painters" (IL 221). Alice is skeptical of this as well.

Both women's responses demonstrate a silencing technique similar to those Peter
has used on Alice: a closed statement that brooks no discussion. Peter's response when
Alice confronts him on the same issue is of the same genre: "You always wanted to have

your finger in every pie", he says (IL 220).

As the secrecy of the mandala club intensifies, the silence among the women
grows. Alice expresses her hurt and disappointment with her women friends by with-
drawing from them as well, refusing, for example, to carry a message from Trud! to
Stella on one occasion ("Send a carrier pigeon, why don't you?", she tells Trudl (IL
219) ), and on another, telling Stella that Peter should "leave his messages (for Stella)
somewhere else (rather than at Alice's house)" (I_ 197). Alice and her daughters become
more silent as well, as if the silence were contagious: "All were heavy with the coming
summer, drugged with dreams. Sometimes they did not speak to one another ... for
hours" (IL 218).

The women's silence can be traced back to Peter -- who has kept secrets from
Alice and has lied to her -- for the more involved they are with Peter, the less they
speak with Alice. This has happened once before, with Anne-Marie, who was good
friends with Alice until she became involved wit- Peter. During the affair between
Anne-Marie and "~ter, before Peter leaves Alice, the two women have an odd, veiled

conversation, in which Alice conveys to Anne-Marie how much she still loves Peter, and
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how afraid she is that he has fallen in love with somebody else. Alice says she "knew, of
course, somewhere way inside, that she (Anne-Marie) was the one. I knew that and I felt
that now she would have to call it off. Now that she understood. Now that she knew how
much I cared. I kept it all pushed very far down. My knowing" (IL 107). During this
entire conversation, while Alice is saying in a veiled, silent way that she wants Anne-
Marie to break off with Peter, Anne-Marie confides nothing and admits to nothing.
Instead, she merely deflects Alice in the same tones we have seen Peter, Stella and
Trudl use: "What if he is in love with someone else?" she challenges. "You've had the
odd affair, you know you have" (IL 105, emphasis in original). Only when the affair
between Anne-Marie and Peter is over can Alice and Anne-Marie start to talk again,
Anne-Marie being the one, for instance, who tells Alice about Peter's new affair with
Penny (IL 153).

Through her experience with Anne-Marie, Alice learns a great deal about breaking
her silence in the "intertidal" zone of female friendship. In the one private conversation
we are shown between these two women, Alice attempts to put her point across in-
directly, or "silently", to Anne-Marie, and discovers that this approach is not useful
because it does not really help her to achieve her goals. Yet speaking openly about the
affair is even worse, because she does so in public, intruding on a dinner party where
Anne-Marie and a new lover are guests, and declaring, "Anne-Marie only likes husbands"
(IL 77). Alice considers this confrontation disastrous -- not to Anne-Marie, but to her-
self -- because it is "such a naked, public exposure of (her) anger and grief, right out of
character" (IL 77). Alice applies what she has learned about female friendship to her
relationship with Stella and Trudl, breaking her silence directly and privately, which at

least is less disastrous to her.

Stella and Trudl, however, have aligned themselve with Peter, and have absorbed
some of his silence. Alice sees all the women -- herself as well as her friends -- as
"moon ladies" who circle around Peter, "the sun, the hub, around which first Alice, then
Anne-Marie, then Penny, now Stella and Trudl, revolved" (IL 239). As Alice hears
Stella's or Trudl's car go by without stopping, she feels "the dark pull of the man" (IL

218). She sees him as a magician who isolates her from her friends,

who was taking her friends away from her, gathering them in
under his magician's cape, Peter with his magic box of colours,
his warm sympathetic voice ("Alice, sometimes I think I am a
woman"), his strength.
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Will or nil he, he drew these women to him as surely as though he
controlled the tide. And she, left behind on the shore, amidst the
purple stars, the crabs, the bladder wrack. She might hate them,
but she could never blame them.

(IL 218, emphasis in original)

Within a year of his departure, Peter magically transforms the women's relationships
with Alice to resemble his own secrecy and silence with her, leaving Alice, like the
hairy hermit crab with its too-small shell, alone and stranded in her tide pool, her island
house -- without even her daughters, for he takes custody of them in alternate years --

and with only her writing to sustain her.

Writing: A true breaking of the silence

Alice's status as an artist is key to her ability to break her silence despite every-
thing and get out from under Peter's control. Because Alice has always had her writing,
she has never been completely controlled by Peter, a fact that is symbolized in the
novel by her wedding ring "never having been engraved" (IL 14), so that she has never
been entirely "his", despite having taken his name when they married -- and having at
one time "loved being 'Mrs. Hoyle' " because it gave her "status" and "protection" (IL
172). As a writer, Alice has her own status -- she is a "subject" who uses her writing as
a form of action to counteract Peter's control and to stop being a "thing" to which Mr.
Hoyle has given his name (Hutcheon 29), to stop playing "according to Hoyle" -- that is,

according to his rules.

Because she is a writer, Alice can "speak” for herself in a way the other charac-
ters do not, and thus can break out of the bounds and limits imposed by realist represen-
tation. Audrey Thomas uses Alice to deconstruct the stereotyped "image of woman" in
patriarchal discourse, by presenting her as multiple and complex, rather than unified or
one-sided -- Alice is a hero who does not conform to the image of woman, but shatters
it. Her contradictions are allowed to exist side by side and unresolved in the text,
rather than being "sewn up" at the end. In the novel Alice refers to herself as "Alice
Hoyle: 1000 interlocking pieces" (IL 158), jigsaw puzzle fragments that the reader must
assemble for herself. These fragments reveal a multiplicity of roles that together form
the character, "Alice", rather than the "either/or" construction of Woman favoured by
patriarchal discourse, which allows women to be "mother" or "sex kitten" or "wife" --

Madonna or whore, never both at once.
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The construction of Alice as a character who is writer, lover, wife and mothe
(among other things), but is not totally fulfilled by any one role, subverts this unitar
image of Woman. At the same time, it deconstructs both the image of "Mother" as th
totality of female fulfillment and self-sacrifice, and the image of "woman writer" a
childless monster.l The novel's portrait of the artist as a single mother also transform
the image of "artist" from one of total self-absorption (a discourse that remains with u
even today) into one in which the artist must also live in the real world and remembe

to do things such as paying the bills, cooking meals and making Halloween costumes.

By revealing multiple and contradictory aspects of Alice, the text breaks a silenc
around a reality that women share: they can be many things at once, and need not con
fine themselves to images and roles that patriarchy expects from them. We see Alice a
both an artist who needs time to herself in order to work, and as a mother who nurtures
loves and gives time not only to her own biological children, but also to her friends an
her friends' friends. We also see Alice as a lover -- of both Raven and Selene, as well a
Peter. At different points in the novel, Alice is portrayed as both dependent and inde
pendent, weak and strong; she has many conflicting desires and needs, often simultan
eously. For example, when Raven and his friends "invade" her house and create havoc --
dirtying dishes, but never washing them, drinking all her tea, playing very loud music
and so on -- she is angry with Raven, but at the same time wants him to comfort her
when they make love, however, "(a) second Alice watche(s) them laughing cynically" (IL
123). This "second Alice" is one who, like the narrator of Intertidal Life, can stand out:

side the character Alice, observing and reporting everything she sees, hears or senses.

As a character who is a writer, Alice is a character-within-a-character whi
narrates her own story, which is reproduced as the novel-within-the-novel that form:

Intertidal Life. She speaks in both the first person and the third, and it is sometime:

difficult to determine exactly which of these voices is that of the "narrator" and whict
the "character” Alice -- for although it appears that the character is the Alice of the
third-person narrative, who writes and narrates the first-person narrative, there is evi-
dence to suggest that it could also be the other way around: on the drive to the ferry --

told in the first person -- during which Alice stops the car and tells Peter to get out

1in The Madwoman in the Attic, Gilbert and Gubar argue that women writers have
traditionally been constructed as monstrous and "unnatural", because they have resistec
"female" socialization (Gilbert and Gubar 53 ff.).
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Alice recites a third person narrative (IL 26-27). The complexity of this "fragmented" or
"split" subject is reminiscent of looking into two mirrors facing each other, and seeing

endless reflections within reflections therein.

The fragmentary subject, Alice, is mirrored in the fragmentary narrative of Inter-
tidal Life. As the use of a split subject breaks with the patriarchal tradition of a unified
subject, so does the non-linear narrative break from the dominant realist tradition in
story-telling, in which a unified subject tells a story from beginning to end, with no
breaks, unidentified fragments or temporal jumps. The narrative is not a chronological
account, but a re-ordering of apparently unrelated events by theme, rather than by

time.

A symptom of this anti-chronology is the use of the word "today" immediately fol-
lowing a segment that appears to be in the "present” narrative, when the reader cannot
possibly know when this "today" might be, except that it is not part of the same
"present” narrative (IL 25). Another symptom is the use of the months of the year as
section titles to introduce the segments of first-person narrative -- without giving any
indication what year they refer to, having already said that the text spans ten years. To
be sure, it soon becomes clear enough that the segments so labelled all take place
within one year, the first year of Alice and Peter's separation, and that these segments
are in fact in chronological order. Still, on first reading, the labels do nothing to clarify
the chronology.

Taken separately, the novel-within-the-novel form and the flashback form are
each variations rather than major departures from the dominant realist mode of narra-
tive. Both of them together constitute a greater departure, but even so this in itself
would be relatively unremarkable, were it not for the way Thomas uses the combination

as a device to allow the split subject to speak in different voices.

The frame story is straightforward enough in terms of time: it is the narrative of
the present, which begins on page one with Alice's awakening to the foghorn, continues
with the story of Alice and Flora on the beach, then fades into flashback, presumably in
Alice's memory; it picks up again in Part 3 with Alice and Flora packing things in the
island house, and ends with Peter and Flora in the rowboat. It appears to be told simply
enough in the third person by an omniscient narrator. As with the first-person narrative,

this third-person voice is confounded by another third-person voice, the one of the
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"flashback" sequences. The text does not differentiate between these two voices, yet
the character of the two narratives is quite distinct: the frame story, if all the frag-
ments were lifted out of the remainder, would be chronological, if still fragmentary;

the flashback sequences, however, contain huge and frequent temporal jumps.

The flashback sequences can be likened to be intertidal life of the title, with tide
pools separated, however, by time, not space; the reader is a temporal beachcomber
who, under the guidance of author/narrator, moves back and forth among them without
transition, observing closely and at random the movements in that microcosm of tiny
tide-pool creatures. The third-person voice here is rather too close to events within the
tide pools to be omniscient, rather too involved to step back and re-order the reality
chronologically. Instead, this involved voice delivers a narrative that uses the rhythms
of memory, those links and leaps we have come to associate with stream-of-conscious-

ness writing.

Within the third-person narrative of the flashback sequence is the the first-persor
narrative, the "novel-within-the-novel". If the flashback narrative can be likened to &
stroll along the beach at low tide, we could conceive of this narrative as being one ir
which the first-person Alice is a tiny creature (maybe the hermit crab with the shell
that is too small) inside one of the tide pools, the tide pool of the year she and Peter
separated. This is the innermost layer of the novel. Its distinctive voice is one that is
free to flit from topic to topic, sometimes commenting from a different point of view
(from within, from underneath) on the flashback segment that has just occurred, some-
times simply engaging in wordplay, presenting an etymology or a re/definition that may
or may not illuminate a flashback segment, but that always rejects the usual meanings
of words. This rebellious voice at the core of the novel reclaims language by strippinc
words of their patriarchal encumbrances, an act that is vital to Alice's refusal ol

silence through her writing, and to Audrey Thomas's deconstruction of the discourse.

The multiple voices adopted in Intertidal Life resist the Cartesian construction of

knowledge that dominates our culture. Alice, as protagonist, is a symbol of the text's
resistance of this linear, unified system of knowledge, for she is described as having
"mind ... full of bits of esoterica. But often not complete. Like knowing a phone numbei
but not the person to whom it belonged" (IL 5). By resisting a closed, unified knowledge
and embracing the fragmentary, the "useless", the text opens a space for fragmentar)

knowledge, breaks the silence around it and validates it.
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The fragmentary structure of the narrative of Intertidal Life resembles the tide

pools to which the title alludes; during low tide, everything is exposed. The text moves
from one pool to the next, both temporarily and spatially, revealing an intricate micro-
cosm in each fragment of narrative. The island setting is itself a kind of permanent tide
pool, a microcosm of people who think they are safe but, like the hairy hermit crabs
who always choose "houses that are much too small for them" (IL 260), are exposed to
the scrutiny of the author and readers. Like the beachcomber at low tide, the reader of

Intertidal Life can never see the whole: just as the whole beach is much too big for an

individual of ordinary size to see all at once, the whole picture of all the lives portrayed

in the novel never emerges.

The reader, however, can piece together for herself the many fragments; from the
information she is given, she may restructure the narrative into a pattern. The intricate
network of narrative voice in this novel requires the reader to do just that, allowing
what has been repressed and "frozen" in women's experience to emerge and reveal its
value, like the "wealth of life" -- the many and various fish, shellfish and seaweeds --

exposed in the "intertidal zone" (IL 269) when the tide recedes.

CONCLUSION

Audrey Thomas is one of many women writers who have overcome the formidable
material and intellectual barriers that threaten to silence them. Their greatest act of
subversion is simply to write about their own lives and their own realities, for doing so
moves that experience out of the private, "women-only" realm of "taboo" into the pub-
lic realm, an act that transforms the very discourse that represses and silences women.
Through their written words, Thomas and other authors claim for women a new voice in

the making of culture, by redefining what can be expressed in language.

Women's voices are key to changing the dynamic of oppression, silence and male
power. Intertidal Life reveals fragments of what can and does exist in the taboo space

of "women-only", by detailing some of the conversations between Alice and her women
friends, Alice and her daughters, though there is male interference in these relation-
ships: Peter comes between Alice and each of her friends and daughters in turn (except
Selene, who is spirited away by another man, Raven). Yet this text traces out the begin-
nings of true communication between and among women, even within patriarchal dis-

course.
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Women's writing about their own lives by definition breaks the silence around
male domination of women -~ one of the major taboos feminists have struggled to name
-- because this domination pervades our culture at all levels and hence is central to
women's experience. Just as in the real world women's struggles and celebrations within
patriarchy have begun to erode its foundations, women writers' struggle to name the
various facets of our collective experience, even within patriarchal language, trans-
forms patriarchal discourse itself. The voices of women's texts have begun to circulate,
not only among women, but within patriarchal culture as a whole, constituting a form of
resistance and a base of power in the public realm that has traditionally been confined
to the private. Audrey Thomas has made a significant contribution to breaking the
silence around women's experience, moving it from the space coded as "taboo" into the

open space of culture.
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In this article, Tiinde Nemeth uses feminist theory about women's silence as a window into the exciting work of
contemporary women writers. She examines the reality of the tradition of women’s silence; the subversiveness
and marginality of women'’s writing; the material conditions and socialization that affect women writers; and
the silencing of women by patriarchallanguage and the structure of narrative. The women's voices raised in the
public realm are breaking long-standing taboos, says Nemeth, and Audrey Thomas' Intertidal Life, examined
here, shows how women writers use both silence and voice to get their meaning across.

Tiinde Nemeth is a feminist writer and editor living in Ottawa.

Dans cet article, Tiinde Nemeth a recours a la théorie féministe sur le silence de la femme afin d'examiner le
dynamisme du travail des ecrivaines contemporaines. Elle proméne un regard inquisiteur sur la réalité du
silence traditionnel de la femme, la subversion et le caractére marginal des écrits féminins, les conditions
matérielles et sociales qui influencent les écrivaines et enfin le discours patriarcal et la structure du récit qui
réduisent les femmes au silence. Les femmes qui éléventla voix font tomber les vieux tabous, affirme Nemeth.
Dans son analyse de Intertidal Life d’Audrey Thomas, l'auteure montre comment les écrivaines utilisent a la
fois leur silence et leur voix pour passer leur message.

Ecrivaine féministe ét éditrice, Tiinde Nemeth habite & Ottawa.
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