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Abstract 

Biomedical and popular discourses for understanding addiction persistently essentialize 

behaviors labelled “addictive” as signifying individual dysfunction and aberrance; the 

Canadian novels examined in this study expose how such dominant interpretive discourses 

strategically obfuscate the role of systemic inequalities in producing and replicating social 

suffering, which becomes stigmatized as “addiction.” By evoking and subverting dominant 

tropes of addiction narratives, these novels attest to the ways that such tropes work to sustain 

class, gender, and racial inequalities through a sacrificial disavowal of those who call 

attention to the inevitable human costs of disciplinary power. This study therefore tracks the 

ways in which selected Canadian addiction narratives challenge the pathologizing nature of 

dominant literary and cultural discourses of addiction, foreground the logic of sacrifice those 

discourses demand, and denaturalize the biopolitical circuitry in which those discourses 

appear. Undoing Addiction ultimately proposes that an emergent genre of Canadian writing 

about addiction conditions a new cultural literacy—one that fosters alternative 

interpretations of addiction that account for and struggle against the systemic inequalities by 

which addiction is engendered and sustained.  
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Preface 

The contextualizations of addiction examined in this thesis are most clearly perceived 

through the metaphor of circuitry, borrowed and elaborated from Carol Shields’s novel 

Unless. The central crisis in Shields’s novel concerns the decision of Reta’s daughter, Norah, 

to renounce her education, home, and relationships, choosing instead to sit on a Toronto 

street corner wearing a sign around her neck reading GOODNESS. The pursuit of the 

underlying cause of Norah’s departure from perceived normalcy drives the novel’s plot. 

While her father, a medical doctor, assumes that Norah’s actions are the result of an 

emotional weakness or trauma that must be uncovered, Reta begins to suspect that the 

problem is not so individual, isolated, or directly causal. As she strives to articulate social 

factors informing Norah’s perceived self-harming behaviors, Reta simultaneously exposes 

the inadequacy of insistent interpretations of Norah’s actions as individually anomalous. Her 

investigation becomes increasingly feminist, continually spiraling out to consider the role of 

cultural narratives in delimiting the possibilities available to women in a contemporary 

patriarchal1 Canadian society. Eventually, she develops a hypothesis that finds its most 

striking expression through a contemptuous letter to the author of a study about philosophy’s 

contributions to solving moral problems. After noting that “[a]ll the problem solvers in [his] 

examples are men, all fourteen” (219), Reta asserts, “[It is] my belief that there is a circuitry 

linking your philosophical approach and my daughter’s resignation from life, her 

                                                
1 The precise incarnations of patriarchy refracted in the novels under examination draw a 
particularly second-wave feminist focus on gender inequality. Thematically expressing 
patriarchy as the structural oppression and moral regulation of women, the novels variously 
grapple with consequences of hierarchal divisions of labor, paternal prohibitions, and the 
feminization of poverty.   
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consignment to dysfunction” (220-1). Circuitry functions here in several ways. First, the 

image makes possible the visualization of connective routes between an ostensibly invisible 

systemic phenomenon (gender inequality) and an ostensibly transparent act of female self-

harm. Second, the image of a circuitry extends the limits of plausible causality of an 

individual act beyond personal experience, choice, or pathology to include the influence and 

accumulations of patriarchal authority, socioeconomic structures, and colonial technologies. 

By revealing a circuitry of power relations that remotely, yet intimately, influences Norah’s 

behavior, Shields’s novel also reveals and contests the power of its invisibility. Moreover, 

Shields’s metaphor for invisible power relations lays bare the naturalizing function through 

which its processes evade recognition.   

Consequently, a third feature of Shields’s circuitry metaphor is its clear critique of 

the function and effects of circuitous flows of disciplinary power and privilege, and their 

production of individual experience. By describing Norah’s situation as “consignment to 

dysfunction” (221), Shields insinuates that, instead of being understood as at least partially a 

response to social forces, Norah’s actions are read as an expression of her inherent worth, a 

worth that results in her being relegated or abandoned to a state defined as both social and 

somatic impairment by those same forces. The language of trade and utility casts Norah in a 

sacrificial role within a gendered economic circuitry. In other words, she is expendable. 

Having implied earlier in the letter that the circuitry is fundamentally and deliberately 

unequal, Reta argues, “We don’t know the cause of Norah’s malaise, but I am more and 

more persuaded that she is reacting—morally, responsibly, the only way she can—to a 

withholding universe” (220). Norah’s actions are refigured, then, as symptomatic of a 
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“withholding” social network that can only reproduce its primacy through defining as 

“dysfunction[al]” those who cannot or will not adapt to its limits and processes of 

un/belonging. Significantly, Reta’s analysis also seeks to make intelligible the logic of 

Norah’s “react[ion].” The term “malaise” immediately evades analyses of the source of 

Norah’s problem as solely Norah; instead, malaise implies a pervasive discomfort or unease 

that gestures toward ambiguous yet persistent external factors and resonates affectively, 

somatically, and psychologically.  

Furthermore, this conceptual refiguring of an individual problem as a symptom of 

gender inequality is structurally facilitated through the novel’s point of view. Shields never 

has Norah narrate her own experience. Rather, by giving Reta interpretive control and 

focalizing the narrative through her perspective, Shields transforms the act of reading into a 

practice of collective social inquiry. By involving readers in Reta’s dissatisfaction with 

pathologizing interpretations of Norah’s choice and carefully contextualizing Norah’s 

actions within their shared familial, gendered, and economic contexts, the narrative models 

an interpretive methodology that initiates possibilities for a more adequate theory of Norah’s 

“malaise” to emerge. Furthermore, Shields’s choice to withhold resolution at the end of the 

novel strengthens the logic and necessity of Reta’s systemic critique. Norah returns home 

after it is discovered that she witnessed a woman perform self-immolation, an experience 

that everyone assumes prompted her decision to abandon her middle-class lifestyle. 

Understood by her father as the root cause of empathic trauma, the revelation becomes 

neatly contained within his theory of self-harm as caused by individual fragility. Yet, having 

raised the specter of an invisible but gripping social circuitry in which Norah is embedded, 
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Shields strategically concludes by situating the ostensible ‘resolution’ of Norah’s trauma 

within the very circuitry of strategically obscured male dominance described throughout the 

narrative. While the entire novel seems to be building toward an epiphanic recognition and 

possible rejection, however symbolic, of patriarchal estimations of female fragility, Norah’s 

return also signals Reta’s return to a silent, if uneasy, acquiescence to the prevailing view of 

her daughter’s malaise as dysfunction. The ending thus foregrounds the processes through 

which social suffering becomes individualized and depoliticized, and also the processes by 

which systemic inequalities are maintained through the sacrificial disavowal of those who 

call attention to the inevitable human costs of disciplinary power. 

A central quality of Shields’s circuitry metaphor is the subtle omniscience of social 

and material forces that define choice and insidiously shape estimations of self-worth and 

acts of self-formation. I recuperate and extend Shield’s circuitry metaphor by tracing its 

presence in the narratives under study. Set across urban and rural Canada, a settler state built 

through colonial and capitalist expansion, these novels evoke Canadian histories of poverty, 

racism, and heteropatriarchy, indicating that experiences of structural inequality—whether 

from positions of disempowerment or privilege—are not tangential to understanding 

addiction. Rather, economic, gender, and colonial ideologies are conveyed as deeply 

implicated in shaping intimate relations in ways that precede and produce addiction, as well 

as inform treatment strategies. Specifically, the novels foreground the role that ideologies of 

individualism, consumption, and acculturation play in the development of addiction and 

anorexia, and reciprocally, the role these ideologies play in the treatment of addiction and 

anorexia. Consequently, the “malaise” of each protagonist is depicted as adaptive response 



5 

to variable social conditions, yet the adaptive response is perceived as willful personal 

failure or pathology and triggers disciplinary responses within both familial and institutional 

realms. Addiction thus becomes refigured as social suffering, as a dialectic between 

behaviors emerging from internally animated desires to conform to social norms and social 

interpretations of those behaviors as maladaptive. As such, the novels under study constitute 

subversions of popular scripts of addiction, which situate the addict as the problem. 

Contemporary Canadian authors subvert this view of addiction by grappling primarily with 

the inherent contradictions of individualism. They are writing addiction as “consignment to 

dysfunction” (221) within a socioeconomic circuitry that “peremptorily invite[s] 

[individuals] to constitute themselves as individuals: to plan, understand, design themselves 

and act as individuals — or, should they ‘fail’, to lie as individuals on the bed they have 

made for themselves” (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, Chapter 1). This study will examine six 

contemporary Canadian novels that expose and contest such sacrificial regimes through 

depicting the survivalist logics that shape habitual acts within economic, gendered, and 

colonial contexts.      
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Introduction: 
Ideological Tropes of Contemporary Addiction Narratives 

 
“Hi, my name is Jackie. I'm a drug addict ... [laughs] … BLOW ME!”  
(Nurse Jackie, “Years of Service,” 27:54) 
 

Addicts are cheeky lately. Emerging within contemporary Canadian literature are figures 

who profoundly trouble cultural stereotypes and dominant explanatory models of addiction: 

unapologetic young women who resist external and internalized forces that would isolate, 

pathologize, and ostensibly ‘cure’ them of their habits. Through a reworking of Michel 

Foucault’s assertion about madness—that “curing the [addict] is not the only possible 

reaction to the phenomenon of [addiction]”2 (qtd in Khalfa xv)—this project examines the 

ways in which recent Canadian novelists rewrite addiction as a form of social suffering 

rather than individual pathology. Dominant representations of and discourses for 

understanding addiction persistently essentialize behaviors labelled “addictive” as signifying 

individual dysfunction and aberrance; such narratives are not only misleading, they are 

instrumental in obscuring the role of systemic inequalities in producing and replicating 

social suffering, which becomes stigmatized as “addiction.” Recent Canadian novelists are 

revising such pervasive cultural and institutionalized cultural scripts about addiction in ways 

that forge structural, thematic, and linguistic links between behavior labeled as addictive and 

capitalist, patriarchal, and colonial ideologies.  

This study will examine in detail six novels that exemplify this trend: Heave (2002) 

by Christy Ann Conlin, lullabies for little criminals (2006) by Heather O’Neill, Skinny 

                                                
2 The comparison between madness and addiction extends Foucault’s critique of power 
systems that transform behaviors into pathologized, stable identities.  
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(2005) by Ibi Kaslik, Consumption (2007) by Kevin Patterson, In Search of April Raintree 

(1983) by Beatrice Culleton Mosionier, and Monkey Beach (2000) by Eden Robinson. By 

evoking and subverting common ideological tropes of addiction narratives, these novels 

attest to the ways such ideologies work to sustain class, gender, and racial inequalities 

through a sacrificial disavowal of those who call attention to the inevitable human costs of 

disciplinary power. By tracing ideologies that are invoked and contested in the examined 

novels, I argue that these ideologies emerge from the biopolitical circuitry that engenders 

social suffering and pathologizes it as addiction. The critical reorientation compelled by 

these texts demands the development of a methodology capable of assessing the biopolitical 

circuitries between representations of addiction and self-harm, and tropes of individualism, 

consumption, and acculturation. Therefore, instead of subjecting protagonists to a critical 

imperative that insists on their successful (individual) resistance to external conditions, this 

study will trace narrative subversions of dominant discourses of addiction in ways that 

challenge the pathologizing nature of those discourses, denaturalize the biopolitical circuitry 

in which they appear, and, as the conclusion argues, foreground the logic of sacrifice that is 

often naturalized by that circuitry. 

The examined novels refigure the development of addiction and its treatment as 

social suffering, which Kleinman et al define as that which “results from what political, 

economic, and institutional power does to people, and reciprocally, from how these forms of 

power themselves influence responses to social problems” (ix). Predominantly employed to 

analyze the social consequences of global conflict, colonialism, and class struggle3, the 

                                                
3 See Irlbacher-Fox on Bourdieu et al, Das, Kleinman, Wilkinson, and Farmer (28-9). 
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concept of social suffering assists in tracing the psychic and material consequences of 

inequality and injustice on marginalized peoples, as well as analyzing how such suffering is 

often essentialized as an intrinsic dysfunction of the sufferer, whether morally, 

constitutionally, or through a combination of both. Such reciprocal socialization 

characterizes the trajectory of many contemporary narratives of addiction.  

By suggesting that such systemic conditions shape the protagonists’ actions in 

complex yet contextually logical ways, the novels explore “what political, economic, and 

institutional power does to people” (Kleinman et al ix) through its enforcement of normative 

ideologies. Even as Serrie (in Christy Ann Conlin’s Heave) rails that “there is nothing 

rational about trying to be a good girl” (8), she still uses alcohol to manage the emotional 

strain of coping with class- and gender-based confinements and violence. Baby (in Heather 

O’Neill’s lullabies for little criminals), “enraptured and furious with the world” (195), 

negotiates the stigmatization and criminalization of her poverty through imaginative 

withdrawal, “doing heroin … because no one was prepared to give [her] a good enough 

reason not to do it” (287). Similarly, Marie (in Kevin Patterson’s Consumption) cannot 

tolerate an existence characterized by familial, cultural, and social alienation; “just her, in 

the world” (282) becomes scant reason for her to eat or, ultimately, reject suicide. 

Conversely, Giselle (in Ibi Kaslik’s Skinny) anxiously strives to meet her parents’ 

expectations of perfection—scholastic, moral, physical—by “learn[ing] to control [her] 

desire for people, for food … discover[ing] a new intimacy which required no one” (51). 

Also, as Cheryl (in Beatrice Culleton Mosionier’s In Search of April Raintree) becomes 

increasingly flooded with shame regarding her Métis heritage, she resolves the struggle to 
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“describe the feeling” by “swallow[ing] more beer” (198). And as Lisamarie (in Eden 

Robinson’s Monkey Beach) faces the unremitting degradation of her Haisla community, she 

uses alcohol to “blur” and “smudge” (296) her pervasive feelings of cultural alienation.  

In all the novels examined, addiction and self-harm are represented as adaptive 

strategies of social reproduction.4 Through each narrative’s focus on contextualized 

functions of inebriation and self-harm, the novels destabilize the attribution of addiction to 

identity; instead they facilitate an interpretation of drug use similar to the one Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick describes in a pre-capitalist “old country,” in which “opium use was functional as 

a form of control: it brought into realistic conformity with the material exactions of their 

lives their levels of concentration, their temporality, or their alertness to such stimuli as 

pain” (142). This psychic movement toward emotional and temporal equilibrium is the 

strongest shared quality of addiction across all the novels studied. Thereby producing 

counter narratives of addiction that destabilize pervasive portrayals of addicts as diseased or 

dysfunctional individuals requiring reformation, the novels also expose the formative role of 

particular ideologies in shaping treatments of addiction in ways that conceal or naturalize 

their causal power. Because “[t]he term ‘social suffering’ is used in part to expand 

understandings of the consequences of inequality, injustice, and oppression within social and 

                                                
4 Kate Bezanson and Meg Luxton define social reproduction as the “processes involved in 
maintaining and reproducing people, specifically the labouring populations, and their labour 
power on a daily generational basis” (3). Such reproduction includes providing for the 
necessities of life (i.e. food, shelter, healthcare, clothing, safety), but also the “transmission 
of knowledge, social values … and the construction of individual and collective identities” 
(3). The corporeal and psychosocial dimensions of social reproduction echo Althusser’s 
theory of ideological production: not only must workers be physically sustained for labour, 
they must also be socialized to consciously participate in the perpetuation of ethics of 
production, accumulation, and consumption. 
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political norms and institutions” (Irlbacher-Fox 28), it is a crucial conceptual framework 

within which to examine the everyday, normalized consequences of systemic inequalities. 

The self-harming behaviors of these fictional young women, then, cannot be understood 

outside of the sociopolitical dynamics of their settings, and it is the reciprocity of this 

dynamic that is of particular interest in my study.  

It is also this reciprocity that leads me to include anorexia narratives under the 

broader rubric of addiction narratives. The logic of anorexic behaviors in Skinny and 

Consumption is portrayed as similarly adaptive to familial and institutional regimes of 

normalization. Specifically, Giselle’s and Marie’s somatic symptoms are portrayed as direct 

negotiations of individualistic and consumer expectations. Moreover, their anorexia is 

interpreted within a similar framework of personal pathology as substance addiction. The 

behaviors associated with the protagonists’ pathologization are marked in both novels as 

maladaptive, rhetorically yoking addiction to anorexia via disease. Consumption links them 

together under the rubric of “Diseases of Affluence” (333), while Skinny suggests that 

alcoholics and anorexics are both “toxic, addicted to the speed of [their] own destruction” 

(221). Examining habitual substance use and anorexia as forms of addiction is also necessary 

methodologically because it acknowledges the historical development of what Sedgwick 

calls the “addiction attribution” (143). After tracing the progression of addiction in the 

nineteenth century—as signifying dependence on substances for particular 

psychophysiological effects—to addiction in the latter half of the twentieth century—as 

describing willful acts, like food consumption, food refusal, habitual food purging, and 

excessive exercise, work, and dependence on relationships (144)—Sedgwick argues that  
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activities newly pathologized under the searching rays of this new addiction 

attribution are the very ones that late capitalism presents as the ultimate emblems of 

control, personal discretion, freedom itself … As each assertion of will has made 

voluntarity itself appear problematical in a new area, the assertion of will itself has 

come to appear addictive. (143-4) 

Sedgwick argues that addiction is attributed to behaviors based on the degree of intensity 

expressed through the habitual act rather than the specific type of behavior. Habits can be 

valorized if they signify an individual’s productive autonomy, but those same behaviors 

become pathologized when they come to signify an individual’s preoccupation. This analysis 

frames the target of pathologizing addiction discourse as the exertion of will to a degree that 

is considered to compromise personal freedom and choice. The suspect behaviors only 

become a problem when the individual is intent on maintaining the habit to a degree that he 

or she resists social regulation. The symbolic threat implied by this pathologization of “the 

assertion of will” appears to be its perceived irrational and anti-social tendencies. Skinny and 

Consumption each subvert this view of anorexia/addiction by refiguring food refusal as 

directly and inversely related, respectively, to the desire to belong socially, thereby inviting 

analysis of the circuitry between the social constitution of desires and habitual behaviors. I 

also include anorexia in this study of addiction narratives because of the characteristic 

representations of treatment as discipline. There are striking methodological similarities in 

the identification, interpretation, and treatment of anorexia and addiction in both the novels, 

as well as by biomedical and cognitive behavioral explanations, which I examine below.  

A primary objective of this study, then, will be to explore how each novel represents 
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ideological and material circuitries—the biopolitics—that inform the development, 

identification, and treatment of addiction and self-harm. As the texts under study 

demonstrate, the most salient features of this circuitry are its embodied dimensions. In his 

celebration of capitalism, Nigel Thrift claims that capitalism has “a crazy vitality … [that] 

doesn’t just line its pockets. It also appeals to gut feelings” (1); without addressing the social 

implications of a system predicated on competition for the means of survival, Thrift argues 

that the competition inspired by a free market economy drives creativity and hope. The 

underside of this vitality lies in its production of visceral, emotional responses that are 

intimately concerned with relations to the self and others. I mobilize Hardt and Negri’s 

principles of biopower to contemplate the affective and somatic dimensions of addiction. 

“[C]haracterized by an intensification and generalization of the normalizing apparatuses of 

disciplinarity that internally animate our common and daily practices” (23), biopower is the 

pervasive network through which power reproduces itself everyday. Each protagonist in the 

novels under study strives to reproduce herself socially within biopolitical circuitries that 

seek to regulate her behaviour and identity according to a moralizing register. A dramatic 

tension driving the plots of all the examined novels is that, under conditions of inequality—

regardless of class—protagonists must still socially reproduce themselves, and they must do 

so while maintaining particular codes of conduct. By reading social reproduction and moral 

regulation5 as interconnected, biopolitical processes animating the narratives, I contend that 

the affective re/actions of the protagonists to their respective socioeconomic realities, as well 

                                                
5 Alan Hunt defines moral regulation as a set of discursive and political practices whereby 
“some social agents problematise some aspect of the conduct, values, or culture of others on 
moral grounds and seek to impose regulation upon them” (ix).  
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as the oppressively corrective methods of their families, become contextually intelligible as 

performative behaviors.  

In addition, discourse analysis of fictional accounts of addiction will enable nuanced 

understandings of the ways in which ideologies of individualism, consumption, and 

acculturation are transmitted intergenerationally and with what consequences. The texts plot 

these ideologies as factors antagonistic to the protagonists’ development, which 

demonstrates the ways in which state responses to addiction are not only practiced 

institutionally—by social services, police, and medical and psychiatric personnel—but 

interpersonally, as well. Redefined and treated as individual pathology, the systemic 

determinants of addiction and self-harm are largely ignored by available treatment models in 

the novels and consequently become conveyed as ultimately enforcing the very imperatives 

that give rise to addiction. Significantly, as the narratives trace the ways in which capitalism 

is reproduced, they also dramatize confrontations between competing ideologies of what 

constitutes kinship, survival, social responsibility, and success, and how institutionalized 

ideologies are policed and reinforced. These confrontations denaturalize the socioeconomic 

circuitry of capitalism, which is unliveable for many of the protagonists, and betray the 

inadequacy of individualizing models for understanding the addictive behaviors of the 

protagonists. As they expose the capitalist, neoliberal, and individualizing functions of 

dominant treatment models, the novels also point toward alternative possibilities for self-

formation beyond those circumscribed by capitalist ideologies.  

My use of the term ideology requires clarification. While I employ Louis Althusser’s 

general definition of ideology as the “imaginary relationship of individuals to their real 
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conditions of existence” (123), my study does not affect a critical stance outside of ideology 

as a means of critiquing it. Instead, my approach to addiction narratives strives to “assume a 

place that enables us to maintain a distance from” (Žižek 17) the ideologies that infuse 

dominant causal and treatment discourses. This introductory chapter argues that specific 

ideologies shape the ways in which addiction is understood and treated in popular culture 

and institutional practices, and that these ideologies ultimately eclipse and reinforce broader, 

yet insidious, systemic factors that lead to addiction. However, as Slavoj Žižek posits, “this 

place from which one can denounce ideology must remain empty, it cannot be occupied by 

any positively determined reality” (17). In other words, my critique of individualistic 

ideologies does not assert that ‘in reality,’ addiction is entirely caused by systemic forces. 

This retreat into a polarizing discourse would situate the Addict as unconsciously reactive to 

social conditions. This stance “is no less false, in so far as it enables the subject to avoid 

confronting the real of his or her desire … [positing] the subject [as] no longer engaged in 

what is happening to him” (Žižek 6). On the contrary, the narratives examined in this study 

suggest that habitual substance use and self-harm emerge through conscious and persistent 

negotiations between desire and social constraints, which have adaptive logics. Therefore, 

my analysis focuses on the dialectical nature of addiction and is particularly interested in 

discerning the desires that are triggered or confronted in the protagonists before and during 

acts of substance use and self-starvation.  

In order to clarify my subsequent analysis of contemporary subversions of dominant 

addiction narratives, I will establish my use of the terms individualism, consumption, and 

acculturation. Individualism has been theorized within political philosophy in terms of the 
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fundamental rights, freedoms, and social and moral obligations of the individual in relation 

to the state. Neo-liberalism, largely understood as the philosophy underlying the Canadian 

state’s political and economic policies, constitutes, in Michael Peters’s words, “a primitive 

form of individualism: an individualism which is ‘competitive’, ‘possessive’ and construed 

often in terms of the doctrine of ‘consumer sovereignty’” (5). My analysis contemplates how 

this political philosophy is expressed socially as common sense and as an ideological force 

that takes on a constitutive role in subject formation and intersubjective relations. I employ 

Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gurnsheim’s evaluation of the process of individualization 

to form my theoretical understanding of individualism as it circulates in the novels under 

study. They argue that modern capitalism invokes an intense and contradictory form of 

individualism that prompts individuals to actively shape their “biography” (Chapter 1):  

Individualization is a compulsion, albeit a paradoxical one, to create, to stage 

manage, not only one's own biography but the bonds and networks surrounding it and 

to do this amid changing preferences and at successive stages of life, while 

constantly adapting to the conditions of the labour market, the education system, the 

welfare state and so on. (Chapter 1) 

This presentation of individualization as an imperative to self-fashion or tailor oneself to 

meet the expectations of external regulatory realities resonates with the articulations of 

individualism against which the protagonists in the examined works attempt to self-define 

and adapt. The image of stage management in Beck and Beck-Gurnsheim’s theory is 

especially pertinent—it captures two central paradoxes at the heart of individualism in the 

novels: one, the imperative to negotiate or control the “networks” by which one is 
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surrounded presumes an unacknowledged contingency of the self-determined individual and 

presupposes either the cooperation or the submission of others; and two, the pressure to 

constitute oneself as an individual allows one to accept credit for success but also full blame 

for failure, when in both cases, the individual is always already imbedded in regulatory and 

contingent relationships. Individualism, then, is represented in the novels as operating in a 

dialectical relationship: individualism fuels the protagonist’s desire to socially reproduce 

herself, but it is also the theme of persistent iterations from family members to do so within 

moral frameworks of responsibility to the community. I will show how this dynamic informs 

both the development and treatment of addiction in these narratives.   

Consumption is the second ideological trope that is figured rhetorically and 

structurally as a causal factor in addiction. The ideological nature of consumption portrayed 

by Kevin Patterson’s novel offers a significant elaboration on prevalent theorizations of the 

concept as it relates to practices of self-formation. Karl Marx defines consumption as 

fundamentally impelled by production and as an act that gives meaning to both the product 

and the consumer. Within a capitalist mode of production, in the moment that the consumer 

consumes the product, the product’s meaning is defined as necessary. Likewise, the 

consumer, in the act of consumption, is “return[ed] to himself [sic], but returns as a 

productive and self-reproducing individual” (Reader 232). This analysis of consumption 

focuses on the subject’s instrumental relation to tangible objects and identifiable processes 

of production. While Patterson’s novel situates this view as characteristic of early stages of 

capitalism, the narrative traces the swift transformations of social relations in Rankin Inlet, 

Northwest Territories as impelled by a more intricate, personal, and insidious form of 



17 

consumption, one which aligns with Jean Baudrillard’s argument that the object “is nothing 

but the different types of relations and significations that converge, contradict themselves, 

and twist around it” (255). This view suggests that processes of consumption form the basis 

of social relations and belonging. In Patterson’s novel, “consumption is an active social 

activity and the field of our whole cultural system (McIntyre 52); ultimately, it forms the 

social field in which the anorexic cannot find sustenance. Anorexia is thus refigured as a 

psychosomatic rejection of the terms of capitalist belonging. 

Finally, ideologies of assimilation and acculturation constitute the biopolitical 

circuitry in which the alcoholism of Indigenous protagonists in novels by Beatrice Culleton 

Mosionier and Eden Robinson becomes intelligible. Their novels suggest that the two 

ideologies operate within settler capitalism in particularly insidious ways. While the terms 

are often mobilized interchangeably, I will build on Sam McKegney’s distinction between 

them by arguing that their connections to forces of capitalism must be explicitly articulated 

in order to grasp the historical and contemporary struggles faced by Indigenous peoples in 

Canada. McKegney argues that “technologies of quasi-assimilative acculturation” in Canada 

functioned (and continue to function) “more by the suffocation of the primary culture than 

assimilative acquisition of the secondary one” (17). In this formulation, colonial impositions 

like the Indian Act identity legislation, residential schooling, and confinement to reservations 

were motivated by an acculturative, or genocidal, logic of cultural eradication rather than an 

assimilative move toward cooptation of Indigenous cultures.6 The fiction examined in this 

                                                
6 Additionally, cultural appropriation, exemplified by the 2010 Vancouver Olympic 
iconography controversy, is often a means of reproducing a settler state fiction of 
multicultural harmony that can have assimilative consequences.  
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study suggests that such processes of acculturation are also deeply complicit in capitalist 

endeavors and form part of the biopolitical circuitry surrounding addictive behaviors and 

treatment. Therefore, this circuitry is not only highly gendered and classed but also highly 

racialized. This introductory chapter will conclude with detailed summaries of how these 

three ideological tropes circulate as the logics that shape each protagonist’s addictive 

behaviors, as well as the treatment that ostensibly seeks to cure them.  

As Judith Butler describes gender, so too do I perceive addictive or habitual 

behaviors as “improvisation[s] within scene[s] of constraint” (2004; 1). In representing 

trajectories of addiction as social suffering, contemporary Canadian authors replot ostensibly 

self-harming behaviors as adaptive responses to systemic (and often unattainable) demands. 

As explored in depth below, dominant interpretations represent addiction in ways that figure 

the Addict as a dysfunctional identity. As Stephanie Irlbacher-Fox writes about social 

suffering among Dene peoples, because dominant views elide the causal role of 

sociopolitical factors, dysfunction comes to imply that individuals “can change the 

circumstances they are in, in order to become ‘functional’” (30). Conversely, then, “the term 

‘social suffering’ understands unwellness as symptoms of ongoing injustice, circumstances 

created and imposed by external agents” (30). In reading addiction as produced 

performatively, I contemplate as a crucial object of study the dialectic between the behaviors 

(or utterances) of so-called “addiction” and the social, literary, and political fields in which 

these behaviors emerge. This dialectic invites three levels of analysis. First, examining 

representations of addiction as performative assists in discerning the reiterative echoes of 

dominant discourses in the performance, identification, and treatment of addiction. Second, 
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causality becomes not linear or predictable but circuitous, internally logical, and contextual. 

Third, addressing the Addict as a performative identity acknowledges the corporeal, 

affective, and linguistic elements of his or her performative utterances, which, in the 

examined narratives, refer to specific narrations of substance use, self-harming acts, and 

psychic “trips,” as well as declarative social admissions or denials of addiction. By tracing 

biopolitical circulations of capitalist, heteronormative, and colonial power relations, I attend 

to how addiction emerges within such relations as responses to forces that would refigure 

bodies into products or producers, commodities to be regulated by self and others to perform 

particular functions. Thus, a methodology of reading addiction that recognizes its 

performative qualities challenges methodologically individualistic and pathologizing 

theories of addiction. Moreover, such contextualizing reading strategies are required by the 

literature under examination. To take what Félix Guattari calls the “chemotherapeutic” (202) 

approach of carving protagonists out of the scenes of constraint from which they emerge in 

order to dissect their symptoms would render their acts unintelligible and leave unexamined 

and intact the circuitries of power and subversion along which the narratives unfold. 

As the narratives examined in the following chapters proceed to trace affective and 

material circuitries between individual acts and systemic conditions, they each take an ironic 

turn—the protagonists’ actions are read and treated by those around them as symptoms of 

physical and moral disease rather than (perhaps unhealthy) mediations of social forces. The 

dramatic tension arises from this dissonance: testing an enduring cultural notion that an 
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addict’s greatest struggle is against herself,7 these stories reframe the struggle as negotiating 

ongoing forms of systemic power that simultaneously define and treat behaviors as 

maladaptive and aberrant identity traits. The self-destructive young women of recent 

Canadian fiction call attention to legacies of colonization, as well as economic and gender 

inequalities. Often, their addictions are depicted as symptoms rather than causes of social 

suffering. In fact, the conflict in these works stems from the protagonists’ confrontations 

with economic, psychiatric, and legal institutions that firmly place the responsibility of 

sobriety, adaptation, and recovery on the individual while ignoring the ways in which forms 

of oppression provoke and perpetuate self-destructive behavior. The meanings produced 

from this dissonance not only challenge public and private stereotypes about addiction, but 

they also suggest that the reproduction of such stereotypes shores up the values and interests 

of neo-colonial state capitalism and heteropatriarchy.  

 

Reading Addiction: The Critical Contributions of Canadian Addiction Narratives 

The two extant works on literary addiction published in Canada survey the metaphorical and 

literal connections between writing and addiction. Bela Szabados and Kenneth G. Probert’s 

Writing Addiction: Towards a Poetics of Desire and Its Others (2004) is particularly 

concerned with letting “the light of the depiction of the experiences of addicts illuminate our 

lives as writers/authors” (3). Immediately troubling is the imbalanced comparison between 

the writing life and addictive behaviors. To privilege an analysis of compulsions, pleasures, 

                                                
7 Peter Ferentzy explains that the “Enlightenment-born distinction between will and desire” 
produced the potential for “a self divided against itself” (171). I argue that this distinction 
persists in contemporary addiction discourse. 
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and pains of writing over those of substance-based and often harmful habits certainly denies 

the significant physiological differences between the two acts. It also dangerously elides 

recognition of the vulnerable sociopolitical contexts in which addicts are frequently 

embedded.8 For example, Szabados and Probert identify themes of self-division (4), desire 

and emotion (4), self-destruction and self-creation (5), transgression (5), modernity and post-

modernity (5), the recovery of particularity (5), and the expression of all these themes 

through the embodied act of writing (4) as constituent features of the writing process, as well 

as the psychophysiological experience of addicts. The underlying problem, in my view, is 

the definition upon which they base their analysis of writing as a form of addiction. After 

pointing out that “[in] Roman law, ‘addiction’ was a technical term” for a court sentence that 

“bound to a master” (2) a person, the addict, in a role of servitude, Szabados and Probert 

reclaim the term as accurately capturing the physiological state of addiction, while further 

asserting that “its metaphorical and extended uses are best understood by way of comparing 

a variety of cases in light of the master-slave relationship” (3). The stated intent, implicit 

assumptions, and ultimate implications of such comparisons risk producing an aesthetically 

depoliticized view of addiction, while simultaneously reproducing a profoundly political, 

hegemonic representation of addiction—distilling its meaning down to a constellation of 

symptoms, burying its mystic cause inside the individual addict-artist, and tacitly accepting 

                                                
8 The term capitalism is surprisingly underused in addiction studies. As much of the criticism 
drawn on throughout this thesis exemplifies, several inadequate or indirect euphemisms are 
used to stand in for capitalism, including globalization, market economy, materialism, 
consumer culture, individualism, industrialism, urban, contemporary, and acculturation. The 
implications of such ambiguity and my attempt to build a conceptual framework that begins 
to capture the ideological and affective circuitry of capitalism and its intersections with 
patriarchy and colonialism are developed below. 
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its inevitable (re)occurrence. 

Conversely, Lorna Crozier and Patrick Lane’s Addicted: Notes From the Belly of the 

Beast (2001) presents the personal stories of prominent authors’ experiences with various 

kinds of addiction—alcohol, drug, food, sex, gambling, cutting—as courageous acts of 

disclosure in a public forum that misunderstands the constituent elements of the addict’s 

struggle with self, stigma, shame, and desire. Unlike Szabados and Probert, Crozier and 

Lane situate their literary notes on addiction within a realm of competing social narratives. 

The stories are offered as reality-checks against two “simplistic attitudes” (xiii) toward 

addiction that Crozier identifies as incomplete and erroneous: first, the shaming public voice 

that says, “Why don’t the drunks, the junkies, the smokers, the bulimics just smarten up? 

Pull themselves up by the bootstraps. Get some willpower. Stop” (xiii); and second, the 

romantic vision of the “wild, self-destructive painter or poet who shatters complacency and 

taboos” (xiii). And yet, while Crozier and Lane name confrontations between liberal 

humanist demands for individual autonomy and the diversity of addiction experiences, the 

socioeconomic circuitry between these imperatives and addiction remains oblique. The 

collection leaves vital questions unanswered. What are the social determinants of addiction? 

How are popular attitudes toward addiction produced, reproduced, and institutionalized and 

with what consequences? And how can literature intervene in the cacophony of stigmatizing 

addiction narratives in ways that might incite a consideration that, as Jeff Shantz argues, 

“peoples’ vices and follies often give real satisfaction. They are not the expressions of the 

fallen” (41); they are often acts of survival (43).  

Film critic Pekka Sulkunen argues that “the view of addictions as an index of weak 
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or diseased will is insufficient and misleading” (545). Her survey of mainstream North 

American film scenes turned up instances in which the addict appears as an agent, signaling 

“a competent subject making free choices on its desires but equally capable of observing and 

respecting the desires of others” (545). Undermining views of addicts as (innately) 

untrustworthy and selfish, Sulkunen’s analysis echoes television critic Rob Cover’s analysis 

of a Buffy the Vampire Slayer storyline, in which he reads Willow’s addiction to witchcraft 

as having a productive purpose because it unfolds within a bully culture. Her addiction is 

empowering because it allows her to “shake off her victim status by crossing the 

bully/victim line” (85). I follow a similar analytical trajectory as these cultural critics by 

asking how behaviors perceived as addiction are represented not only as ways of avoiding 

pain, but also as ways of achieving a sense of mastery over self, however illusory, within 

conditions that make such altered states desirable.  

My dissertation responds to such demanding questions by examining three shared 

qualities of the novels it studies: first, the narratives foreground the historical, material, and 

gendered contexts in which acts defined as addictive arise; second, they reveal the influences 

of individualism, consumption, and acculturation underlying both causal explanations for 

and institutional treatments of addiction; and third, they begin to clarify the processes by 

which these ideologies are naturalized and enforced, and in service to what interests. The 

examined texts demand critical attention to these three factors—attention that is surprisingly 

absent from literary as well as scientific and sociological discourse on the politics of 

addiction and its treatment.  

I point to a particular kind of critical silence, however. Addiction studies is an 
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immense field in which literary criticism participates prominently. Yet the literary critical 

interventions proceed largely along aesthetic, historical, or biographical lines of inquiry. 

Inattention by literary criticism to the links between capitalist ideologies and addiction, as 

well as its myopic—and masculinist—focus on William S. Burroughs (and the Beat 

generation in general), Thomas de Quincey, Edgar Allen Poe, and Hunter S. Thompson, 

emphasize the urgency to develop resistant reading strategies that lay bare the capitalist, 

racist, and heteronormative economies of both narrative representations of addiction and 

literary critical practices that are instrumental in the social and pedagogical dissemination of 

these stories. The stakes of literary criticism’s failure to deploy and extend existing systemic 

analyses to representations of addiction should not be underestimated: interpretation that 

does not attend to institutional power is both symptomatic of and complicit in the 

naturalization and perpetuation of capitalist imperatives that depend on reducing systemic 

injustices to individual pathologies.  

This introductory chapter analyzes the ideological tenors of current trends in 

addiction discourses as they are produced within several cultural and political domains in 

order to contextualize the significance of the ideological conflicts and symbolic subversions 

at the center of the novels studied in each chapter. The interdisciplinary approach elaborated 

here constitutes the methodology of this study. The dramatic confrontations that occur 

between the protagonists’ expressions of social suffering and the treatment models based on 

narrow perceptions of the context of such suffering profoundly trouble the legitimacy of the 

Alcoholics Anonymous disease model of healing and social reabsorption, the biomedical 

disease model of addiction diagnosis, and cognitive behavioral approaches to understanding 
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and treating anorexia.  

I argue that dominant approaches to literary studies of addiction usually fall within 

the first of “three concentric frameworks” identified by Frederic Jameson as “mark[ing] out 

a widening out of the sense of the social ground of the text” (75). In the first framework, “the 

individual work is grasped essentially as a symbolic act” (76); although textual events 

conjure relations to an extra-textual world, “real social contradictions, insurmountable in 

their own terms, find a purely formal resolution in the aesthetic realm” (79). Within this 

framework, because addiction narratives are not read as evoking extratextual, contested 

meanings of addiction, the intertextual resolutions are not assessed for their degrees of 

hegemonic reinscription or subversion. The critical focus deals with the internal conflict 

inaugurated by the textual addict and explores how or if the text technically and aesthetically 

resolves the internally generated tensions and contradictions. One consequence of this 

approach to literary analysis is the danger of critical participation in reinscribing dominant, 

operative stereotypes of addiction. While an important step in understanding how a text 

works to produce ideological meaning, this formalist interpretive step, according to Jameson, 

must only be the first one. I argue, however, that the prevailing trend in literary analyses of 

addiction and self-harm is arrested in this first critical mode.  

For example, Isabelle Meuret’s recent study Writing Size Zero: Figuring Anorexia in 

Contemporary World Literatures (2007) seeks to interrupt pathologizing medical, social, and 

cultural interpretations of anorexia by affording anorexics the power to define their own 

experiences; she also argues that anorexia has become “a medical and literary hit” (52) by 

exploring the ways in which critical attention in these disciplines arrives from a place of 
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fascination to the point of epidemic. In this way, she figures the study of an already 

pathologized experience as pathology in and of itself—and significantly, one described as a 

marketable pathology. But it is Meuret’s focus on the linguistic figuration of anorexia that is 

troubling. Largely “expound[ing] on the grammatology of anorexia” (13), Meuret contends 

that the “signifying practices” of starving and writing are “inextricably linked to a 

compulsive obsession with words” (13). She provides evidence for this thesis with 

meticulous close readings of world literatures thematically categorized into explorations of 

the erotic, perfection, profanity, and famine, among others. Claiming that the book’s title 

Writing Size Zero (which becomes her term for anorexic writing), “reconciles textual and 

corporeal practices” (266), Meuret concludes by reframing anorexia as a writing disorder, 

driven by a pursuit for “harmony” (266). Although attentive to textual engagements with or 

refusals of dominant social discourses about anorexia that articulate dissonances between 

experience and popular beliefs, Meuret offers little insight into how such information can be 

mobilized to find resistance strategies against either the development of anorexia or its 

pathologization. Additionally, her methodology exerts an individualized notion of 

empowerment, or harmony. This lens inevitably shapes Meuret’s central contention that, 

because “anorexics are dying for words, which they concretise in a self-engendered flesh” 

(54), “the will to live overpowers the longing for death … [by] embrac[ing] a creative role” 

(55). The implication is that only through their isolated utterances do anorexic writers9 

(arguably) achieve authentic expression of or liberation from their suffering. And 

                                                
9 In Meuret’s words, she chose to study “experiential texts, that is primary sources written 
mostly by anorexics, either as first-person accounts, or in other literary formats” (14; original 
emphasis). 
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significantly, such resolution is purely symbolic. According to Jameson, such imaginative 

resolutions of textual contradictions must be contextualized socially and historically for 

readers, or else they “leave the real untouched” (81). My approach to fictional 

representations of anorexia in Chapter Two demonstrates the limitations of Meuret’s 

methodology by mobilizing Jameson’s call for contextualization in order to identify the 

textual representation of extra-textual sociopolitical conflicts. I will then situate the details 

and stakes of each text’s resolution in broader social and historical context, steps rarely taken 

in literary studies of addiction. Interestingly, the parallels between Meuret’s analytical 

method and the biographical studies of addiction examined below suggest that the prevalent 

literary interest in addiction is with addiction as metaphor, in ways that write over bodily, 

textual, and extra-textual realities.  

Part of the critical and social literacy that the novels under study condition involves 

an awareness of antagonisms they present to competing addiction narratives, both inter- and 

extra-textually. Jameson’s second interpretive field moves beyond individualizing modes of 

interpretation that dissect the aesthetics and symptoms of a given protagonist’s addiction. 

Textual details are still assessed symbolically, but as Jameson argues, “the value and 

character of such symbolic action are now significantly modified and enlarged” (85). By 

enlarging the critical focus to include more than middle-class male narratives of tragic-

heroic descents/flights into addiction and establishing a critical intent to ground analyses of 

addiction in contexts of socioeconomic, gender, and racialized relations, this study seeks to 

build on Jameson’s claim that “only an ultimate rewriting of these utterances in terms of 

their essentially polemic and subversive strategies restores them to their proper place in the 
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dialogical system of the social classes” (86). In other words, because dominant discourses 

work to uphold ideological values of particular classes, subversive or counter-discursive 

utterances from various cultural and class locations must be read in dialogue with each other 

to discern their critiques of normalized power and potential for resistance and social 

transformation.  

The medium of literature is particularly suited to facilitate the ideological 

deconstruction necessary to discern competing narratives about addiction’s meaning in 

contemporary Canadian society. Fiction can convey a contextual view of social and 

economic relationships in which characters are implicated—a view often unavailable or 

elided through clinical interviews, for example, which are inevitably narrower in scope 

because of their tendency to be elicited for diagnostic purposes that already privilege a 

therapeutic model. These contextualizing properties of story challenge the individualistic 

imperatives of capitalism by making plain the historical and material contingencies that 

shape individuals’ relationships to their world and themselves. To that end, the narratives 

examined in this dissertation are rife with metaphors of embodiment that express each 

protagonist’s relationship to her body as an object. Variously conveyed as attempts to 

reanimate, numb, punish, emotionally fashion, or defiantly control the physical body, 

“addiction” describes a process of self-estrangement that seems an extension of Marx’s 

conception of the term, insofar as the body becomes another site of labor necessary to 

emotional and social survival. I will argue that the novels studied in the chapters that follow 

suggest that habitual behaviors marked as addictive are “merely a means to satisfy needs 

external to [addictive behaviors themselves]” (Manuscripts 111; original emphasis); the 
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novels thereby yoke the logics of addictive acts to the ideological logics that make them 

appear necessary.  

My dissertation examines the relationship between manifestations of social suffering 

and the pressures of social reproduction and moral regulation as the primary means of tracing 

the circuitry between addiction and capitalism. Such analyses will be discussed throughout 

the project in relation to other cultural and political narratives. This survey is necessary 

because the novels examined evoke and contest the legitimacy of pervasive dominant 

narratives of addiction, and they do so in ways that illuminate the implications of their 

underlying pathologizing assumptions. I identify five particular domains of addiction 

narratives—popular culture, scientific discourse, cultural studies, systemic analyses, and 

literature and literary criticism—in order to highlight the specific and shared constructions of 

the Addict as an essentialized identity across cultural locations, while also mobilizing an 

underrepresented branch of addiction studies that contests dominant explanatory models. My 

intention is to distinguish the most persistently reproduced ideological tropes infusing 

addiction discourses, as well as identify an emerging category of counter-discourses on 

addiction.  

 

The Political Economy of Alcoholics Anonymous in Popular Culture 

Late twentieth-century public representations of addiction, both real and fictional, construct 

the condition as involuntary and yet also subject to control, pending the addict’s willingness 

to choose recovery. The influence and endurance of this sentiment pervades television and 

film plots. The A&E network reality television show Intervention has for ten years rehearsed 
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the same script: the addict’s behavior is identified by others as destructive; an intervention is 

staged outlining how such behavior affects the lives of the addict and his or her loved ones; 

the addict ultimately chooses or refuses to pursue rehabilitation. Whether redemption-

seeking confessions, triumphant returns from rock bottom, or posthumously-mourned 

tragedies, the subjects of fictional and celebrity addiction narratives in popular culture 

commonly appear as locked in battle with the self for freedom from compulsion, a struggle 

which casts them as either as-yet unwitting victims, knowing reformers, or lost causes. 

Echoing what Ferentzy argues is the Enlightenment belief in “free will … [and] the 

curability of everything” (171), dominant cultural addiction narratives share the 

corresponding conviction that people with so-called diseases of the will (e.g. madness, 

addiction, homosexuality) “[are] not considered responsible for their afflictions, but [are] 

held responsible for their recovery” (172). By foreclosing any interrogation of causality, this 

view of addiction is intrinsically illogical. There is no cause and effect only effect and 

treatment, which inevitably position the addict as morally culpable in the choice to recover. 

Undergirding this narrative is a naturalized, unquestioned understanding of addiction and its 

treatment—one in which the fate of the addict is neatly accounted for by appraising her will 

to choose recovery. I argue that this dominant interpretive lens is shaped by the Alcoholics 

Anonymous view of addiction.  

The spiritual foundations of what the official AA website calls “a fellowship like no 

other” (“Alcoholics Anonymous Archives”) are traced back to the Oxford Group, a religious 

movement which “practiced a formula of self-improvement by performing self-inventory, 

admitting wrongs, making amends, using prayer and meditation, and carrying the message to 
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others” (“Alcoholics Anonymous Archives”). These principles structure the Twelve Steps 

that the original 100 members of AA recorded in the 1930s based on their practical 

experiences supporting each other in their struggles with drinking and their central belief that 

“alcoholism is a progressive illness that cannot be cured, but which, like some other 

illnesses, can be arrested—by staying away from the first drink, one day at a time” 

(“Alcoholics Anonymous Archives”).  

Mariana Valverde argues that this approach to recovery marks a dramatic and 

enduringly influential shift in Western views of addiction in three ways. First, by redefining 

addiction as a non-medical, incurable disease (123) that strikes people of any class, race, or 

gender, AA continues to frame drinking as an intrinsic urge. However, such urges are seen 

as impervious to the will’s efforts to control consumption. In fact, the attempt to control the 

drive to drink is symptomatic of the disease of alcoholism itself. So within the AA model, 

the will is diseased not when languishing from use, but when it is compulsively flexed 

against an insurmountable force. Second, the subsequent process of treatment marks the 

profound influence of Alcoholics Anonymous over public perception of addiction. In 

contrast to pre-AA definitions of addiction, which demanded individual heroic acts of 

victory over self, AA, at least in theory, insists on surrender to a higher power for strength, 

and non-coercive, cooperative, mutual support in learning to adapt to an irreversible lifelong 

affliction and struggle to stay sober. As Valverde points out, this ostensibly democratic 

approach to recovery has been particularly meaningful for blue-collar men, who perceive 

“their allegiance to AA as a form of resistance against medical power” (123). AA philosophy 

at its inception does seem to privilege individual assessment of one’s own experience over 
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impositions of external judgment; however, as I argue in Chapter One, contemporary AA 

practices have not preserved this principle of non-interference as medical and juridical 

powers have come to use AA as a tool of moral regulation. Such evolutions in AA practice 

occur along a third legacy of the twelve steps. In Valverde’s view, the extension of AA’s 

“treatment techniques … to a wide range of other behaviors … [has become] the common 

denominator …for today’s broad-ranging recovery movement” (29). Certainly, even a brief 

survey of addiction narratives in popular culture shows that alcohol and drug dependence are 

just two of several behaviors that are now called addictions. As “addiction attribution” 

(Sedgwick 143) has extended beyond substance-focused behaviors, so too has the AA-

structured treatment format been applied to overeaters (OA), eating disorders (EDA), 

anorexia and bulimics (ABA), sex addicts (SAA), workaholics (WA), and co-dependents 

(CoDA). 

Such contemporary iterations of AA narratives emerge within political and moral 

economies that demand self-control and self-containment from political subjects, 

imperatives that are naturalized within and ideologically vital to both neoliberal and 

neoconservative agendas. Valverde demonstrates that framing addiction as a battle against 

the self is a circular but politically useful argument. As addiction comes to signify a struggle 

with the will over self, it refers to a “relation of the soul to itself, not to any objective state of 

affairs” (28). Evident at the cultural level through such reality television programs as My 

Strange Addiction and Intervention are the ways in which, “[b]y directly focusing on 

volitional impairment, the concept of addiction can render details irrelevant” (Ferentzy 174). 

Crucially, when discourses of addiction are caught within a dialectic of free will and 
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determinism, multiple social issues disappear from view. For example, Jason Kosovski and 

Douglas Smith10 posit that the “most glaring misrepresentation” reproduced by Intervention 

is “the degree to which inpatient treatment is framed as available, desirable, and successful” 

(854). Not only does inpatient treatment form only a small fraction of therapeutic care, but it 

is also extremely expensive, which makes it accessible mainly to affluent people. In addition 

to erasing the class disparity underlying addiction treatment, Kosovski and Smith argue that 

Intervention also constructs a view of inpatient treatment as usually successful; and yet, only 

“40%–60% of those addicts treated in rigorously controlled clinical trials … remain 

abstinent for one year following the treatment entry” (854). Heave, lullabies for little 

criminals, and Skinny all explore systemic obstacles to recovery, which challenge views 

perpetuated by popular narratives like Intervention, which imply the only obstacle to 

recovery is the uncommitted and unrepentant addict him or herself. 

Kosovski and Smith also point out that “the narrative presented by the addict is often 

framed as clouded and distorted by drug and alcohol abuse,” while “[t]he narrative presented 

by friends and family is coded as authoritative and honest” (855-56). Persistently framed as 

an unreliable narrator, the addict, even when given space to speak, is positioned as 

compromised, unable to assess or provide a legitimate perspective on his or her own 

circumstances and incapable of articulating any substantive truth or critical insight about 

                                                
10 Their analysis refers to the US health care system. However, in-patient treatment in 
Canada is also very difficult to secure given the long wait times in public facilities and the 
expense of private facilities. Moreover, Intervention’s high ratings in Canada make strict 
national distinctions difficult given the pervasive presence of American-produced portrayals 
of addiction in Canadian culture.  
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addiction.11 In the last five years, two significant attempts to reject this notion of the addict 

as unreliable narrator vis-à-vis rejection of the AA script have emerged in popular television, 

however problematically. The forms of critique expressed by Charlie Sheen and Showtime’s 

Nurse Jackie are also emerging in contemporary Canadian literature. In all cases, attempts 

are made to fundamentally refigure addiction beyond the framework of free will versus 

determinism—a limitation that locates the genesis and resolution of addiction in the 

individual—even if the influence of this dichotomy shapes attempts to refute it. For example, 

Charlie Sheen’s highly public rejections of AA in 2011 deny the doctrine that accepting 

powerlessness is empowering while simultaneously assert the will as the principal site of 

personal freedom.12 Additionally, as in novels I examine, Nurse Jackie simultaneously 

produces scenarios in which inebriate behaviors and desires appear adaptive13, not 

maladaptive, to socioeconomic conditions, while inviting the audience to interrogate the 

ability of the Twelve Step process to address Jackie’s problems.  

 

The Biomedical Disease Model of Addiction and Eating Disorders 

Whether reproduced uncritically or subversively, the Alcoholics Anonymous model of 

addiction pervades popular culture. Rarely, however, does popular culture engage with the 

                                                
11 Jacques Derrida’s proclamation that the addict seeks “pleasure in an experience without 
truth” (26) is another variation on the theme of the deceitful addict (whether ignorantly or 
willfully). 
12 In February 2011, Sheen proclaimed: “I was shackled and oppressed by the cult of AA for 
22 years … It’s vintage, outdated and stupid, and it’s followed by stupid people. I hate them 
violently … I have a disease? Bullshit. I cured it right now with my mind” (“Charlie Sheen’s 
Bizarre New Interview”).  
13 In one of several moments that gesture towards this contextual view of addiction, Dr. 
O’Hara tells Jackie, “[H]ow you manage the pain is a private matter” (“Years of Service,” 
13:20).  
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scientific disease model of addiction, a narrative that functions at an institutional level but 

also in relation to the Twelve Steps. Like the Alcoholics Anonymous theory of addiction, the 

biomedical model assumes the presence of an innate dependence on a substance or behavior. 

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition, Text Revision 

(DSM-IV-TR) was the standard North American tool for defining, identifying, and treating 

mental disorders, including addiction, until May 201314. And yet, the DSM-IV-TR does not 

define addiction. It defines instead “Substance Abuse” and “Substance Dependence” as 

broad categories, as well as “Abuse” and “Dependence” under multiple categories of specific 

substances (“DSM-IV”). Stanton Peele explains that the term addiction was replaced with 

abuse and dependence “in the hope of defining the syndrome more precisely and less 

emotionally” (Peele). The semantic move sought a migration from a theoretical or 

philosophical to an empirical diagnosis. In other words, while addiction had come to signify 

an assessment of moral intentionality, abuse and dependence can more precisely describe 

measurable effects of substance use. So, in effect, the DSM-IV-TR classifies abuse and 

dependency according to individuals’ frequency levels of use and/or when physiological 

tolerance or dependence has occurred. A crucial tipping point into dysfunction occurs when 

                                                
14 Published on May 18, 2013, the fifth edition of the DSM combines the Substance Abuse 
and Substance Dependence categories under “Substance Use Disorder” and creates the new 
category “Addictive Disorders,” which, to date, includes only gambling disorder. The 
revisions reflect attempts to strengthen the specificity of diagnostic criteria, so that “whereas 
a diagnosis of substance abuse previously required only one symptom, mild substance use 
disorder in DSM-5 requires two to three symptoms from a list of 11;” the revisions also 
eliminate the phrase “problems with law enforcement” because “cultural considerations … 
make the criteria difficult to apply internationally” (“Substance-Related and Addictive 
Disorders”). However, all references to the DSM will be from the IV-TR edition given its 
contemporary relevance to the novels under study.  
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patients “[fail] to fulfill major role obligations at work, school, or home” (“DSM-IV”). In the 

biomedical formulation, then, addiction is refigured as a disorder of regular functioning as a 

result of behavioral abuse and physiological dependence.  

 Ostensibly, the DSM-IV’s shift in terminology toward objective assessment of action 

and effects seeks to evacuate moral judgment and assumptions of intentionality from the 

diagnostic criteria. It also does not assert a causal analysis of addiction. Leaving aside 

questions of whether or not the moral specter of addiction lingers in practice and whether the 

term “abuse” might also carry “emotional” weight, it is the manual’s ahistorical and 

narrowly focused methodology that is particularly contentious socially and politically. In 

The Birth of the Clinic, Foucault argues that the historical and philosophical roots of clinical 

practice in the nineteenth century “perceived [disease] fundamentally in a space of 

projection without depth, of coincidence without development. There is only one plane and 

one moment” (5). Similarly, the DSM-IV-TR perceives substance abuse and dependence as 

a set of symptoms of disorder along one plane called “behavior and effects” that does not 

intersect with axes of social experiences like poverty, classism, racism, or heteropatriarchy; 

that is, the DSM-IV-TR does not recognize the development of that which it interrogates—

nor its own legitimacy—as emerging within a complex of regulatory power.  

While the depoliticized story of addiction told—and imposed—by the DSM-IV-TR 

is dangerously inadequate, it remains the standardized account. And crucially, its disease 

model framework carries with it historical associations between addiction and “deviance” 

(Acker 201), which Caroline J. Acker argues not only create social stigma but also work to 

legitimize “increased intrusion into the private lives of clients and great arbitrary power to 
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intervene in those lives” (201). The novels discussed in Chapters One and Three each 

contend with this latter consequence of biomedical diagnostic procedures. As this 

dissertation will explore at length, not only does the scientific disease model fail to account 

for the social determinants of health articulated in both fiction and non-fiction, but it also 

becomes one of those determinants, informing the production and reproduction of social 

suffering. This is partially due to fact that, as Valverde argues, the DSM “criteria tend to 

assume certain norms of social responsibility” (27). It may not advance a causal analysis of 

addiction, but through its measurement of disorder according to failure to meet familial and 

employment obligations, the DSM-IV reifies addiction as social transgression.  

 

The Cognitive Behavioral Model of Addiction  

Unlike the Alcoholics Anonymous and biomedical disease models, the cognitive behavioral 

model (CBT) of addiction does consider external causal factors in the development of 

addiction. From an ostensibly non-judgmental stance, CBT seeks to understand the internal 

logics that reinforce addictive behavior. Kouimtsidis et al explain that Cognitive Behavioral 

Therapy combines the central tenets of behaviorism and cognitive therapies. Behaviorism’s 

theories of classical and operant conditioning, developed by Pavlov and Skinner, 

respectively, generally refer to “process[es] by which a previously unimportant or irrelevant 

stimulus becomes important or relevant” (8). Cognitive therapy as developed by Beck in 

1976 posits that, “what is important for the individual is not the experience itself, but the 

meaning that the individual attaches to the experience” (9). The interactions between 

experience and meaning attachment processes become CBT’s focus of modification for 



38 

individuals with “unwanted or challenging behaviours” (9), like binging and purging, for 

example. The CBT approach argues that such behaviors become reinforced, at least initially, 

by desired outcomes and “distorted” (10) perceptions of those experiences. This interpretive 

framework is the most widely used approach to treating eating disorders. 

However, even though CBT recognizes eating disorders as learned behaviors, it 

defines such behaviors as inherently maladaptive responses. Consequently, treatment seeks 

to reform the anorexic to deal appropriately with overwhelming and internalized cultural 

pressures. While a productive tool in terms of its application within a systemic analysis of 

addiction, the cognitive behavioral model in practice does not incorporate a meaningful and 

sustained analysis of the socioeconomic factors to which people adapt. Naming symptomatic 

responses to underlying power structures ‘maladaptive’ implies that the normative 

experience is adaptation to the same conditions in ways that do not lead to suffering. As 

Mebbie Bell’s work demonstrates, therapeutic conditions often reproduce and intensify the 

very power relations that lead to disordered eating, a process explored in Chapter Two, 

which traces the political economy of eating disorders in Ibi Kaslik’s Skinny and Kevin 

Patterson’s Consumption. The chapter examines how cognitive behavioral therapy fails to 

register causal influences of gendered, classed, and racialized norms in ways that reinscribe 

patriarchal, capitalist, and colonial ideologies.  

As such, CBT-based treatment locates the onus of disorder on individuals, even if 

social factors are acknowledged. Adaptation, self-control, and coping skills are the 

buzzwords of the CBT approach, leaving intact systemic imperatives, which the works 

examined in this study configure as intimately and insidiously connected to the protagonists’ 
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suffering. Like the disease models of addiction, the CBT approach avoids in depth analysis 

of the relationship between the user and her political economy.15 Perhaps exemplifying Celia 

Kitzinger and Rachel Perkins’s arguments that Western psychological approaches “teach us 

to privitize, individualize, and pathologize our problems as women” (5-6) and “always 

[serve] to obscure larger social and political issues … [by] converting them into individual 

pathologies [through] an insistent focus on the personal” (6), CBT ultimately privileges self-

transformation over transformations of structures of power. A broader consequence of such 

depoliticization, as Heave and Skinny suggest, is that the rhetoric of maladaption proliferates 

within social and institutional discourse around addiction, which implicitly serves to 

normalize conditions of inequality. As all of the chapters that follow will argue, the 

therapeutic claim of adaptation and success through self-transformation is highly 

problematic and often untenable while structural inequalities such as poverty, patriarchy, and 

colonialism remain in place. 

 

The Cultural Studies Model of Addiction 

Cultural studies of addiction are generally concerned with questioning the relationship 

between social structures and the addicted individual. Perhaps the two most enduringly 

influential analyses of addiction (in the humanities, at least) are Jacques Derrida’s “The 

Rhetoric of Drugs” and Felix Guattari’s “Socially Significant Drugs.” Their respective 

epistemologies of the drug user offer ideologically opposed analyses of the relationship 

                                                
15 However, experts in the discipline seek to change this methodological failing. In The 
Political Psyche, for example, Andrew Samuels, argues that “[w]here the public and the 
private, the political and the personal, intersect or even meld there is a special role for depth 
psychology in relation to political change and transformation” (4). 
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between the addict and society. While each traces the sociopolitical context of drug 

addiction, they offer antithetical causal analyses, resulting in starkly different prescriptions 

for its eradication: Derrida advocates for the severing of addicts from society, while Guattari 

argues for sociopolitical reorganization that would transform the society in which addiction 

arises.  

Derrida asserts unequivocally that “drug use threatens the social bond” (37) and 

should be prohibited on the grounds that it is both “desocializing, and contagious for the 

socius” (37). Positing that the user “cuts himself off from the world” (25), Derrida cites the 

addict’s conscious control over his acts of ingestion as justification for positioning the user 

outside or even antagonistic to the social body comprised of citizens who manage to be 

“conscious, vigilant, and normal subject[s], master[s] of [their] intentions and desires” (21). 

Ultimately, Derrida privileges the maintenance of civil society over the inclusion of all 

individuals. His anxiety surrounding the systemic “restructuring and … repoliticizing” (38-

39) such an inclusion would require reflects his opposition to institutional reform, raising the 

critical question, “Who qualifies as a citizen?” when belonging (or being ‘socially bonded’) 

is predicated on obedience. Despite his declared commitment to condemn any 

“attitude…which, directly or indirectly, cuts off the possibility of an essentially interminable 

questioning, that is critical and thus transforming” (28), Derrida exempts the ‘social bond’ 

from the reach of this questioning. While rejecting biological ideologies that seek to preserve 

the sacredness of the physical body, he remains resolutely committed to the sacredness of the 

body politic but resistant to interrogating the ideologies and practices that shore up its 

cohesion—ideologies and practices which potentially create and/or exacerbate the incidence 
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of drug addiction, as suggested by the works of fiction examined in this thesis, as well as by 

critics such as Felix Guattari, Roland Chrisjohn et al, and Christopher B. R. Smith.  

Guattari’s theory clarifies the limitations of Derrida’s approach to addiction. 

Derrida’s stance inevitably carries the implication that society cannot prohibit or eradicate 

the drug without also ostracizing the user. Guattari calls this a chemotherapeutic response to 

the problem of drug addiction which, in fact, creates a sociopolitical atmosphere in which 

the individual is forced into either “a solitude without recourse” (202) or complete 

dependence on a system contingent on individual subordination. His essay begins by calling 

for “a new nonrepressive approach, and therefore a new relation of power between the 

people involved and political power” (199)—a system in which the suffering of drug users is 

not justification for “repression and police control” (204). Clearly elevating the well-being of 

all individuals above protecting existing social bonds between an exclusive or delimitable 

group of citizens, Guattari argues that “it is only on the level of a political reconfiguration 

that would take social, individual, and aesthetic objectives into account that we will be able 

to alter the situation of drug addicts” (206).16  

The political possibilities implied by this analysis are exciting because the locus of 

the problem of addiction is shifted to include socioeconomic circumstances, demanding 

accountability to diverse priorities in the pursuit of healthy situations for addicts. Yet 

Guattari’s analysis is limited in two significant ways. First, regarding his advocacy for 

changing the person through changing their situation, I argue that it is not merely the 

                                                
16 Note, however, the dangerous limitations of agency implied by the “we” who “will be able 
to alter the situation of drug addicts,” suggesting that we, the critics, have more insight into 
“the situation of drug addicts” than those who use drugs.  
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situation of the “drug addict” that requires attention. When causal lines are drawn between 

micropolitical fields and someone already labeled Addict, addiction still retains its status as a 

pre-existing individual disease. Guattari’s theory implies that the effects of addiction may be 

ameliorated by a nurturing sociopolitical environment, but the category of addiction-as-

disease remains intact. I contend that when connections are made among the situations of all 

citizens, forms of social suffering, and forms of social success, epistemological perceptions 

of the Addict alter fundamentally and treatment possibilities swell to contemplate the 

transformation of circumstances that give rise to addiction, rather than narrow to pursue the 

most effective methods of triage. Second, Guattari does not clarify or historically locate his 

terms. Although his model for understanding and ‘solving’ drug addiction presents a more 

complex interaction among the user, civil society, and drugs than that offered by Derrida, 

Guattari’s final comments need further contextualization and testing. He argues that “[i]t is 

necessary to arrive at a kind of logic, not dualistic, but triplistic, multiplistic, polyvocal, that 

gives both a full responsibility and a full irresponsibility to individuals, according to the 

micropolitical arrangement through which one considers them” (203). Perhaps constituting a 

call to readers to define their own micropolitical arrangements, Guattari’s theory is 

nonetheless abstract in a way that requires demystification. Given his influential work on the 

subject, it is curious that he does not use the word capitalism to talk about “the situation of 

drug addicts.”  

Central to the analyses developed in this dissertation is an exploration of how each 

novel’s representation of addiction emerges in relation to ideologies of capitalism. I will 

argue, for example, that within six Canadian narratives at least, addiction appears within 
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matrices of inequality, circulating as a symptom of inequality. Significantly, it is one of 

many symptoms, but not an inevitable, predetermined, or universal one. In other words, 

while inequality emerges as a predictor of addiction, it is by no means a socioeconomic 

gene. The implications of such a working hypothesis, then, inspire two investigative shifts 

away from the cultural analyses of addiction. First, as Jane Lilienfeld argues, instead of 

“focus[ing] primarily on symbolic meanings of the cultural phenomenon of addiction,” 

literary analyses of addiction must address narratives that articulate “how alcoholics and 

addicts experience themselves and their needs and choices” (xiv). Second, my approach 

attempts to localize and historicize narrative—and specifically, representations of 

addiction—in micropolitical arrangements of late capitalism in Canada.  

Depicted as largely post-industrial, the economic structure of late capitalism in the 

novels also includes resource extraction and production (as seen in Consumption and 

Monkey Beach in relation to colonial practices), as well as consumer practices, media 

saturation, and information technology. The dialectic between the structural and ideological 

will be elaborated in each chapter, but the major way in which late capitalism shapes the 

fictional worlds of the novels is through classed social relations. For example, relations 

between the poor and affluent within the fictional worlds of Heave17 and lullabies for little 

criminals suggest that  “[p]erceptions and self-perceptions are shaped by the social need to 

cloak [the class] polarities” (Rimstead 5). Moreover, the relative affluence of the 

protagonists in Skinny and Consumption draws an analysis of their anorexia as affective 

                                                
17 Conlin’s novel is set in 1980s Annapolis Valley, NS. David Creelman explains that, in 
addition to considerable disruptions of the fishing, lumbering, farming sectors (11), “the 
failure of the industrial sector … result[ed] [in] persistent economic hardships” (13) across 
Atlantic Canada.  
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responses to estrangement inaugurated by normalized middle-class expectations. As well, 

the struggles of the protagonists in Monkey Beach and In Search of April Raintree are 

directly and indirectly shaped by the dismantling of traditional Indigenous practices, which 

occurred partially through residential schooling and government-corporate partnerships of 

resource extraction. Emotional survival for the protagonists comes to mean economic 

survival. I will examine depictions of habitual substance use and self-harming behaviors as 

“needs and choices” (Lilienfeld xiv) within these various settings that invoke localized 

parameters of socioeconomic possibility.   

 

The Systemic Analysis Model of Addiction  

A strong, though small, body of critical work on the political economy of addiction assesses 

the methodological limitations of many of the dominant theories examined above. Studies 

such as Rajeev Bhargava’s Individualism in Social Science: Forms and Limits of a 

Methodology (1992), Sylvia Tesh’s Hidden Arguments: Political Ideology and Disease 

Prevention Policy (1988), and Kitzinger and Perkins’s Changing Our Minds: Lesbian 

Feminism and Psychology (1993) all explore the extent to which logics of capitalism shape 

psychiatric, legal, educational, and social service interventions, and argue that the resultant 

stigmatization, pathologization, and criminalization of individuals perpetuates both self-

harming behaviors and the political economy supported by liberal humanist ideologies. 

Roland Chrisjohn et al’s The Circle Game: Shadows and Substance in the Indian Residential 

School Experience in Canada provides a particularly influential and explicit deconstruction 

of the intersections between capitalism and addiction discourse. The authors contend that the 
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scientific methodologies employed by twentieth-century, Western biomedical studies of 

addiction are “driven by a pathological ideology” (106-7) of Methodological Individualism 

(MI). Positing that the first aspect of MI is the belief that “all phenomena (including drug 

addiction) must be accounted for in terms of what individuals think, choose, and do” (108), 

Chrisjohn et al argue that this focalized drive arises from the sense that political economies 

are external variables that do not have statistical significance in the study of disease. 

However, they insist that historical and material circumstances are “not … variable[s]: [they 

are] constants” (115). The consequence of what they view as the reductionism of biomedical 

methodologies is that constants like colonial legacies and social, gender, and economic 

inequalities become distilled down to “personal, internal, and individual characteristics” 

(116); this leads to the assumption that the individual is the inevitable site of the problem, 

thereby “deflecting scrutiny away from inquiries into systemics” (119). In other words, 

Chrisjohn et al argue that, even if cognizant of causal socioeconomic factors such as 

Canadian colonial and corporate capitalism on the presence of alcohol in Indigenous 

communities, psychological investigation ultimately does not include these constants in 

theories of addiction or recovery because traditional scientific methods cannot measure such 

factors. They contend therefore, that “scientific investigation” becomes “ideologically bound 

to develop at best an incomplete, inaccurate understanding” (116) of addiction. Such 

methodological limitations inevitably localize the source of addiction on the individual, 

leaving systemic constants underexamined and unchallenged. The authors also discuss the 

political and ideological expedience of the scientific method’s procedural omissions. By 

tracing the ways in which MI is central to the “imaginary relationship of individuals to their 
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real conditions of existence” (Althusser 123), we can understand MI as an essential tool in 

the naturalization of capitalism through the investigative deflection that it performs. This 

study hopes to contribute to existing denaturalization strategies by incorporating the central 

tenets of Chrisjohn et al’s criticism by resisting methodological individualism through the 

contextualization of addiction within the pervasive reaches of capitalism, colonialism, and 

heteropatriarchy.  

By striving for conceptual clarity, I endeavor to move my study beyond the realm of 

deconstruction to attend to the subversive qualities of the addiction narratives I examine. 

From the analyses of different views of addiction above, in which addiction is either 

assumed to have a concrete meaning or is operationally defined with or without the 

acknowledgement that addiction is a concept, it is clear that definitions matter and the 

definition of addiction is a contested one. Following the implications of Ludwig 

Wittgenstein’s aphorism that “the meaning of a word is its use in the language” (43), I will 

argue that the ideology of methodological individualism works through language to install 

and reproduce the use of the word “addiction” to mean a phenomenon arising predominantly 

from what individuals “think, choose, and do” (Chrisjohn et al 108). Sedgwick seeks to 

clarify the conceptual basis of addiction attribution during late capitalism, a historical 

moment in which the parameters of addiction have expanded to include food consumption, 

sex, exercise, and work. Locating the processes by which acts became identities (142) and 

the identity of addict became a “species” (Berridge and Edwards qtd in Sedgwick 142) as 

occurring “under the taxonomic pressure of the … [late nineteenth-century] medical-

juridical authority … and in the context of changing class and imperial relations” (142), 
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Sedgwick concludes that the will is the focus of attribution. Conlin’s, Kaslik’s, and 

Robinson’s novels perform particularly cunning reshapings of the “species” named “addict” 

that imply a will operating in reaction to external stimuli. By unpacking the circuitry 

informing such reactions, I examine the specific strategies the authors use to refigure 

addiction as a form of social suffering instead of individualized pathology. The provocations 

performed by these novels are paradigm shifting. Each variously represents addiction not as 

willed acts in a vacuum but rather as a complex of behaviors, which are often contextually 

useful in the perceived or actual mitigation of socially-inflected pain.  

 

The Literary Analysis Model of Addiction  

Literary criticism, like several of the addiction discourses above, tends to take a 

methodologically individualistic approach to analyzing and treating addiction. This critical 

predilection has conditioned the limits of epistemological inquiry into narrative addictions, 

as well as produced a specialized field in which the scope and genres of examination also 

appear restricted. What my work adds to these approaches is a different theoretical lens 

through which to examine the production, reception, and significance of literary renderings 

of addiction, a lens that considers how and why the Addict has become a political category 

of identity, and a lens that asks how addiction itself emerges within personal and social 

power relations. By situating my analysis of addiction in relation to matters of class, 

colonialism, and gender, I also seek to attend to creative subversions of dominant discourses 

of addiction and to contemplate the methodological developments needed in literary 

criticism to pursue sociopolitical analyses and politically accountable future methods of 
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interpretation. 

Szabados and Probert’s Writing Addiction exemplifies the problematic rigidity of 

common epistemological assumptions in its axiomatic claim that “[a]ddicts are internally 

compelled to do what they decide not to do, as body and desire, the biological, in opposition 

to reason and will, articulate the self” (4). Arising from this conceptual foundation are 

studies interested in the metaphorical richness of addiction symptomology. Thematic 

doubling, for example, which is taken to symbolize a self divided against itself, has become 

a central trope identified and examined in addiction criticism. Other conceptual 

preoccupations with literary representations of addiction concern ideas of desire, 

consumerism, confession, and transcendence, as well as analyses of connections between 

addiction and writing.18 Such metaphors for addiction are interrogated for the ontological, 

philosophical, and aesthetic issues raised by the physiological fact of addiction, the causes of 

which are assumed to be pathological or elided in order to contemplate the effects of 

dependence and compulsion. More routinely, however, literary critical work on addiction is 

interested in theorizing the act of writing as a form of addiction and interrogating the 

symptomology of addiction as comparable to creative processes. Symptomology is the key 

term here. The texts that attract the most persistent critical attention are those that describe 

                                                
18 See, for examples, Jackson’s “The Devil, The Doppelgänger, and the Confessions of 
James Hogg and Thomas De Quincey” (2001); Kopelson’s “Radical Indulgence: Excess, 
Addiction, and Female Desire” (2006); Goldsmith’s “Cigarettes, Tea, Cards, and Chloral: 
Addictive Habits and Consumer Culture in The House of Mirth” (2011); Wilson’s “Dying 
for a Smoke: Freudian Addiction and the Joy of Consumption” (2002); Weinstone’s 
“Welcome to the Pharmacy: Addiction, Transcendence, and Virtual Reality” (2002); 
Stalcup’s “Trainspotting, High Fidelity, and the Diction of Addiction” (2008); and 
McClure’s “The Word, Image, and Addiction: Language and the Junk Equation in William 
S. Burroughs’s Naked Lunch” (1996). 
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the habits of the addict and the depths of depravity to which he (usually he) goes for a fix. 

According to William S. Burroughs, reading “[s]ickness … often [reveals] repulsive details 

not for weak stomachs” (205). Burroughs’ words seem a provocation to readers to toughen 

up, to face the truth of addiction head on, to eat vicariously the naked lunch.19 And yet, 

criticism tends to treat the “repulsive details” or symptoms as de facto manifestations of 

creative obsession. Sue Sorenson expresses a similar criticism of the Szabados and Probert’s 

collection, arguing that the “essayists give themselves over … automatically to the notion 

that addiction and writing are analogous” (“Seclusion and Compulsion”). The critical 

tendency to treat addiction as a philosophical springboard both deflates the harsh realities of 

chemical dependence and reproduces a narrowly empirical view of addiction as a compelling 

cluster of symptoms.  

The reduction of addiction’s meaning into a series of symptoms has also shaped 

which narratives and genres predominantly receive critical attention. The focus of literary 

criticism’s engagement with addiction can be grouped into two broad categories: masculinist 

trip narratives and biography. The literary mystique of the male addict-writer genre arguably 

reached its fever pitch with the Beat writers and Burroughs in particular. Naked Lunch 

seemingly prompted a Marxist analysis of addiction by positing addiction as metaphor for 

the capitalist economic order. Central to Burroughs’ idea of the “The Algebra of Need” (201) 

is the claim that capitalism creates dependencies, or the virus of need. Products, through 

repeated consumption, become necessary to consumers on physical and emotional levels. 

                                                
19 To eat the naked lunch in Burroughs’s words means to strip away comforting or romantic 
illusions that cloak “obscene, barbaric and disgusting” (205) truths. It is the “frozen moment 
when everyone sees what is on the end of every fork” (199). For the junkie, it means 
understanding the “total need” (201) to which he or she is subjected.  
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Junk, in Burroughs’ estimation, is “the ultimate merchandise. No sales talk necessary. The 

client will crawl through a sewer and beg to buy” (201). And as such, addicts, or “dope 

fiends,” are figured as “sick people who cannot act other than they do” (201). Critics are 

persistently interested in the provocative connection Burroughs draws between habits of 

consumerism and habits of addiction; indeed, Burroughs’ insinuation that we are all addict-

consumers constitutes a rather damning—if deterministic—critique of capitalism. His “basic 

formula” (201) of junk, however, has produced a similarly reductive or narrow consideration 

of addiction. For example, Allan Johnston concludes that the Beat writers sought to 

transcend or subvert the algebra of need through transcendent trips, while simultaneously 

leaving unexamined, as does Burroughs, the circuitry that brings together drug and fiend, 

and romanticizing the writer-addict for his ability to be creative in spite of his dependency. 

While the narrative innovations of trip narratives are fascinating, neither the narratives nor 

the majority of critical analyses of them seems particularly interested in interrogating the 

representational politics of aesthetic tropes in trip narratives. Lindsey Michael Banco’s 

Travel and Drugs in Twentieth-Century Literature (2010) provides a rare departure from this 

trend by deconstructing the romanticization of trip narratives by interrogating connections 

between ‘tripping’ and reassertions of “neo-colonial subjectivities” and commodifications 

(21).  

And yet, critics have tended to neglect the “before” of addiction—or the significance 

of the lack of history given of the addict—in trip narratives. There is only a capitalist logic 

of drug supply and demand; however, I would argue that is because the texts that draw 

literary attention are those that, as Allan G. Borst astutely notes, plot the “addict-subjects … 
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mired in the daily drudgery of managing their habits” (235). My argument here, then, is that 

literary criticism of addiction narratives is too narrowly focused on symptoms and the trip, 

which assume a particular definition of the Addict.  Even when trip narratives explicitly 

draw connections between capitalism and addiction, those connections are examined in 

terms of the shared symptomology of each process of consumption. In some cases, this could 

arise because the narratives themselves do not provoke a deeper analysis. For example, Ann 

Marlowe argued in her autobiography that “copping” for heroin is “not so different from 

centering your life around shopping, or making deals. Same activity, different aesthetic” 

(46). This common, yet cursory, metaphor seems uncritically accepted and reproduces a 

view of the Addict as fiend, as diseased, as compulsive; even if the user and consumer are 

metaphorically comparable, prevailing literary criticism does not seem interested in the 

mechanisms that subject the user, rather than the consumer, to stigmatization and 

criminalization. Perhaps this is not a compelling question because the sample size is small: 

literary criticism overwhelmingly focuses on the literary works of authors who also have 

addictions. Criticism of works including Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Under the 

Volcano, and Naked Lunch, for example, are not concerned with social determinants or 

political consequences of addiction because Hunter S. Thompson, Malcolm Lowry, and 

William S. Boroughs are not primarily exploring addiction within such frameworks.  

Perhaps as a continuation of this trend, literary criticism has also focused its attention 

heavily on the lives of writers who have struggled with addiction. Biographies of infamous 

addicts are popular and tend to be interested in the connections between inebriate experience 

and literary production. For example, Gordon Bowker’s Pursued by Furies: A Life of 
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Malcolm Lowry (1993) repeatedly asserts the “two tyrannies” (xviii) of Lowry’s life were 

“the pen and the bottle” (xviii); he also cites Earle Birney as confirming Lowry’s persona as 

a “spree drinker and … spree writer” (458) in order to mythologize Lowry’s creative process 

as “recklessly” (xx) heroic. Robert Morrison’s The English Opium Eater: A Biography of 

Thomas De Quincey (2010) is also interested in the dynamic between writing and addiction. 

Morrison, however, seeks to redeem De Quincey from pervasive impressions of him as 

simply “a famous ‘addict’ who happened also to be a writer” (xvi). Arguing that De 

Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater played an inaugural role in the genre of 

addiction narratives authored by addicts, who “consciously aimed [their work] at a broad 

commercial audience” (xv), Morrison traces the scope and reach of De Quincey’s literary 

influence from the Victorian era to the twenty-first century. Casting De Quincey’s addictions 

as neither heroic nor indulgent, Morrison instead argues that, despite the periodic debilitating 

nature of De Quincey’s habit, he managed to shrewdly identify and capitalize on the creative 

and commercial potency of writing about addiction in ways that captured the imaginations of 

a wide audience. While an important contribution to the literary history of addiction 

literature, Morrison’s biography follows in a critical tradition of privileging primary works 

written by addicts that centrally deal with the pleasures and pains of addiction. Such works 

certainly “speak directly to our ongoing fascination with habit, desire, commercialism, and 

consumption” (Morrison xiv), yet their focus on symptomology—the “during” of 

addiction—invites a similar critical focus, which fails to contend with the politics of 

representation, regardless of the author’s intentions or user status.  

I do not take issue with this particular scholarly interest; rather, I wonder why the 
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focus of literary addiction studies holds steady on biographies, autobiographies, and ‘trip’ 

narratives. Within the field of Canadian literature alone, representations of addiction and 

eating disorders are abundant,20 featuring both central and peripheral characters, including 

the alcoholic parents, aunts and uncles, cousins, the burnt out older brother, anorexic and 

bulimics daughters, and the homeless addicts. What emerges is a much more complex and 

diverse landscape of fictional representations of addiction that demands attention to their 

individual and shared textual meanings, as well as how and with what effects they evoke 

broader discourses of addiction. This study focuses on realist Canadian literature, written in 

the last twenty years, which features young female protagonists coming of age between 1980 

and 2000. It is also attentive to peripheral characters, whose experiences offer nuance to the 

biopolitical revisions targeted in the texts. By no means a comprehensive study, this 

dissertation does seek to provoke an expanded focus and methodology in critical approaches 

to Canadian literatures of addiction through its choice of texts that share strong thematic and 

structural subversions of dominant views of the Addict. The contested meanings of addiction 

and the implications for marginalized communities, in particular, are of central critical 

concern in this study.  

                                                
20 For examples, see Beautiful Losers (Leonard Cohen, 1966), The Edible Woman (Margaret 
Atwood, 1969), Thrasher … Skid Row Eskimo (Anthony Apakark Thrasher, 1976), The 
Crackwalker (Judith Thompson, 1980), Slash (Jeannette Armstrong, 1985), Nights Below 
Station Street (David Adams Richards, 1988), Keeper’n Me (Richard Wagamese, 1994), The 
Lesser Blessed (Richard Van Camp, 1996), Strange Heaven (Lynn Coady, 1998), Wise and 
Foolish Virgins (Don Hannah, 1998), Mouthing the Words (Camilla Gibb, 1999), Stolen Life 
(Yvonne Johnson and Rudy Wiebe, 1999), Flat (Mark Macdonald, 2000), Inside Out 
(Evelyn Lau, 2001), The Torn Skirt (Rebecca Godfrey, 2001), Daughters are Forever (Lee 
Maracle, 2002), Down to This (Shaughnessy Bishop-Stall, 2004) Three Day Road (Joseph 
Boyden, 2005), Blood Sports (Eden Robinson, 2006) With a Closed Fist (Kathy Dobson, 
2011), and The Empty Room (Lauren B. Davis, 2013).  
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The subversive nature of recent literary depictions of addicted female protagonists in 

contemporary Canadian literature demands critical attention that lays bare the inadequacies 

of the dominant models for understanding addiction and addiction narratives outlined above. 

While such dominant models are perhaps sufficient for other corpuses of literature, they 

prove unrehearsable in relation to the works I examine. The de-individualizing thrust of the 

narratives of inebriate women functions in two subversive manners, which concern empathy 

and blame. If social realist texts often rely on empathy for readers to identify with individual 

protagonists, these texts simultaneously flirt with the individualism upon which literary 

affect is produced and frustrate individualized empathic responses that would seek to 

disentangle protagonists from the networks of intricate and intimate power relations that give 

rise to their social suffering. The violence of this process is foregrounded in lullabies for 

little criminals by Baby’s description of being sent to the detention center; she feels 

“removed from [her] natural environment” (188) to be “studied” (188) like “one of the little 

fetuses in jars” (187). The simile makes visible the decontextualizing processes by which 

those experiencing social problems become objects of scientific study. Furthermore, such 

frustration of decontextualized empathy could risk crystalizing into individualized blame. 

However, the nuanced articulations of defiance that characterize the rhetoric of many of the 

protagonists serve to expand the framework of culpability. Serrie’s declaration in Conlin’s 

Heave that “[i]t’s easier to be drunk and high in the dark than it is to be sober in the horrible 

truth of your own life” (32) yokes together action and circumstance in a way that provokes a 

process of contextualization rather than a dialectic of blame versus justification. 

Consequently, interpretative strategies are necessary to discern the “kind of logic, not 
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dualistic, but triplistic, multiplistic, polyvocal, that gives both a full responsibility and a full 

irresponsibility to individuals” (Guattari 203).  

 

Toward an Anti-capitalist Analysis of Addiction 

The above relatively brief survey of prevalent addiction discourses leads to the central 

hypothesis guiding my engagements with literary representations in the chapters that follow. 

I contend that unearthing how treatment plans rooted in the disease model potentially 

exacerbate that which they purport to cure and interrogating the concept of addiction as a 

construct within a capitalist and heteronormative system of power are both integral to tracing 

the ways in which select contemporary representations of addiction work to describe and 

challenge the oppressive reach of that system. Therefore, it is the goal of this dissertation to 

develop a strong anti-capitalist literary analysis of addiction. The guiding questions in its 

development must be: How does capitalism work to produce addiction? How do imperatives 

and contradictions of capitalism (moral, economic, emotional, intellectual, political) play out 

in the novels, especially in relation to social suffering? By deploying Jameson’s 

methodology as laid out in The Political Unconscious as the guiding framework, I develop a 

critique of the pathology paradigm. Supported by anarchist and Marxist theory, this study 

also produces an anti-capitalist understanding of addiction as adaptive responses to the 

economic and moral imperatives of capitalism. Butler’s theory of performativity and Hardt 

and Negri’s work on biopolitical power undergird my analysis of affective, social, and moral 

dimensions of capitalism and their intersections with the production, definition, and 

treatment of addiction that occur in the novels examined. Moreover, the novels point towards 
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counter-capitalist understandings of addiction; even if the works themselves do not 

uniformly produce such readings, their internal contradictions facilitate such critique.  

An important aspect of my redeployment of Jameson’s second mode of systemic 

analysis, however, is a departure from its underlying belief in and assertion of a working 

class consciousness. This quintessentially Marxist premise heavily values literature that 

inheres around the possibility of class revolution. My perspective is more aligned with the 

kind of anarchist criticism Jeff Shantz describes: 

Anarchists do not accept Marxist notions of false consciousness, in which the 

understandings of life held by working class and oppressed people are viewed as 

mistaken or incorrect if they are not specifically revolutionary. Anarchists recognize 

that people make choices within specific, often negative, contexts. Decisions reflect 

strategic choices, often survival choices. (43) 

This intervention is vital to unpacking the literary and political valences of contemporary 

representations of addiction. None of the examined texts, in my estimation at least, elicit or 

would benefit from a critical lens that magnifies class struggle and class consciousness as 

predetermined paths to emancipation. Analyses of how social imperatives—which are 

deeply embedded in logics of capital—shape individual experiences and responses must 

consider that even after any kind of revolution or social transformation, a dynamic 

relationship will always obtain between the individual and collective. The goal of this study 

is to understand that circuitry in its historicized present iterations by developing and testing a 

methodology that illuminates contexts within which addiction arises, challenges existing 

explanatory models that do not, and offers strategies for maintaining non-judgmental critical 
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awareness of the political echoes of individual acts. What this study recuperates from 

Jameson’s second interpretive frame, however, is the dialectical structure of its analysis. 

This approach forms the structure of each body chapter.  

Chapter One examines the ways in which two contemporary poverty narratives— 

Christy Ann Conlin’s Heave and Heather O’Neill’s lullabies for little criminals—refigure 

addiction as social suffering by reframing habitual alcohol and drug use as emotionally 

adaptive behaviors in relation to individualizing logics of stigma and moral regulation. These 

logics create dramatic tension between the limits of each protagonist’s agency and external 

pressures that demand from her full self-determination and control, imperatives that are 

reinforced both interpersonally and institutionally. Serrie’s grandmother insists that Serrie 

just “get used to it” or adapt to external realities, and Baby is told by her father that personal 

reinvention, or reformation, is the key to social mobility, even if he cannot achieve 

appropriate transformations. These pressures are associated with the alcohol and drug use of 

both protagonists, especially as they come to understand the socioeconomic obstacles to 

personal empowerment. Inebriation then becomes a vehicle of imaginative freedom. For 

Serrie, the release is negative—she blacks out—while Baby’s illusory freedom comes from 

creatively transforming her world. In an intriguing reformulation of her father’s 

encouragement to reform herself, Baby instead reforms her perceptions of the world around 

her. The chapter will argue that each novel refigures addiction through unique structural and 

rhetorical strategies. Heave rehearses the Alcoholics Anonymous script of addiction but 

problematizes its central claims of individual disease and responsibility through the use of 

retrospect and social synecdoche. Similarly, lullabies for little criminals evokes and contests 
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a common Western literary trope of sacrifice, which plots the female addict along a path of 

degradation and contamination by drugs into a state of moral insensibility, by foregrounding 

the moral and social logic of the protagonist’s self-harming behaviors.  

Chapter Two responds to Roxanne Rimstead’s axiom that “[p]overty exists in 

relation to affluence” (5) by exploring the circuitry between the relative socioeconomic 

privileges of middle class life and social suffering. I argue that Ibi Kaslik’s Skinny and Kevin 

Patterson’s Consumption interrogate the ideological circuitries among individualism, 

consumption, and practices of self-formation in ways that fundamentally disrupt dominant 

and pathologizing narratives about disordered eating that proliferate in medical, cultural, 

political, and literary discourses. Using feminist and gender studies analyses on the causes 

and treatment of eating disorders, the chapter refutes ongoing cultural criticism that argues 

eating disorders will be eradicated when what Susan Bordo calls “the empire of images” 

(“‘Not just ‘a white girl’s thing’” 51) begins to represent more diverse and positive images 

of women’s and men’s bodies. The novels demonstrate that the heteronormative and 

impossibly thin figures represented in the media also represent social and economic values 

that operate on an everyday experiential level of social interaction. In Kaslik’s Skinny, for 

example, Giselle internalizes and responds to capitalist-inflected heteronormative and 

biological imperatives to attain self-reliance, professional success, and social and familial 

legitimacy. Such pressures produce one central conflict for Giselle: her desire for emotional 

intimacy and love threaten—and indeed seem incommensurate with—accomplishing those 

goals. This conflict expresses itself physiologically through attempts to form a desireless, 

self-contained body. 
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While Skinny ultimately reinscribes a spectacularizing and pathologizing image of 

anorexia, the novel’s juxtaposition of two narrative points of view invites a necessary and 

useful critical engagement with the ways in which gender socialization, capitalist 

individualism, and authority—patriarchal and medical—intersect differently with practices 

of self-formation. As in Heave and lullabies for little criminals, the protagonists’ families in 

Skinny and Consumption inadvertently discipline Giselle and Marie to conform to pressures 

to adapt, succeed, and reform themselves, underscoring their own negotiation and 

perpetuation of such pressures. By tracing such intimate circuitries of capitalist imperatives, 

Chapter Two explores another example of how compulsive behaviors marked as addictive 

are treated socially and institutionally as moral and/or physical pathology rather than 

symptoms of systemic strain.  

Chapter Three argues that Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach and Beatrice Culleton 

Mosionier’s In Search of April Raintree refigure addictive behaviors among Indigenous 

peoples as negotiations of estrangement within capitalism, as well as estrangement from 

culturally informed quotidian practices that are becoming increasingly threatened by 

ongoing colonial policies of acquisition and acculturation. Robinson’s novel frames drinking 

as a response to alienation from traditional practices of subsistence and familial belonging, 

as well as a practice of (attempted) social belonging. Moreover, Chapter Three also explores 

the political purchase of reproducing pathologized views of addiction among Indigenous 

peoples. Indeed, it is incendiary terrain to plot, as In Search of April Raintree demonstrates. 

Mosionier’s novel exposes and contests neo-colonial and capitalist re/productions of the 

myth of the Drunken Indian by foregrounding the ways in which drinking is essentialized as 
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an intrinsic characteristic of Métis people. In this way, the narrative provokes a 

denaturalization of the myth through foregrounding the ways in which the image differently 

affects April’s and Cheryl’s willingness to claim Métis identity and affiliation. I argue that 

the reproduction of the stereotype not only masks the roots of real addiction crises among 

Indigenous peoples, but it also has a regulatory, acculturative power in the novel. As both 

sisters come to differently assess their place in the mainstream Canadian economy, they feel 

their survival is threatened by the existence of and possible association with  “gutter-

creature[s]” (180). In these ways, the acculturative aspects of capitalism are revealed as 

insidiously embroiled with experiences of addiction in these two canonical Indigenous 

novels. 

The Conclusion extends Jameson’s third stage of cultural analysis, which seeks to 

perceive “perpetual cultural revolution” (97), by assessing the broader social meaning of 

contemporary Canadian fiction’s (cheeky) subversions of deeply entrenched notions of 

addiction as individual disease. When examined in relation to the dominant stories of 

addiction outlined in this introduction, Heave, lullabies for little criminals, Skinny, 

Consumption, In Search of April Raintree, and Monkey Beach demand recognition as 

antagonistic to the pathologizing premises of such discourses by provoking a wider and 

multidimensional view of addiction and its treatment. And yet, we can expect these 

narratives to be “crisscrossed and intersected by a variety of impulses from contradictory 

modes of cultural production” (Jameson 95). While their contestations of institutionalized 

and socially pervasive explanations for addictions express their revolutionary nature, the 

narratives also rehearse an unsettling pattern of narrative closure that seems to affirm the 
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sacrificial logic of dominant addiction narratives.  

By comparing and contrasting the sacrificial logics of each novel’s conclusions, my 

conclusion reads the narrative resolutions as potentially reinscribing dominant views of 

addiction that had been destabilized throughout each text. Because all of the addiction 

narratives examined variously erect a common central conflict between the protagonists’ 

improvisational (or survivalist) behaviors within scenes of economic, class, and colonial 

constraints, and external forces that seek to label those behaviors as willfully and/or morally 

pathological, the resolutions of such dramatic tensions have different implications depending 

on the scope of interpretation. In other words, according to Jameson’s interpretative method, 

each novel may be formally and aesthetically coherent when read in isolation but be more 

symbolically and politically problematic when placed in literary, historical, and class 

contexts. The Conclusion will address this issue as indicative of the broader challenge of 

imagining ways out of the ideological binds that continue to have potency in Canadian 

cultural consciousness.    

* * * 

A Note on Critical Commitments 

This study does not advocate for specific alternatives to capitalism nor institutionalized 

forms of addiction treatment. Rather, I task myself and my readers with two critical 

commitments, if only to be sustained within the time it takes to read this thesis: one, to 

acknowledge the existence and grip of socioeconomic forces that shape literary and social 

representations of addiction; and two, to participate in tracking the ways in which fiction 

interrogates the role of psychiatric, legal, and medical institutions in a political economy that 
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defines, pathologizes, criminalizes, and surveys the Addict. It is my contention that from 

such a critical perspective, one can discern the faulty logic and ethics of locating full causal 

and recovery responsibility on addicted individuals when the literature makes clear that 

addiction often expresses and responds to the systemic dehumanization of political subjects 

within capitalist, racist, and heteronormative contexts. As Rimstead asks, “[C]an we not, as 

oppositional readers, ask what it means to be the ones pinned to the wall by these 

generalizations and stereotypes, and if or how these lived experiences are different from the 

labels which pin people down this way?” (92). 

Finally, I echo Helen Keane in saying that my intention is not to “diminish the 

experiences of the many people who have struggled with compulsive behaviors and have 

found relief and happiness using the language and tools of addiction and recovery” (9); nor 

do I wish to deny the altruistic intentions of addiction treatment professionals. Rather, I wish 

to emphasize two unavoidable and significant realities: countless people do not find relief 

from—or even recognition of—their suffering through dominant treatment models; and the 

incidence of addiction is not decreasing. As an illustration of these factors, as well of the 

implications of largely myopic addiction discourses, I borrow Anthony Weston’s invocation 

of Irving Zola’s parable:  

 I am standing by the shore of a swiftly flowing river and I hear the cry of a drowning 

man. So I jump in the river, pull him to shore, and apply artificial respiration. Just 

when he begins to breathe, there is another cry for help. So I jump in the river, reach 

him, pull him to shore … [and then] another cry for help. So back into the river 

again, reaching, pulling, applying, breathing, and then another yell. Again and again, 
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without end, goes the sequence. I am so busy jumping in, pulling them to shore, 

applying artificial respiration, that I have no time to see who the hell is upstream 

pushing them all in. (qtd in Weston 109) 

There are several ways to methodologically mobilize this parable. Cree public health analyst 

Tanya Wasacase argues that “We ought not to forget a common intuition about this parable: 

though our hero may not be able to save everyone, at least he is able to save some people. 

Looking too far upstream may be just as problematic as focusing too far downstream” 

(email). Wasacase captures the quandary of the individual person confronting social 

suffering—and recognizing it as such. One’s actions become laden with the question of 

individual and collective responsibility. Even if the drowning are pulled out of the water (or 

out of poverty or addiction, as the phrases are colloquially used), the paths to and locations 

of drowning still exist within which others can become ensnared. Where to direct one’s 

efforts? However, the power of the parable builds if we imagine hundreds, thousands, or 

millions of people standing not only on the shores watching or rescuing but standing knees-

deep in the water—as well as blindfolded or wide-eyed pushing others in upstream. Whether 

imagining myself as literary critic, teacher, daughter, sister, partner, friend, or community 

organizer, my actions require both a self-awareness of my place within the circuitry of social 

suffering, as well as a commitment to offering my intervention as one among—and 

accountable to—countless others. 
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Chapter One: 
Poverty, Individualism, and the Meaningful Uses of Alcohol and Drugs in  

Christy Ann Conlin’s Heave and Heather O’Neill’s lullabies for little criminals 
 

If I am peaceful in this discomfort, is not peace 
is getting used to harm. 
(Dionne Brand, Land to Light On; I.i.3-4) 
 

This chapter argues that the examined novels reconstruct addiction as a kind of affective 

adaptation by portraying the protagonists’ habitual substance use as just one among several 

behaviors developed in reaction to emotional, physical, and social strains of poverty and 

moral regulation. Conlin’s Heave and O’Neill’s lullabies for little criminals stress the role 

that stigma plays in shaping Serrie and Baby’s relationship with alcohol and heroin, 

respectively. Defined as a “mark of disgrace, associated with particular circumstances, 

qualit[ies], pe[ople]” (OED), stigma is depicted in each novel as both contributor to 

addiction and an obstacle to recovery. In a manner that mimics Margaret Atwood’s 

theorization of how debt can function as “the engine … [that] shoves the plot along, changes 

the mental states of the characters, and determines their scope of action” (Payback 116), 

stigmatization in these novels becomes a formative aspect of subjectivity, producing a 

distressed “private climate” (82)21 that shapes each protagonist’s assessment of her self-

worth, as well as the meaning of her alcohol or drug use. Through Serrie and Baby’s 

negotiations of the various demands of individualism, the novels make intelligible the 

meaningful uses of their alcohol and drug use as internalized mediations of social 

evaluations of worth.  

The novels contend with the interpersonal or biopolitical circulation of stigmatizing 

                                                
21 Margaret Atwood uses this phrase to describe emotional experiences of indebtedness. 
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cultural and political discourses on poverty that inform the moral regulation of those deemed 

potentially at risk of or already failing to perform their individual functions within 

capitalism. In The Stigma of Poverty: A Critique of Poverty Theories and Policies, Chaim I. 

Waxman argues that dominant explanations for and policies addressing poverty shape moral 

judgments of poor people, thereby directly affecting how they are treated socially and 

politically. For example, Waxman unpacks the origins and implications of the “culture of 

poverty” discourse, made popular by Oscar Lewis and Michael Harrington in the 1960s (7). 

According to Waxman, Lewis and Harrington argue that poor people are not only 

economically different from the non-poor, but they also manifest “unique patterns of 

behavior and values [that] are transmitted intergenerationally through socialization and have 

become subcultural determinants of the low socioeconomic status of the poor” (7). 

Consequently, crime, mental illness, addiction, education levels, and qualities of family life 

are explained as “internally, or subculturally, derived” (7), leading to the stigmatization of 

the working poor, homeless, and welfare recipients as unintelligent, criminal, and abusers of 

public resources. In “Order and Disorder: The Naturalization of Poverty,” Ruth L. Smith 

contends that such associations become naturalized, unfolding within liberal humanist 

discourse, which claims that access to citizenship and the market economy is free and equal, 

even as the constant incidence of unemployment and poverty immediately disproves such 

claims. Smith argues that attempts to resolve this contradiction produce stigmatizing and 

pathologizing explanations for poverty that seek to attribute poverty to moral and physical 

deficiencies of individuals rather than systemic political, social, and legal failures to ensure 

substantive equality. Furthermore, these beliefs infuse welfare policies, which directly shape 
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the lives of the poor because they attempt to contain, control, and reform individuals rather 

than reform structures that produce poverty.  

In a Canadian context, political discourse and social welfare policies demonstrate 

that the ideological production of stigmatizing views of the poor persist in Canadian popular 

culture. Addiction is rhetorically linked to poverty through the concept of dependency. A 

clear example of the political reinscription of poverty and addiction as pathological 

dependence occurred during question period proceedings in the Ontario legislative assembly 

on November 4, 2008. Finance Minister Dwight Duncan was called on by three opposition 

MPPs to account for the causes of Ontario’s “have-not” status, as well as to defend the 

Liberal responses to it—both financial and moral. Clearly invested in an individualistic and 

pathologizing view of poverty, the Opposition immediately conflated equalization with 

welfare and all Ontarians with welfare recipients. Calling Ontario’s position of need and 

dependency “embarrassing,” avoidable, and contrary to Ontario’s “rightful place in 

Confederation” (Legislative Assembly of Ontario) and accusing the Liberals of “spending 

like drunken sailors” and “pocket[ing] the equalization handouts,” the Conservatives blamed 

budget mismanagement and weak leadership for Ontario’s ‘poverty’ and demanded an 

explanation for being transformed from “breadwinners” to “welfare recipients or whiners” 

(Legislative Assembly of Ontario). The ways in which these associations stigmatize need are 

clear; what is remarkable about the debate is the opposition’s near-hysterical tone and the 

umbrage with which they express their anxieties. Not just morally indignant, their comments 

are imbued with fear and shame at the prospect of becoming the poor Other (or “poor 

cousin,” as Newfoundland premier Danny Williams called Ontario [qtd in Legislative 
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Assembly of Ontario]) in the Canadian economy. This expression of shame only reinforces 

stereotypes already attached to the poor—as welfare cheats, drunks, undeserving of 

assistance; in a word, shameful. The startlingly brazen articulation of these views evidently 

has cultural currency—spoken in public space and entered on the public record, the MPPs 

seem to take for granted that their audience will agree that becoming dependent on public 

funds demonstrates a (moral) failing. By aligning behaviors of the poor as leeching from the 

employed and as indulging in uncontrolled and short-sighted behaviors (whether spending or 

drinking), the implication is that the poor and addicts are, at best, a nuisance and, at worst, 

expendable.  

Literary criticism has the potential to interrogate the stigmatization of poverty and 

addiction in both the political arena and literature. As demonstrated by Conlin and O’Neill’s 

novels, literature can intervene to disrupt the perpetuation of symbolic violence against 

addicts and the poor that intimately and insidiously affects individual lives. The crucial 

discursive and imaginative disruptions performed by the novels discussed in this chapter 

occur through their ironic subversions of associations that equate poverty and addiction with 

personal failure. Neither Serrie nor Baby can depend on any social safety net to provide 

them with the necessities of life. Rather than dependant “have-nots,” they are what Rimstead 

calls “forcibly poor” (45) and both young girls end up being coerced into trading sex for the 

means of basic survival. Within such scenes of constraint, addiction or habitual inebriation 

appears as an improvised mechanism of psychic survival or numbing in order to condition 

their bodies to withstand violent acts of exploitation.  

Significantly, the various forms of rehabilitation with which Serrie and Baby come 
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into conflict do not register the meaningful functions of their drug use. Instead seeking to 

reproduce “normal, productive” (Heave 166) subjects, treatment and detention centers are 

represented in both novels as complicit in enforcing class, gender, and moral norms, which 

initially shape the emergence of each protagonist’s adaptive-addictive behavior. Such 

regulatory norms disappear from sight under the scrutiny of individualized treatment models 

of addiction. Moreover, Conlin and O’Neill’s novels suggest that the disease model of 

addiction can become a tool of moral regulation within economic logics of capitalism. Their 

poverty leaves Serrie and Baby particularly vulnerable to violent institutional responses to 

their behaviors: each girl becomes incarcerated and must conform to criteria of morality, 

productivity, and health to be released. I argue that the form of incarceration each 

protagonist confronts constitutes a disciplinary tool of capitalism. According to Marx, 

capitalism “does not consider [the worker] when he is not working, as a human being; but 

leaves such consideration to criminal law, to doctors, to religion, to the statistical tables, to 

politics and to the poorhouse” (Manuscripts 72). Marx clarifies the central logic of the social 

status and treatment of addicts in the novels examined in this thesis, a logic that is perhaps 

most accurately described as a carceral response to addiction. While Marx’s formulation 

describes the situation of the chronically unemployed, this chapter considers those who do 

not have the opportunity, desire, or gender- and class- based use-value to labor for their 

existence; these populations come under familial and institutional scrutiny, which identifies 

them as not only unproductive but a strain on the public resources. Conlin and O’Neill’s 

addiction narratives describe familial and personal situations of impoverished and working-

class young women, who are barely employment age but are subject to a variety of 
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corrective methods—including moral regulation and physical confinement—that seek 

simultaneously to prepare and discipline them for working-class lives. 

Each novel utilizes distinctive rhetorical and structural strategies to expose and 

subvert dominant narratives of addiction as ideologically necessary to the perpetuation of 

capitalist individualism. Conlin’s Heave rehearses the Alcoholics Anonymous script of 

addiction but problematizes the legitimacy of its central claims through the use of retrospect 

and synecdoche. O’Neill’s lullabies for little criminals evokes a common Western literary 

trope of sacrifice and addiction, which plots the female addict along a path of degradation 

and contamination by drugs into a state of moral insensibility. However, O’Neill rewrites the 

sources of infection as stigma, displacement from kinship relationships, and 

decontextualized interventions of social services. The novel foregrounds the development of 

Baby’s “habitus,” the process Pierre Bourdieu describes as “the internalization of the 

structure of social space” (175), which “generat[es] … practices adjusted to the regularities 

inherent in a condition” (175), in order to expose social services’ failure to recognize the 

meaningful uses of Baby’s habitual forms of psychic departure, whether imaginatively or 

chemically induced.  

As the socioeconomic determinants of health and wellness are foregrounded through 

such subversive narrative strategies, the consequences of such determinants escaping the 

dominant view of addiction discourse begin to materialize. I will argue that a logic of 

sacrifice is at play in both novels in ways that reveal the pathologization of addiction to be a 

creation of late capitalist individualism. This logic seeks to reform or reject individuals who 

cannot or will not strive to adapt to the expectations of a gendered class system. Heave 
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highlights interpersonal transmissions of values (values meant to assist in social 

reproduction) that often manifest as regulation rather than nurturing. For example, while she 

demands that Serrie face reality and get a good job, Serrie’s mother struggles to maintain a 

façade of financial and emotional control as she quietly sells off the family heirlooms to pay 

the bills. So it would appear that moral regulation attempts to enforce an ideal that the agents 

themselves struggle to attain, simultaneously modeling the difficulties of self-formation but 

also the unquestioned necessity of the striving. Both Serrie and Baby are differently marked 

as failing to strive properly. Serrie’s alcoholism and Baby’s perceived prostitution are 

couched in terms of betrayals of family and community values, constituting justification 

within each text for ostracization. While both protagonists periodically rail against being 

caught in such a bind, each novel ultimately scripts the ambivalent isolation of figures who 

challenge logics of capital through which the health and wellness of many are sacrificed to 

shore up the productive fictions of the governing whole.  

By attending closely to storyline and narrative structure, I will track the ways in 

which Conlin and O’Neill break from dominant social, political, and medical scripts for 

addiction and thereby compel readers to account for the biopolitical conditions that tend to 

be effaced by those scripts. The relatively more exacting close reading employed in this 

chapter than elsewhere in the study is a necessary tool to recast the protagonists’ experiences 

as forms of social suffering that are embroiled with meaningful functionality and agentive 

selection, a process which undercuts pathologization and disease model understandings of 

addiction. 
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“I’m no frigging fixer-upper”: Subversions of the Alcoholics Anonymous Member 
Script in Christy Ann Conlin’s Heave 
 
As explored in the Introduction, methodological individualism pervades several 

interpretative approaches to addiction, including those of literary analysis. Early reviews of 

Christy Ann Conlin’s Heave uniformly cite the protagonist’s alcoholism as the central 

problem of the novel and routinely ignore the narrative emphasis on how socioeconomic 

conditions shape the affective and interpersonal re/actions of multiple characters. According 

to Alison Calder, “Serrie’s life is a series of alcoholic blackouts, leading to damaged 

relationships” (166), while for W.P. Kinsella, Serrie is an “alcoholic, prone to erratic and 

self-destructive behaviour” (38). There is no ‘before’ to her alcoholism in such formulations, 

despite the novel’s structural emphasis on reflection and historical context. Much like the 

Alcoholics Anonymous view of addiction, Calder and Kinsella attribute relational and 

emotional problems to drinking rather than considering such problems as exacerbating 

drinking habits. Moreover, critics repeatedly decontextualize the novel’s characters and 

describe them according to internal traits and motivations. For example, Kinsella dubs Cyril, 

Serrie’s father, as a “pleasant but weird” man, who “[gave] up employment years before” 

(39). This reductive comment is also inaccurate given Conlin’s emphasis on Cyril’s 

development of post-traumatic stress to explain his subsequent inability to work. Kinsella’s 

review thus elides one of the most salient qualities of Conlin’s rhetorical style: her use of 

social and historical characterization.  

All figures in Conlin’s world are introduced according to their economic and 

emotional histories, which come to symbolize individual aspects of their social realities. In 

this way, Conlin employs a kind of social synecdoche, through which Serrie’s performance 
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of the Alcoholics Anonymous narrative exceeds the confines of its individualizing and 

essentializing boundaries by articulating the historical and material roots of her identity. The 

text thereby refuses to artificially sever personal narrative from family and community 

narratives. The subsequent representation of addiction that emerges in contrast to that put 

forth by Alcoholics Anonymous is one of adaptation rather than sickness, of survival rather 

than moral abandon.  

Heave’s subversive elements destabilize the central tenets of Alcoholics Anonymous 

philosophy. The group’s initial members went public in 1939 with the release of the ‘Blue 

Book’ (officially entitled Alcoholics Anonymous: The Story of How Many Thousands of Men 

and Women Have Recovered from Alcoholism), which is currently in its fourth edition and 

available online in several languages. The redeployment of the Twelve Steps to the ever-

widening category of addiction and AA’s partnership with medical, penal, and psychiatric 

institutions make AA the common sense approach to alcoholism. The central tenet of its 

philosophy, cited as the truth of alcoholism in the Foreword to the first edition of the Blue 

Book, is that “the alcoholic is a very sick person” (xiii). As proof of faith in this truth, the 

Big Book offers a collection of stories from AA members meant “[t]o show other alcoholics 

precisely how [they] have recovered” (xiii; original emphasis). In a methodological move 

similar to that made by many literary critics of addiction, the ‘truth’ of addiction is already 

assumed and so AA’s narrative offerings become, then, blueprints or scripts to discover and 

confess this truth.  

As a form of confession, the AA member story works in the disciplinary mode 

described by Foucault: as practices of often coerced truth extraction, which function in the 
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service of regulatory power. For Foucault, confession is “one of the main rituals [the West 

relies] on for the production of truth” (1990; 58) and, significantly, one that inaugurated a 

“metamorphosis in literature” (59) from heroic accounts of great social and spiritual import 

to “a literature ordered according to the infinite task of extracting from the depths of oneself 

… a truth which the very form of the confession holds out like a shimmering mirage” (59). 

However, Heave persistently frustrates the AA search for confession. Building on Carole 

Cain’s analysis of AA’s four key narrative markers, I will argue that as Heave mimics the 

process of AA confession, Serrie’s introspective journey continually spirals out into her 

family and community, ending in a final refusal to internalize the truth of her suffering as 

‘alcoholism.’ She confesses to nothing that is not qualified by circumstance. Positing that 

rehearsing the AA story is a process of “identity reconstitution” (220), Cain implies that the 

desired identity is a penitent, perpetually striving individual, who, although still afflicted 

with a disease, has renounced her or his previous state of indulgence in the pleasures and 

pains of alcoholism, and instead humbly manages a terminal illness. Heave forces a schism 

between the forces of reconstitution and the subject of reconstitution; consequently, the 

identity of ‘alcoholic’ is revealed as a performance that must be continually shored up by 

narrative reinforcement, rather than expressive of an inherent illness. The logic of AA 

member script is rewritten as a mechanism through which adaptive behaviour is reduced to 

signify individual maladjustment and dis-ease, with moral, biological, and spiritual 

dimensions.  

Conlin’s novel, then, challenges liberal humanist claims of individual autonomy, 

self-determination, and equality that undergird addiction discourse in three ways: by 
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contextualizing self-harming behavior within scenes of socioeconomic and institutional 

power; by juxtaposing Serrie’s narrative against imposed practices of formalized treatment, 

which elide the role of inequality that both informs ‘addictive’ behaviour and proves a 

substantial if not insurmountable obstacle to recovery; and by representing these treatment 

interventions as modes of moral regulation. In these ways, Heave mobilizes the structure and 

language of an internationally recognized recovery program to represent its underlying logic 

as disempowering and its promises of recovery as erroneous.  

According to Cain, the four narrative markers of the conventional AA member story 

are: the ritual identification of oneself as an alcoholic (220); the reinterpretation of one’s past 

in order to view the cause of one’s problems as drinking (219); the description of “hit[ting] 

bottom” (225); and the testimonial conclusion: describing one’s life since finding AA (225). 

Conlin’s novel rehearses these signature characteristics of the AA disease narrative of 

addiction in ways that reveal its inability to address the scope and grip socioeconomic 

influences, as well as expose the ideology and implications of the practice of its imposition. 

Serrie reevaluates her past—implicitly impelled by the AA imperative—but as she lays the 

AA narrative over the events of her life, a significant and unavoidable excess of experience 

emerges that is neither contained nor explained by the disease model of alcoholism. She 

grows up in thinly veiled impoverished circumstances within a community that actively 

ostracizes poor people through moral regulation, social surveillance, and stigmatization. 

These socioeconomic circumstances expose her to numerous forms of emotional and 

physical suffering—both personally and as empathic witness—from which drinking is 

refigured as just one method of escape. Thus, while Serrie attempts to plot her drinking 



75 

history, she instead plots her process of developing ways of coping with socially 

contextualized traumas, and reciprocally, becoming subject to discipline when those ways of 

coping threaten her ability to remain a productive member of her community.  

Beginning with the ritual identification of herself as an alcoholic in the Prologue, 

Serrie conceptually undermines the concept of alcoholism as it is reproduced by Alcoholics 

Anonymous, her doctor, and her family through the details of her narrative. By juxtaposing 

the pathologizing terms of its deployment to the different ways Serrie describes her drinking, 

the narrative conveys alcoholism as one behavior among others that have meaningful uses 

for survival within her particular socioeconomic context. The Prologue takes place after 

Serrie has already been through treatment and a period of sobriety. During an imagined 

exchange with her deceased Grammie, Serrie exclaims, “I’m a twenty-one-year-old drunk 

with no job,” to which Grammie responds, “Well, now, there’s plenty worse things to be … 

Like a leper or a goddamn pervert or a hypocrite or a liar” (11; original emphasis). This 

exchange enacts her initial self-identification as an alcoholic, a condition tacitly placed 

within a constellation of diseases with moral, social, and biological dimensions. Serrie’s 

imaginative creation of Grammie’s rejection of the narrative that Serrie attempts to rehearse 

is significant because it immediately undermines the tenor of self-loathing infusing Serrie’s 

claim while also indicating that Serrie may feel self-compassion, even if she can only project 

such compassion onto an imagined Other. However, the subordination of addiction to 

leprosy serves to categorize alcoholism as a physical disease, as well as anticipate the ways 

in which Serrie is treated as a social pariah. In this iteration, the first step of AA identity 

reconstitution is refigured as a process of accepting one’s pathological condition rather than 
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a process of moral awakening.  

However, the narrative goes beyond merely drawing out the stigmatizing 

implications of self-identifying as an alcoholic. The narrative problematizes Serrie’s 

acceptance of an alcoholic identity even before her self-diagnosis, when she identifies as a 

runaway. As she literally bolts from the church in the middle of her wedding, Serrie opens 

her monologue by saying, “Dearie always said, ‘Go tits to the wind.’ And I am. Going so 

fast it seemed as though I was hovering above myself, watching…” (3). Conceptually, this 

image establishes a pattern of behavior in which drinking appears as just one manifestation 

of desire for escape from actual or potential suffering—in this case from her wedding to a 

financially and physically controlling man. Furthermore, both the act and experiential quality 

of escape strengthen the rhetorical connection between running and drinking: they are each 

characterized by detached, insensible flight—she runs so fast that the pain of the situation 

and the consequences of her getaway are not immediately registered. Running “so fast the 

burn is a memory before it’s even had time to hurt [her]” (6), Serrie reflects with subtle 

defiance on her runaway act, which emphasizes a central quality that is explicitly present in 

her drinking behavior: a willful desire to numb experiences of pain. Moreover, she does so in 

a distinctive way; through either running or drinking frantically, she tries to get ahead of the 

pain rather than linger in a state of sensibility.  

Throughout the story, Conlin depicts Serrie’s drinking as a means of achieving 

blackout, rather than euphoric intoxication (108, 296). Longing for “the efficiency of 

blackouts” (296), Serrie articulates the uncomplicated terms of her desire to drink after 

seventeen months of sobriety: “Do I know what I’m doing? Oh, yes, I sure do, no 
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justification of how it’s just going to be one drink. I don’t give a sweet blessed shit anymore. 

Feeling this way has got to stop and I cannot wait to get wasted” (307). Expressed with a 

characteristic tone of defiance, the imagined conversation evokes the Alcoholics Anonymous 

view of the Addict as self-deluded by her own disease. Embracing the functional aspects of 

inebriation, Serrie rejects this interpretation of her actions. Instead, her drinking, has 

meaningful uses—escape from consciously registering emotional and physical pain. While 

the Prologue clearly describes Serrie’s behavioral patterns as directed toward escape and 

insensibility, their qualitative similarities to Serrie’s drinking are not apparent until the 

central retrospective narrative begins. Claiming a fugitive identity before an alcoholic one, 

Serrie’s reevaluation of her past begins with “snap[ping] back to [her] first run-away” (11) 

via a trip to Europe. This retrospective structure systematically traces the circuitry between 

Serrie’s impoverished upbringing and the accumulation of strategies she learns to employ to 

escape the fear, anxiety, and suffering she experiences growing up. As such, a narrative 

trajectory is established that often jarringly juxtaposes an emotionally, historically, and 

economically contextualized set of behaviors against an imposed fiction of an inherently 

flawed alcoholic identity.  

Serrie claims one other identity in addition to that of the runaway and the drunk, 

which evolves from several confrontations with external imperatives to suppress emotion 

and conform to social norms: the Stoic. Serrie’s mother teaches her to dissociate from fear 

by “not … cry[ing] but … go[ing] to sleep so it would all go away” (38). Instilled at a young 

age is the sense that unconsciousness is preferable to experiencing fear induced by 

circumstances she cannot control. Offered not only as an escape, sleep is also figured as 
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preferable to crying, to emotionally and physically experiencing and expressing sadness. 

This imperative to reject difficult feelings is transformed into a desire to not feel at all, when, 

as a teenager, Serrie becomes obsessed with becoming a Stoic; she strives towards attaining 

the ideal of “apatheia” (Campbell 174), which Robin Campbell defines as “immunity from 

feeling” (17). While the struggle takes the form of numbing behavior, the striving itself is 

motivated by external pressures to embody other qualities of the Stoic: “courage and 

endurance, self-control and self-reliance, upright conduct … and obedience to the state” 

(Campbell 16). These ideals form a portrait of an individual willfully invested in silently 

withstanding hardship, in whatever form, through controlling her feelings, depending on no 

one, and fulfilling her obligations to society. Ironically, Serrie’s idealization of the apatheic 

Stoic—the ideal, conforming citizen—informs her pursuit of insensibility, highlighting the 

ways in which societal pressures inform individual behaviors.  

Significantly, it is the women in Serrie’s family who persistently instruct her to be 

stoic in the face of hardships through the repetition of the same sentiment. As Serrie screams 

and cries on the first day of school, her mother insists, “[Y]ou’ll get used to it” (37); when 

Serrie experiences her first menstrual cramps, her aunt Gallie disdainfully notes, “It’s not 

like you just got a suntan. You’ll get used to it” (129); and when Serrie’s father loses his job 

and her family is tensely and barely getting by, Grammie reasons that, “you just ha[ve] to go 

about your business, even if you fe[el] bad,” arguing that “the Spinster’s roses had outlived 

the Spinster, and [Serrie] had to be like the roses” (82). The events she is told she will “get 

used to” are presented to her as inevitable; it is her reaction that others insist can be 

controlled. The phrase is both an imperative and a maxim: Serrie will get used to it because 



79 

there is no other option, but Serrie will also get used to it because everyone does; it’s natural. 

To be like the roses implies the usual gendered expectations—Serrie must be pretty, 

ornamental, constant, and quiet, and she must do so effortlessly, as though it were part of her 

nature. The simile is also ironic because roses need rich soil and space to grow, but these are 

not the intended or received connotations. While Serrie retorts, “I’m no plant” (82) in a brief 

but characteristic expression of resistance, her inability to stoically adapt to her surroundings 

becomes a source of shame.  

Drinking, pursing apatheia, running, and working all become methods of emotional 

numbing and detachment in reaction to both external events and the suspicion that Serrie is 

flawed because she cannot adapt. If Heave can be read as testing the durability of the AA 

narrative to name and contain the sources of the problems that afflict the alcoholic, then the 

first convention of self-diagnosis is destabilized through the assertion of several possible and 

reasonable identities that may describe Serrie’s experiences. Whether Serrie ultimately 

accepts or rejects “drunk,” “runaway,” or “Stoic” as sufficient labels of self-expression, the 

shared underlying reasons for her impulses to blackout, escape, and avoid feeling remain 

unaddressed. Rather, by paralleling the adaptive function of the behaviors distilled into these 

identities, Conlin’s novel appears to suggest that so long as Serrie suppresses her emotions 

through means other than alcohol, she will evade censure from her family and community. 

So, ironically, the set of escapist behaviors she develops to cope with difficult circumstances 

is interpreted as the willful inability to conform—to cope properly.  

The second defining feature of the AA narrative that the novel subverts is the 

reinterpretation of the past through constructing a “drinking history.” This phrase clearly 
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delineates the parameters of the required self-reflection: the only pertinent evidence of 

alcoholism is drinking behavior, and the identity transformation of the drinker into the 

alcoholic can only occur if the AA member takes account of all instances of drinking as 

evidence of his or her disease. This second step is predicated on the member making the 

“appropriate connection between alcohol and the problems it has led to” (Cain 219). Serrie’s 

narrative reverses this formula in ways that suggest that Conlin’s novel constitutes an 

attempt to conceptually redefine alcoholism. Baker and Hacker argue that the process of 

conceptual clarification requires an examination of “the complex grammatical structures in 

which [the word] occur[s] (and those in which [it] cannot significantly occur)” (229-230). 

Conlin’s narrative highlights several incongruities between iterations of the word “alcoholic” 

and representations of drinking behaviors by contrasting social context against identity 

codes. An asymmetrical pattern of representation emerges that dramatizes a disconnection 

between conceptual and empiricist understandings of alcoholism. When Serrie describes a 

traumatic incident from her past that quite explicitly conveys the gendered, economic, and 

accumulated qualities of her social suffering, it is inevitably followed by a declarative 

statement—by her or someone else—which inaccurately re-interprets the trauma as a 

consequence of her drinking. For example, from a psychiatric hospital bed, Serrie recounts 

an earlier drinking binge with an old acquaintance, Wynnette. Their encounter triggers a 

sense of their shared impoverished and socially excluded status in Foster. Overwhelmed by 

thoughts “about [her] father and [her] mother … [she] start[s] that stupid boo-hooing into the 

glass” (115). Her self-mocking tone denies the legitimacy of her feelings and again 

reinforces her drinking as a reaction to unpredictable inner turmoil rooted in a history of 
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tangible traumas. She imagines her sadness as a “thrash[ing] … fish on the dock with the 

hook in its eye” (117), evoking an emotional experience akin to being jerked out of a 

relatively calm state, blinded and left to die slowly. Drinking to the point of black out is 

depicted here as an attempt to literally put herself out of her misery.  

And yet, when she wakes up in the hospital afterward, she concludes, “you knew you 

were a drunk and a doper, you knew that for sure after hearing Dearie fill in the details” 

(121). The deeply complicated social and emotional context of her drinking are whittled 

down to her behavior and then transformed into an identity. While highlighting the extent to 

which calling herself “a drunk and a doper” fails to capture the complexity of why Serrie 

drinks, the scene’s articulation of the self-diagnosis reinforces the Serrie’s internalization of 

pathologizing views of drinking. Significantly, the second-person address echoes the 

sentiments of her family and friends, as well as suggests that Serrie relates to herself as an 

aberrant Other when she understands her actions as an indication of her intrinsic identity; 

however, the mode of address also potentially situates the reader as diagnosed addict, who is 

privy to a drinking history that emerges as a result, rather than as the source, of social 

suffering. In Baker and Hacker’s terms, Conlin depicts the insufficiency of the terms 

“drunk” and “doper” to describe the logic of alcoholism by juxtaposing the contextualized 

moments of inebriation against an ad hoc decontextualized diagnosis.  

The doctor at the hospital also encapsulates Serrie’s history within a similarly 

individualizing discourse. Responding to his open-ended questions, she describes her 

impoverished upbringing, her father’s illness, her mother’s resentments and violence, her 

discomfort with the confines of both male and female gender expectations, and even the 
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circumstances in which she was raped. The doctor responds by saying “you will need a 

treatment program to deal with these issues” (155; emphasis added). The diagnosis is jarring 

and effectively highlights the dissonance between Serrie’s experience of alcoholism and its 

treatment. The phrase implies that the treatment will address Serrie’s inability to get used to 

these issues—the poverty and relative powerlessness of her circumstances—rather than 

validate the injustice and trauma of those issues directly. Recognizing the 

incommensurability between her story and the doctor’s reception of it, she notes that her 

stories appear as “facts to him, pain to me” (166). This terse equation enacts another instance 

of the novel’s conceptual subversions by demonstrating Serrie’s awareness that the 

medicalized meaning the doctor makes of her drinking eclipses the ways in which it has 

emerged as a coping mechanism for her socially-inflected pain. The degree to which her 

behaviors are decontextualized is depicted as particularly grievous given the detailed history 

Serrie shares with the doctor.  

In contrast with the doctor’s reductive view of Serrie’s drinking, Conlin produces a 

subversively expanded version of her drinking history. The narrative persistently 

contextualizes Serrie’s private despair within scenes of economic- and gender-based trauma 

and explicitly articulates her drinking as a method of escaping her affective responses to 

those traumas. Explaining that “[i]t’s easier to be drunk and high in the dark than it is to be 

sober in the horrible truth of your own life” (32), Serrie implies that such “horrible truths” 

are ostensibly rooted in her family’s history of mental illness and poverty. Perhaps the most 

heinous of these realities is not fully revealed until the end of the novel, when Serrie rows 

out to sea to get drunk alone. Before the blackout descends, she remembers being raped by 
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the local antique dealer several times during the months before she flees to London. The 

disclosure could be read as the climax of a Foucauldian-confession—certainly Kinsella’s 

review reads it as such, claiming that “only in the final pages do we learn what is really 

bothering her” (40) and arguing that Conlin is ethically remiss for withholding such “vital 

information” (40). Positing sexual trauma as the reason for Serrie’s “erratic and self-

destructive behavior” (38), Kinsella seems indignant that readers might be led to believe that 

something other than rape could account for Serrie’s behavior. Such a reading actively elides 

the complex circumstances surrounding the rape that contextualize Serrie’s vulnerability to 

economic and sexual exploitation, which must be addressed as part of the broader circuitry 

of her social suffering.  

The linguistic and structural web of indebtedness surrounding the sexual violence 

constitutes the most explicit example of how poverty and intimate circuitries of moral 

regulation inform alcoholism in the novel. Serrie’s mother charges Serrie with quietly selling 

off the antiques in their attic so they can pay the bills. When she drops an expensive teapot, 

effectively ruining the value of the set, Mr. Burgess exploits her precarious economic 

situation and guilt by offering full value for the pot if she will have sex with him. On six 

more occasions, he offers what he tells her is above market value for the rest of the pieces 

with “the same arrangement” (310), turning an act of criminal exploitation into a financial 

transaction. During the relapse scene in the rowboat, Serrie recalls the moment she 

discovered that the Clichy paperweight Mr. Burgess bought from her for fifteen hundred 

dollars is actually worth close to fifteen thousand. Significantly, the first words that come to 

Serrie’s mind are her grandmother’s admonishment to “[a]lways know what you are worth” 
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(311). Implying her internalization of responsibility for the repeated violation, these lines 

evoke the classed and gendered structure of Serrie’s guilt. Grammie’s relatively privileged 

class position is depicted as both a source of comfort and moral regulation in the family. 

Benefiting from generations of wealthy and politically connected German ancestors, 

Grammie had been also head nurse until retirement, continues to live in a “century home” 

(57), and drives a “red mini Austin” (53). As such, she is able to assist her daughters 

financially in raising their families on below poverty line incomes. As Serrie’s mother 

explains to her children, “We’ve got nothing, not a pot to piss in, nor a window to throw it 

out of. If it wasn’t for the charity of your grandmother, we’d be on the streets” (67). Such 

charitable material support, however, carries complicated moral support, as well. Conlin 

peppers the first half of the narrative with Grammie’s maxims and warnings, several of 

which echo later in Serrie’s imagination as reprimands. The phrase “Always know what you 

are worth” (311) evokes an earlier scene in which Grammie repeatedly warns Serrie and her 

mother Martha to “lock the door” (86) when Mr. Burgess comes by. While not shaming 

Martha for being “hard up” (86), she insists, “the hard up can do foolish things” (86). But 

Grammie’s understanding of being “hard up” is different than Martha and Serrie’s. While 

Grammie seems to understand poverty as “a psychosocial space” from which to “rise above” 

(Rimstead 36), Martha and Serrie experience it as “everyday struggle” (Rimstead 36). From 

these different perspectives, “foolish” for Grammie implies poor judgment in light of 

obvious knowledge, while for Martha and Serrie, it comes to mean acts of necessity despite 

ostensibly obvious knowledge. “Always know what you are worth” is perhaps a statement 

encouraging recognition of one’s value, but when Serrie hears Grammie’s words very close 



85 

“in [her] ear” (311), they echo as a haunting reproof for not heeding her warning. In this 

context, they amount to blaming Serrie for allowing the rapes to occur because Grammie had 

warned her about Mr. Burgess’s “patience” and “rapacity” (86). The implication here is that 

Serrie let herself be out-negotiated in a financial transaction even though she knew better. 

Serrie seems to interpret the rape as exemplifying her class-based foolishness or ignorance 

regarding both the worth of Clichy eggs and her own worth in comparison. In Grammie’s 

formulation of blame, it is the exploited who must disrupt cycles of economic and sexual 

violence. Even though Grammie’s attitude might constitute a recognition of ongoing agency 

within profoundly disempowering contexts, its individualizing vision of empowerment 

becomes the underlying source of Serrie’s guilt, which she seeks to escape through drinking.  

Sexual violence is not the only form of class-based trauma that Serrie experiences in 

the novel. Appearing in the middle of the narrative, as is typical of AA stories, is the third 

major characteristic of the AA personal story: the recollection of hitting bottom and finding 

AA. In AA discourse, rock bottom signifies the moment when the alcoholic has lost 

everything because of her drinking; finding AA signifies a kind of salvation that must be 

chosen in light of the alcoholic’s recognition that her actions are the reason for her 

destitution. This narrative marker reinforces the view that the alcoholic can and should take 

responsibility for her problem behavior. Serrie’s rock bottom moment occurs when she 

wakes up in the psychiatric hospital without money, without protection from family, and 

beset by traumatic memories and shame. By this point in the narrative, her parents’ 

economic and emotional histories have been disclosed, and the connection between drinking 

and escape from the pain associated with uncontrollable socioeconomic circumstances has 
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been established. However, despite her attempts to attribute her problems to alcoholism, the 

narrative structure and contextual associations prevent the interpretation of Serrie’s rock 

bottom as self-directed. Furthermore, she does not “find AA” – it finds her. Indeed, both her 

introduction to and experience of AA are characterized by coercion.  

Intervening as a tool of social control in Heave, AA treatment is imposed on Serrie as 

a condition of relative freedom. The doctor’s response to her initial refusal to participate in 

AA leaves little room for disagreement; he “says he will take away [her] courtyard privileges 

and [her] off-grounds privileges, which he is just about to give [her], and that’s all for today” 

(137). His vaguely threatening ultimatum is compounded by his utter power over her: she 

literally has no choice beyond staying in the hospital indefinitely. The terms of her stay in 

the hospital are unclear: Serrie does not seem to know if she has the right to leave. But the 

doors are locked, her family does not take her home, and the doctor has the authority to grant 

or deny her access to the outside world. Consenting to go to AA constitutes good behavior 

within this obliquely disciplinary atmosphere. Furthermore, the condition of her release from 

the psychiatric hospital is attending a compulsory twenty-eight day in-patient treatment 

program, which officially does not require attending meetings as “a formal part of 

treatment,” although Serrie learns that “you have to go. Not going is one of the things they 

will kick you out for” (228). Conlin thus constructs Alcoholics Anonymous as the lone 

prescribed avenue for recovery in the novel, the prescription of which is disciplinarily 

endorsed by its institutionalization. As discussed in the Introduction, the potential for the 

pathology model to justify “arbitrary power to intervene” (Acker 201) in the lives of those 

marked deviant is realized in Heave’s depiction of AA.  
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However, the representation of Weeping Willows does not constitute a full 

indictment of addiction treatment centres—significantly, Serrie does learn to identify the 

sources of her anger and overcome the self-loathing that AA insists is the reason alcoholics 

drink. While in the facility, she refuses to participate in Dearie’s phoned-in, self-involved 

diatribes that inadvertently insult and silence Serrie. But more notably, given that the entire 

novel is told in retrospect, Serrie’s pseudo-AA personal narrative deploys this evaluation of 

the roots of self-loathing to the AA experience. Like the other patients, she is told that she 

has a “disease about feelings” (231)—that the struggle involves coping with her feelings. 

While this slippage in the AA narrative allows for an understanding of feelings to precede 

drinking, the broader struggle is still figured as individual disease, from which there is no 

cure except learning to just “get used to it” (37, 129). 

The final narrative marker of the AA personal story is the closing explanation of  

“what [the alcoholic’s] life has been like since [she] joined AA” (225). This is perhaps the 

convention most explicitly engaged and subverted in Heave. AA membership and the AA 

identity produce a variety of results, which for Serrie are mostly negative: day passes and 

privileges at the psychiatric hospital; policing and infantalization by her family (185); and 

shame during treatment. Despite helping her to quit drinking, at least momentarily, AA does 

not acknowledge the scope and grip of her economic- and gender-based struggles or provide 

sustainable coping strategies. The pressure to financially and socially reproduce herself and 

her family is enormous both before and after treatment; these socioeconomic conditions do 

not disappear when Serrie gets sober. As Serrie reflects, “One day at a time, one step at a 

time, they say in the Foster AA meetings – the meetings that I never get to now because of 
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my factory work” (247).  

However, treatment apparently teaches Serrie socially acceptable and economically 

productive ways to numb her feelings. After rehab, she works at a factory where she insists, 

“My life has never been so easy – if I can chop rhubarb, I can do anything. I chop alone until 

my hand just keeps going, so numb that it belongs to the knife now … I am becoming a 

robot” (243). Explicit in the image of the robot is Marx’s depiction of estranged labor as that 

which leads to “decline to a mere machine” (Manuscripts 68) by the selling of “human 

identity” (Manuscripts 70). And yet, this habitual transformation into an insentient, 

automatic tool of production is refigured as a positive experience precisely because of its 

simultaneously numbing, empowering, and desocializing consequences. “[C]onsumed with a 

purpose” (Reader 349), Serrie is “made alive for the performance of [her] functions” 

(Reader 349). Estrangement from her labor gives Serrie a sense of physical mastery, but that 

physicality is imagined as mechanical and automatic. In this guise only does she experience 

autonomy, as well as assert a futurity to her powers—she can do anything if she can work 

hard. Her only employment before rehab was as a drugstore clerk, which constantly exposed 

her to the gaze and gossip of the community. In the comparative isolation of the factory, 

labor is respite from “being back in the Valley, with everybody knowing everything, every 

mistake [she’s] ever made” (246). Serrie also welcomes the transformational qualities of 

methodical assembly line work with a similar tone of relief that she welcomed and pursued 

blackouts. Conlin lists a sequence of activities that epitomize these functionalities for Serrie: 

the chopping knife, the cigarette, and then running, which she describes as provoking a 

similar absence of physical and emotional sensation once the act reaches an intensity 
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previously equated with the moment of blackout, when “time, as [she] know[s] it, falls 

away” (272). These sublimations suggest that she still strives for insensibility, while learning 

to omit drinking from her repertoire of numbing strategies.  

Serrie also takes refuge from emotional attachment through her relationship with her 

boss and hotel mogul, Hans Zimmer. She explains her attraction to him: “[I]t’s not just him, 

it’s this whole warm and renovated world I want, where things function, and hard work pays 

off; I want order” (282). This articulation of desire extends a central metaphor in the novel, 

through which Serrie’s socioeconomic struggles are expressed through her family’s decaying 

house. Over the course of the novel, parts of her childhood home are slowly sold off, the 

lights and hot water function only sporadically, and the front yard is peppered with Cyril’s 

outhouse collection, drawing ridicule from the entire community. Thus, the terms of her 

desire for Hans reflect a determination to attain what has eluded her and her family—

financial and emotional stability as compensation for their hard work, instead of cyclical 

unemployment and emotional disability. Marriage to Hans signifies Serrie’s initial desire for 

metaphorical and literal renovation; she wants his world but also perhaps she wants him to 

renovate her. The characterization of Serrie’s interest in Hans, running, and factory work 

situates the behaviors as part of the same constellation of acts informed by a desire for 

economic certainty and freedom from pain. Only, unlike drinking, they are not pathologized 

because they are deemed economically and socially productive and are rewarded by 

approval from her family and a reprieve from financial burden. Essentially, AA gives her 

new tools to emotionally ‘run-away’ from economic- and gender-based oppression, while 

those forms of exploitation remain unacknowledged as the source of her compulsion to 
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drink.   

And yet, ironically, AA also teaches Serrie the ability to reflect on her circumstances 

to assess her level of self-respect. This ability to self-assess ultimately leads to her rejection 

of the AA identity in two ways. First, she rejects the social stigma attached to it. Declaring, 

“I’m no frigging fixer-upper” (304), Serrie insists to Hans that she is neither broken nor 

dilapidated, not property to be bought, sold, abandoned, or renovated to conform to 

dominant standards of beauty or functionality. Note, too, the connection to Grammie’s 

doctrine to “Know your worth.” Unlike her reaction to recalling these words when she learns 

the value of the Clichy egg—as accusations of her worthlessness—Serrie asserts her worth 

here, as beyond market, social, and gendered worthiness, which have always constructed her 

as lacking and justified efforts to (punitively) reform her; the declaration also recalls and 

rejects the basis of her initial attraction to Zimmer and “the renovated world” (282) he 

initially represents for her. 

A crucial aspect of the AA identity that Serrie also rejects is its gendered 

implications. Feminist criticism of AA takes issue with its “patriarchal culture ... and the 

self-effacement that is required for working AA’s Twelve Steps” (Sanders 4). Similarly, 

Conlin’s portrayal of AA culture firmly situates men in positions of power over women, 

while positioning the recovery narrative as requiring a re-narration of the addict’s life in 

ways that can elide significant systemic factors in his or her logic of drinking. Heave adds to 

a feminist critique of AA by creating Serrie’s post-AA socioeconomic climate as an 

extension of AA’s patriarchal culture, which ultimately requires a similar self-effacement. 

Hans is the patriarchal figure who does not care about her past in rehab, which initially 
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comforts Serrie. Hans repeatedly validates Serrie’s AA identity—she is a sober alcoholic 

who works hard; he does not judge her for her past because she has “take[n] control” (280) 

and built “character” (281) through AA. Hans reads her sobriety as conformity to a work 

ethic, yet he values the gendered nature of her work as housekeeper, as dependent employee, 

and as domestic partner. His acceptance of her is predicated on erasure. She does not tell him 

about her past traumas, and he does not want to know. Yet, when Serrie refuses to perform 

her role as supportive future wife (303), he strikes her, in an act that provokes a swift 

succession of decisions that lead to Serrie leaving him at the altar, which constitutes both the 

ending and beginning of the novel.   

The concluding image of Serrie’s emergence from the outhouse symbolizes her 

ultimate rejection of a moralistic, pathologizing view of her socialized adaptations. On her 

marriage day, within the confines of the outhouse rather than the Catholic confessional, she 

rejects the guilt that a confession of sins might produce, enacting instead a repudiation or 

exorcism of internalized beliefs in her constitutional weakness. She strips off her red bra and 

the remains of her antique wedding dress, rejecting the outward markers of roguishness and 

childish deviance; rejecting too, a symbol of restored beauty. No longer restrained by the 

confines of femininity—symbolized by the bra, as well as the antique dress and veil that get 

caught in the door—she literally goes “tits to the wind” (3), a phrase evocative of sexual 

abandon or freedom, brazen vulnerability, and rebirth.22  

                                                
22 When asked what the phrase meant to her, Conlin replied, “I have no idea of the historical 
origins of the expression ‘tits to the wind.’ I didn't know it was a nautical expression. I mean, 
it always brought to my mind figureheads at the front of ships as many of them were 
barechested ladies. And it also brought mermaids to mind and I liked this imagery for the 
world of Heave. But its origins in Heave were from something that we drunken party girls 
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Through reiteration, the AA member story is supposed to culminate in a 

solidification of the teller’s conviction that drinking is cause of the member’s problems. The 

unmistakable AA story structure of Serrie’s recollections implies an attempt to make sense 

of her actions through reiterating her conversion to AA and affirming her faith and 

commitment to working its recovery strategies. As Cain argues, the AA member story is a 

“cognitive tool” for the teller to self-identify as an alcoholic (215). In terms of the broader 

narrative structure, though, we are reminded that this retelling of her life story is all in 

retrospect: she has accepted the AA identity in the past but in the present of the novel, her 

problems have not gone away. Instead of rehearsing and reaffirming the efficacy of AA in 

attaining sobriety, Serrie situates AA as an antagonist to her development during her 

retrospective narrative. In the present, Serrie tells her story under uncompelled 

circumstances. She is recollecting having gone through the process of reinterpreting her past 

after undergoing the AA program and maintaining over a year’s sobriety—and is 

reevaluating that process. Given that each AA marker in Serrie’s narrative is subverted by 

context that exceeds the confines of the AA master narrative, self-identifying as an AA 

alcoholic would mean denying the legitimacy of her affective responses to the traumas of 

inequality.  

AA intervenes in the narrative as a fully imbricated force in a political economy that 

both assumes a fully autonomous subject and enforces social control and moral regulation of 

those who do not or cannot exercise their assumed autonomy. Indeed, one of the prevailing 

                                                                                                                                                 
used to say, this impassioned credo of how we would live our lives, tits to the wind baby, tits 
to the wind. I always liked it because it was so feminine and yet so brash, things we don't 
normally put together” (email correspondence). 
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critiques of AA’s discourse of self-help is that it assumes a generic individual experience 

that transcends consideration of gender, economic status, race, and age. In the Preface to the 

second edition of the Big Book, the authors claim that “Alcohol being no respecter of 

persons, we are an accurate cross section of America, and in distant lands, the same 

democratic evening-up process is going on” (xx). This universalizing model of alcoholism is 

intended both to demonstrate that alcoholism can happen to anyone and to empower 

members to believe that recovery is available to anyone who wants it. Yet, as evidenced in 

the final two chapters of Heave, there are obstacles to achieving and maintaining sobriety 

that are directly related to class and gender inequalities with which Serrie has not been given 

adequate tools to deal in AA. These sections are particularly strained in their reiteration of 

the AA imperative that the alcoholic view all her problems as arising from drinking, insofar 

as Serrie faces stigmatization at work and home, as well as precarious employment, poverty, 

and sexual violence. So even as she works the AA recovery program and stops drinking, her 

antagonists have not disappeared.  

Heave’s structural and linguistic subversions of the Alcoholics Anonymous member 

script transform the AA narrative’s linear, retrospective personal account into a circuitous, 

cumulative social narrative. By reversing the causal timeline from drinking that causes the 

alcoholic’s problems to the alcoholic’s problems that lead to drinking, Conlin’s novel 

foregrounds and deconstructs the individualizing and pathologizing implications of each AA 

narrative marker. Serrie’s rote self-identification as an alcoholic does not perform the 

required consolidation of her problems into a disease because her drinking history is 

preceded and continuously informed by a social history of her family and community. This 
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history traces the ideological and material realities of poverty that shape the emotional 

context for Serrie’s drinking in addition to several other adaptive behaviors. Furthermore, 

Heave’s subversion of the AA script ‘rock bottom moment’ undermines its crucial purpose 

of reaffirming that the alcoholic’s life had become unmanageable because of her disease. 

Instead, a desire to escape cumulative economic and sexual violence prompts Serrie’s 

particularly aggressive pursuit of blackout. Leading to forced confinement, rock bottom 

triggers the imposition of AA, which is refigured a tool of moral regulation and social 

stigma. The AA narrative essentially writes over Serrie’s experience with moralizing 

maxims that cite the source of Serrie’s problems both before and after treatment as 

characteristic of her disease. The final way in which Heave challenges the adequacy the AA 

narrative is its juxtaposition of Serrie’s life before and after AA. Released back into the same 

social realities, Serrie is expected to adapt appropriately to economic and gendered 

constraints. In this formulation, relapse would be indicative of her inability to manage her 

disease. Instead, Conlin’s novel transforms the locus of disease from the individual to the 

social. Her relapse constitutes a rejection of the AA view of drinking as the alcoholic’s 

Achilles heel, as that which will always be and cause her downfall. Consequently, the 

implications of the methodologically individualist AA narrative are exposed. Its presence in 

the novel decontextualizes Serrie’s drinking and refuses to take into account—or let the 

alcoholic take into account—the ideological, economic, and gendered circuitries of power 

and moral regulation that bring together the drug and the user.  
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“[J]ust a person standing there without any context”: Sacrifice and the 
Con/textualization of Drug Use in Heather O’Neill’s lullabies for little criminals 
 
As with all the novels discussed in this dissertation, Heather O’Neill’s lullabies for little 

criminals juxtaposes competing interpretations of addiction. Unlike Heave, however, the 

biological and moral disease narratives of addiction are pushed to the periphery. While 

arriving periodically at the center in ways that alter the interwoven trajectories of plot and 

character development, pathologizing narratives of addiction do not appear as the direct 

antagonists in the novel, as is the case in Heave, Skinny, and Consumption. Rather, O’Neill 

places her protagonist within a complex field of class and gender conflicts, in which Baby 

employs both realistic and fantastic improvisations to actually and imaginatively mitigate 

volatile circumstances. I argue that the narrative sequencing of displacements to which Baby 

is subjected is integral to contextualizing her use of drugs, as well as discerning the 

significance of the fantasy elements in the novel. The novel’s broader view of prolonged 

drug use as adaptive response to social factors is produced through the discursive interaction 

between its realist and fantastic elements.  

As a result, lullabies for little criminals challenges sociopolitical readings of 

addiction that decontextualize drug use as an isolatable deviant behaviour by focusing on its 

logic and utility in social contexts. Nancy Campbell contends that dominant approaches to 

drug policy, narratives, and treatment are based on “attempts to know the ‘truth’ of 

addiction” (7) and they work to locate such truth in the drug or the individual rather than 

attending to the particular parameters of the economic and moral fabric that brings the drug 

and the user together. Such myopic practices, as Campbell argues, “displace other 

explanations such as economic dislocation or cultural practices that deny agency and 
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efficacy to many people in social contexts where drug use proliferates” (7). O’Neill’s novel 

foregrounds such factors in a compellingly textured representation of urban existence in 

which drug use and drug-related harms proliferate. The vehicle of this narrative, though, is 

not instances of drug ingestion by the eleven-year-old protagonist, Baby. Rather, drug use is 

conveyed as just one of several imaginative measures Baby employs to emotionally and 

physically negotiate conditions of physical displacement, moral regulation, and 

stigmatization. By interpreting O’Neill’s method of characterization as a process of 

“habitus” (Bourdieu 175) development, I argue that the relational nature of Baby’s particular 

survival strategies become evident. In concert with her changing environments, Baby 

“continuously transforms necessities into strategies, constraints into preferences … which 

derive their meaning, i.e. their value, from their position in a system of oppositions and 

correlations” (Bourdieu 175). This pragmatic logic shapes a spectrum of her behaviors, from 

mitigating social exclusion to negotiating sex for money. For example, whenever she feels 

“sad and insecure” (95) at school, Baby questions her father Jules about her mother, a 

“terrible habit” (96) that nonetheless soothes her emotionally because it makes her feel less 

different from the other children. And similarly, in reaction to the necessity of it “ha[ving] to 

be done and money was money” (220), Baby has sex with a john and, because she “didn’t 

really know how you were supposed to ask guys to put a condom on” (221), she is left 

unprotected.  

Within this framework of “economic possibilities and impossibilities” (Bourdieu 

175), which are also shaped by her young age, Baby’s drug use—like Serrie’s drinking— 

often functions as a form of escape. However, while Serrie pursues total insensibility to pain 
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through behaviors like (but not confined to) excessive drinking, Baby uses drugs as one 

strategy among many to induce self-transformation by creating gauzy, fairy tale versions of 

herself and her circumstances. Indeed, the severity of Baby’s drug use escalates—and the 

fantastical elements of her highs intensify—as her experiences of displacement, 

disillusionment, and degradation accumulate. As it becomes harder for her to create fairy tale 

retellings of her circumstances, heroin provides the most reliable insulation against 

registering the effects of the economic and moral climate of her world and the means of 

conjuring an alternative world.  

I mobilize Stephan C. Infantino’s version of the female addict-as-sacrifice trope to 

argue that O’Neill’s novel subverts two of its three main features; Baby is neither 

constructed as aberrant nor marked as contaminated: therefore she is not easily “consign[ed] 

to dysfunction” (Shields 221). I argue that O’Neill rewrites the recklessly abandoned 

“textual victim” (92) of addiction as a willful negotiator of sacrificial logics of class and 

gender norms. Forces that would purify or sacrifice O’Neill’s female protagonist in the 

maintenance of a working-class ethos, then, are denaturalized through the narrative’s 

emphasis on Baby’s affective responses to poverty and social service interventions seeking 

to either reform or punish those relegated to positions of systemic expendability. O’Neill 

uses various medical and ethnographic metaphors to express ways in which social services 

pathologizes Baby’s survival or adaptive strategies through decontextualization: “[R]emoved 

from [her] natural environment and brought [to Family Services] to be studied” (187), Baby 

is scrutinized as a set of behaviors, taken out of their realm of intelligibility and reinscribed 

as delinquent. Through this confrontation between contextualized characterization and 
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decontextualized diagnosis, O’Neill’s novel refigures several habitual acts, including but not 

limited to heroin use, as social suffering. 

The first feature of Infantino’s sacrifice trope is that the “textual victim” is “easily 

identif[ied] with notions of alterity and exclusion” (92). This portrayal pertains to Baby in 

terms of her gender, age, and socioeconomic class. However, Infantino argues that the 

textual victim also experiences her addiction as a wholesale “loss of will and self-

abandonment to the chemically induced agent of necessity” (93), which comes to define her 

alterity. lullabies significantly interrupts this narrative. Baby is neither a habitual nor an 

unconscious drug user. Baby’s desires and behaviors are inextricably tied to her “social 

structure” (Bourdieu 175) even as they often pursue transport from it. Her central motivating 

desire she has for interpersonal connection is both continually thwarted by forcible 

displacement and increasingly only subjectively achievable through communal drug use. 

Situated within a community of actors living out a “fictional existence” (6), then, Baby’s use 

of drugs appears as a means of maintaining a meaningful or serviceable role in various 

ensemble fictions of adaptation to physical and psychic dislocations.  

The novel opens amid a scene of relocation that establishes Baby’s characteristic 

capriciousness. She describes moving into a one-bedroom apartment in the red-light and 

Hell’s Angels district of Montreal with her twenty-six year old father, Jules. Yet, any 

grittiness is imaginatively refurbished through Baby’s eyes: the image of “a girl with an 

oxygen mask holding a tiny baby in her arms” is “pretty graffiti” (1), and the fake nails of a 

previous tenant lie in their soap dish “like petals that had fallen off a flower” (5). As she 

softens the rougher edges, Baby also deflates potential dangers she witnesses through 
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fantastical dramatization. For example, the bikers are a “joy” to see as they “drive by, like a 

parade, on their way to blow up a restaurant” (6). Baby dresses up the details of her 

circumstances to achieve an effect similar to that accomplished by those in her community 

who dress up in Salvation Army clothes: “You could … buy a pin-striped jacket and stick a 

plastic flower in the lapel, and call yourself an aristocrat—everyone was living a sort of 

fictional existence” (6). This fictional existence involves refiguring the necessities of urban 

poverty as acts of leisured class eccentricity, thereby transforming the realities of 

unemployment into performances of upper-class indolence.   

Far from innocuous or whimsical, such role-playing serves deliberate functions for 

Baby. Jules’s “terrible stories” (21) of his rural upbringing, which are filled with incidents of 

familial violence, neglect, and schoolyard poor-bashing, are to her “like Grimms’ fairy tales 

… The stories about Val des Loups helped [her] to feel better than other kids. Unlike them, 

[she] had come from a country of great mystery and pain” (21). Casting herself as heroine in 

a grander adventure becomes Baby’s immediate method of emotional survival. Her 

fictionalizing lens enables emotional survival in the face of (initially) ineffable experiences 

of social exclusion. The stories also constitute the foundation of her connection to Jules. By 

locating her experience within a fairy tale plot, however “tragic” and “creepy” (21), Baby 

ensures that figures and experiences within that plot are usually conveyed as ridiculous and 

exciting, or affectionate and meaningful, rather than neglectful, violent, and disempowered. 

Paralleling the eventual triumph over adversity that characterizes fairy tale plots, Baby can, 

at least initially, envision an escape from a life of poverty. Therefore, as drugs become a 

kind of lubricant to maintain her fictionalizing lens and as she self-consciously narrates her 
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logic for using, Baby subverts tropes of female addiction in which drug use is characterized 

by a “loss of will” (Infantino 93).  

The volitional nature of Baby’s fictionalizing perspective is emphasized in the 

narrative at precisely the moments when the setting and characters within her fiction are 

threatened. Early in the novel, O’Neill indicates that Jules is more entrenched in his fictional 

existence than Baby is—or is allowed to be. Baby must continually negotiate multiple social 

circumstances—particularly school—that contest the shared imaginative view of the world 

that Baby and Jules construct. Yet, the effects of such material and moral intrusions are kept 

at bay in the opening chapter. Although it might seem apt that Baby and Jules call their 

home the Ostrich Hotel, neither of their heads is completely buried in the sand. As Baby’s 

opening account of “life with jules” unfolds, she matter-of-factly relates numerous somber 

details that indicate her firm grasp on reality, the most notable of which is her revelation that 

she knows the truth behind Jules’s insistence on calling his heroin “chocolate milk” (10).  

It is at this point that drugs first begin to figure in Baby’s narrative as variously 

symbolizing escape, community, and alienation. Jules literally pushes Baby away when he 

and his friends decide to get high in the middle of her twelfth birthday party. Feeling like she 

could “even sort of feel the sidewalk rocking under [her] feet” (12) without her founding 

connection with Jules, she wanders to a local kids’ hangout in the housing projects. She finds 

other kids eating a jar of maraschino cherries because they think they’re soaked in whiskey, 

but Baby is excluded from their make-believe because Jules told her it was “bullshit” (13). 

She returns home to find Jules propped up next to Lester and the now-docile Kent, high on 

heroin, looking like “Wynken, Blynken, and Nod: three little boys who were tucked in 
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together, about to sail off into the starry universe” (17-18). These scenes reflect Baby’s early 

associations with drugs: using drugs seems like a game for those around her, in which the 

users appear joined in a kind of insular, blissful experience, but they are experiences in 

which Baby cannot participate. And yet, Baby is oddly comforted through interacting with 

these inebriated communities. She tells the kids in the park stories about her doll, Roxy (14). 

Their laughter confirms her self-confidence in being a “survivor” (14) via her identification 

with the doll. And her comparison of Jules, Lester, and Kent to Wynken, Blynken, and Nod 

further reflects the underlying use of Baby’s reinterpretative strategies: they are harmless 

children with access to alternate worlds in which fishing from the stars is a legitimate and 

possible enterprise.  

The strongest and most influential association Baby has to drugs is formed through 

her relationship to Jules when he’s high. While high, he is more affectionate and “honest” 

(18) with her. “life with jules” ends with Baby listening to Jules’s stories while they lie in 

bed. After he falls asleep, she reflects, “I liked him right there right next to me, stoned and 

not going anywhere. I felt protected and perfect” (22). The startling contradiction of this 

statement emphasizes the centrality of Baby’s emotional logic to the narrative’s portrayal of 

drug use; that a parent nearly incapacitated by a heroin habit could inspire a sense of safety 

in his child may not make sense to readers. But O’Neill carefully traces the nuances of their 

relationship to emphasize Baby’s process of conditioning: she has learned that Jules is 

unpredictable and absent when sober and searching for drugs, so her relief that he is calm, 

close, and immobile conveys her strong association between inebriation and comfort. 

Moreover, the association also bolsters her self-esteem—to be “perfect” in Jules’s eyes 
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constitutes another dimension of Baby’s motivation to maintain their fictional existence. 

Together, Baby and Jules draw the parameters of their universe, in which economic and 

social hardships do not figure prominently, at least initially, because they appear eclipsed by 

love. These scenes contextualize Baby’s relationship to drugs as part of a larger attachment 

to producing feelings of unreality or dissociation from external pressures, whether economic, 

moral, or sexual—a relationship that becomes more active as her relationship with Jules 

deteriorates. As Baby and Jules become increasingly estranged, she loses the person who 

confirms her fictional existence. Consequently, Baby becomes less protected from material 

deprivation, more aware that she cannot actually make a living without an adult liaison to the 

market economy, and more vulnerable to the stigmatizing gaze of social services and other 

children.  

Clearly exerting a will within circumstances largely beyond her control, Baby’s drug 

use unfolds as a conscious, functional habit, in opposition to the out-of-control, sacrificial 

addict of the trope theorized by Infantino, within which the female victim is increasingly 

“soiled” (92). Infantino describes the second feature of this dominant trope as plotting 

processes by which female characters are “made to undergo spiritual and corporeal 

effacement, trials and treatment by one or more others reducing them to a debased and 

somewhat dehumanized status by virtue of a process of addictive dependency” (92). O’Neill 

subverts this pattern of serial trials and debasement by building in the structure of the 

narrative a repeating pattern of displacement, alienation, and identification. The role of drugs 

in this process does not emerge as a tool of debasement. Rather, through imaginative and 

chemical means, Baby mitigates feelings of debasement incited by material deprivations and 



103 

social stigma. 

I locate Baby’s drug use on a continuum of imaginative acts that constitute Baby’s 

primary means of adaptation to the central displacements to which she is subject. By tracing 

Baby’s cumulative reactions to repeated experiences of separation, alienation, and re-

identification, I read her drug use as functional, or meaningful, in terms of the senses—

however illusory—of safety, community, and empowerment inebriation brings her. While 

Serrie desires to terminate perception completely, Baby uses both imagination and drugs to 

see herself and others anew. Significantly, this self is “cool and gorgeous” (4), “heroic” 

(181)— an adored and powerful character in a larger fictional existence in which anything is 

possible. Yet, the plot of the novel is driven by the effects of poverty, the circumstances of 

which increase Baby’s self-loathing through internalized stigmatization, separate her 

physically and emotionally from her father, and regulate her sexuality and class status 

through institutional forces. These conditions resemble what Joan Sangster calls the 

overlapping processes of ‘private and public policing,’ in which the family, the 

dominant culture, and medical and welfare surveillance, as well as the state, are all 

involved in prescribing the proper behaviour for young women … [and] the 

appropriate discipline if they transgress society’s norms. (2002; 4) 

The social world of lullabies for little criminals dramatizes such multidirectional scenes of 

moral regulation of young women. The fact that Baby hovers between childhood and 

adolescent is a vital aspect of the plot. Like Serrie, she experiences the confines and dangers 

of burgeoning sexuality; unlike Serrie, Baby does not have a kindly, if stern, grandmother to 

tell her she is normal. She has Jules, who anxiously and violently prescribes norms of 
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feminine behavior and disciplines transgressions. Jules subjects Baby to social control in a 

manner akin to educational officials. She is female, poor, and increasingly labeled 

delinquent. So while subject to increasing pressure to socially reproduce themselves as 

autonomous and morally acceptable subjects, Baby and Jules struggle to find the “means or 

the capacities to discharge the responsibilities of citizenship and social reproduction” 

(Campbell 6). Significantly, like Serrie, Baby too polices her own behavior in attempts to be 

“normal.” Inebriation, then—whether imaginary fantasy or drug-induced hallucinations—

becomes a mechanism of self-governance. 

By the time she turns thirteen, Baby experiences seven displacements, which 

alternate between the separation and reunion of Baby and Jules. With each move, Jules and 

Baby become increasingly disconnected as the conditions that precipitate their moves 

become more intrusive and permanent, stemming from the accrued conditions of poverty and 

stigmatization. The second section of the novel, “the last time we were children,” begins 

with their abrupt separation when Jules is hospitalized for tuberculosis. Precipitated by his 

precarious socioeconomic status and history of impoverishment,23 this displacement leaves 

Jules with little choice but to put Baby in foster care. The section is the first cycle of the 

repeated narrative pattern of displacement, alienation, and reidentification, which I interpret 

as subverting views of drug use as self-absorbed and self-indulgent by depicting Baby’s drug 

use as developing along a continuum of behaviors intended to establish and maintain 

meaningful social connections. The simultaneous separation from Jules and encounter with 

                                                
23 According to the Public Health Agency of Canada, tuberculosis is strongly associated with poor housing 
conditions, a major marker of poverty (“Housing Conditions That Serve as Risk Factors for Tuberculosis 
Infection and Disease”). Unable to afford consistent or adequate central heating as an adult or as a child, Jules 
develops pernicious tuberculosis.  
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other children, whom she calls “losers” (26), is devastating for Baby. She is “humiliat[ed] to 

have the same schedule as a bunch of strangers” (28), a schedule which includes the 

intimacies of watching television, eating, and sleeping together—all activities that she shared 

with Jules. The forced identification with other children is complicated by her sense that she 

is still different from them. When she learns that Jules will be hospitalized longer than 

expected, she says, “I didn’t know anyone whose father lived in a hospital” (29). She begins 

to physically mark her difference by wearing stickers on her face, stealing mascara, 

swearing, and committing petty vandalism (29). Eventually, however, she becomes a “part 

of all [the] sad little rituals” (27) of the other foster kids. Like her, they have all developed 

imaginative worlds and identities. Linus Lucas, for example, fancies himself a recovering 

heroin addict on methadone, who has known such poverty that he always checks his drinking 

glass for cockroaches. Baby responds to Linus because he makes “everything exciting, like 

this was the place to be” (30). And indeed, it is for Baby. Her close friendships with the boys 

are formed around communal strategies of reinvention and escape. These goals are 

accomplished through relationships with boys much like Jules. They will also be 

accomplished through drug use in the absence of these relationships of reinvention.  

The foster home setting also provokes Baby to confront her own stigmatization. In a 

rare shift of narrative focus, Baby is narrated through the eyes of social services when she 

overhears her foster mother tell a social worker that:  

Baby is completely out of her mind … the child is wild. It’s not her fault. But she’ll 

never be normal … You read the report … There was rotten food in the fridge, 

clothes all over the floor … You just wanted to throw out all the things that she had 
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in her suitcase and give her a chance to start all over again … And she smelled. (45) 

Stereotypes of poor people abound in this description, the negative valences of which are 

emphasized by the tone of the speaker. Appalled by Baby’s former dirty and disordered 

living conditions, the foster mother extrapolates such adjectives to describe Baby’s mental 

and moral condition, as well. Significantly, the woman expresses a sentiment that 

thematically anticipates the problematic deus ex machina at the end of the novel: that Baby 

can be saved by removing all physical markers of deprivation. Such an interpretation of 

Baby’s circumstances eclipses Baby’s persistent desire to be with her father, which the 

narrative suggests is ultimately untenable both under conditions of poverty and if she is to be 

lifted out of them. 

Their alienation from one another also occurs as a consequence of his stay in rehab. 

As in Heave, rehab in lullabies for little criminals is represented as a site of social isolation 

and moral regulation. However, O’Neill’s novel is more ambivalent about the effects of 

rehabilitation on the addict and his family. Like Serrie, Jules finds relief in being separated 

from the pressures of daily life. The Doorway, where he’s been sent, is “supposed to be the 

opposite of a heroin addict’s natural environment” (57), which for Jules involves striving to 

find the legitimate employment required to provide for his child despite having little market 

use-value. Despite his complaints of the difficulties to stay sober given that dealers sell 

outside the facility gate, Jules decides to extend his stay at rehab, where he is being 

encouraged to “reinvent” himself (70).  

Conversely, Baby experiences their meeting as an ending to their shared fictional 

existence. Acutely aware that they do not share a context anymore, she also reels from Jules’ 
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rejection of “the old times” (76) they shared together. Baby’s realization that she is 

independent is not an empowering moment; instead it inaugurates a moment of existential 

loneliness: “Jules and I had always been best friends. When he was broke, I was broke. 

When you considered his situation, you also had to consider mine. I had somehow stepped 

out of his world” (71). By describing her ties to Jules as both financial and situational, Baby 

expresses her dependence on him, as well as the comfort of class solidarity they shared, 

which helped her ward off the stigma of their poverty because it was shared. The equality 

and solidarity that Baby experienced in her relationship with Jules provides her with a kind 

of protection: so long as she is in Jules’s world, she remains somewhat insulated from the 

grittier realities of their life by the fictional existence they create together. Furthermore, with 

Jules she is part of a socially recognized unit. Without him, she feels like an orphan, unable 

to “plead for any rights because [she] didn’t have any” (72). Her realization that they are no 

longer friends is therefore understandably hurtful and terrifying; but her skewed sense that 

she is the cause—that she has “stepped out” of Jules’s life—suggests that she blames herself. 

She redirects this internalization of powerlessness into a relentless pursuit to regain his 

company through identification with his community.  

 O’Neill depicts this change in her “social structure” (Bourdieu 175) as the source of a 

perhaps childish but inherently logical wish to be “on drugs, too” (71). She recalls how 

Jules’s junkie friends adored her and how they all shared in a common vision of her future as 

a famous and beautiful singer (72). “[V]ery firm in the idea that [she] would become a drug 

addict too now” (72), Baby and Felix cook up mushrooms purchased from Jean-Michel and 

wait “to be anointed cool and troubled people” (86). Evoking an implicitly masculine view 
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of drug use, as the habit of rebels with or without a cause, Baby’s motivation for her first 

drug use is bound up with wanting to emulate in order to gain access to her father’s 

emotional life again. More broadly, to be elevated to the status of tortured outcast would at 

once induct her into a community of other misfits and validate the extent of her troubles. As 

well, to seek anointment also implies a view of the self as martyr, as worthy of spiritual 

elevation. Her first drug trip, then, is motivated by a desire to have her pain and alienation 

recognized both socially and spiritually. 

Unexpectedly, however, Baby rejects the whole drug experience. Her hallucinations 

are enjoyable enough: thousands of snowflake-sized origami cranes fall and swirl softly 

from the ceiling (86), but she ultimately concludes:  

Everything in the world was dead and quiet and calm. You wouldn’t be stunned by 

anything in this state … There would be nothing horrific in life, but then again, there 

wouldn’t be anything wonderful either. It made me nervous that I wouldn’t give a 

damn about brushing my teeth in the morning, or remembering to put my homework 

in my bag … Some people wanted to feel this way, but I didn’t. This separation from 

feeling was Jules’s remedy to life. But I was going to have to find other things to 

make me feel good and confident in life. I was just going to have to start being my 

own person. (87) 

This passage is especially remarkable for its portrayal of drug use as a survival mechanism. 

Though she does not judge Jules’s choice, she wants to remain open to joy even if it means 

experiencing pain. The dead, quiet calm of the high unnerves her in its unreality. She also 

expresses her anxiety at such complete detachment in terms that belie her sense of social 
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obligation surrounding routine, hygiene, and commitment to education—all concerns that 

challenge the terms upon which she is subsequently identified and stigmatized as poor. 

Finally, she equates confidence and joy with the pursuit and attainment of autonomy—the 

very goal that she and Jules share when he returns from rehab and the practices of which 

separate them.  

 The narrative associates Jules’s process of individual reinvention in rehab as the 

source of the “war” Baby feels Jules has declared between them (92). In light of Beck and 

Beck-Gurnsheim’s assertion that “[m]ost of the rights and entitlements to support by the 

welfare state are designed for individuals rather than for families” (Chapter 1), Jules’ 

reinvention of himself as the burdened breadwinner makes sense. Baby becomes to him a 

dependent who threatens his ability to survive. Acutely aware that he will be judged by 

social services for Baby’s moral and financial safety, he begins to act in ways that indicate 

growing anxieties surrounding Baby’s morality and sexuality. Jules seems to feel his 

responsibility to Baby more acutely but in ways that situate her as a leeching dependent, who 

compromises his reformed and autonomous identity: “Fuck it all,” he said quietly [to Baby]. 

“I’m going to get the classifieds and find myself a tidy one-bedroom apartment. I’ll save 

some money without you” (100). This moment is made all the more traumatic for Baby 

because a middle-class friend from school overhears it and tells all their classmates, the 

social echoes of which ostracize her completely.  

 O’Neill constructs the subsequent scenes in which the kids at school peek at her in a 

bathroom stall, accuse her of seducing the music teacher, and bombard her with questions 

about her appearance in ways that expose the illogical nature of stereotypical associations 
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between poverty, addiction, and moral degeneracy discussed in the introduction to this 

chapter. They taunt Baby with “questions that weren’t really meant to be questions, but were 

meant to be insults,” like “‘How come your pants are falling off your hips?’” and “‘How 

come you have a jacket that’s like an adult’s jacket?’” (101). Pointing out physical markers 

of undernourishment and dependence on second-hand clothes, the kids also call her 

“learning disabled … [and] a drug addict too” (100). Baby’s verbatim recording and 

mystified responses to these associations emphasize the scope and force of the stigma she is 

made to endure—socially contaminated by her father’s reputation, she is also seen as an 

addict and intellectually deficient, despite her excellent grades. Baby’s tone also highlights 

her inability to gloss over or fictionalize the terms of her exclusion. These two scenes figure 

prominently in the development of her drug use.  

Although Baby’s social torment is somewhat escapable, her ostracization at school 

and, increasingly, at home establish the emotional value that drug use will come to hold for 

her. Without the economic means to leave Jules even though her emotional survival becomes 

increasingly dependent on disassociating herself from him, Baby responds to relationships 

that release her, however briefly, from Jules’s financial and emotional violence. But it is 

towards those relationships that Jules most strenuously exerts moral regulation. When Baby 

begins receiving the attentions of Alphonse, Jules calls her a whore and threatens that he 

“should just throw [her] ass out and move into a one and a half” (157). Claiming that he 

“gave [her] the best of everything,” he declares “You don’t get it from me!” (157). Having 

clearly internalized sexual and moral imperatives that are especially leveled at poor people, 

he relinquishes responsibility for her to protect his (however illusory) sense of social 
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standing.  

Already socially isolated, Baby is frequently left physically alone by Jules while he 

pursues alternative sources of income, a situation which precipitates her connection with 

Alphonse. With this deep disruption of her social structure, Baby again “transforms 

necessities into strategies, constraints into preferences” (Bourdieu 175). The necessities and 

constraints most felt by Baby are existential. Desiring companionship and recognition of her 

worth, Baby seeks a connection with Alphonse that is rooted initially in feelings of 

empowerment through class solidarity and love, however insincere or imperfect. Regardless 

of the degree to which he is focused on getting her to work for him as a prostitute, she 

acutely responds to his imperatives to “Fuck all that prisoner shit. You know what you want. 

Don’t let anyone fuck with your soul” (161).  He supports her “delinquency” as acts of 

resistance against the injustice she feels daily at school and at home. When they drink 

together, she resolves to be “a heroic drinker” (181) to impress him. Significantly for Baby, 

Alphonse is also attractive because he is not disgusted by her sexual maturity (167). Jules’s 

disgust persists, however, and results in a brief but deeply influential interruption of Baby’s 

relationship with Alphonse when Jules follows through on his threats to disown her and 

reports her to social services for “sleeping with a pimp” (187).  

Baby’s next relocation constitutes a reversal of the debasement trope of female 

addiction narratives. Although she is removed from increasingly risky circumstances, the 

forcible relocation to a detention center intrudes as a punitive, individualizing event that 

collapses a constellation of social problems into an attempt to correct Baby’s suspected 

promiscuity. Indeed, Baby’s carceral experience is the culminating moral (and 
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economically) regulatory act perpetrated against her in the novel. As Joan Sangster argues, 

training schools and detention centres in Canada differentially target poor and working-class 

girls largely under the auspices of protecting them from, or reforming their existing immoral 

lives. Overcome with a sense of helpless injustice and in keeping with her habitual strategy 

of seeking escape through imaginative transport, Baby retreats into a fictional world in 

which her suffering is recognized and anger justified by re-reading Rejean Ducharme’s 

L’avalee des avales, The Swallower Swallowed. She identifies with “[t]he story of a young 

girl who was at once enraptured and furious with the world” (195) because it expresses 

Baby’s enduring but frustrated desire to succeed socially, in relationships, and in education. 

Set against the act of reading, which makes her feel “madly in love” and “the center of the 

universe” (195) are the sustained and intrusive economic, moral, and medical voices that 

refuse recognition of her inner world, personal history, or agency. Baby notes that being in a 

detention center “does something to you morally” (197), but she does not mean in terms of 

influencing her own actions but rather how she is perceived by others. Emerging from the 

prison “a system kid” (202), Baby is put directly into “Bobo Academy,” a “special program 

for delinquent kids who weren’t good at school” (202). In what sounds like an extension of 

Sangster’s description of training school regimes, Baby is told she will take “life skills 

classes … suited for everyday experiences” (202). Baby is told that the only skills she needs 

to learn are personal ad writing, grocery-list making, and budget-making. The place in the 

universe to which she must aspire requires the ability to find a partner, feed a family, and 

manage her money (even though she has no money to budget) (202). Ironically, the novel 

foregrounds a very different set of survival skills utilized by poor people: the training 



113 

imposed on Baby attempts to force her into the market economy, but it does not address the 

possibility that access to that market is not available to all. Indeed, the survival skills Baby 

has developed further ostracize her from its boundaries and mark her as delinquent.  

Increasingly, drugs supply the means by which she simultaneously escapes social life 

and dulls her senses enough to endure sex with Alphonse and, later, her johns. While she and 

Alphonse do have a relationship of reinvention, pot and wine are necessary lubrication for 

Baby to maintain their imaginative and physical connection. So, in the grip of economic and 

social constraint, Baby responds to his suggestion to try heroin next with a kind of relief. 

Reasoning that her guardian angel would be happy with her choice, this fairy tale perspective 

allows her to live in an imagined narrative of benign protection, watched over by a fairy who 

wants her to feel no pain. And indeed, Baby feels no pain: “When I was stoned, I wasn’t cold 

or sad. I saw things in a lovely way, where everything was brand-new and meaningless” 

(286). Unlike her initial mushroom trip, the meaninglessness offered by heroin is preferable 

to the unpredictability of experiencing happiness and suffering. 

The irregularity and variability of Baby’s drug use constitutes a significant 

subversion of dominant tropes of addiction when examined over the course of the narrative. 

Instead of unfolding as justification for “writ[ing] off” (Infantino 99) O’Neill’s protagonist 

over the course of her development, Baby’s drug use is portrayed as imbricated in a 

biopolitical circuitry of regulation, emphasized by her moments of reflection before 

ingestion. Through its depiction of drug use as aspirational, adaptive, and socially 

contingent, lullabies for little criminals affords Baby as drug user the capacity of reflection 

that is not undermined by her drug use. Conveyed as one of several provisional strategies of 
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adaptation, or in Bourdieu’s terms, continuous transformations of “necessities into strategies, 

constraints into preferences” (175), Baby’s drug use is an option rather than an 

inevitability—a strategy rather than a compulsion—in relation to the ideological and 

material constraints of her environment. And yet, while O’Neill’s portrayal of a pre-

pubescent girl with a heroin habit challenges stereotypical figures and explanations of 

addiction in popular culture, the novel’s most crucial disruption of dominant tropes of 

addiction is its explicit critique of an institutionalized scientific, empirical approach to 

treating social problems more broadly.  

lullabies for little criminals consistently juxtaposes the development of Baby’s 

habitus, or her strategies for social and emotional survival, against external and superficial 

interpretations of her appearance, behavior, and class. The scenes in which the social worker 

at the first foster home and the children at school verbally paint for Baby a picture of how 

she appears to them—ragged, dirty, promiscuous, stupid—articulate well-rehearsed 

stereotypes of the poor. However, these scenes, in concert with the Family Services intake 

scene, foreground the ways in which Baby’s “private climate” (Atwood 82) is structured to 

insulate herself from such judgments. These confrontations create rhetorical fissures in her 

consciousness that re-inform her strategies of emotional survival. Moreover, these scenes 

draw parallels between social forms of stigma and institutional approaches to social welfare. 

During the Family Services intake scene, Baby reflects, 

I felt as if I were in formaldehyde, one of the little fetuses in jars … I’d been 

removed from my natural environment and brought here to be studied … Lots of 

times when children draw a person on a blank piece of paper, they don’t draw any 
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background at all, just a person standing there without any context. That was me. 

(187-188). 

As with each novel examined in this thesis, the intrusions of institutional forms of 

reformation situate the protagonists in interpretative vacuums, or within ahistorical 

narratives of deviation. Unique to O’Neill’s text is her use of medicalized metaphors as 

social critique. Baby’s interpretation of the social services gaze is both surgical and 

anthropological, situating her as simultaneously diseased and foreign. Feeling herself to be a 

biological curiosity and social specimen, Baby instinctively knows to protect herself from 

their “prognosis” (188) because it cannot include an understanding of her context. O’Neill’s 

characterization of social services’ client assessment techniques as akin to simple preschool 

drawings emphasizes the inadequacies of decontextualizing interpretive practices by 

suggesting they are juvenile and inexperienced. And yet, these practices situate Baby as a 

subject to be studied, experimented on, and released back into her perceived natural 

environment—“Bobo Academy” (203)—where her new status as “a system kid” (202) 

requires new strategies of emotional adaptation. In this way, drug use is refigured as a 

strategy of relief from social suffering in O’Neill’s novel. 

 

Performative Subversions of Sacrificial Addiction Narratives 

Heave and lullabies for criminals develop subversions of pathologizing addiction narratives 

by simultaneously portraying addiction as a perfomative identity and featuring protagonists 

who refuse to perform it in the ways that are framed as acceptable by dominant social and 

medical scripts. First, the novels challenge the logic of pathologizing views of the Addict by 
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depicting a performative dynamic between the user and her social context. Serrie and Baby’s 

forms of habitual inebriation are constructed as adaptive responses to individualistic 

pressures of stigma and moral regulation. Each novel can be read as an evocation and 

critique of addiction narratives that pathologize the addict as maladaptive through their 

respective suggestions that addiction serves inherently logical functions within ideological 

and material frameworks that demand particular codes of conduct. Conlin and O’Neill also 

represent addiction treatment as a method of moral regulation that reinforces values 

associated with individualism, such as personal responsibility, “self-control and emotional 

stability in everyday life” (Hunt, “Moral regulation” 277). According to Hunt, anyone can be 

an agent of moral regulation because “liberal models of government promote active 

engagement of individuals in this project rather than top-down discipline” (Governing 

Morals 4). For example, long before the protagonists express addictive behaviors or 

encounter treatment programs, their families, teachers, and friends encourage, lecture, 

shame, coerce, and often model for them values of reliability, self-control, and emotional 

reserve. Consequently, when the protagonists’ behaviors are judged as failures to exert or 

maintain—or refusals to want to exert or maintain—such values, institutional forms of 

regulation are imposed. Therefore, the novels refigure pathologizing interpretations of 

addiction as operating according to a sacrificial logic.  

 Second, while the novels structurally and thematically critique such biopolitical 

circuitries of addiction, they also feature protagonists whose agency resides in their refusal 

to perform the acceptable, sacrificial role of the Addict. Serrie’s reevaluation of the AA 

member script constitutes a denial of its fundamental construction of the addict as penitent, 
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while Baby’s persistent contextualizations of her drug use as psychically freeing disrupt 

notions of the female addict as morally compromised or contaminated. Underlying both 

socially and institutionally endorsed views of the Addict is the requirement that he or she is 

fully responsible for the disease. But notions of pathology and personal responsibility are 

challenged by each text’s refiguring of addictive behaviors as adaptive negotiations of 

uncontrollable conditions of poverty. Given Sedgwick’s and Valverde’s analyses of the 

social construction of addiction as a disease of the will, one value being asserted through 

such dominant addiction discourse is self-control, or a healthy will. Because the logic of 

Serrie and Baby’s habitual substance use cannot be disentangled from their socioeconomic 

contexts, their expressions of will cannot be disentangled from the demands of those 

contexts. By reframing the limits of responsibility as emotional survival, Conlin and O’Neill 

characterize and challenge the fundamental logic of pathologizing treatment models as an 

expectation that the Addict simultaneously transcend the grip of her socioeconomic contexts 

and admit her failure to do so in the past.  

 The performative subversions of sacrificial addiction narratives enacted by Heave 

and lullabies for little criminals are their more salient rebellious qualities. However, their 

representations of treatment also offer a critique of treatment’s carceral processes, 

particularly in its regulation of poor communities. Angela Davis describes the prison as “an 

abstract site into which undesirables are deposited, relieving us of the responsibility of 

thinking about the real issues afflicting those communities from which prisoners are drawn” 

(16). So too is treatment conceptually situated in Heave and lullabies for little criminals. In 

both novels, treatment is populated with predominantly poor people, “the undesirables” who 
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must learn to fashion themselves in the image of the penitent addict or “should they ‘fail,’ … 

lie as individuals on the bed they have made for themselves” (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 

Chapter 1). Within a cultural and political framework that divides poor people into two 

categories—“the undeserving ‘poor’ as licentious, drunk, and disorderly; and the ‘deserving’ 

poor as children and the working poor” (Rimstead 41)—addiction treatment is imposed as a 

transitional process from the former to the latter. And crucially, it is the families of Serrie 

and Baby who in effect depend on the imposition of treatment to segregate and discipline 

children, who signify threats to their attempts to maintain their ‘deserving’ status. This 

shared theme constitutes the biopolitical circuitry of individualized approaches to addiction 

in the novels. Therefore, by reading addiction treatment as a carceral force in marginalized 

communities in particular, we can render the parameters of what it means to conceptualize 

alternatives more clear and more urgent, even as they grow to include reevaluations of 

economic and gender hierarchies. And yet, as Davis asserts about crime and punishment, 

“broadly casting the net of alternatives helps us to do the ideological work of pulling apart 

the conceptual link between [addiction] and [pathology]” (112). While the novels studied in 

this dissertation do not imagine such alternatives, they provide vital creative critiques of the 

pathology paradigm, which will hopefully lead to future creative constructions of alternative 

ways to address social suffering. 

 This chapter’s analysis of representations of addiction as affective adaptation 

critiques prevalent explanatory models of addiction examined in the introductory chapter by 

identifying their simultaneously depoliticizing methodologies and politicized functions of 

social control. In addition to Heave’s subversions of the AA member script and lullabies for 
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little criminals critique of the disease model of addiction, the novels also exemplify the need 

for literary studies to broaden its focus of study and expand its methodological approaches to 

addiction narratives in order to register the productive role that fiction and literary criticism 

play in the production of addiction’s social meaning. Iterations of addictive behavior among 

young, female protagonists in Canadian realist novels of the late twentieth century grapple 

with issues of gender and class in markedly different ways than do biographies of male 

writers and narratives that explore the highs, lows, pleasures, and pains of inebriate trips. All 

may constitute counter-discursive representations of addiction, yet without exploring their 

individual and shared textual meanings, their broader literary and social significance remains 

underdeveloped.  
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Chapter Two: 
Anorexia and the Production of Economically Oriented Subjects in Ibi Kaslik’s Skinny 

and Kevin Patterson’s Consumption 
 

Ibi Kaslik’s Skinny and Kevin Patterson’s Consumption portray the physical wasting of 

Giselle and Marie within biopolitical circuitries thematically characterized by individualism 

and consumption. I suggest that these ideologies function in each novel as naturalized 

“economic rationalities” (48) which, as Sue Saltmarsh argues, “establish ‘the economy’ as a 

discursive domain” and “intersect with consumer practices at the site of the self-fashioning 

social subject” (49) to produce what she calls “economically oriented subjects” (50). In 

Skinny, social success is framed in terms of persistent striving toward individual 

achievement, which must also be paternalistically sanctioned. Giselle’s mode of self-

fashioning develops in response to the demands of this economy; her anorexia is depicted as 

an attempt to suppress her hunger for emotional and physical intimacy, a hunger that she 

perceives as incommensurate with fulfilling her parents’ class and gender expectations. 

Therefore, the logic of Giselle’s anorexia echoes the logic of individualism developed in the 

novel. In Consumption, social belonging is portrayed as either participation in or rejection of 

consumer capitalism. Marie’s mode of self-fashioning is passive; her body literally wastes 

within an economy that demands she find satisfaction through individual consumer practices 

rather than interdependent kinship relations. Anorexia is refigured then as not so much 

rejection but a symptom of frustrated human hunger for intimacy and authenticity that is 

either a threat to success within or foreclosed by conditions of consumer capitalism. And, as 

with the other novels in this study, treatment intervenes as an antagonistic force that 

misunderstands and pathologizes the logic of the protagonists’ behaviors in terms that 
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rhetorically echo the ideological influences that originally shape the women’s actions. In 

these ways, the novels examined in this chapter refigure anorexia as a condition of social 

suffering rather than individual pathology. 

Consequently, Kaslik’s and Patterson’s novels challenge pathologizing logics of 

contemporary explanatory and treatment models for anorexia nervosa, as well as expand 

feminist analyses of anorexia as primarily a dis-ease of cultural consumption. In its earliest 

uses, the term anorexia meant simply a “want of appetite” (OED), which could arise from 

any number of causes. With the addition of the qualifier “nervosa,” anorexia has come to 

signify a volitional attempt to lose weight provoked by intense fear that one is or will 

become overweight, “even though underweight” (DSM-IV-TR Section 307.1). The shift in 

medical terminology reflects a shift in locus of control from possible external causes to 

psychological pathology, echoing the methodologically individualistic pressures of clinical 

diagnostics found elsewhere in this dissertation. Moreover, the standard description of 

someone with anorexia is a white, heterosexual female, from privileged circumstances, with 

perfectionist tendencies and an overbearing mother; in Susan Bordo’s words, it has been 

designated the “rich, spoiled, white girl’s disease” (“Not just ‘a white girl’s thing’” 47). 

Bordo argues that such typecasting has simultaneously produced the erroneous view of 

anorexia as a “‘bizarre’ disease” borne of “dysfunctional family dynamics” (47) and eclipsed 

the fact that “many young college women, of all races and ethnicities” (47) are restricting, 

bingeing, purging, and otherwise exhibiting problematic and self-harming practices in 

relation to food, exercise, and body image. By isolating anorexia as a rare disease typical of 

affluent young girls, “clinicians failed to see how normative [anorexic] behavior had 
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become” (48). Skinny and Consumption make compelling corrections to this distorted view 

of anorexia. Giselle (Skinny) is a twenty-two year old queer daughter of recent Hungarian 

immigrants. Marie (Consumption) is an Inuk-English-Scottish teenager living in Rankin 

Inlet. Also, aligned with Kaslik’s plan to make Giselle “sexed up” (qtd in Koepke), Giselle 

expresses her sexuality actively and without shame, which undercuts a myth of the fearful, 

sexless anorexic woman who attempts to avoid sexual maturity. Most remarkable, however, 

are the ways in which Marie’s and Giselle’s starvation are narrated as means to emotional 

ends rather than an active striving for thinness or fear of becoming fat. The young women in 

the novels do indeed share a “want of appetite” (OED) for food, but the authors juxtapose 

each woman’s literal anorexia against her hunger for intimate connections that she perceives 

as impossible within her particular social economy.  

In Saltmarsh’s terms, anorexia in each novel is portrayed as an economic 

subjectivity, which produces a critique of the naturalized economic rationalities to which 

each woman adapts through starvation and in reaction to which each woman eventually 

chooses suicide. These anomalous representations of anorexia provoke a deeper class 

analysis of eating disorders, as well as expose the ways in which treatment models assume 

the stereotyped version of the anorexic. As outlined in the introductory chapter, treatment 

models for anorexia nervosa are developed in response to essentialized descriptions of 

anorexia. Even when the thinness ideal is recognized as a precipitating factor, anorexic 

responses to the ideal are categorized as extreme, exceptional, and irrational. Consequently, 

when cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) treatment models are applied to anorexic patients, 

causal influences of gender, class, and race ideologies are downplayed or ignored in ways 
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that can not only limit the efficacy of treatment, but also reinscribe patriarchal, capitalist, and 

colonial ideologies.  

Feminist, race, class, and queer critical analyses have challenged the stereotyped 

profile of anorexia on three interrelated political fronts: causal, methodological, and 

preventative. Insisting that “eating disorders cannot be explained at the level of individual 

pathology” (Bray & Colbrook 35), cultural theorists explore sociocultural factors related to 

eating disorders, like ideals of thinness and self-control, which remain unaddressed by 

biomedical and methodologically individualistic explanatory models. Such critics situate 

anorexic behaviors among several forms of body and food crises in Western patriarchal and 

consumer culture. The methodological inclusion by cultural critics of forms of eating and 

body crises less visible than anorexia, such as bulimia and ‘overeating,’ is the second way in 

which institutionalized diagnostic and treatment models are destabilized. These critics cite 

the significant occurrence of such crises among racialized, poor, and queer women and, 

increasingly, men. Becky Thompson, for example, insists that gender is not the only 

predictor of eating disorders, arguing that a “cultural emphasis on thinness simply [is]n’t the 

primary factor” (“Food, Bodies, and Growing Up Female” 363). These challenges have 

mobilized ongoing critiques24 of heteropatriarchal, racist, sexist, and classist biases shaping 

sociological, psychological, and biomedical discourse. Because these critiques have 

collectivized and politicized the development, experience, study, and treatment of eating 

disorders, causal explanations have moved away from individual pathology and family 

                                                
24 See Malson and Burns’s Critical Feminist Approaches to Eating Disorders (2009), Dawn 
Atkins’s Looking Queer: Body Image and Identity in Lesbian, Bisexual, Gay, and 
Transgender Communities (1998), and Fallon et al’s Feminist Perspectives on Eating 
Disorders (1994). 
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dynamics to articulate the influence of media, class, race, and patriarchy.  

However, a persistent assumption underlying all of these arguments is that eating 

disorders arise from the consumption of images or representations of body types encoded 

with hegemonic gender, class, and race ideals. The basic narrative of these representational 

theories of body dissatisfaction and eating disorders centers around issues of consumption 

and reiteration: the subject consumes and internalizes normative images of femininity, 

judges her body against such images, and engages in repetitive practices of body 

modification to achieve the embodiment of the attributes of normative personhood, which 

are established as demarcating certain bodies and attributes as less than human. The variable 

ways in which theorists narrate this process produce different views of the anorexic: she is as 

an unwitting, pathological, or biologically vulnerable subject, or an active protester against 

feminine norms through the performance of hyperbolic femininity, or a symbol of failed 

rebellion. Susan Bordo famously refers to the “awesome power of cultural imagery” as “the 

empire of images,” in which “there are no protective borders” (“‘Not just ‘a white girl’s 

thing’” 51) to prevent consumption. Feminism’s account of this empire builds on Naomi 

Wolf’s claim that “The beauty myth is always actually prescribing behavior and not 

appearance” (14; original emphasis), which insists that popular Western images of women 

are imbued with values that idealize behaviors that shore up patriarchal power. Women’s 

cultural consumption of these values through media informs behaviors that feminist theorists 

read as hyperbolic reiterations of normative ideals that expose the impossibility of the norm 

being achieved. Orbach articulates this bind as akin to a positive feedback loop, in which the 

media simultaneously creates the problematic aspects of female bodies and provides the 
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solutions. By depicting bodies as “sites for (re)construction and improvement” (Bodies 128), 

advertisers, Bordo argues, “leave us with the sense that our bodies’ capacities are limited 

only by our purse and determination” (128-9). Thus, the viewer becomes caught up in this 

loop of consumption.  

However, there is more to the story of consumer capitalism than the consumption of 

products and images; in neither novel do media representations of thinness or beauty figure 

at all. In addition to their subversions of medicalized anorexia narratives, Skinny and 

Consumption also complicate a premise underlying dominant feminist, class, and race 

analyses of anorexia, which implies that feminine ideals are internalized through cultural 

consumption. Self-starvation is situated as a method of affective adaptation to material and 

ideological realities. By exploring these dimensions of consumer capitalism, Kaslik and 

Patterson betray the problematics of reading anorexia as either an intrinsic pathology or 

primarily a disease of cultural consumption. My analysis proceeds from a definition of 

consumption that expands on extant corporeal feminist theory. In the Marxist sense, 

consumption shapes all identities within capitalist economies. Its processes shape relations 

between people and with the self.  In this tradition, Saltmarsh “consider[s] consumption as a 

constitutive process, in which one’s participation in consumer culture is imbued with 

meanings about who one is and might become” (Saltmarsh 48). Similarly, I argue that the 

anorexia of the protagonists in Skinny and Consumption is presented as shaped by their 

perceptions of the means, limits, and future of belonging within discursive fields 

thematically characterized by individualism and consumption. The novels therefore refigure 

disordered eating as an attempt to regulate desires seen to impede social acceptance or 
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success (Skinny), or emotional needs perceived as impossible to fulfill within social 

conditions defined by consumption and individualism (Consumption). In Saltmarsh’s terms, 

I read Giselle and Marie as “actively and continually shaped as consuming”—and 

individualized— “subjects of the global marketplace, often at the expense of more 

meaningful forms of social relations” (49). Giselle sees her desire for intimate connection as 

incommensurate with the pressures to fulfill her immigrant parents’ career expectations and 

“learn[s] to control her desire for people, for food” (Kaslik 51). Conversely, Marie, stops 

eating because it reminds her of the loss of her father and brother, a reminder which revives 

an intolerable longing for familial connection and protection severed by the ongoing 

intrusion of colonial forces into her domestic life.  

Each protagonist’s anorexia is ultimately portrayed as a mitigation of desires that are 

incommensurate with the productive logics of capitalism—specifically, Skinny’s discursive 

domain is characterized by individualism, while Consumption’s is distinguished by tropes of 

consumption. Emerging from these narratives, then, is a critique of the embodied 

consequences of economic subject formation within specifically capitalist contexts. The 

novels share similar literary strategies in their development of this critique. Both authors 

situate their protagonists as inheritors of generational legacies of pressures to conform or 

adapt to ideological conditions of class advancement and consumption. In other words, each 

novel evokes history as what Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar call the “absent cause” 

(188) of each protagonist’s malaise; the politicized histories of both Giselle’s and Marie’s 

parents are represented as part of the “complex organization of the whole” story of their 

anorexia. Ultimately, history in each novel is presented as that which “refuses desire and sets 
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inexorable limits to individual as well as collective praxis” (Jameson 102). Additionally, 

both authors employ narrative juxtaposition to foreground and parallel the ways in which 

different subjectivities negotiate shared socioeconomic rationalities; as such, while the 

internal logic of each protagonist’s anorexia is portrayed as one among several ways of 

adapting to the ideological framework depicted in each novel, it is the anorexic, like the 

addict, who becomes a target of discipline, whose suffering is deemed irresponsible and 

maladaptive. I will also examine how the representation of in-patient treatment in each novel 

is conveyed as reproducing the conditions of causality in both novels, which ultimately 

situates treatment as a disciplinary technology that defines and demands appropriate forms 

of social adaptation. Underlying this dynamic of social suffering is a sacrificial logic, which 

I will discuss in the conclusion chapter in relation to the other novels in this study.  

This chapter will develop an explicitly anti-capitalist analysis of discourses and 

representations of anorexia through a combination of Marxist and feminist theories. While 

contemporary cultural and literary criticism on eating disorders often uses the language of 

class, such discourse remains focused on cultural consumption. The consequence of this 

limitation is twofold: because the material and ideological conditions of capitalism are not 

meaningfully interrogated as causal factors in anorexic behaviors, proposals for resisting the 

role that consumer capitalism plays in the development of eating disorders are limited by 

their focus on resignification in the representational realm. Skinny and Consumption suggest 

that a fundamental transformation of material and ideological conditions must be part of any 

attempt to prevent the development of disordered eating. I will conclude this chapter by 

arguing that, while feminist criticism offers crucial challenges to dominant and alternative 
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discourse on eating disorders, the necessity to develop a complementary anti-capitalist 

critique is urgent. As Dionne Brand and Adrienne Rich conclude25, “for genuine women’s 

liberation there can be no co-existence with capitalism.” I am not arguing for a hierarchal 

ranking of “system[s] of injustices” (Thompson, “Food, Bodies, and Growing Up Female” 

359) or (yet another) totalizing explanation for eating disorders.  Rather, I situate what Dawn 

Atkins calls a “multiple axis approach [to the] the six deadly ‘isms’—sexism, racism, 

ageism, ableism, classism, and heterosexism” (xxxix) within a methodology that would 

persistently acknowledge these systems of injustice as imbricated in various manifestations 

of capitalist ideology, institutions, and logic. An anti-capitalist analysis also challenges the 

definitions of eating disorders that have been created and institutionalized by biomedical and 

psychiatric discourses (serving to reproduce the colonial and capitalist power structures 

therein) and refigures what it means to self-starve, binge, purge, exercise, diet, restrict, fear 

fat, fear desire, and seek absolute control over one’s bodily functions and appearance within 

a capitalist context. 

 

‘This hunger is DNA you cannot undo’: Anorexia and the Influences of Biological and 
Social Individualism in Ibi Kaslik’s Skinny 
 
Skinny begins with Giselle’s release from an inpatient treatment program for anorexia into 

the care of her widowed mother and fourteen-year-old sister, Holly. Interspersed among her 

attempts to resume ‘normal’ functioning, Giselle recounts significant events that led to her 

hospitalization, including the emotional and physical expectations of her father, the 

surveillance by her mother, and the demands of first-year medical school, during which time 

                                                
25 See Brand’s 1996 film documentary, Listening for Something. 
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she stops eating and sleeping until she eventually collapses. Giselle’s development of 

anorexia is narrated according to an emotional logic that echoes her explicit decisions to 

modify her body and regulate her emotions to meet the demands of her parents’ patriarchal 

and class expectations. Interestingly, according to a 2004 interview with Melora Koepke, the 

author intended to create a different view of anorexia. Ibi Kaslik describes her motivations 

for writing Skinny as wanting to “demystify anorexia – to highlight its goriness, and 

violence, and the way it can tear families apart” (“Spilling Some Ink”). The novel does in 

some ways challenge the stereotypical view of anorexia as obsessive perfectionism through 

the novel’s process of demystification; that is, it gives the marked anorexic the voice to 

speak about experiences seemingly unrelated to starving oneself. However, the statement 

reveals Kaslik’s own preconceptions about the real ‘truth’ of anorexia: by focusing on how it 

“tear[s] families apart” (“Spilling Some Ink”), her words risk reinforcing the view that the 

anorexic is the locus of familial and social distress, who has violated her moral 

responsibilities. My reading of the novel differs significantly from Kaslik’s intended 

meaning in ways that situate Kaslik’s view as part of the ideological circuitry that reinforces 

anorexic behavior in Skinny. A central contradiction of individualism is that, although it has 

accrued meanings of self-reliance and freedom, it has simultaneously become the site of 

moral regulation. As Valverde argues, “[w]e are governed not against but through our 

freedom” (17), wherein freedom is defined as willfully exercising moral responsibility (14), 

social responsibility (27), and self-control (18). In Skinny, the effects of Giselle’s eating 

disorder are treated by her family as willful selfishness, an ironic judgment given how her 

anorexia is framed in terms of its goal of utter self-reliance. Like Serrie in Heave, Giselle has 
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internalized a responsibility to fulfill her family’s expectations, while her family remains 

unaccountable to her if those expectations are unliveable. Kaslik’s sentiment is focalized 

through Giselle’s family and appears in the narrative as an exacerbating cause of her illness. 

Structurally, the novel is similar to Conlin’s Heave, in that the protagonist, Giselle, 

tells her story of descent into self-destruction after her release from a treatment facility, a 

trajectory that contextualizes her anorexic behaviors, plots those details against an imposed 

biomedical treatment narrative, and foregrounds obstacles to recovery that echo the 

pressures that contributed to her anorexia. These are precisely the aspects of the novel that 

produce challenges to spectacularizing and pathologizing portrayals of anorexia. The trope 

of inheritance in the novel situates Giselle’s behaviors as coherent within a historical 

continuum that has naturalized through paternal enforcement ideals of masculinist 

individualism. Kaslik also employs alternating points of view between Giselle and her sister, 

Holly, which has a twofold effect. First, this narrative juxtaposition invites a necessary and 

useful critical engagement with the ways in which capitalist individualism and patriarchal 

medical authority differently intersect with each sister’s practices of self-formation. 

Informed by Mebbie Bell’s analysis of panoptic femininity and Paula Saukko’s critique of 

normative femininity, my reading of Kaslik’s Skinny will describe how the novel represents 

Giselle and Holly as subject to such regulatory pressures, to which each sister adapts through 

physical and emotional discipline. Second, the alternating points of view produce a contrast 

between Holly’s opinion of Giselle as a tragically flawed, morally weak woman who cannot 

(but should) rise to the demands of adult self-sufficiency against Giselle’s first-person 

account of striving for pristine emotional autonomy. The incongruity highlights the divisive 



131 

familial effects of anorexia that Kaslik mentions; however, it situates the divisiveness as a 

failure of mutual recognition of shared social realities rather than a failure of the anorexic to 

uphold her domestic responsibilities. In effect, Holly becomes an active participant in the 

disciplinary circuitry surrounding Giselle. Finally, I will argue that Giselle’s resistance to 

reformation, in the end, is conveyed as an internalization of biological and moral pathology, 

factors that become part of the reason she views reformation as an unliveable option within 

the available versions of personhood pressed upon her.  

The first way in which the novel refigures anorexia as social suffering is by situating 

Giselle’s family history as a proximate cause of what are essentially Giselle’s “technologies 

of … self.” 26 Her father, Thomas, and mother, Vesla, are Hungarian immigrants, who, 

before their escape to Canada, were having an affair while her mother was engaged to an 

influential Communist leader, Misha. Thomas’s social position as a Hungarian immigrant, as 

well as his uncertain status as Giselle’s biological father, profoundly shape his expectations 

and treatment of his family, and Giselle in particular. The short passage called “The Story of 

Your Flight” (131-135), which Giselle has ostensibly compiled from Thomas’s personal 

papers, expresses Thomas’s political reasons for leaving Hungary. Believing that the social 

fallout of the Soviet intervention in the October Revolution27 is little understood among 

Canadians, “[h]e will try to explain that success, in medicine, in academics, in any field, was 

                                                
26 According to Foucault, “technologies of the self … permit individuals to effect by their 
own means or with the help of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and 
souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a 
certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality” (Technologies 18). 
27 Refers to the Bolshevik-led revolution of October 24, 1917, which involved the seizure of 
government buildings in Petrograd and constituted a major event in the 1917 Russian 
Revolution. See Robert Service’s History of Modern Russia: From Nicholas II to Vladimir 
Putin (2005). 
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reserved only for those with Communist connections, with money, or those willing to 

become good Communists” (132). After emigration to Canada, he struggles to make the 

systemic inequalities of communism intelligible to an audience naturalized to the ideals of 

capitalism and its promises of social and economic mobility for those who work hard 

enough. However, these ideals of individual striving and class mobility also influence his 

treatment of his daughters and, in particular, they are portrayed as directly shaping Giselle’s 

relationship with desire, food, and her body. 

This legacy is explicitly tied to Giselle’s analysis of why she began starving herself. 

Early in the novel, she reflects on how her parents’ political history is tied to her sense of 

embodiment:  

I’d inherited Thomas’s mind. I couldn’t squander that. But I’d inherited something 

else too: their suffering, which has brought me to this place. Born between these 

worlds that waged war on my ragged little teenage body ... I conceded only to 

working hard at school and bringing home good grades. (50) 

Ironically, working hard becomes both a scholastic and physical endeavor for Giselle, as she 

prepares her body and emotions for the demands of her career and her parents’ expectations 

of success. Imagining her parents’ expectations that she succeed in Canada as an assault on 

her body establishes a corporeal metaphor that is sustained throughout the novel. Viewing 

herself as genetically obligated to live up to her father’s intellectual capacities, she rebels 

against their gendered expectations that she take “extracurricular lessons” and dress in 

“expensive feminine clothes” (50) and agrees only to focus on scholastic success. This battle 

is what Giselle perceives as bringing her “to this place,” in which the deterioration of her 
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body is an inevitable price to pay for academic success (50)—which echoes one of the fields 

in which Thomas believes personal talent should lead to advancement. The genetic language 

in which Giselle describes her relationship to her father also reinforces the ways in which the 

narrative situates Giselle’s suffering as a generational condition. However, it is not actual 

genetic imprinting that determines behavior in the novel but the strength of each character’s 

belief in biological determinism. 

 For example, the ambiguity surrounding Giselle’s paternity is revealed very late in 

the text, which highlights Thomas’s investment in biological lineage. The revelation also 

causes Giselle to reinterpret persistent memories of Thomas’s treatment of her as 

explanation for how she has come to associate her physicality with her sense of worth. She 

recalls “black cords … on [her] and a soft white noise fill[ing] [her] nose like ginger ale” 

(227). Her father subjected her to multiple EEGs to try to find out if Giselle is epileptic; 

because Misha was also epileptic, a positive test result would lead Thomas to conclude that 

Giselle is not his biological daughter. Either outcome is symbolically significant. For 

Thomas to claim Giselle as his ‘own,’ even if she is not genetically related, is to accept into 

his family a reminder of his communist past. To claim Giselle as genetically related to him 

implies a patriarchal relationship of ownership between them. Consequently, Thomas’s 

anxiety about his ownership over her directly informs Giselle’s sense of identity: in one of 

her few attempts to explain how she became anorexic, Giselle claims, “He started the whole 

mess with those icy-blue eyes that kept me begging for my right to exist” (28). Referring to 

her anorexia as the “mess,” she understands her condition as a kind of reiterative begging, 

through seeking approval, as well as striving toward a state of being that “needs no one” 
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(51). Echoing the sense of indebtedness she feels to both her parents for their “suffering” (5) 

to bring her to Canada, Giselle interprets Thomas’s behavior as an appraisal of her worth and 

worries that she may not prove constitutionally capable of fulfilling his expectations.  

The anxious relationship between Thomas’s expectations and Giselle’s anorexia is 

further emphasized by his reactions to her attempts to please him. The scene in which a 

twelve-year-old Giselle informs Thomas that Holly is unexpectedly performing above 

average at school conveys the long-term impact of his surveillance and discipline on 

Giselle’s process of self-formation. Haunted by Thomas’s disappointed sobbing after four-

years-old Holly is diagnosed with hearing loss and a learning disability, Giselle helps Holly 

learn to read a year ahead of her peers. After proudly announcing the news to Thomas, she 

recalls how “[h]is eyes examine my oily preteen moon face … He fixes his eyes on my thick 

calves … Then he does something awful. He reaches out and squeezes my thick leg, 

pinching the fat next to the knee” (99-100). Registering that Thomas values physiological 

perfection, Giselle expects “compliments on [her] patience and dedication” (100) for helping 

Holly overcome physical limitations and for proving that she can be the agent of such 

mastery. Instead, she is punished and degraded: for indirectly challenging his medical and 

patriarchal authority by exclaiming, “the doctor was wrong” (99) about Holly, for having 

pride in her accomplishment, and for expecting recognition for helping his favorite daughter. 

By belittling her actions with a punitive physical act, Thomas initiates in that moment a 

complex association for Giselle between her physicality and her emotional desire.  

I argue that this recollected scene provides crucial context to Giselle’s central 

description of how she equates her physical body with her emotional aspirations. Earlier in 
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the narrative, Giselle reasons:   

I had let too much go: I was too tall, too awkward, my belly was too bloated, my 

arms too thick. It got so I couldn’t harness my own growing appetite for their desire, 

but I could make my stomach flat, I could starve myself until I felt my flat hipbones 

protrude and I could place my thumbs into the indents at the top of my narrow pelvis. 

I learned to control my desire for people, for food. And this is how I discovered a 

new intimacy which required no one. (51) 

Here, in effect, Giselle reenacts Thomas’s evaluative measures of physical excess, which 

comes to signify a threatening excess of desire and ambition—a desire that leaves her open 

not only to punishment but an emotional dependence on others for validation. She learns to 

control her sexual and emotional appetites through controlling her body and measures her 

success by measuring the contours of her body. Furthermore, she frames desire as need, not 

choice. By equating people and food as desires that must be controlled, the novel seems to 

be constructing the human body as innately social, as well as hungry, but also compelled to 

negotiate a social realm that only allows for a certain type of expression and fulfillment of 

those appetites. The trope of control28 that runs through eating disorder discourse is thus 

refigured in Skinny as self-regulation intended to adapt to social pressures that demand a 

suppression of emotion. Tolman and Debold theorize that anorexia develops in response to 

dominant cultural representations of beautiful passive women, like Snow White, that convey 

the message that “the desirable woman is the woman with no desire” (302). According to 

them, the regimented and willful practices of muting sexual appetite signify the pursuit of 

                                                
28 For example, Bordo claims that anorexia exemplifies a “fear of loss of control over our 
future” (“Crystallization of Culture” 163). 



136 

no-body, for disembodiment, for liberation from negotiating sexual economies. Skinny 

complicates this theory: Giselle’s pursuit of a no-body is indeed predicated on muting desire, 

but it is a desire for people, or connection. She is not reacting to threatening moralized 

sexual imperatives—rather, the desire that she represses is intolerable because it is 

incommensurate with the kind of self-reliance that is both necessary to social survival and 

modeled and enforced by the individualism of her father.   

Skinny’s fictional world thus emerges as what Mebbie Bell might call a 

“sociocultural panoptic[on]” (297), within which Giselle internalizes and responds to 

capitalist-inflected patriarchal and biological imperatives to attain self-reliance, professional 

success, and social and familial belonging. Such pressures produce one central conflict for 

Giselle: her desire for emotional intimacy and love threatens—and indeed seems 

incommensurate with—accomplishing those goals. This conflict expresses itself physically 

through attempts to form a desireless, self-contained body. Feeling disemboweled by the 

unrequited love she feels for her father, Giselle imagines that “the nerves and guts have 

seemingly been packed away, sewn in and cleaned up so as not to make all the innocent 

bystanders uncomfortable” (28). Externalizing her body as “the” rather than “my,” Giselle 

imagines her internal organs as representing an excess that must be concealed so that it does 

not tax others; yet, the unpredictability of “nerves and guts” as traditionally masculine 

metonyms for bravery and rebellion, suggests that Giselle’s need for others is only 

“seemingly” contained by attempts to starve it away. And such emotional surgery eventually 

leads to her hospitalization and ultimate death. Bell argues that patriarchal regimes collude 

with medical practice to punitively reform anorexics to reproductively and behaviorally 
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appropriate standards of femininity. Diagnosis, in Bell’s model, is refigured as assessment of 

failed or rogue femininity, upon which the anorexic is then “drawn into the Panopticon of 

inpatient medical treatment … [and] becomes patient/prisoner of [masculinized] medicine’s 

panoptic force” (293). I argue that Giselle is a patient/prisoner before she enters treatment: 

under the appraising and punitive gaze of her father, who is also a doctor, Giselle both 

strives to achieve the standards of femininity he imposes and rebelliously attempts to 

emulate the striving individualism he models as a means of survival and asserting her “right 

to exist” (28).  

The second way in which Skinny refigures anorexia as social suffering is by 

employing narrative juxtaposition. Through alternating points of view from within the same 

discursive field, Kaslik foregrounds both the similarities and differences between Holly and 

Giselle’s respective practices of self-formation in the context of their father’s paternalistic 

expectations for their individual success. Characterized by self-regulation of desire, the 

regulation of bodily proportions through restriction and purging is Giselle’s way of seeking 

autonomy and self-reliance. Saukko posits that such striving is culturally enforced and 

shapes even feminist discourses on eating disorder treatment: “The ideal end state is 

imagined in terms of attaining the bounded, autonomous, masculine self, independent from 

the influences of tradition, family members, consumer culture and constraining gender roles” 

(67-8). Achieving this state of selfhood is complicated: the self must strive for autonomy but 

not appear to be exerting any effort. This self is the vision Giselle sees as necessary to her 

emotional survival and social success—indeed, she sees both embodied in Holly and envies 

her “utter detachment” (69), “swaggering ease and immortal confidence” (116), and 
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automatic skill (70).  

Significantly, this ideal is not particularized to the anorexic woman in the novel—

Holly, too, seeks to deaden her bodily responses to what she experiences as chaotic external 

conditions. As she explains, “I have to knock my head against the wall … I need to jump 

fences, throw myself off the edge of this spinning core. Sometimes I land so hard my head 

stops making its noise” (113). Expressing the same compulsion to regulate feeling as her 

sister, Holly similarly seeks control through what could be read as acts of physical self-harm. 

Moreover, Holly, as a competitive track and field athlete, strives for a particular type of 

physical self-formation that gives her a sense of pride and superiority over others by treating 

her body as a means to an end: “There was still a lot of work to do on my body … and I 

would continue to do it, despite the constant ache in my knees and back” (62). However, the 

sisters’ conceptually comparable acts of self-regulation are different for two reasons: first, 

the body types that emerge from the respective practices of self-formation are differently 

valued within the sociocultural panopticon; and second, the sociocultural panopticon works 

punitively to regulate the older sister, while protectively supporting the younger. Because the 

end result of anorexia might be death, the differential treatment might seem necessary; 

however, the point here is to examine the constitutive trajectories of behaviors similar in 

their intent, rather than only to focus on speculated consequences of those behaviors. Both 

sisters’ technologies of self can be read as self-destructive. I do not suggest that any joy 

Holly derives from physical pain is inherently dysfunctional or immoral; rather, I argue that 

the narrative parallels each sister’s desire for an embodied autonomy as underlying their 

respective bodily practices in ways that foreground the relative degree of their acceptability. 
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Unless Holly’s actions impede her ability to play sports, she will be not be subject to 

pathologization because of the social value they produce, while Giselle’s attempts to fashion 

her body to meet social demands trigger disciplinary responses. 

 In Body Panic: Gender, Health, and the Selling of Fitness, Dworkin and Wachs 

describe the emergence of a new female figure in popular media: she is toned, athletic, 

nubile, and strong. The authors cite an American policy change that provides equal funding 

in high schools for female sports as male sports as encouraging and supporting women’s 

athletic achievement, at the same time that it was commodified. It also signified a shift in 

cultural emphasis away from thinness to lean muscularity. Although recognizing the positive 

aspects of the entrance and acceptance of women’s athleticism into mainstream media, 

educational, and economic markets, Dworkin and Wachs are particularly concerned with the 

ways in which such athleticism has become an imperative just as inflected with capitalist, 

patriarchal, homophobic, and racist implications as the thinness ideal. Their study opens by 

describing magazine covers that transmit “the meaning of the words ‘health’ and ‘fitness,’ 

singing it to you through rippling muscles … [and] cover models’ eyes [that] look back at 

you with pride. ‘Hard work,’ you hear the implied whisper. All of you can do it” (1). The 

associations with capitalist work ethic are clear, as well as the moral imperative attached to 

the encouragement that such fitness is attainable. Holly’s body is characterized by 

muscularity, leanness, agility, and confident sexuality. She is validated by her coach and her 

school for working so hard to excel, and no one questions—or is privy to—the ways in 

which she exalts in the physical pain that often accompanies her efforts. While Giselle’s 

body is marked as diseased, Holly’s is elevated for its strident autonomy. The novel indeed 
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problematizes the “thinness” ideal that still characterizes much of the eating disorder theory; 

however, Skinny also exposes how the athletic female body is emblematic of female 

autonomy defined and controlled in masculine terms. In this way, Skinny also suggests that 

there is a privilege attached to even being given access to the athletic realm. Both Giselle’s 

and Holly’s success is framed as contingent upon patriarchal support.  

The differential protection and regulation of each sister is signified by the haunting 

presences in the novel. Both sisters are visited by apparitions: Giselle sees an ever-emaciated 

version of herself, who berates her when she eats and taunts her with ‘reminders’ that no one 

will love her if she is anything but skinny; Holly is visited by the ghost of her dead father, 

usually during moments when she needs his moral support. She imagines that he appears 

during a track meet and that he anxiously wonders if she hears his cheering. His presence 

ultimately reinforces Holly’s sense that she is entitled to such support. As she reflects, “I had 

called him and he had come” (64). And yet, she recognizes that she cannot “want him too 

much” (64) or he will not return again. Even though she is his favourite, Holly, like Giselle, 

learns that too much desire is undesirable. Patriarchal support here is figured as contingent 

on adoration without expectation. However, Holly’s ghost is relatively protective, in 

comparison to Giselle’s tormenting companion.  

Giselle’s ghost is an externalization of her belief that survival is utterly contingent on 

the relentless surveillance and control of her appetites. Indeed, the ghost is there to catch her 

in moments of ‘weakness’ to keep her on track; for example, after a binge, Giselle reasons 

that she is entitled to be like other people, to “eat and work and love. That’s what they do, 

that’s what I do” (169). Recognizing that her pursuit of self-reliance has taken her beyond 
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even autonomously belonging to the mundane world of meals, work, and family, Giselle 

tries to reclaim the right to exist, but this time from her self. But the ghost replies, “Not us, 

we are stripped clean of want, we move like lean lions” (170). Ironically, through her desire 

for self-reliance, Giselle is no longer an “I” but a “we,” eternally attached to a murderous 

other, whose reproofs hyperbolically echo her parents’ middle-class demands of emotional 

control. “You’ll clean that up and starve that away, young lady” (170), the creature warns, 

after Giselle “gorge[s]” (170) and attempts to purge. Reinforcing the narrative’s construction 

of starvation signifying emotional control, Giselle’s creature also polices her physicality by 

reminding her of the strength skinniness is meant to embody. The creature is pared down to 

bone and sinew; it does not desire like a human but stalks like a lion and carries no excess 

weight that could threaten survival. The image also seems to imply that only a kind of 

entitled consumption, a hunger that demonstrates prowess rather than need, is permissible. 

Like Holly, Giselle has internalized their father’s interdiction to strictly regulate desire and 

attain physical and emotional self-reliance. While their ghosts do not resemble one another 

in form or tone, they each embody the specific way in which a paternal and classed authority 

has shaped their respective processes of self-formation.  

Tolman and Debold speak to the question of patriarchal influence and protection in 

their analyses of eating disorder. They argue that “[w]omen try to live within her [sic] 

impossible confines, because she [sic] holds the power to attract men’s desire and to garner 

the protection of a man in a sexually violent world” (302). They also point out that “the 

illusion of protection by one man is absurd, given … the fact that the perpetrators of this 

violence are frequently the very men who are supposed to provide this ‘protection’” (302). 
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While Tolman and Debold focus exclusively on the sexual politics of starving oneself, we 

can see how a broader understanding of protection, as well as the double jeopardy of that 

protection, works through the ways in which Giselle and Holly are differently affected. 

Protection, in Skinny, is an economic and social process, as well as physical and sexual. 

Holly receives relatively more protection and support in all these areas, while Giselle is left 

more vulnerable. The novel’s mirroring of the sisters’ experiences emphasizes the 

implications of Giselle’s lack of protection: like her sister, she seeks to excel within a highly 

competitive field characterized by self-discipline, perfectionism, and individual 

achievement. Thomas is essentially the gatekeeper to the medical field for Giselle. His 

refusal to let her touch his medical bag (30), coupled with his consistent derogation of her 

efforts to impress him, signifies his power—but refusal—to facilitate her success. In 

contrast, Holly’s success is framed as contingent upon patriarchal support, which she 

experiences as protection by her coach and her father. The necessity of their support is 

emphasized by Holly’s confrontation with her principal, who takes issue with what he 

perceives as her un-feminine self-confidence. Asking if she think she “need[s] a different set 

of rules” because she think she’s “so special” (122), the principal threatens that those who 

assume they are exceptional, “die in car crashes, in drug overdoses” (122). His threat seems 

to equate Holly’s ambition with a reckless form of adolescent masculinity, which offends the 

principal and provokes simultaneously a disciplinary and protective response to provide 

“guidance” (123) in the absence of Holly’s father. Although Holly’s coach intervenes to 

legitimize her ambition and autonomy, the principal’s objection to Holly’s “swaggering ease 

and immortal confidence” (113) indicates that both sisters must negotiate paternalistic views 
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of acceptable expressions of female success. Their respective abilities to do so profoundly 

inform their processes of self-formation.  

While Holly experiences her body as a site of curiosity, openness, and strength that is 

hers, Giselle experiences her body as a constant threat to her autonomy and as a feral 

animal—somehow not human, or mutatively so. As her practices of regulating desire lead to 

emaciation and incapacitation, she is admitted to the hospital for anorexia, and, like Serrie 

from Heave, is treated according to a disciplinary logic that fails to address the conditions 

that got her there in the first place. Furthermore, from her socially admired position, Holly 

ends up becoming an agent of disciplinary control over Giselle and part of the social 

circuitry that blames, infantilizes, and pathologizes her. As Bell points out, the release of the 

patient/prisoner is merely a “transition from the medical Panopticon to sociocultural 

panopticism” (297). Elements of the classic Panopticon evident in the inpatient setting are 

reproduced socially, as well, including: omnipotent and invisible surveillance; standards of 

conformity whose details are kept hidden from the patient/prisoner; and the use of 

“disciplinary agents” who are both “the gazer[s] and gazed on” (296-7). The doctor, in Bell’s 

theory, is the ultimate patriarchal authority, who works through primarily female nurses who 

“advocate for normative femininity” (296). Skinny’s treatment and recovery narrative aligns 

with Bell’s analysis, while also complicating it in one crucial way. 

Holly and her mother can be read as the advocates or disciplinary agents described 

by Bell. Significantly, their judgment constitutes one of the obstacles to Giselle’s recovery 

because they reinforce the same normative and individualistic imperatives that initially 

created her dis-ease. Indeed, Giselle’s post-treatment experience of disciplinary panopticism 
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is more confining once she has been marked as anorexic. Released into her family’s care 

under the condition that she continue her apparent commitment to “‘heal herself’” (19), 

Giselle is greeted by both her mother and Holly with thinly-veiled blame and resentment. 

Her mother tells her, “[Y]our father and I came to this country so you could eat, so you 

could have choices. And look at you now, you look like a prisoner. You have to promise me 

you’re going to eat with us and be good” (5). In a direct expression of the ideological tension 

at the heart of the text’s immigration narrative, Vesla’s words frame Giselle’s behavior as a 

conscious and unfathomable betrayal of her parents’ efforts to secure their children’s 

survival and freedom. Vesla’s moralistic language also implies that the autonomous subject 

has a responsibility to the group to be self-reliant and productive, but this (obligatory) flow 

of care only works one way. Care of the individual by society, as Bell and the novel suggest, 

is reformatory. The unequal reciprocity of this social relationship is blatant through her 

mother’s reaction to Giselle’s continued weight loss: “You promised me this bullshit was 

over … I’m putting you back in the clinic if you continue to lose weight … Do adults have 

to be badgered to eat properly? … [or] constantly monitored?” (173). Implying that Giselle’s 

restrictive eating habits are akin to throwing a childish tantrum, Giselle’s mother wields the 

threat of confinement as a form of ‘time out’ for bad behavior, which reinforces the portrayal 

of treatment as a site of behavioral modification. 

In addition to such moralizing pathologization of anorexia, Giselle also faces Holly’s 

complicated mixture of anger, pity, and biologically-inflected infantilization. The novel 

allows us into Holly’s process of interpretation: after Giselle is hospitalized and Holly 

“hear[s] it was a sickness” (16), Holly turns to pop psychology books entitled The 
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Perfectionists’ Daughter and The Girl Who Thought She Had No Stomach (16) for 

clarification. Not surprisingly, she comes away with the ‘knowledge’ that anorexia is a 

pathological behavior caused by a biologically based cognitive disease whose symptoms 

includes perfectionism and false-perception. Holly then refines this knowledge according to 

her interactions with Giselle to conclude that, while she is “sick…mentally” (63) and a 

“madwoman” (17), Giselle is ultimately exploiting her sickness to act “crazy” (18) and like a 

“baby” (20). The implication is that, even if ‘legitimately’ sick, Giselle has the choice to 

indulge in her sickness or attempt to reform. Holly’s diagnostic process therefore parallels at 

an interpersonal level the social consequences the stereotypical anorexic described by Bordo. 

From the fictionally entitled books Holly consults follows a process of isolation and moral 

regulation, which figure anorexia as a disease of pathological willfulness or psychological 

disease. 

Moreover, Holly and her mother seem to be operating under a version of what 

Saukko describes as the time-based expectations of recovery from eating disorder, in which 

“the anorexic is defined as having ‘false consciousness’, projecting a development from this 

state of falsehood toward genuine health and/or emancipation” (63). Through their 

admonitions, Holly and her mother attempt to convince Giselle that she is not thinking right 

and until she does, she will not act right. And “right,” as Giselle understands it, means more 

than just working hard; it means eating her “mom’s carefully prepared food,” participating in 

“the extracurricular lessons she expected [her] to take,” and wearing “the expensive feminine 

clothes she wanted [her] to wear” (50). It means, it seems, keeping up appearances—

participating fully in the fiction that one (and a woman in this case) should be athletically 
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competent and aesthetically pleasing in ways that shore up binary gender norms, a myth 

which is often at odds with the pressures to eat sustaining meals. “Right” means performing 

these acts as proof that she is conforming to normative femininity. As she attempts to 

recover—which, for her doctors and family, means that she will eat right and gain weight—

she attends group meetings, volunteers at the hospital, attends all of Holly’s various sporting 

events, and begins to date an old high school acquaintance, Sol. She strives to fulfill female 

gendered roles that emphasize nurturing, heterosexual romance, and familial responsibilities. 

 In these ways, Skinny works to expose sociocultural factors that contribute to the 

development of eating disorders, as well as to undermine dominant and pathologizing 

explanations for anorexia that ignore their own complicity in upholding those sociocultural 

conditions. The ending of the novel works to further destabilize portrayals of the anorexic as 

pathologically ill by foregrounding the processes by which the anorexic comes to internalize 

such biologically deterministic views. The medical directives throughout the narrative enact 

a major influence on the way in which Giselle understands herself as inherently diseased, 

morally weak, and pathologically needy. Most importantly, despite her reflections on the 

socially meaningful nature of her practices of self-formation, Giselle ultimately experiences 

her anorexia as a constitutional weakness. The externalized version of all her internalized 

normative imperatives becomes, as she says, “my hungry, doubting companion. She’s 

always with me, like a jealous streak, a trick knee, a weak stomach, a bad heart, this hunger 

is DNA you cannot undo” (159). While she understands hunger as innately human, she 

equates it with a sickness or social and biological impediment to self-reliance: “jealous” 

implies need for another; “trick,” “weak,” and “bad” body parts signify weakness that could 
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necessitate assistance. Also, the contradictory diction is evocative here—she understands her 

dis-ease as genetically determined, but the narrative context in which her eating patterns 

unfold only emphasizes Giselle’s misunderstanding of her physical manifestations of social 

suffering. So in addition to plotting the sociocultural obstacles to recovery, Giselle’s 

narration of the final days of her life suggests that the internalization of capitalist and gender 

imperatives, as well as views of anorexia as a pathological emotional and cognitive state, 

coerce an internal logic that, in effect, carries biomedical discourse on anorexia to a logical 

conclusion. 

Skinny contests stereotypical accounts of anorexia that cast anorexics as bizarrely 

fixated on attaining the thinness ideal or as directing perfectionist tendencies inward in 

reaction to uncontrollable external circumstances. While both of these commonly held 

notions presuppose the involvement of societal factors as the cause of anorexia, the anorexic 

is still disproportionately identified as the locus of the problem. The novel’s troping of 

genetic and political inheritance, as well as its parallel narratives, construct a portrait of 

anorexia that tips the axis of causality away from the anorexic towards historical and 

socioeconomic contexts. Lending support to feminist arguments that “cultural emphasis on 

thinness simply [is]n’t the primary factor” (Thompson, “Food, Bodies, and Growing Up 

Female” 363), Skinny suggests that intersecting capitalist and paternal ideologies can shape 

the logic of anorexia. Giselle’s father’s emigration to Canada away from a communist 

regime is predicated on a desire to attain the promises of a democratic, capitalist society, 

which suggest that hard work is rewarded monetarily and socially. Kaslik therefore depicts 

Giselle’s physical starvation as a deliberate attempt to repress emotional need she perceives 
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as incommensurate with her father’s demands of middle-class individualism and self-

reliance. Thomas’s influence on Giselle’s sense of embodiment is the main way in which 

Skinny refigures anorexia as emerging within a biopolitical circuitry of social suffering.  

In addition to Skinny’s interventions in theories of causality, the novel also constructs 

a critique of cognitive behavioral in-patient treatment by paralleling its ideologies of self-

reliance, normative femininity, and individualism to those that explicitly inform Giselle’s 

anorexic practices. In this way, the novel depicts the in-patient “sociocultural Panopticon” 

(Bell 297) as an intensification of a pre- and post- treatment sociocultural Panopticon, a 

thematic echoing which highlights the regulatory properties of eating disorder treatment. 

However, Skinny offers a crucial amendment to Bell’s analysis of women within the 

Panopticon as advocates for normative femininity. While Holly’s investment in monitoring 

Giselle’s eating habits and social behaviors certainly has a disciplinary logic, she vacillates 

between blaming Giselle and trying to “forget that [they’re] bound together in bone and 

blood in this big messy life” (22). At times, she manages the depth of her concern and 

frustration by aestheticizing Giselle’s “misery … [as] terrible and beautiful, like stained 

white cotton dresses” (180). The biopolitics of Holly’s role in coercing Giselle’s reformation 

appear predicated on decathecting from her in order to reinforce her own individuality and, 

in the process, relegate Giselle to a position of soiled femininity, an image that gains potency 

and a sense of inevitability from the plural “dresses.” Instead of an anomaly, Giselle has for 

Holly become a symbol of irreversibly flawed femininity. So, while the sisters’ parallel 

narratives provides strategic insight into their respective methods of negotiating similar 

demands of normative female individualism, the juxtaposed points of view emphasize how 
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processes of individualization foreclose possibilities for mutual insight and support. Holly’s 

role as disciplinary agent of femininity is not so much invested in policing gender norms but 

rather emerges as a by-product of delineating her own boundaries of autonomy. 

The critical contribution I seek to forward through this argument concerns both 

dominant medical views and feminist critiques on eating disorders. By analyzing the middle-

class, masculinist “discursive domain” (Saltmarsh 49) created in Skinny as producing “self-

fashioning” (49), “economically oriented subject[s]” (49), I read Giselle’s anorexia as a 

deliberate practice of self-fashioning, which shares a similar rationale of self-regulation with 

Holly’s socially acceptable forms of bodily control. The argument here is not that Giselle’s 

life-threatening behaviors should also be read as socially acceptable, but rather, because the 

novel foregrounds the shared context and affective logic of the sisters’ processes of self-

formation, it is that socioeconomic and gendering context that must be addressed in the 

treatment of Giselle’s anorexia. This is the basis for my critique of the CBT explanation for 

anorexia; through its focus on realigning the individual to adapt ‘normally’ to social realities, 

the hierarchies and injustices of those realities remain unchallenged. Furthermore, given 

Skinny’s portrayal of anorexia as intricately tied to class expectations and intimate forms of 

surveillance, feminist and cultural critiques that call for changes in representations of women 

as sustainable methods of prevention also fail to address the ways concrete, interpersonal 

realities of economic and gender power relations produce contexts in which self-starvation 

comes to mean emotional survival.  

Consumption, like Skinny, challenges biomedical explanatory models for anorexia by 

extracting the thinness ideal out of the realm of causality. Consumption in particular refuses 
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to equate the thinness ideal with Marie’s condition. While the novel is interested in the 

impact of Western media on Inuit communities, the beauty myth is conspicuously absent as 

an import of celebrity media in Rankin Inlet. Instead, systemic, historical, and interpersonal 

dynamics, which reproduce and enforce ideologies of individualism and consumption, are 

presented in both novels as positioning the protagonists as “economically oriented subjects” 

(Saltmarsh 50). While Giselle attempts to “advantageously locate” (Saltmarsh 49) herself 

within her particularly gendered and classed scene of constraint by starving herself into what 

she perceives is the most economical physiological and affective state, Marie struggles to 

successfully orient herself to the individualistic requirements of consumer culture. Her 

starvation is symbolic of the lack of nourishment she derives from consumptive practices. 

Both novels also represent anorexia treatment as reinforcing values associated with 

individualism and consumption, thereby structurally and thematically producing a view of 

anorexia as an affective and embodied response to institutionalized ideologies of capitalism. 

Moreover, Consumption explores the colonial function of treatment, as well, situating it as a 

contemporary practice of assimilation. Examined together, these novels necessitate an 

understanding of anorexia beyond the “empire of images” approach forwarded by Bordo.  

 

‘We’re all so hungry for the authentic’: Dis-eases of Consumption in Kevin Patterson’s 
Consumption 
 
Consumption portrays Marie Robertson’s progressive lack of appetite as a somatic symptom 

of dis-ease within domestic and socioeconomic circumstances characterized by colonial and 

capitalist influences. The meaning of Marie’s wasting is thematically linked to the central 

theme of the novel. Consumption, in multiple thematic iterations, recurs as the central 
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consequence of a compelled transition from a nomadic lifestyle to a static lifestyle reliant on 

an economy shaped by colonial practices of corporate resource extraction. Signifying both 

disease and the basis of social belonging, consumption refers variously in the novel to 

processes of resource extraction, tuberculosis, the preparation and ingestion of food and 

drugs, and the idealization of celebrity culture. By producing a genealogy of consumptive 

practices along three interwoven narrative strands—territorial, generational, and 

individual—Patterson situates Marie’s anorexia as a rejection-response to alienating 

conditions of consumer capitalism and acculturation.  

The novel’s thematic structure and Patterson’s strategic manipulation of a third-

person omniscient narrator each function to refigure Marie’s anorexia as social suffering. I 

will support this claim in three ways. First, I argue that the historical structure of the 

narrative traces the “absent cause” (Jameson 102) of Marie’s anorexia—the forces that might 

be said to be invisibly consuming her—as a legacy of economic and colonial expansion in 

Rankin Inlet. The narrative does so by drawing parallels among the course of Marie’s weight 

loss, the steady industrialization of her town, and the assimilation and acculturation of her 

immediate family. Second, I contend that Patterson refigures anorexia as social suffering 

through his method of characterization. Habits of consumption in the novel act as a mirror to 

various aspects of each character’s individuality and terms of social belonging. This strategic 

representation of consumer identities becomes crucial to contextualizing Marie’s malaise. 

Juxtaposed with the fulfillment other characters seem to derive from their consumer 

investments, Marie finds neither individual fulfillment nor familial belonging in shared 

consumer practices; in fact, it is the incessant drive of those around her to consume or be 
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consumed that produces Marie’s sense of alienation. Third, after establishing how forces of 

colonial and industrial assimilation shape Marie’s anorexia, I argue that Patterson portrays 

eating disorder treatment as hyperbolically misreading Marie’s condition in ways that betray 

such treatment’s underlying colonial assumptions. A narrative fissure opens between the 

portrayal of Marie’s progressive malaise and the imposed medical interpretation of her 

weight loss, which exposes the inability of decontextualized pathology paradigms to 

adequately explain and treat eating disorders. Consequently, the colonial logic of eating 

disorder treatment is portrayed as reiterating the values that underlie Rankin Inlet’s narrative 

of ‘progress’ through territorial and individual consumption; Anne McClintock characterizes 

the “ideology of ‘progress’” (93) as colonial beliefs in the colonized as symbolizing 

“primitive pre-history, bereft of language and light” (85), from which they are saved through 

the advances of the Enlightenment and industrialization. Moreover, Episkenew argues that 

settlers’ continued investment in the mythology of progress “confers upon them privileges 

that have become normalized … [and] rationalizes the settlers’ seizure and occupation of 

Indigenous lands” (5). Consumption exposes the acculturative force of this ideology by 

depicting the sacrificial logic underlying the choices characters must make to survive in the 

face of medical, economic, and environmental changes. Like several other protagonists 

discussed in this study, Marie ultimately encounters a choice between adaptation and 

suicide; in the concluding chapter of this dissertation, I will analyze her fate as a function of 

the overarching sacrificial narrative I see running through all of the novels examined in this 

study.  
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Set in Rankin Inlet, Nunavut, between the early 1950s and 2003, 29 Patterson’s novel 

establishes the territorial meaning of consumption by foregrounding the initial incursion of 

the Hudson’s Bay Trading Company into the area, the rise and fall of the nickel mine, and 

the development of a diamond mine. The consequences of these territorial transformations 

based on resource extraction are portrayed as directly shaping the Inuit peoples’ relationship 

with the land, their intergenerational relationships, and their individual forms of 

consumption. Marie’s Inuit grandparents, Emo and Winnie, her Inuk mother, Victoria, and 

settler father, Robertson, are all affected by these incursions; and, by the time Marie’s 

anorexia becomes a narrative event, her family history has been contextualized in ways that 

situate her malaise as a consequence of colonization in Rankin Inlet.  

The historical scope of the novel forms its ideological setting. The opening chapters 

track the rather efficient transformation of Rankin Inlet from a nomadic space to a site of 

industrial resource extraction. The central characters are introduced through their negotiation 

of this transition, which involves their compelled conversion from nomadic hunters into 

static, dependent consumers. The novel begins with 16-year-old Victoria’s removal from 

Rankin Inlet to The Pas, Manitoba, in 1962 to be treated for tuberculosis. Until then, Emo 

and Winnie, like most Inuit in the area, “remained for the most part on the land” (8) but went 

to the coast in the summer to fish and trade with Hudson’s Bay trading ships. The doctors 

on-board a visiting “government ship” (10) detect that Victoria has tuberculosis, at which 

point the narrative splits into two parallel strands. One follows the impetus and effects of 

Emo’s decision to come in off the land to work in the Rankin Inlet nickel mine, and the other 

                                                
29 For the vast majority of this period, Rankin Inlet was in The Northwest Territories.  
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traces Victoria’s experiences at a sanatorium and, later, living with a Cree family in The Pas. 

The contrast in settings highlights different pressures of early capitalist and colonial 

assimilation faced by each family member. While Emo is primarily compelled into a system 

of economic consumption, Victoria learns southern forms of cultural consumption. In both 

contexts, however, assimilation is portrayed as insidious coercion to modify behaviors and 

practices because of perceived or actual lack of alternatives, and immediate, short-term 

benefits.  

Marx defines consumption as fundamentally impelled by production and as an act 

that gives meaning to both the product and the consumer. Within a capitalist mode of 

production, in the moment that the consumer consumes the product, the product’s meaning is 

defined as necessary. Likewise, the consumer, in the act of consumption, is “return[ed] to 

himself [sic], but returns as a productive and self-reproducing individual” (Marx Reader 

232). Within a capitalist context, the productivity of workers is not only established by their 

labor, but also through their acts of consumption, which signify belonging. In this way, Marx 

formulates a mutually dependent relationship between industrial capitalism and individual 

actors within that system. Patterson establishes the unbalanced nature of this dependence by 

depicting how the nickel mine “produces the object of consumption, the manner of 

consumption and the motive of consumption” (Marx Reader 230) for Emo and other Inuit 

who were compelled to come in off the land. I will argue that this context establishes a 

crucial aspect of Marie’s patient history that later eludes “the infectious disease service’s” 

(267) evaluation of Marie’s symptoms.  

Because the nickel mine in Rankin Inlet has led to a marked decline in caribou 
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population, the nomadic lifestyle of the Inuit is increasingly difficult to sustain. Drawn to the 

town by rumors that the “mine owners were providing wooden homes to Inuit men who were 

prepared to work there, to live in one place and eat bannock and tinned meat” (18), Emo 

seeks employment in defiance of Winnie’s objections that “their dignity would not be 

preserved, living in shacks the mining company had built, tucked close to one another like 

dog pens” (18). The terms of Winnie’s resistance are ironic. Much is made of the 

significance of the sled dogs—that warn of danger, are part of the family, are inconvenient 

but valuable—but Emo ends up not even being treated with the care extended to dogs. 

Emo’s labor indoctrination scene suggests that the nickel mine’s particular mode of capitalist 

production reproduces a particular kind of worker—not only an efficient one, but also a 

uniform and dependent one. The mine owner first “took his name” (21), assigns Emo an 

Anglicized one, along with an employee number, and hands him work clothes, the costs of 

which all come out of his pay; then he “gave” (23) him a house. The family becomes more 

dependent on “Kablunauk,” or southern, food because there were “too many men in one 

place scouring the land all around for food” (23). Questions of cultural disintegration aside, 

the emergent colonial-capitalist social formation is portrayed as meeting the material needs 

of the families in a sparse way; as such, Patterson takes care to highlight the internal logics 

of coerced dependency of an economy formed around resource extraction. The mine 

establishes an economic base in Rankin Inlet that creates the conditions for it to be perceived 

as necessary. But then abruptly, the mine closes.  

At this point, Patterson’s analysis of the long-term socioeconomic consequences of 

exploitative capitalism becomes explicit and, I argue, constitutes the historical background to 
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which Marie’s anorexia is related. The irresponsibility of the mine owners who abandoned 

the Inuit women they married is presented as symptomatic of a larger ethos of opportunistic 

and delinquent capitalism, which creates the conditions for its own legitimacy by 

transforming the economic, social, and cultural conditions of Rankin Inlet in irreversible 

ways—in ways that create need at basic levels of survival. Following the mine closure, Emo 

looks at the sky, at himself, and his “neglected dogs” (29), gestures that suggest he seeks but 

cannot find a symbiosis among them that would point toward a return to nomadic life. The 

omniscient narrator then extrapolates Emo’s experience to all “the hunters who had become 

miners” (31), whose reliance on “paycheques” (31) and “snow machines” (53) had 

“atrophied” the “extensive and particular” skills “necessary to make one’s way on the 

tundra” (31). Patterson’s portrayal of Emo’s compelled transformation into a 

worker/consumer suggests that those habits of consumption render his earlier nomadic skills 

inapplicable to his new circumstances and physical return to pre-dependence impossible. 

Indeed, the entire region is being settled by “[t]he mine, the Church, the government” (35). 

Victoria’s return from The Pas emphasizes the generational implications of this 

transition. Woven within the narrative of socioeconomic assimilation in the North are reports 

of Victoria’s physical and cultural progress in the South. She eventually recovers from TB 

and is taken into the home of a Cree orderly, Donelda Pierce, who counsels her that “the 

only way to get smart [is] to stay interested in the world” (27). Victoria comes to think of the 

tundra home of her early youth as “almost an abstraction” (26) because she only knows it as 

a space on the map “above the dashes marked treeline” (26). While it would seem that 

Victoria has been reoriented to Nunavut as a southerner, The Pas is still quite far North; for 
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Anglophone settlers from southern cities, it might be construed as the “North,” yet for the 

Inuit of Nunavut, it is more southerly without being the urban “South.” So, Patterson depicts 

Victoria’s interpretive lens as complexly shaped by cartography. Her experiential knowledge 

is almost entirely eclipsed by an image of the North as a seemingly empty expanse above the 

treeline, a visualization of North that Sherrill E. Grace describes as participating in several 

narratives of Canadian nationhood, which are predicated on the erasure of First Peoples’ 

presence. Maps that represent the space as empty may “construct an image of the North as 

inimical to human habitation” (33), yet they also produce an image of the North as ripe for 

exploration and resource extraction (124). Victoria’s appraisal of images of the North is one 

among several modes of consumption depicted as crucial to Victoria’s acculturation, which 

anticipate her eventual affinity with Robertson, the diamond mine developer. With the 

combined discouragement to speak Inuktitut and encouragement to educate herself in 

English, Victoria listens to local, American, and BBC news, and explores other worlds 

entirely through fantasy novels like Lord of the Rings. The dramatic irony of Victoria’s 

enculturation is its simultaneous assimilative and alienating consequences that become more 

glaring after she returns to Rankin Inlet. The underlying impetus for the transformations that 

her family and the region have undergone is unintelligible to her because the news she 

consumes is from a colonial perspective. And so, even as she lives in Rankin Inlet, her 

efforts to seek out newspapers and world news take her further away from her family despite 

their cohabitation, leading her to become involved with Robertson, the manager of the HBC 

store, the location of one of the few radios in the town.  

The historical/generational structure of the novel establishes a contextual circuitry 
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between Marie’s anorexia and the impact of assimilative pressures of consumer capitalism 

on her immediate family. The town has been formed and the algebra of needs30 inaugurated, 

whether in accordance with or as resistance to the forces of physical and emotional necessity 

established in the region. Victoria and Robertson’s three children respond differently to the 

ongoing changes in Rankin Inlet, exemplified by the promised diamond mine. Pauloosie 

rejects the further deterioration of traditional hunting practices and his father’s involvement 

establishing the mine, by spending increasing amounts of time out on the tundra; Justine 

embraces celebrity culture and plans her escape from Rankin Inlet to Toronto as soon as she 

comes of age; and Marie is initially presented as ambivalent. Symbolically, Patterson seems 

to develop a genealogy of acculturation here: Pauloosie resists it, Justine finds direction in its 

promises, and Marie seems to value harmony between tradition and change, which is 

signified by her integral role as peacemaker between her parents. Indeed, her combined 

panic when they argue and her delight when Robertson returns from business trips produce 

her only overtly social acts before her “malaise” becomes apparent. In particular, her 

connection with her father, an important factor in her experience of anorexia, is emphasized 

through short, emphatic phrases: “Marie especially” (72) welcomes him home, and later 

whispers, “It’s nice having Daddy home” (74). Their bond is significant to note in relation to 

the representation of the relative degrees of acculturation experienced by the Robertson 

children. Marie derives meaning from strong kinship ties because they provide safety and 

comfort within a broader community characterized by increasing cultural and material 

transformations. It is when these bonds are disrupted that Marie begins to wane.  

                                                
30 See discussion of Burroughs’ term on p. 49 of the Introductory chapter. 
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Patterson’s method of characterization also serves to emphasize the basis of Marie’s 

dis-ease, or social alienation, within the colonial, capitalist context of the novel. Marx’s 

ultimate conclusion that “[p]roduction thus creates the consumer” (Reader 230) 

grammatically emphasizes his argument for socially defined identities. The juxtaposition 

between noun and verb implies that processes of capitalist production create individual 

identities, not just behaviors, which are defined by their habits of consumption. Patterson’s 

novel plays on this conceptual relationship. Each figure, whether Inuk or settler, is 

characterized by a unique style and focus of consumption: Robertson is a diamond mine 

developer; Johanna is obsessed with gourmet food; Penny hunts off the land; Justine 

saturates herself in celebrity culture; and Dr. Balthazar ingests morphine. Moreover, these 

individual traits of consumption are the basis upon which relationships are forged or 

disrupted in the novel. As Robert G. Dunn argues, “[Consumption] links … the satisfaction 

of material need and want to the production of meaning, identity, and a sense of place and 

social membership” (3). Similarly, Patterson describes the relations between the characters 

in the novel as constituted through shared habits of consumption, which are tied to place and 

desire. For example, Robertson and Victoria’s initial attraction to one another is established 

through listening to international news radio, and Johanna and Doug share an expensive 

passion for gourmet and imported cuisine that fuels their long-distance emotional and sexual 

relationship. The basis of connection between these couples symbolizes a mutual investment 

in sustaining and growing their identities as productive and cultured members of the northern 

community; in effect, they are aligning themselves with “progress.” Patterson presents 

Victoria’s choice of a settler partner as a logical choice in the novel, given her early 
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socialization; the nature of his work and the conflict it produces in his family deeply shapes 

Marie’s experience of home and kinship, as does her brother’s attempts to live more 

traditionally. Pauloosie and Penny’s mutual desire to live autonomously but together on the 

tundra symbolizes a rejection of not just personal participation in consumer culture but a 

rejection of social and familial connection; as such, Marie begins to lose another source of 

comfort. A causal connection is drawn between her longing for male protection and her 

weight loss when Justine asks her abruptly why she “never eat[s]” (249). Suggesting that 

Marie might have “ano-rex-ia ner-vosa” (249), fearing that she is fat, Marie responds in one 

breath, “I’m not fat,” and in the next, “I really miss Pauloosie” (249). Her simultaneous 

rejection of corporeal motivation and affirmation of emotional yearning persist until she is 

admitted to the eating disorder clinic; I argue that this dialectic constitutes the basis of the 

narrative’s explicit critique of contemporary eating disorder treatment.  

Consistent with Patterson’s method of thematic characterization, Marie is also 

introduced through her habits of consumption. Her “enthusiasm was Weetabix” (61), which 

she “inaccurately” spoons into her mouth because she is so tired after a late night of reading 

The Chronicles of Narnia. With a passion for fantasy worlds so consuming that sleeping and 

eating are secondary considerations, Marie initially appears a typical bookish, shy teenager. 

However, in contrast to the other characters, Marie’s social status is determined by both her 

inability to participate in broader social habits of consumption and her inability to form 

connections with others based on her unique interests. The narrator later explains that, 

because Marie is “not conversant in popular music” (64), as evidenced by her blank locker 

walls, and is “too skinny, too boyish, and … too much like a Kablunauk with her white-
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white-white skin” (64), she does not have any friends. The details of this passage explain her 

failure to make relationships as based on mutual consumption, heterosexual attraction, and 

perceived cultural affinity. However, the impact of Marie’s social alienation is subordinated 

in the narrative to the isolation she experiences within her family.   

Significantly, the narrator abruptly draws back from close character observations to 

describe the Robertson family’s domestic situation during the onset of Marie’s withdrawal. 

They are portrayed as individually consumed by interests that dis-integrates the family unit: 

Pauloosie is “out on the land” (113), Justine “lay[s] in front of the television fantasizing” 

(113), and Robertson is busily overseeing land developments because, as the narrator 

explains, “[a]nyone trying to make the North more like the south has to spring continuously” 

(113). Each family member reaffirms his or her own sense of identity and social belonging 

by pursuing consumer activities, while Marie sits alone in her room reading. Instead of 

relying on internal monologue to explain Marie’s motivations—which otherwise Patterson 

does consistently in the novel—he employs observational juxtaposition between Marie’s 

behaviors and the Robertson family’s activities in order to contextualize her malaise as an 

inability to attain fulfillment through consumption. The consumer habits of each character 

not only function to develop a thematic critique of consumption as formative of individual 

identities; Patterson’s technique of characterization also conveys a critique of capitalist 

consumerism that emphasizes its exploitative, as well as its simultaneously unifying and 

alienating, functions. The generational transmission of colonial and increasingly corporate 

values to Marie from her parents is symbolized by the houses in which they live and their 

eating habits. Initially, the Robertson’s live in a prefabricated house like all the others that 
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have been imported from Montreal, in which the walls are thin and space is cramped, 

creating more interaction between family members, and through which snow and wind 

blows “[w]here the door frame gapped away from the kitchen door” (4). The larger, more 

palatial home Robertson buys with his mining consultation earnings isolates the family 

further from each other and the community. “The only log house … seen North of the 

treeline” (138), the design is “just like in the magazines” (132), which reinforces the idea of 

the North being subsumed by southern values and Robertson in particular risking “backlash 

from the community” (135) by facilitating such transformations. The house itself forces the 

sisters and Victoria apart, with “bedrooms—one for each of the children … twice the size of 

those in the old house” (132). Moreover, the family is increasingly divided according to 

eating habits: Pauloosie insists on eating “country food” like “frozen char while the rest of 

the family ate roast” (130). However, whether “[c]har, fish sticks, toast, beans, roast: nothing 

moved [Marie] to eat” (130). The verb describing her motivation here is telling: she prefers 

neither the traditional nor the imported southern food because she is not inspired or impelled 

by the choices. She is “skinny” (13) because she is listless, rather than actively striving to 

remain thin. The grocery items symbolize consumer success but represent for Marie the 

progressive dismantling of kinship based on shared relational values/roles and an unliveable 

movement away from a collective to an individualized identity. Specifically, the wider 

Rankin Inlet community and the Robertsons in particular have had the “bedrock of primary 

relationships within Inuit Culture” shaken (Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit Task Force qtd in 

Martin 122), including their relationships to “land, and by extension their culture … to one’s 

family … to his or her own inner Spirit … [and] to one’s social grouping” (IQ Task Force 
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qtd in Martin 122).  Consequently, Patterson’s technique of characterization depicts Marie’s 

anorexia as a rejection of consumer-based relations that have alienated her a broader sense of 

territorial, spiritual, familial, and social belonging.   

Contrasted to the context in which Marie’s social suffering is portrayed are the 

diagnostic process and logic of eating disorder treatment imposed on her. Patterson 

emphasizes the confusion surrounding the diagnosis of Marie’s condition in ways that 

ultimately expose the dangerously imprecise yet universalizing application of eating disorder 

treatment. His use of third-person narration establishes what becomes a pattern of uncertain 

interpretations of Marie’s problem. While providing reliable insight into each character’s 

thoughts, the narrator withholds Marie’s illuminating inner monologue until her final hours. 

Leading up to that climax, the narrator instead foregrounds the speculations of other 

characters regarding the causes of Marie’s weight loss, which all search for a physiological 

cause for Marie’s thinness: tuberculosis, malabsorption (265), clinical depression (239). The 

only other possible explanation according to Dr. Balthazar and the Winnipeg doctors is an 

eating disorder, and yet Marie’s condition is interpreted as anomalous in two significant 

ways. Because it is not a willful weight loss, Marie’s condition does not match the essential 

criteria for anorexia nervosa. She is not willing herself to starve, and she does not express 

any fear of becoming fat. She just says she is not hungry. Also, her ethnicity challenges 

accepted theories of the typical anorexia patient. The latter issue is raised continually in the 

novel and constitutes a key structural irony: the cultural, economic, social, and 

epidemiological changes in Rankin Inlet are presented as results of southern agents actively 

transforming the North in the image of the South. Signifying this process are Robertson’s 
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attempts to “make the North more like the south” (113) by importing pre-fabricated 

“particleboard and aluminum” (4) houses from Montreal and establishing the diamond mine, 

which becomes the area’s largest employer. Confusion that an Inuk girl could develop what 

is understood to be a southern disease highlights ways in which the realities of ongoing 

colonization are masked by the ideological gravity of discourses of progress and their 

attendant de-contextualization and historical myopia. As Marie’s thinness comes under 

scrutiny of the Southern doctors, the questions they ask about her condition attempt to 

account for the cultural anomaly she represents to their diagnostic criteria for anorexia (271, 

276, 284). Ironically, these gestures toward cultural specificity identify a significant factor in 

what the reader understands as informing Marie’s anorexia; that is, an intimate legacy of 

colonial and capitalist transformations that pose significant obstacles to her emotional 

fulfillment. Yet, the doctors’ and dietician’s recognition is empirical rather than contextual. 

Treatment is not fundamentally altered by acknowledging the perceived extraneous variable 

of her cultural heritage because it is understood as a trait, rather than a historical, racialized, 

gendered, and classed subject position. As such, the affective, relational logic of her 

starvation goes undetected and, instead, treatment reinforces promises of healing through 

acculturative consumer practices, thereby exacerbating Marie’s sense of alienation.  

 When Marie is eventually admitted to an eating disorder unit, the gap widens 

between the ambiguous but emotional logic of Marie’s thinness and the decontextualized 

logic of the treatment, which is expressed through the dietician’s monologue to Marie. In 

attempt to normalize her apparent anxiety, Carol James assures Marie that most girls are “a 

little bowled over … when they come in the first time” (277). But Marie’s silence during the 
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scene emphasizes the disconnect between Carol’s assumptions regarding Marie’s disease 

and the unspeakable realities of Marie’s suffering—unspeakable because Carol’s treatment 

framework enforces the boundaries of what is considered the cause of Marie’s anorexia. She 

explains that, “A big part of what I do is education. And the best way to start that is to talk 

about what you eat” (276). Her assumption that Marie struggles with a fraught relationship 

with food contradicts the reader’s knowledge that Marie is obsessed with neither food nor 

losing weight. She also reassures Marie that “char or caribou” can be “flown down” (276) 

for her, an offer that misunderstands the realities of food distribution and consumption in the 

North.31 Finally, the dietician attempts to entice Marie to begin eating with promises of 

“great shopping over at Portage Place” mall (276), which again situates consumption as a 

reward for participation in treatment. Marie’s silence in response to the dietician’s 

comments, as well as the lack of any narrative insight into her inner thoughts, foreground the 

cultural ignorance encoded in the dietician’s application of eating disorder treatment. 

Assuming that Marie lives “just from the tundra” (276) and eats only locally hunted game, 

the dietician evidently has no knowledge of the colonial transformations of the North nor the 

ways in which her ignorance participates in a kind of medicalized assimilation.32 And 

furthermore, health is figured in terms of consumption—eating and shopping.  

Constituting what Chrisjohn et al frame as another “[tactic] deployed to bring about 

                                                
31 The North West Company grocery and supply store has been established in Rankin Inlet 
since the late 1980s (“The North West Company: History”) and sells, albeit at notoriously 
high prices, the selection of goods found in any southern grocery store. Also, within 
Consumption’s storyline, the reader has already been made aware that Marie’s family eats 
both “country food” and store-bought “fish sticks, toast, [and] beans” (130). 
32 This assumption also echoes Stephen Harper’s claim (one year after his apology to former 
residents of residential schools, in which he cited assimilation as main goal of the system) 
that Canada has “no history of colonialism” (O’Keefe).  
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the ‘normalization’ of Aboriginal Peoples” (129), therapy is depicted here as perpetuating 

the myth of colonial (and capitalist) progress through paternalistically assuming the 

superiority of its techniques and procedural goals. Its techniques misdiagnose the colonial 

and capitalist underpinnings of Marie’s anorexia as pathology, while its assumed indicators 

of health signify successful assimilation. The implications of this methodologically 

individualistic approach to treating Marie’s anorexia have interconnected systemic and 

specific implications. The assimilative logic is evident; but so too is the logic of “damage 

control” (129 Chrisjohn et al). Instead of pursuing the purposeful “liberation” of the “client,” 

therapy has the effect of “camouflaging … chains, psychic or otherwise” (129-130), thereby 

reinforcing the legitimacy of its diagnostic criteria and treatment methodologies.   

And it is those methodologies that underscore the misdiagnosis and mistreatment that 

lead to Marie’s suicide. Her actions before she falls to her death symbolize the failure of 

consumerism to alleviate her suffering and confirms the role of treatment in reinforcing the 

basis of Marie’s social suffering—the absent cause of Marie’s anorexia resides in the 

contrast between colonial and capitalist assimilative pressures undergone by her community, 

and the fiction that we have no colonial history. Marie’s trip to the mall signifies her final 

attempts to mitigate with shopping the force of her real desires for “company and … 

safe[ty,] … to be sitting at the supper table, her dad and her mom passing around the food” 

(282). Her longing to eat with her family ironically undercuts the dietician’s belief that she 

does not want to eat or needs to be educated on healthy practices of food consumption; 

rather, Marie longs for the comfort and safety around the familial rituals of eating. Her 

desires are not met at the mall. Music has historically been a means of emotional soothing 
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and escape from her indifferent family (280), a way to proactively reject them before they 

can reject her. While ostensibly a contradictory act—if she longs for familial connection, she 

would logically seek out her family’s company—her choice to insulate herself from them by 

immersing herself in books and music can be read as a means to escape the progressive 

alienating qualities of the Robertson family dynamic. Marie’s withdrawal is noted during a 

time when Victoria is the “only constant presence in the house” (113), although she rarely 

sees her family; instead, she only hears “the doors emitting and admitting her family during 

all hours” (113). As each Robertson is immersed in their particular consumer habits, Marie 

finds solace in music. In this way, consumption worked as a coping mechanism for Marie. 

Therefore, the fact that she cannot buy the CDs at HMV she has already listened to but 

“longed to own” (280) signifies a frustrated attempt to attain affective autonomy, reinforcing 

her sense of isolation and powerlessness. The meaning of her frustrated attempt to soothe or 

empower herself becomes clearer in her final reflections: 

Ten seconds before the last of her thoughts, she had not contemplated ending them. 

She had been standing on the bridge, stung by the unfriendliness of the mall, and by 

her unprecedented anonymity. The water looked just like it does in the North, except 

greener maybe, more algae. She could not buy the music she wanted, she could not 

make her way in this place, the only alternative to Rankin Inlet, not without help. 

There was no help … Locked in the hospital room. Locked in Rankin Inlet. Alone 

and fighting tears in the Portage Place food court, with nothing to eat and no money 

to buy anything. (282) 

The accumulated rush of these thoughts overwhelms any hope that she can escape the causes 
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of her suffering: the “unprecedented anonymity” and social isolation of the mall are 

intensified echoes of the isolation she experiences in the North. The image of the water as 

the same as that which flows up North symbolizes how similar the North and South have 

become. Marie experiences them as mirror worlds: in Rankin Inlet, she is locked in her room 

and shunned at school because she looks too white. In Winnipeg, she is locked in a hospital 

room and shunned at the mall because she is too “Indian” (281). The final lines of the 

passage above seem to suggest that even basic participation in normal activities at the mall 

would have made a difference. Her inability to adapt to naturalized economic rationalities 

reinforced by treatment are not depicted as failure but rather the consequence of separation 

from her family to the South, where her class status is drastically different, though her 

racialized status quite similar, to her situation in Rankin Inlet. Furthermore, without “money 

to buy anything” (282), her anonymity is confirmed. If, as Nikolas Rose contends, “every 

choice we make is an emblem of our identity, a mark of our individuality” (qtd in Saltmarsh 

48), then Marie’s inability to complete the consumer exchange means she cannot distinguish 

herself as unique through her consumer choices, even if this supposed mark of individuality 

is illusory. As such, the physical and emotional experiences of the eating disorder unit and 

the mall combine into an expression of perceived incarceration, the origins of which exceed 

the walls of the hospital. Treatment has reinscribed the colonial view of her as Other, when 

she is in fact largely, though uneasily, assimilated into consumer capitalism because of the 

Canadian colonial project.  

Unlike Giselle’s behavior, Marie’s refusal to eat and ultimate suicide are framed not 

as motivated acts but rather as psychosomatic consequences of hungering for more than the 
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promises an individualizing consumer world can offer. The narrative’s dialectic of hunger is 

captured by Johanna’s comment that “‘[w]e’re all so hungry for the authentic’” (274). She 

utters these words in the midst of discussing with her boyfriend how to make their exotic 

food “look like it does in the pictures in the recipe books” (274); her words resonate as a 

moment of clarity in which she recognizes that she and Doug can only ever create and 

consume a simulation of genuine Italian or Thai food, in the absence of the original 

sociocultural context. They seek a true, organic experience through means that only ever 

foreground their distance from such social relations. Marie’s hunger is also for authentic 

intimate connections, but unlike Joanna, Justine, Dr. Balthazar, and others, she cannot 

sufficiently invest in the simulacra of connection to the point that her hunger is quelled.  

The structural and thematic devices Patterson employs to refigure anorexia as a dis-

ease of colonial and capitalist ideologies are reinforced both directly and ironically by the 

novel’s concluding coda, entitled “The Diseases of Affluence.”33 Presented as Dr. 

Balthazar’s magnum opus, the essay’s structural and authorial status seems to perform an 

echo of the authoritative diagnostic conclusions that the novel conditions us to question. The 

diagnostic conclusions of a masculine medical agent of colonialism appear without any input 

from those patients with whom Dr. Balthazar worked for decades. Rather, the coda seems to 

interject another settler/colonial narrative that does not capture the biopoloical and affective 

circuitries of dis-ease that are articulated throughout the narrative. However, the essay does 

also argue that early methods of colonialism continue to acculturate Indigenous peoples and 

result in high rates of diseases like Type II diabetes and heart disease, which are directly 

                                                
33 The essay also echoes the central thesis of Patterson’s 2010 article in Maisonneuve by the 
same name.  
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caused by the disruption of traditional hunting-based practices of subsistence and the forced 

dependence on consumer-based local economies. By describing the mid-century epidemic of 

tuberculosis as a “patient predator” or “creature” carried into Inuit territory by “[t]he sailor, 

or the missionary, or the trader” (335), Patterson figures consumption as a colonial disease, 

but significantly, the coda, like the narrative that precedes it, draws a clear thematic link 

between TB and anorexia that also produces an explicit critique of consumer capitalism: 

We claim to have forgotten [consumption] … but study the perfume ads: these are 

not archetypes of beauty formed de novo. These are Katherine Mansfield and 

Modigliani: so young, so thin, so pale. ‘Love us now, for soon we will be gone,’ is 

what those faces say to us. ‘And while you’re at it, buy some of this cologne.’ (337)  

The biochemical term de novo signifies that a genetic mutation is wholly new and not 

present in either parent. Here then, Patterson situates advertising figures of the contemporary 

waif as romanticized descendants of artists who died of consumption, as well as struggled 

with addiction34. The image of physical wasting that can attend both conditions mutates 

within consumer culture into a plea to possess the ephemeral and scarce commodity of 

beautiful youth. A critical parallel to this lineage of consumption is forged symbolically 

through between Victoria and Marie in Consumption. Victoria’s consumption is directly 

caused by contact with traders and treated by removal to a southern sanatorium where she 

becomes acculturated to desire particular forms of cultural capital. Two decades later, her 

daughter’s wasting is caused by a lack of emotional nourishment within a family fractured 

                                                
34 Katherine Mansfield’s addiction to Veranol is discussed by Kathleen Jones in Katherine 
Mansfield: The Story-teller (2010). Modigliani’s habitual drug and alcohol use is referenced 
in several biographies; see Meyers (2006) and Modigliani (1958). 
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by individual pursuits of consumer identities. She is treated by removal to a southern 

hospital, where she fails one final time to find belonging in the symbol of consumer 

culture—the mall. Together, these lineages of consumption—provided in both the narrative 

and the coda—produce a view of anorexia as a contemporary capitalist disease of 

individualism, which is treated with the chemotherapeutic35 approach of removal and 

treatment that actually reproduces or intensifies what Marie experiences as the unbearable 

nature of alienation within conditions of colonial and consumer capitalism. 

As in Skinny, the primary way in which Consumption refigures anorexia as social 

suffering is through the depiction of treatment as an imposition that reiterates the causal 

logic of Marie’s malaise. Therefore, like Skinny, Consumption similarly constructs anorexia 

as a response to coercive ideological and material forces of individualism and consumption, 

respectively. Marie’s starvation however, is a rejection-response, whereas Giselle’s is more 

accurately characterized as striving-response. It is the dynamic of coercion and response that 

I want to clarify in relation to Marie, in particular. I have argued that Marie’s wasting can be 

read as an embodied consequence of social relations that seek to force upon her the qualified 

subject position of dependent consumer. This analysis runs the risk of divesting Marie of 

agency given the passive representation of her starvation; the broader consequences of that 

divestment would be to rehearse a critical construction of Indigenous, female colonized 

subjects as powerless within the insidious narrative of colonial progress. However, I do not 

argue that Marie’s anorexia is a matter of incomplete assimilation (i.e. that her essential 

problem is her inability to replace kinship ties with consumer relationships). While perhaps a 

                                                
35 This is Félix Guattari’s term, which is discussed on p. 14 of the Introductory chapter. 
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negative form of agency, her anorexia represents both a refusal to perform fulfillment within 

such consumer relationships and a mourning at the seeming inability to re-capture or re-

forge vitalizing bonds of kinship.  

 

The Revolution Will Not Be Representational:  
Beyond the Pathology and Cultural Paradigms of Eating Disorder Treatment and 
Prevention 
 
This chapter has argued that Kaslik and Patterson construct anorexia as a set of adaptive or 

resistant responses to being socialized as economically oriented subjects. The representation 

of each character’s anorexia is figured as a response to the constitutive pressures of class and 

gender norms. Giselle actively strives to prepare her body to deny any emotional need that 

could undermine the pursuit of her career goals, while, conversely, Marie refuses to adapt to 

a consumer-based lifestyle because such adaptation proves inherently alienating for her. I 

have also examined how each novel depicts treatment as a disciplinary extension of 

normalizing discourses of individualization and consumption, which situate each protagonist 

as maladaptive. Therefore, as discussed in detail above, Skinny and Consumption constitute 

contestations of the causal and treatment models of the CBT approach to eating disorders. 

They also necessitate critical literary and cultural approaches that attend to the classed, 

gendered, and racialized circuitry surrounding the emergence of anorexia. I mobilize the 

distinctly anti-capitalist and feminist critiques that the novels condition to contemplate their 

interventions in prevalent theories of eating disorder treatment and prevention.  

A significant body of feminist criticism has been devoted to theorizing eating 

disorder prevention; I argue that these discussions continue to focus on cultural 
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transformations rather than also contemplating the necessity for broader systemic 

transformations in imagining how to prevent eating disorders. The central proposals for 

resistance put forth by contemporary feminist critiques fall into two main categories: the first 

calls for resignifications in the empire of images, which involves producing more realistic 

and empowering representations of women; the second seeks to build strategies for 

individual resistance to the internalization of hegemonic images of women. In the first 

instance, Susan Bordo calls for “a transformation similar to what has been going on in the 

world of children’s movies and books, which have normalized racial diversity” (“Not just ‘a 

white girl’s thing’”; 55) to include bodily diversity. While an exciting and crucial aspect of 

cultural resistance, such resignification practices alone cannot address the biopolitical 

circuitries that surround eating disorders. Ideologies of consumption and individualism 

inform Giselle and Marie’s discursive domains and intersect with their self-fashioning 

methods. Conspicuously absent from both narratives are representations of media images 

and discourses surrounding fear of fat and aspirations to attain thinness for beauty’s sake. 

Bray and Colbrook denounce as dangerously limited the suggestions that “only 

representation can cure … [and that] only a realistic, nonrepressive and less regulative form 

of representation will allow women to see themselves as autonomous subjects” (35). Such 

representational transformations must be accompanied by socioeconomic and medical 

transformations that denaturalize the associations between thinness, fatness, functionality, 

and accessibility, as well as register their contributing roles and limitations. As Kaslik’s and 

Patterson’s novels compellingly demonstrate, subjects arrive at moments of cultural 

consumption already in the grip of material and ideological forces of consumerism and 
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individualism, which intimately affect their practices of self-formation. 

Feminist critiques also argue that eating disorder prevention can occur at the level of 

the individual resistance. For example, in the discussion of their case studies on adolescent 

body image issues, Tolman and Debold contend that women can “negotiate a variety of 

relationships with this image of the desirable woman … ranging from a complete rejection 

of themselves to a complete rejection of the image” (310). The researchers do not explain 

what conditions make this resistance possible nor how such conditions can be created for 

variously positioned subjects. Moreover, in addition to accessibility, an equally important 

issue surrounding this individualized formulation of resistance is the location of 

empowerment. Tolman and Debold posit that “the knowledge that girls and women hold in 

their bodies is a source of power that the image of the desirable women obscures” (313); 

they argue that women need to retrieve such preexisting knowledge of their inherent power. 

The importance of conceiving the self as deserving of empowerment holds; however, it is 

vital to address how empowerment can and must occur in practice, within fully 

contextualized systemic conditions of biopower. And this is my main contention with the 

prevention plans offered by the representational analyses of disordered eating. Fundamental 

systemic inequalities go unaddressed when power and knowledge are reified as universal 

internal qualities that can somehow be released by a revolution of mind or be attained solely 

through representational modeling. As economically oriented subjects, characters in all of 

the novels studied in this dissertation are empowered and disempowered within economic 

frameworks. Kaslik and Patterson create female protagonists who insightfully understand the 

possibilities and limitations of their respective socioeconomic domains. But such knowledge 
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alone does not allow them to alter their methods of adaptation. 

So the pressing question remains, how can the analysis of socioeconomics offered by 

Skinny and Consumption be mobilized toward resistance in concert with representational and 

individualistic strategies? The most striking feature shared by these novels in terms of their 

systemic critique is the way capitalism is depicted not as the norm or always already 

installed mode of socioeconomic relations but rather a stage in the family history of the 

characters. Skinny’s immigration narrative positions Western capitalism as preferable to 

Eastern European communism but its short-term promises have long-term, damaging 

consequences for Giselle as a result of Thomas’s investment in its patriarchal and class 

hierarchies. Consumption’s acculturation narrative traces the deliberate and swift changes 

from a nomadic social dynamic to an industrial capitalist society, which is depicted as 

estranging individuals from land, family, and self and installing consumer-based relations as 

the limits of social belonging. And yet, the critiques of capitalism forwarded by each novel 

vis-à-vis Giselle’s and Marie’s anorexic responses do not constitute calls to return to pre-

capitalist societies. Ideas of nostalgic return to traditional Inuit life in an environmentally 

devastated North or to a communist past purged of its corruption are foreclosed by the ways 

in which each novel foregrounds capitalist processes as dismantling that which came before 

it by virtue of its pervasive material and biopolitical reach. If there is a solution to eating 

disorders, it will have to be developed through transforming existing socioeconomic 

relations.  

As I conclude in Chapter One, the novels studied in this dissertation represent 

treatment as not only an imposition, but they also convey the lack of available alternatives to 
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heal those suffering from addiction and eating disorders, a fact which shapes considerably 

premises for moving forward outside of the pathology paradigm. Skinny and Consumption 

each suggest that CBT treatment is relied on by the families of the anorexic because they do 

not know how else to heal their daughter. However, crucial to this circuitry of diagnosis and 

treatment is the anorexic’s silence. Giselle relates the treatment language of her doctors and 

support group but never articulates her dis-ease within those contexts. Similarly, Marie says 

nothing during the hospital scenes in part because the terms of the dietician’s narrative about 

anorexia have little relation to her experience of malaise. Underlying these representations of 

treatment as silencing or undervaluing the words of the anorexic protagonists is the 

assumption that the women needn’t be consulted about the cause of their disease. This 

portrayal aligns with the DSM-IV’s characterization of anorexics as “unreliable historians” 

(“DSM-IV” Section 307.1) because they “lack insight into, or have considerable denial of, 

the problem” (“DSM-IV” Section 307.1). However, until the protagonists come under the 

medicalizing gazes of their families and psychiatric agents, their insights into their problems 

are quite clear. Their problems in the medical sense are physical, but in the broader context 

of each narrative, Giselle and Marie’s problems are psychosocial with physical 

symptomology. And this is the perhaps humble but fundamentally paradigm-shifting 

intervention of Kaslik and Patterson’s novels: their narratives privilege the voices and 

internality of their anorexic protagonists to simultaneously foreground their reliability and 

demonstrate the erasure of their insights. Therefore, a necessary component of sustainable 

eating disorder treatment should include those who suffer or have suffered from such dis-

ease in the development of community-based and -directed forms of prevention, which must 
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also be pursued within decolonizing, non-hierarchal frameworks.  
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Chapter Three: 
Alcoholism, Acculturation, and Barriers to Indigenous Health in Beatrice Culleton 

Mosionier’s In Search of April Raintree and Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach 
 
Young people, those who have not yet learned to accommodate to the fact that they are 
expected to accept their lesser status quietly, are especially hard hit by defeatism and 
alienation … Suicide, alcohol and drug abuse, cultural confusion, sexual violence … they 
suffer these scourges worse than anyone else. (Taiaiake Alfred 37) 
 

The preceding chapters have examined the creative ways in which recent Canadian fiction 

depathologizes addiction and self-harm by reframing such acts as internally logical 

responses to ideological and material conditions of neoliberal capitalism. In Conlin and 

O’Neill’s novels, the protagonists’ alcohol and drug use are expressed as forms of adaptation 

to logics of individualism. In Kaslik’s novel, Giselle’s anorexia is depicted as a pursuit of 

control over her physiological responses to classed and gendered imperatives of self-control, 

while in Patterson’s novel, Marie’s anorexia is presented as a psychosomatic refusal to adapt 

to the pressures of consumerism. In all four novels, the processes by which the protagonists 

negotiate estrangement from self within their socioeconomic positions make their addictive 

behaviors semiotically intelligible as forms of social suffering. Such analysis interrogates the 

ways in which the biopolitical mechanisms of intimate, social, and institutional circuitries 

enforce normative behaviors that seek to engender a productive citizenry.  

The narratives of alienation from positions of poverty are qualitatively different than 

narratives of alienation from positions of middle and upper-middle class privilege, 

suggesting that “[t]he consequences of estrangement … differ according to one’s social 

position” (Wallimann 158). As discussed in Chapter Two, this difference cannot be read as 

merely or always an inverse relationship as Marx conceived of it. Norah, Giselle, and Marie 
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do not feel “at ease and strengthened in [their] self-estrangement” (Marx qtd in Wallimann 

158) nor does the “proletariat” feel wholly “annihilated in estrangement” (ibid). But the 

underlying dynamic still holds: while the propertied characters in the novels clearly 

experience alienation from themselves and their social world, the material consequences for 

the non-propertied classes are different. Poor characters like Serrie and Baby are more 

vulnerable to punitive reformation by state agents. And the more affluent, like Giselle, may 

actually pursue employment more “freely” aligned with their “physical and mental energy” 

(Marx, Manuscripts 110). 

This dialectic of alienation, however, has distinct and crucial implications for 

understanding addiction in Indigenous literature. Like other characters in this study, the 

Indigenous protagonists in Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach and Beatrice Culleton 

Mosionier’s In Search of April Raintree contend with the affective consequences of living in 

what Marx calls a “coerced” and “forced labor” economy (Manuscripts 111). Yet, because 

the forced transition to this mode of production is a relatively recent process within 

Indigenous histories—one that appears in the fiction as violently and insidiously imposed, 

rather than always already installed—it has not become fully naturalized. These novels 

contextualize addictive behaviors as negotiations of simultaneous estrangement within 

capitalism as alienation from cultural practices that are becoming increasingly threatened by 

ongoing colonial and capitalist policies of individualism and acculturation. Consequently, 

social suffering in these two canonical novels is depicted as engendered not only by 

historical trauma emergent from the dismantling of Indigenous lifeways connecting kinship, 
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land, and spirituality, but also by the ideological and material conditions of capital36. In fact, 

I argue that these novels betray how the material conditions of late capitalism exacerbate 

colonial trauma, which manifests as social suffering, and extend colonialism’s acculturative 

shadow. 

My analysis of non-Indigenous narratives of addiction could only interrogate social 

suffering under constant conditions of capital in the absence of knowledge of viable 

alternatives. None of the texts gestures toward other ways of living, even as each undermines 

the naturalization of capitalism by exposing the contradictions and injustices of its internal 

logics. However, in Monkey Beach, for example, the young protagonist, Lisamarie Hill, is 

haunted by memories of a recent past in which labor was familial and communal, rooted in 

knowledge of natural and spiritual elements, and not solely a means of satisfying “the need 

to maintain physical existence” (Marx, Manuscripts 113). So even as addiction also appears 

as a response to alienating conditions of capitalism, the content and stakes of this analysis 

necessarily expand to critique the complicity of Canadian capitalism in the ongoing 

colonization of Indigenous peoples and territories. Ultimately, then, experiences of 

alienation, which are strongly correlated with alcoholism in the examined novels, are tied to 

                                                
36 I mobilize Marx’s theory of capital as that which is produced and accrued through “the 
production of commodities” and “their circulation” (Reader 329), processes that necessitate 
a constant supply of “labour-power offered as commodity” (Reader 336). The concept of 
capital can be conceived within non-capitalist social formations in ways that do not require 
the exploitation of labour. But, according to Marx, within a capitalist mode of production, 
“[c]apital can spring into life, only when the owner of the means of production and 
subsistence meets in the market with the free labourer selling his labour-power … Capital, 
therefore, announces from its first appearance a new epoch in the process of social 
production” (Reader 339). In a Canadian context, capitalism establishes the conditions for 
subsistence, for social reproduction, as requiring the selling of one’s labour-power.  
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systemic obstacles to pursuing alternative forms of economic, social, and cultural 

development.  

Mosionier’s In Search of April Raintree engages with the historically contested 

meaning of drinking among Indigenous peoples by strategically employing a metonymic 

figure for the myth of the drunken Indian. I argue that the novel refigures this stereotype as 

an ideological and material force of assimilation within biopolitical circuitries of settler 

capitalism. By evoking the specter of the “the drunken Indian on Main Street” (154), 

Mosionier’s novel makes visible the ways in which the image reinforces colonialist notions 

of Indigenous peoples as both inherently inferior and a vanishing race—notions which 

differently but directly shape the Raintree sisters’ processes of aspiration and self-formation, 

as well as their treatment of other Indigenous peoples. April evokes the image of the “gutter-

creature” (180) as justification for repudiating her heritage. Cheryl, however, comes to 

internalize the image as destiny when the realities of addiction and suicide in her family 

collide with and undermine her defense of Indigenous rights. 

Robinson’s Monkey Beach also contextualizes habitual drinking in Indigenous 

communities as a response to assimilation and alienation; it does so by employing 

cartographic imagery, generational juxtaposition, and a first-person point of view that 

negotiates a double vision between spectral and spiritless worlds. Robinson’s novel 

emphasizes the incremental and seemingly innocuous advancement of logics of capital 

within the Haisla community of Kitimaat, British Columbia, their relation to the 

protagonist’s experience of alienation, and the discordant external responses to her pain that 

are aligned with the very forces that inform her social suffering. Lisamarie’s drinking is 
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refigured as a practice of social belonging and a response to alienation at times by haunting. 

This reading has two dimensions: first, it explores the ways in which capitalist expansion 

and ideology historically and currently impact Indigenous communities; and second, it 

illustrates how such an analysis is missing from critical discourse on Indigenous addictions 

treatment facilities. This reading is mobilized to argue that the Aboriginal Healing 

Foundation’s treatment plan for addiction must address legacies and mentalities of 

capitalism in Indigenous communities, as well as legacies and mentalities of colonialism, as 

part of the continuous pursuit of collective healing and decolonization.  

While Robinson’s novel contextualizes addiction within material and historical 

influences of colonial capitalism, Mosionier’s novel attends to the effects of the myth of the 

drunken Indian on Indigenous peoples, as well as its political purchase in upholding logics of 

settler state capitalism. Through interrogating each author’s anti-capitalist creative 

interventions in representations of Indigenous addiction, I seek to expand existing 

frameworks for analyzing Indigenous literatures in Canada—frameworks which tend to 

focus on acculturation and cultural dispossession; I argue that such analysis lays bare the 

complicity of capitalist ideologies in the ongoing colonization of Indigenous peoples and 

thereby opens up potentially decolonizing critical tools and strategies.  

 

“She’s come down with a drinking problem”: Contesting the Settler Capitalist Myth of 
the “Drunken Indian” in In Search of April Raintree 
 
Haida/Tsimpsian scholar Marcia Crosby writes that, until she began to analyze Canada’s 

policies of assimilation, “it seemed … that the world was a binary system. First there were 

white people and then there was the Indian stereotype: The Drunken, Lazy, Dirty or 
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Promiscuous Indian” (268). The “drunken Indian” stereotype has a long history of 

expression in diverse dominant discourses— scientific, sociological, anthropological, 

political, literary. This discussion describes the history and persistence of its production and 

reproduction, examines its impact on the social, political, and medical treatment of 

Indigenous peoples in Canada, and considers how it is being culturally reimagined and 

challenged by Indigenous writers. This is not a study of what James Waldram calls “How 

Aboriginal peoples drink … [which] is an industry unto itself” (134). Rather, I seek to 

articulate the tensions among the reality of high rates of addiction and other forms of social 

suffering among Indigenous peoples (i.e. intimate violence and suicide), the mainstream 

Canadian cultural reliance on a stereotype that distills complex socioeconomic issues into a 

racialized—and politically expedient—trait, and the corrosive influence of the myth among 

Indigenous peoples. Building on Hugh Brody’s contention that “[t]he confusion of myth, 

stereotype, self-fulfilling prophecy and truth which makes up this prevalent attitude … 

amounts to racial prejudice and creates widespread discrimination” (240), I will examine the 

ways in which fictional representations of addiction by Indigenous writers contend with a 

confusion that amounts to a social force of marginalization and disenfranchisement. My 

analysis adds to the body of sociological work on the construction of Indigenous stereotypes 

in one significant way: critics largely account for the tenacity of these images as a legacy of 

colonialism and acculturation. Both Mosionier and Robinson’s novels, however, suggest 

there is a present-day economic, as well as ongoing colonial, context to both the stereotype 

and the realities of addiction in Indigenous communities that must be addressed. Just as 

naming the interests of colonial and neo-colonial power is crucial in advancing struggles 
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against such power, so too is it vital to name the settler capitalist interests that are served by 

the perpetuation of the drunken Indian stereotype. I argue that the assimilating and alienating 

conditions of Canadian settler capitalism constitute a significant barrier to alleviating social 

suffering among Indigenous peoples.   

The Oklahoma Indian Times reported in July 1999 that “Native American youth say 

… that they see themselves characterized [in the media] as ‘poor,’ ‘drunk,’ ‘living on 

reservations,’ ‘selling fireworks,’ and ‘fighting over land’ (qtd in Schmidt). The widespread 

media images of Indigenous peoples as drunk and poor consistently reproduce a causal link 

whereby drunkenness becomes synonymous with laziness, which is viewed as the cause of 

poverty rather than a consequence of dispossession. They become figures of contempt, a 

contempt that is imbued with characteristics defined and abjectified by dominant capitalist 

values. And clearly, such portrayals directly impact the emotional and material realities of 

Indigenous people. In a very public example from 2008, a representative of the Canadian 

government inadvertently but brazenly voiced her belief that the majority of Indigenous 

peoples are indecorous alcoholics. Darlene Lannigan, aide to then Transport Minister 

Lawrence Cannon, patronizingly explained to an Algonquin protester, Norman Matchewan, 

that he could only enter Cannon’s campaign office,  

If you behave, and you’re sober, and there’s no problems, and if you don’t do a sit-

down and whatever, I don’t care. One of them showed up the other day and was 

drinking … I’m not calling you an alcoholic, it’s just to say you’re in a federal office. 

If you’re coming in to negotiate, I expect, there’s decorum that has to be respected. 

(“Tories Sorry for Comments to Native Protester”) 
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Matchewan is only identified in the news piece as a protester from Barriere Lake come to 

deliver the demands of that community, the full details of which are left opaque in the 

article. In the still ongoing dispute, the Algonquins of Barriere Lake insist that the Ontario 

government comply with the Trilateral Agreement, “a landmark resource co-management 

agreement signed in 1991” (Barriere Lake Solidarity), which, based on its implicit 

recognition that the Algonquin Nation never signed treaties relinquishing land and resource 

rights to the Canadian government, compels the government to consult with them and share 

profits stemming from any resource extraction initiatives in the region. Lannigan’s racist 

comments belie an anxiety of authority expressed through the deployment of a ready cultural 

stereotype that seeks to undermine legitimate resistance to practices of settler state 

capitalism. In other words, by making the default assumption that all Indigenous peoples are 

alcoholics, an identity that already bears popular stigma, Lannigan obfuscates the Algonquin 

Nation’s valid and legal land claims through the evocation of a stereotype that 

“characterize[es] Indigenous peoples as unmodern and dysfunctional”37 (Irlbacher-Fox 31). 

As Hugh Brody argues, “The Middle Class Idea of the Indian” not only rehearses myths of 

“relative uncleanliness, lack of reliability in work, drunkenness, and violence,” but it frames 

those traits as “expression[s] of Indian failure in their non-middle class habits and attitudes” 

(45). The Drunken Indian epithet becomes, then, an insidious mechanism that frames 

Indigenous peoples as a hostile but containable threat to the values of propertied classes. 

Through the Lannigan example, it is evident that such values are echoed in public sentiment: 

                                                
37 Irlbacher-Fox situates this claim within a broader analysis of what she calls the Canadian 
state’s “‘dysfunction theodicy,’” which frames Indigenous suffering as “self-imposed” 
because of “cultural difference and poor lifestyle choices,” while “simultaneously 
positioning the state as a source of redemption and healing” (31). 
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although we cannot take online commenters38 as wholly representative of the majority 

opinion, 80% of them wondered, “[W]here’s the ‘insult’?” Hardly anyone mentioned the 

details of the Barriere Lake protest; instead the common refrain was, “Let’s get to the 

important issues of the election” (“ellie”). Such widespread (and incensed) assurance that 

nothing is wrong with insinuating that all Indigenous peoples are alcoholics substantiates 

Crosby’s claim that “the fictive stereotypical Indian … is still perceived as real by many 

people because of the enormous body of texts and images that support that notion” (271).  

The pressing questions become, then, how and why has the cultural fiction that all 

‘Indians’ are alcoholic become and remained so entrenched? An extensive body of medical, 

historical, and literary work explores the geneses, types, and implications of cultural 

representations of Indigenous figures. In terms of the biological determinism informing the 

myth of the drunken Indian, Waldram traces the long history of scientific work that attempts 

to prove that “Aboriginal peoples metabolize alcohol differently” (135), arguing that such 

biological determinism is rooted in “a very European, class-based conceptualization” (136) 

of what constitutes appropriate behaviors of intoxication. Furthermore, he shows that such 

racist and classist essentialism “parallels a kind of cultural essentialism … a view in which 

the ‘primitive,’ either Arcadian or Barbarian, naturally succumbs to the demands of the inner 

savage when inebriated” (136). This belief, as Bonnie Duran explains, found expression 

through eighteenth-century medical discourse, which constructed drunkenness as a defining 

aspect of “the Indian character,” along with “‘uncleanness’ and ‘idleness’” (114). Although 

such essentialism has lost its scientific and anthropological legitimacy, traces of these 

                                                
38 The original story no longer appears on the CTV News website, and so these comments 
have been deleted. Only the article was reproduced on the Caledonia webpage.  
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theories linger—with clear political implications—in the contemporary popular imagination, 

as is clear from the Lannigan example.  

Literary representations of Indigenous figures also have a long history of reproducing 

similarly derogatory portrayals of Indigenous peoples. Mary Lu MacDonald argues that 

representations of First Nations in nineteenth century Canadian literature became more 

negative as contact between European settlers and Indigenous peoples decreased: “In the 

1840s … Indians were frequently depicted as … either drunk or nostalgic for a long-gone 

heroic age when described in present time”  (94). The figure of Cheryl Raintree’s father in 

Mosionier’s novel is portrayed, at least partially, in such a melancholy light. As Thomas 

King argued in 1987, “the dissipated savage” (8) can be seen as one of the three images of 

Indigenous literary figures in non-Indigenous writing, all characterized by savagery. Two of 

the most canonical accounts of European settlement in Canada express such associations 

between Indigenous peoples and drinking that endure—but are increasingly challenged—

today. In her novelized memoir, Roughing it in the Bush, Susanna Moodie claims that the 

“worst traits” (287) of the “genuine Indian” (286) are “those which he has in common with 

the wild animals of the forest ... [which] the pernicious effects of strong drink, have greatly 

tended to inflame and debase” (387). Alcohol is figured here as a triggering substance that 

provokes an already inherently brute nature into grosser acts of degradation. Similarly, in 

Frances Brooke’s novel The History of Emily Montague, Col. Rivers observes the “Hurons” 

he encounters as curiously “patient of cold and heat, of hunger and thirst, even beyond all 

belief when necessity urges … yet indulging themselves in their feasts even to the most 

brutal degree of intemperance” (40). Unlike Moodie’s animalistic, naturalized depiction of 
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the drunken Indian, Brooke’s is more aligned with the view of willful—though still brute—

abandon. While Moodie and Brooke produce more threatening versions of the stereotype, 

Terry Goldie explores the exploitation of “the drunken ignoble savage” image as a “vehicle 

for humour” (98) in settler literatures. Underlying these literary depictions of the drunken 

Indian stereotype is a broader discourse that constructs Indigenous peoples as inherently 

primitive, and whether noble or savage, tragic, threatening, or hilarious, the figure of the 

drunken Indian belongs to a dying past as progress marches inevitably on. And crucially, 

these images are imagined as neither capable nor deserving of self-determination.  

I engage with the existing critical work that exposes the fallacy of the myth of the 

drunken Indian but also argue that such work must expand the terms of its analysis to 

interrogate how the stereotype functions in concert with the acculturative pressures of 

capitalism. Contemporary cultural critics have developed frameworks through which to 

expose fallacies expressed by the myth. The paradigmatic debate, according to Waldram, is 

sociological. One framework of sociological explanation for Indigenous alcoholism is what 

he calls “the cultural continuity/integration paradigm,” which contends that “alcohol is best 

understood within the context of pre-contact cultural formations and post-contact learned 

behaviors” (147). However, more influential than this framework is another approach called 

the “disorganization paradigm,” which contends that “rapid sociological change, especially 

… resulting from increased contact with more cosmopolitan Western influences, led to 

increasing rates of mental illness” (143; emphasis added). While this theory of “acculturative 

stress” also addresses the “physical and cultural genocide” (146) that occurred (and occurs) 

as a result of colonization, the focus on acculturation implies that the primary struggles of 
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Indigenous peoples are cultural. This suggestion is reinforced and refined by the description 

of Western influences as “cosmopolitan,” a term that evokes images of genteel, worldly, 

upper class (and classy) influences confronting less cultured and more provincial peoples. 

The word acculturation also seems to obviate the complex effects of socioeconomic realities 

of capitalism. Kristina Fagan identifies the cause of this theoretical limitation as the “critical 

division of culture from politics” (14); she argues that while “Canadian critics of Aboriginal 

literature have tended to look through the lenses of culture and colonialism” (12), they do 

not address “concrete political issues of law, land ownership, and governance” (12-13), 

issues that accompany the recognition that “Aboriginal peoples are ‘Nations,’ not just 

‘cultures’” (12).  

In this chapter, I will explore how literary criticism tends to prioritize the 

acculturation paradigm in its analyses of addiction and is thereby limited in its capacity to 

address social suffering in Indigenous fiction. Literary critics use acculturation to describe 

the struggles faced by fictional Indigenous characters in ways that do not engage in the 

analytical work necessary to unpack the ways in which capitalism shapes those characters’ 

assessments of choice, self-worth, and vulnerability to disciplinary power. This section 

examines how fictional representations of drinking among Indigenous peoples intersect with 

the images expressed in dominant public discourse. Very broadly, I wish to explore Duran’s 

contention that “[a]lcohol, as a polysemic cultural artifact, plays a profound role in the 

production, colonization, and subjection of Native people, both materially and symbolically” 

(115). While only indirectly addressing the use of such images to undermine Indigenous 

political resistance, my reading of Mosionier’s pivotal novel explores how the myths and 
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realities of addiction are shaped by the very systemic forces that intimately inform the social 

and institutional treatment of Indigenous peoples. In Mosionier’s In Search of April 

Raintree, the protagonist essentializes drinking as an intrinsic characteristic of Métis people. 

The stereotype is internalized by both April and her sister Cheryl through different reactions 

to similar forms of economic, physical, and cultural violence. Consequently, one sister starts 

drinking and eventually commits suicide at least partially because she cannot interpret the 

extreme drinking of her father outside of the deterministic framework instilled in her through 

dominant discourse. Prompted by Cheryl’s death, April symbolically identifies alcohol as the 

root of Métis peoples’ problems in a gesture that I argue reaffirms the idea that Indigenous 

peoples are physiologically susceptible to alcoholism, thereby perpetually dodging the role 

that systemic socioeconomic violence plays in producing, assessing, and disciplining 

drinking behaviors. While the narrative foregrounds the assimilative power of the myth of 

the drunken Indian, it does not challenge the logic of this power; rather, the novel 

ultimately—and dangerously—rehearses the myth as an inconvenient truth. 

The considerable body of criticism on Beatrice Culleton Mosionier’s novel In Search 

of April Raintree was generated in the 1990s and early 2000s, so I situate my analysis as a 

move to update criticism on the novel. Such criticism falls into three overlapping categories 

of analytic concern:  

1) Ideological: The novel’s portrayal of the ideological construction of, and 

resistance to, racist stereotypes about Indigenous peoples and how these 

processes shape social status; 



191 

2) Narrative: The novel’s narrative strategies, particularly its partial use of a naïve 

child narrator and the dialectical production of meaning through the sisters’ 

relationship; and 

3) Sociological: The novel as social realism, as dramatizing the socioeconomic and 

psychological conditions of Indigenous peoples in Canada, especially in relation 

to the role of child protection and welfare.  

These discussions are often mobilized toward interpreting the meaning of two central events 

in the novel: Cheryl’s suicide and April’s epiphanic acceptance of her Métis identity. While 

diversely explained, each event is read by most critics as intimately shaped by the impact of 

“the drunken Indian on Main Street” (154) stereotype on their lives—indeed, it is the image 

common to both the “gutter-creatures” (105) and figures of the “‘native girl’ syndrome” (62, 

105) with which the sisters continually contend. However, while the stereotype certainly has 

racialized dimensions, criticism in all categories tends to ignore that the stereotype is also 

shaped insidiously by capitalist logic that serves specific socioeconomic functions in the 

narrative. By focusing primarily on institutionalized racism and the ongoing pressures of 

acculturation in the novel, critics—much like April and Cheryl—overlook or downplay 

contemporary mechanisms of economic violence, mechanisms that disproportionately affect 

racialized subjects but are also fundamentally facilitated by state capitalism. So, when critics 

read Cheryl’s suicide and April’s epiphany through lenses that leave the material struggles of 

Indigenous peoples insufficiently examined, such struggles become implicitly naturalized 

and unchallenged. Similarly, while both April and Cheryl express awareness of the 

socioeconomic dimensions of their struggles, they focus primarily on what it means to 
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accept or deny a Métis identity, an identity into which poverty and addiction are subsumed 

as essentialized components.  

Heather Zwicker’s article (1999), “The Limits of Sisterhood,” exemplifies this 

process of naturalization. Zwicker argues that the ultimate incommensurability between 

April and Cheryl is rooted in “historical, material, and discursive conditions of systemic 

racism … [which] actively produce the relationship between the two sisters” (331). 

Certainly, the novel foregrounds the processes by which April and Cheryl differently 

understand and identify with the history and popular perceptions of the Métis. However, 

Cheryl’s unexamined faith in—and fatal disillusionment with—the possibility of individual 

resistance to unrelenting socioeconomic forces also requires examination. The historical, 

material, and discursive conditions of systemic poverty actively produce the relationships in 

the novel. By examining Cheryl’s relationship with April and Nancy as it is inflected by 

class, my discussion explores the material challenges to “chang[ing] the image of the native 

people” (Mosionier 105, 125), a problem to which April and Cheryl repeatedly return and 

which is central to the moment of April’s epiphany. Thus, I argue that the epiphany must be 

understood in relation to April’s initial ‘choice’ to be ‘white’ because “[b]eing a half-breed 

meant being poor … and having to drink” (47). The scene in which April expresses her rage 

at the destruction addiction has wrought on “[her] people” (194) by smashing a whiskey 

bottle is debated in terms of whether or not she has accepted her Métis identity. The stakes 

of this debate inform the ways in which the final scene is read: critics ask if April’s 

reclamation of Cheryl’s son from Nancy signifies a genuine commitment to communal 

identity and solidarity. I want to expand the debate by pointing out that April never has an 
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epiphanic moment of recognizing her privilege and repudiating or reevaluating her previous 

classist assumptions; in fact, April’s class privilege intervenes in the final scene in ways that 

complicate the meaning of her spiritual awakening. Throughout the novel, April’s rejection 

of her Métis identity is motivated by a desire for financial and class stability. Believing that 

“being Métis means [she’s] one of the have-nots” (101), April vows “to become rich” (91) 

and concludes that the Children’s Aid Society facilitates her desire for class mobility (92). 

How then do we take her revolution of mind as anything beyond symbolic when she begins 

her solidarity work by removing a Métis child from an Indigenous family home?  

The goal of this analysis is not to construct hierarchies of marginalization or to 

subordinate race and colonial analysis to class analysis; rather, I consider the limitations of 

literary criticism focused primarily through one system of oppression and articulated through 

language that often elides the presence, specificity, and collusion of other systems of 

oppression. For example, Zwicker argues that “April’s renunciation of history and 

community in the drive to be a self-made woman in white society marks her as a 

quintessentially liberal subject” (327). While her actions can indeed be characterized as 

liberal in terms of how they reflect an individualized notion of self-determination, April’s 

choices are very clearly delineated by her experiences of social and economic mobility. She 

perceives that these barriers rise and fall depending on whether or not she is identified as 

Indigenous or willingly claims or renounces her Métis identity. Criticism that overlooks the 

class narrative that is encoded along the divergent trajectories of each sister’s life does not 

register the ways in which the novel portrays April’s pursuit of assimilation as economically 

driven. Sharon Smulders (2006) identifies state violence against the women and children in 
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the novel as “ageism, sexism, and racism” (6), but she does not identify the violence of 

classism. Similarly, Kateri Damm (1993) argues that Mosionier’s novel stages a struggle 

against “the vestiges of imperialist thought which still cling to the edges of our minds” 

(113), a reading that echoes Cheryl’s call for reeducation and dispelling institutionalized 

racist lies. It formulates the struggle as primarily originating in the past, with colonial 

maneuvers still ongoing. However, the present and evolving socioeconomic machinery in the 

novel that supports the ‘vestiges’ or aims of imperialism and colonialism (i.e. economic 

expansion, productive citizenry) lie outside Damm’s analysis. Mosionier frames April’s 

pivotal decision to pursue economic “freedom” (89) as inextricably bound to her repudiation 

of Métis identity. When April concludes that “White superiority had conquered in the end” 

(87), readers must take seriously that white superiority involves not only racial but also 

economic and political power and privilege— which is to say, April comes to understand 

white power is economically leveraged. This chapter pursues an anti-capitalist analysis of 

assimilation as a necessary but elided element of existing anticolonial feminist critique. In 

Search of April Raintree makes clear that Canadian dominant culture must be named as 

capitalist as well as white. This is the language necessary in striving for both precision and 

resistance.  

My reading traces the ways in which class and colonial assimilation inform 

articulations of Indigenous alcoholism in the novel. I argue that images of alcoholism and 

their meanings to the characters in In Search of April Raintree are treated by critics only 

superficially, in a manner characteristic of, in Helen Hoy’s words, the critical tendency to 

“treat the novel’s medium as transparent, identity as immanent, [and] experience as self-
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evident” (276). The opening pages of the novel establish a connection between poverty and 

addiction among Indigenous peoples that foreshadows April’s behavior for the rest of the 

novel. Explaining how her “mixed blood” (11) parents moved the family from a small 

northern Manitoba town to Winnipeg because her father contracted tuberculosis, April 

declares, “And of course, we were always on welfare” (11). Told in retrospect, the early 

childhood recollections contain traces of April’s adult belief in the inevitability of her 

parents’ poverty because of their racialized status. Sensitive to her father’s fluctuating shame 

and desperation about their poverty, she recalls that “after the welfare cheque days, came the 

medicine days” (11); and despite the domestic chaos that those days brought, April’s 

sympathy holds when she insists, “I felt so sorry for them and … was real glad I wasn’t sick” 

(15). April’s guileless voice of the opening pages constructs a double view of her parents: 

superimposed on April’s picture of them as chronically ill, periodically happy, and 

inconsistently concerned with the safety of their children, are the reader’s knowing 

translations that ‘medicine’ actually means alcohol, that the ‘peeing’ man is actually 

masturbating (14), and that her father isn’t sleeping on the kitchen floor, he’s passed out 

while his wife has sex with another man in the next room (14). The gaps in the child’s 

picture are easily filled with the images of the stereotypical drunken Indian discussed 

earlier—images which reconfigure the parents as deceitful, social welfare abusers, who are 

sexually debased. April’s naïve perspective is portrayed as understandable childish 

ignorance rather than a sympathetic view of the Raintrees actions. It is only after April is 

confronted with other peoples’ explanatory models for her parents’ behavior that she seeks 

to disavow her heritage and to pass as white.  
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The galvanizing shift in April’s perspective occurs at the DeRosier’s farm. Accepting 

Mrs. DeRosier’s accusation that April’s parents were “too busy boozing it up to even come 

visit [her]” (44), Mrs. DeRosier’s children mock April by mimicking her parents’ 

drunkenness. April’s subsequent realization that she “couldn’t run away from the truth” (45; 

emphasis added) raises a crucial question. Why is the revelation articulated as “truth” within 

the novel? This moment is pivotal to understanding April’s self-identification through the 

rejection of a constructed and abjected Other. While the literary criticism focuses on April’s 

repudiation of her Métis identity, the passage following the discovery makes clear that she 

repudiates something else first: “So. That’s why you never got any better. Liars! That’s what 

you are! All those promises of getting well. All those lies about taking medicine. Liars! … 

You never intended to get better. You never cared about us” (46). These lines are curious; at 

no time prior to this moment in the novel does April express any knowledge of alcoholism, 

but these immediate and vehement accusations that her parents never loved her because they 

cannot if they are alcoholics reveal an intertextual reality that assumes ‘one truth’ of 

alcoholism—a truth that is produced for April by CAS officials and confirmed by the 

DeRosier children’s performance.  

Hoy (1999) points out that April “ultimately treats identity as verb not noun, as 

action not condition” (286). This observation, however, requires the caveat that her parents 

appear to her as irredeemable “[g]utter-creatures” (180)—nouns—who will not change 

because of April’s belief in their moral and physiological disease. This belief is upheld by 

the quotation above: “you never intended to get better.” As explored in the introductory 

chapter, a key assumption of the Alcoholics Anonymous script is that the alcoholic’s self-
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awareness and intentionality are compromised. Because they “acted and sounded just like 

[her] parents and their friends” (45), the DeRosier kids’ mimicry both confirms ‘the truth’ of 

her parents’ drunken behavior and inadvertently suggests to April that it is possible for her to 

avoid being identified as “part Indian,” unlike “Poor Cheryl,” whose brown skin precludes 

such “disguise” (46). By reasoning that her appearance could insulate her from detection, 

April belies her internalization and reproduction of the biological racialization of the 

‘disease’ of alcoholism. 

While April’s reaction to her parents’ alcoholism could be read as an immature 

extrapolation of meaning from a complex and unresolved personal experience and its 

application to an entire population of people, it is an extrapolation that also characterizes 

social welfare policy. As Smulders argues, “While the conjunction of ‘welfare cheque days’ 

and ‘medicine days’ hints at the complex social forces that … overdetermine the girls’ 

removal,” the social workers decide to “apprehend [the] children rather than to support 

families through other forms of intervention” (5).39 Such absolutism belies an 

institutionalization of two intertwined stereotypes: that neither poor people nor alcoholics are 

capable of raising children. The implications for the children are varied, of course. Perhaps 

their material and emotional circumstances do improve; however, in the process April 

becomes indoctrinated with the capitalist and racist ideologies underlying such state 

intervention: that Métis, alcoholic, and poor people are weak and dependent, qualities that 

April learns are, firstly, interconnected, and secondly, morally degenerate and deserving of 

                                                
39 Lee Maracle’s Daughters Are Forever vividly dramatizes the dominance of this practice. 
The protagonist, a CAS worker, reviews photographs from removal cases, and notes the 
ubiquitous presence of alcohol bottles.  
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punitive response. The ironies of this lesson are tragic though. Under circumstances of 

relative powerlessness—she is economically dependent, segregated from other children, 

exploited for her labour, prohibited from communicating with her sister, and falsely accused 

of humiliating sexual acts—April at once recognizes the external forces of her oppression 

and seeks to achieve power within those systems by emulating the privileged. Such 

recognition and striving are exemplified through her pursuit of white power via economic 

means and her final act of removing her Métis nephew from a nurturing Métis community. 

The point is not to judge April for these efforts, but rather to highlight the circuitry through 

which such striving is made to appear desirable, necessary, and sometimes possible.  

In a mirror scene to her later epiphany, April examines her light skin and decides she 

can pass as a tanned white person. Her decision to perform whiteness, though, has multiple 

dimensions. There is certainly a rejection of what she perceives as physiological degeneracy, 

but the most gripping aspects of her racial concealment appear to be informed by capitalist 

imperatives. As she explains, 

[W]hen I grew up, I wouldn’t be poor; I’d be rich. Being a half-breed meant being 

poor and dirty. It meant being weak and having to drink. It meant being ugly and 

stupid. It meant living off white people. And giving your children to white people to 

look after. It meant having to take all the crap white people gave. Well, I wasn’t 

going to live like a half-breed. When I got free of this place, when I got free from 

being a foster child, then I would live just like a real white person. (47) 

This passage is significant for multiple reasons. First, it articulates April’s internalization of 

a dominant discourse that frames Indigenous peoples as physically and morally squalid and 
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grotesque, as well as a drain on state resources—this is the discourse that determines Mrs. 

DeRosier’s treatment of April. Second, it expresses a critical contradiction at the center of 

April’s worldview: she expresses an awareness of how disenfranchisement has left 

Indigenous peoples vulnerable to “all the crap white people g[i]ve”; however, while she 

views drinking as disease, April persistently believes that Indigenous people can and do 

choose to drink and thus to “give” their kids away—that choice is, for April, the ultimate 

arbiter of success and failure, beyond any systemic influences. Third, this passage expresses 

April’s perception that whiteness produces independence, wealth, responsible child-rearing, 

cleanliness, and beauty because Indigeneity produces its opposites. And finally, April’s vow 

to “live just like a real white person” implicitly expresses a desire to give rather than take 

“all the crap white people g[i]ve.”   

April’s ‘choice’ to become white also constitutes both a significant inversion and an 

unintended confirmation of Smulder’s contention that “Mosionier emphasizes how the child 

welfare system socializes indigenous people to choose dependency” (7). In the first instance, 

April’s experience in foster care generates a desire to be personally autonomous, which she 

believes is attainable as she “start[s] working and making money” (85). And indeed, such 

goals lead to forms of employment, marriage, and divorce that bring her significant capital 

and class power, especially relative to Cheryl. From this class position, April’s relationship 

to “[t]he imagery of the stereotypical Drunken Indian” represents what Duran calls the 

instrumental factor in “attun[ing] Western collective consciousness to the notion of a North 

America awaiting the civilizing and rationalizing mission of European settlement” (113). 

Through her relationship with Cheryl, April reproduces a version of the colonial stance 
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toward Indigenous peoples with government in the role of beleaguered caretaker in a manner 

akin to Irlbacher-Fox’s characterization of the Canadian state’s policies toward and 

treatment of Indigenous peoples. April expresses this anxiety when ruminating over how to 

spend her divorce settlement money in relation to her decision to live with Cheryl. In 

examining her options as a landlord, she anticipates that Cheryl will insist on taking “native 

boarders” and worries that she will “end up letting people stay for free all the time” (126). 

Her anxiety belies a fear of being subject to the voracious dependence of others. In this 

formulation, April peremptorily views Cheryl’s anticipated actions as supporting 

dysfunction rather than part of a collective struggle for survival.  

Cheryl’s relationship to the Drunken Indian stereotype, on the other hand, is more 

critical, political, and complicated than is April’s. April becomes something of an 

experiential empiricist. First, she reasons that she cannot be Métis because she does not have 

any of the stereotypical qualities of that identity, rather than considering that the stereotypes 

might be false. And second, because she only ever sees Métis people on Skid Row, she 

equates the image with reality, leading her to definitively conclude that “making a better way 

of life for native people, giving them a better image” (125) is not possible. The image is ‘the 

truth’ for April. Cheryl, however, is taught as a child that the “Native Image” is a 

deliberately constructed fiction that serves the needs of the Canadian colonial state. Placed in 

the care of a Métis woman and a white man, Cheryl is taught to be proud of her heritage 

(43), which influences the ways in which she sees and interprets the world around her. 

Cheryl learns to contextualize and challenge the colonial history she is taught at school.  

This difference between the sisters’ upbringings shapes the development and 
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dramatic resolution of the tension between the three images of the drunken Indian 

represented in the novel. The Métis figures seen through April’s eyes are absolute, willful, 

and inveterate alcoholics; the Métis figures seen through a young Cheryl’s eyes are “easy 

victims” to the “disease of alcoholism” (155) imposed by white settlers; and the Métis 

figures seen through an older Cheryl’s eyes are individuals who are neither defined by nor 

condemned to die because of their drinking. The novel actually works to emphasize the 

inadequacy of explaining the marginalization of Indigenous peoples as a result of addiction 

by problematizing the first two views in contrast to the third. The CAS workers, the 

DeRosier family, and April believe in the former, insisting that drinking precludes the ability 

to be responsible for oneself and others. The text does little to refute this view with its 

representations of the characters Mark DeSoto and Henry Raintree. Cheryl, however, 

struggles to make sense of the differences she perceives between the second and third views 

of alcoholism. As she explains to April about her friend Nancy, 

[She] does drink and does other things that you would never dream of doing. But she 

also holds a steady job, and she’s been at the minimum wage for a long time. They 

use her and she knows it. And she gets depressed about it. But with her education and 

the way things are, she knows she doesn’t have many choices … Okay, she doesn’t 

have much, maybe she never will have much, but what she’s got she shares with her 

family. And she’s not an exception. (152) 

Instead of distilling Nancy’s drinking into an identity, as symptomatic of another diseased 

‘gutter creature,’ Cheryl bluntly—almost defiantly—notes that Nancy drinks, but she also 

works hard for very little money. Identifying drinking as just one of the many things the 
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moralizing April would not do, Cheryl highlights how Nancy’s actions are situated on a 

continuum of negotiation; drinking, working hard, experiencing depression, and sharing with 

others are all framed as responses to a lack of economic choices. The unpatronizing and 

pragmatic empathy with which Cheryl figures Nancy as one of a multitude of people living 

in similar contexts is starkly contrasted to the victim-blaming explanations April gives for 

the condition of Métis people: “The Indian people allowed themselves to be treated like 

children” (155). Cheryl does not explain Nancy’s drinking as a reaction to the suffering she 

has experienced; in fact, she does not defend her drinking at all. Rather, she emphasizes 

Nancy’s exclusion from middle-class white Canada as a function of how a sexist and racist 

economy works. She locates Nancy’s behavior within a capitalist economy, in which race 

and gender can determine the limits of social reproduction. April responds meekly that she 

“didn’t know that” (152), which is, of course, unsurprising given how she separates herself 

from any Indigenous community. It is Cheryl who lives with Nancy and regularly interacts 

with other women at the Friendship Center who live similar narratives. Furthermore, Cheryl 

is part of a mutual support network that is populated perhaps by ‘alcoholics’ but 

characterized by respect and trust. As she tells April later on, “[Cheryl] never made us feel 

like we owed her, you know? ... [She] made me laugh … She did a lot for other girls, too. 

She had these big plans … Then she quit” (191). Until Cheryl’s moment of disillusionment, 

she seems to have developed a more nuanced, less essentializing, systemic view of 

alcoholism—or habitual drinking—than she expressed as a younger woman. I argue that this 

second view informs Cheryl’s suicide, as well as undermines a reading of April’s epiphany 

as a decolonizing gesture. 
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As is evident in her reaction to meeting her father, Cheryl’s strategy of 

deconstructing the “native image” (105) is rooted in, as Damm points out, a romanticization 

of Métis people and their history that becomes just as unattainable and “unrealistic as April’s 

negative perception of them as ‘gutter creatures’” (96). As we learn from her journals after 

her suicide, finding out ‘the truth’ about her parents—especially her father—has as profound 

an effect on Cheryl as it does on April. She laments that “In the olden days, he would have 

been a warrior if he had been all Indian. I had made something out of him that he wasn’t, 

never was” (198). However, this is not only an expression of disillusionment. This crucial 

passage reverses without subverting Moodie’s view of the “genuine Indian” who is 

inherently susceptible to dissipation. Evoking the idea of blood quantum as the basis of 

being “all Indian,” Cheryl’s lament implies that the “genuine Indian” is inherently immune, 

rather than predisposed, to the desire for or pernicious effects of alcohol. The formulation 

still relies on a dangerous claim of biological determinism that just differently figures the 

present-day Indigenous peoples as a dying race. 

Cheryl’s crisis also seems informed by other factors. As April wonders, “That 

meeting with Dad, maybe it destroyed her self-image. Funny, though, since she had seen that 

side of native life before” (201). Ironically, despite Cheryl’s ability to contextualize and 

understand the lives she encounters everyday, she cannot do it when it comes to her own 

family. On one level, the novel seems to suggest that an image, stereotype, or even social 

problem cannot be deconstructed if you look for evidence of change in individual, one-on-

one encounters. The damage has been done, and the solutions are not easily achieved 

through revolutions of individual minds. But in addition to a methodological tragedy, I 
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wonder if Cheryl’s tragedy is also ideological. Her description of meeting Henry belies an 

unearthed foreboding that alcoholism is inevitable and unstoppable—“the worst disease, for 

which there is no immunity” (155)—which might well challenge her self-image as savior:  

I stand quietly, hiding the horror which is boiling inside of me. I hadn’t known what 

to expect. But it wasn’t this, this bent, wasted human form in front of me. My father! 

I am horrified and repulsed … by the surrounding decay; by the hopelessness. The 

cancer from the houses I’ve been to has spread into this house, too. To destroy. (198) 

In later conversations with her sister, she will ‘admit’ that April was right, that her parents 

were “Bums. Boozers. Gutter-creatures” (180), echoing and bitterly accepting the words 

April uses, with all their implied meaning. However, in the initial moment of recognition, 

Cheryl accepts a different truth than April does as a child and adult. Certainly, it is a truth 

“no less misleading than April’s similar callow conclusion as a youngster” (Hoy 278), but it 

reconfirms a different aspect of the Drunken Indian stereotype: that it is a physiological, 

cancerous epidemic, in which the Drunken Indian becomes further ‘evidence’ supporting the 

myth of a dying culture. Furthermore, while there is legitimacy in Zwicker’s argument that 

“[t]he personal is deeply political in Cheryl’s formulation of identity politics” (327), the 

opposite is true as well: the political is deeply personal. Because she identifies so closely 

with her father and is so utterly invested in saving individual people rather than changing the 

system that shapes their circumstances and behavior, Cheryl is shamed by her discovery, 

shamed by her father, and implicitly by what he has let himself become. As she writes in her 

journal: “Gratefully, I swallow some beer. Disgust, hatred, shame…yes, for the first time in 

my life, I feel shame. How do I describe the feeling? I swallow more beer” (198). This 
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passage seems unproblematically to equate Cheryl’s drinking with the revelation that her 

father is an alcoholic. Compellingly, it also conveys an inability to articulate the personal, 

political, historical, and economic complexities of her experience, and configures her 

drinking as both an avoidance and numbing strategy. Despite a long history of naming 

colonialism as a significant obstacle to Indigenous healing, Cheryl’s automatic response to 

overwhelming emotions suggests that self-medication appears understandable when 

experiential and material reality eclipses the capacity for rational and critical analysis. 

The narrative structure also leaves the reason for her deterioration a mystery. We do 

not understand why she retreats from her activism. Nor are we initially aware of the 

circumstances surrounding her hospitalization, which her journal later reveals to be the result 

of being assaulted by a john. But when the journal finally explains her reaction to meeting 

her father, it is the effect not the content of the revelation upon which April focuses. The 

discovery of her father’s alcoholism then becomes the answer, the understandable reason, for 

her self-destruction.  

Critical readings of Cheryl’s suicide also seem to accept the discovery as a justified 

reason for her extreme behavior. Michael Creal (1999), for example, describes Cheryl’s 

“discovery that [her father] was a hopeless and pathetic drunk … [as] shattering for Cheryl 

and eventually led Cheryl herself into a life of alcoholism and prostitution” (254). To accept 

this trajectory does not illuminate the circuitous connections between the two events, while it 

does reproduce the stigma attached to addiction in general and the myth of the Drunken 

Indian in particular. Perceived as hopeless and pathetic by Cheryl, her father is given room 



206 

to speak40 and contextualize his present circumstances, even if such historicization may be 

emotionally inadequate for Cheryl. Such a reading seems to echo April’s reading of Cheryl’s 

diary, which perhaps accounts for a largely unproblematized critical interpretation of April’s 

epiphany as an acceptance of her Métis heritage. This acceptance is based on a troubling 

reliance on the belief by both April and most critics of this novel that the fundamental 

problem facing Indigenous communities is alcoholism. I argue that the narrative works to 

reveal the dangerous inadequacies of explaining the material inequities of Indigenous 

peoples as a result of addiction. It does this in two ways: first, through the development and 

climax of April’s understanding of alcoholism; and second, through consistently 

emphasizing April’s individualized notions of liberation.  

The articulation of April’s prejudice begins with abstract proclamations about the 

inherent degeneracy of all Métis people and erodes further into reactions to her parents’ and 

Cheryl’s drinking that border on the absurd. Her initial claims that her parents abandoned her 

“all for a bottle of booze” (91) ascribe full, malicious intent to the Raintrees, constituting a 

refusal to assess the legitimacy of CAS’s authority to remove April and Cheryl from their 

home. Her subsequent anxiety that Cheryl has “come down with a drinking problem” (143) 

also expresses April’s explicit understanding of alcoholism as a physiological disease, which 

carries racialized dimensions given her childhood view of Cheryl as racially predisposed to 

alcoholism. Her epiphanic moment of accepting her Métis identity becomes suspect because 

it is predicated on the contextually inadequate blaming of alcohol for all problems facing 

                                                
40 After revealing that Cheryl’s mother had committed suicide, Henry Raintree explains that 
“[s]he was not happy with her life. Once she lost you girls and Anna died, she knew she 
would never get you girls back again” (199). Henry then went “up north” (199). 



207 

Indigenous peoples. The scene in which April smashes Cheryl’s empty whiskey bottle 

follows Cheryl’s funeral and occurs before April reads Cheryl’s diary. Without recognizing 

the systemic issues that Cheryl articulates and both sisters experience, albeit differently, 

April’s “frenzied rage at how alcohol had torn” apart the lives of her family and people (194) 

appears as not only simplistic, but rather dismissive of the complexities of Métis people’s 

lived realities in its displacement of systemic and historical issues onto a single 

decontextualized factor (or symptom). It is on this narrow foundation that April is critically 

understood to have accepted her identity.  

Hoy describes April’s subsequent epiphany as evidence of a “mobilization of the 

relations, historic and present, in which she finds herself. She begins to deploy positively 

connections she has hitherto resisted, especially when she claims, ‘MY PEOPLE, OUR 

PEOPLE’” (207). Such mobilization appears mainly verbal, however; despite the 

significance of the moment as a starting point, Hoy’s reading glosses over the fact that the 

‘community’ April chooses is confined to her white affluent white partner (with all his 

questionable political ethics) and her Métis nephew. In light of Zwicker’s astute argument 

that the major tension in the novel is the incommensurability between April’s “deeply 

liberal” (326) feminism and the challenges that Cheryl’s “uncompromising … insist[ence] 

that mainstream society come to terms with her indigeneity” (327), it is difficult to read 

April’s claim as something other than a liberal performance of acceptance unsupported by 

consistent action. Her behavior seems a continuation of her paternalism: registering Henry as 

wholly “innocent” (207), she frames herself as his savior. And while Hoy argues that the 

final scene “enacts a political affiliation, an involvement with others in the hopeful shaping 
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of the future” (286), the details of April’s reflections suggest otherwise. April relates: 

“Nancy began explaining but I stopped her. I told her I understood everything … for Henry 

Lee and me, there would be a tomorrow … I would strive for it. For my sister and her son. 

For my parents. For my people” (207). The abstract articulation of her commitment is 

significant: April will strive for a better tomorrow in the name of her relatives and more 

generally all Métis people, yet, she refuses dialogue with a person who could provide vital 

insight into the practical challenges of attaining such a goal, believing that she understands 

“everything.” Perhaps the scope of her understanding has expanded to view Indigenous 

peoples in the light that Cheryl does in her early essays, as “easy victims” (155) who need 

saving through a ‘striving’ with which April has no experience in a community-based sense. 

The final scene effectively places her in a position of unquestioned class- and capital-based 

authority similar to that of the CAS officials who removed April and Cheryl from their 

parents earlier in the novel.  

Margery Fee argues that the “novel [is] about the forcible construction of Native as 

Other” (176), by focusing on the ways in which a Native stereotype is constructed to become 

the dominant psychological reality for the characters, as well as the lens through which 

meaning is made of what is seen. The narrative figures the construction and interpretation of 

image as pivotal to understanding the ways in which self-identification is negatively 

constructed. However, I argue that the novel is also about the forcible assimilation and 

acculturation of Indigenous peoples into a capital-based economy through coerced striving 

for class privilege. The choices presented to April and Cheryl—and their negotiation of 

them—foreground a tension between pro/claiming Indigenous heritage and involvement in 
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Indigenous nation-building, and securing economic stability. April associates being 

Indigenous with being one of the “have-nots” (101) and therefore strives for upper-class 

white privilege. Eager to be among the “[r]ich girls” who go to “Academies” (81), she 

studies décor and fashion magazines (91), so that “when fortune kissed [her] with wealth, 

[she]’d be well prepared” (92). While she quickly becomes disillusioned with the superficial 

and ambitious hypocrisy of the rich family she marries into and recognizes that she too 

“criticized the native people” (114), April continues to insulate herself from interacting with 

other Métis people or taking on “native boarders” (126) as a means of perceived financial 

survival. Conversely, Cheryl is taught pride in her heritage, is encouraged to speak her 

beliefs, and remains committed to mutually supportive Indigenous communities, none of 

which constitute economically secure or physically safe choices in the novel.41 Mosionier’s 

narrative critically interrogates this deeply conflicted framework of choice by juxtaposing 

the sisters’ trajectories based on their repudiations and reclamations of indigeneity. The 

effect is a view of survival as contingent on ideological investment in striving for a 

promised, possible future, which requires acceptance of individualist and colonial values of 

self-determination within the Canadian state economy. Such values are emphasized through 

the reproduction and racialization of the lens through which Indigenous addiction is viewed 

in Western culture: as evidence of laziness, indulgence, and moral and physiological (yet 

willful) disease; as negative motivation for Indigenous peoples to pursue class-based 

                                                
41 I do not suggest here that Indigenous pride and beliefs are inherently “unsafe” and 
economically damaging. I argue that Mosionier renders the biopolitical context of the 
performance of proud Indigenous personhood “dangerous” because expressions of such 
pride can be punitively disciplined (whether through violence or through restraint from 
workplace mobility).  
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success; and as a means of undermining broader public support for Indigenous rights to self-

determination. 

 In Search of April Raintree and Monkey Beach occupy different places in the history 

of Indigenous literature in Canadian publishing. While Mosionier’s novel can be situated 

within a period that produced more polemic, activist texts that sought to articulate the myriad 

injustices experienced by Indigenous peoples in Canada, Robinson’s novel might be 

considered as part of a more mainstream literary canon because of its more subtle and 

stylistic subversions of colonial narratives.  Published in 1983, In Search of April Raintree 

was met with both “considerable enthusiasm” (Grant 237) and with criticisms of its style, 

which was dismissed as “too laboured and … too simplistic” (237). And yet, its prominent 

place in the Indigenous literary canon is evident, despite or perhaps because of the 

controversy surrounding its literary merits in relation to its political urgency. Kateri Damm 

argues that Mosionier’s novel presents “an alterNative perspective of the history of Canada 

and … upset[s] stereotypes of Native peoples,” while simultaneously “affirm[ing] and 

preserv[ing] Native views” (95). In addition to its revisions of colonial portrayals of Métis 

history and peoples, the novel also exposes “the simplistic choice offered [Indigenous 

peoples] by the dominant discourse: assimilate or vanish” (Fee 168). Daniel David Moses 

brackets the 1980s, the period in which Mosionier’s novel was published, as Native 

literature’s “youthful idealistic and angry stage” (ix). Yet Moses expresses nostalgia for the 

period because, while he explains that Native literature has become more focused on 

contemplating healing in the 1990s and 2000s, he also suggests that writers are “doing this 

quietly and more artfully than ever before, and perhaps a bit too introvertedly” (ix). Fagan 
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expresses a more strident dissatisfaction with the ways in which such artful texts are 

critically preferred over still extant activist writing which “put[s] political efficacy before 

‘discursive play’” (15). It is not my intention to take a position within this debate; rather, I 

want to show that subversive representations of addiction within Indigenous literature can be 

traced between both temporal periods, constituting a thematic trend that is inherently 

political and requires an appropriate critical lens. For example, addiction is variously 

portrayed as symptomatic of social trauma in Anthony Apakark Thrasher’s Skid Row Eskimo 

(1976), Jeannette Armstrong’s Slash (1985), Richard Wagamese’s Keeper’n Me (1994), 

Yvonne Johnson’s Stolen Life (1999), Richard Van Camp’s The Lesser Blessed (1996), Lee 

Maracle’s Daughters are Forever (2002), and Joseph Boyden’s Three Day Road (2005). The 

role of addiction in these narratives is neither tangential nor peripheral to the central 

concerns of the works, and so, neither should it be a secondary consideration or an issue 

approached as transparently self-evident, within literary criticism of Indigenous literature. 

Moreover, given the persistence and operative nature of stereotypical representations of 

Indigenous drinking and drug use, the subversive qualities of representations of addiction 

must be gauged as part of a broader critical commitment to assessing both the cultural and 

material consequences of these narratives.  

Published in 2001, Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach may present alcoholism more 

subtly and/or artfully than does Mosionier’s In Search of April Raintree, but such aesthetic 

differences do not preclude consideration of the complex ways in which it differently 

challenges dominant views of Indigenous addiction and calls into question the logic of 

addiction treatment that does not address its complicity in perpetuating the conditions that 
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inform habitual alcohol and drug use. 

 

‘There’s a treatment centre where the residential school used to be’: 
From Colonial to Capitalist Confinements in Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach 
 
Eden Robinson’s Monkey Beach refigures addiction as social suffering by portraying 

habitual drinking and drug use as a pervasive, collective practice experienced by characters 

who have endured residential schooling, lateral violence, and poverty, while also situating 

sobriety as the province of characters who have attained relative privilege by adapting to 

colonial and capitalist transformations imposed on their shared community. The latter group 

of characters rejects the legitimacy of Indigenous spirituality and resistance through 

reiterations of an individualistic and secular ethos. This ideological pressure forms the 

narrative’s biopolitical circuitry within which substance abuse emerges as a means of both 

social belonging and personal pain management. In contrast to all other texts examined 

throughout this study, however, it is not drinking that is primarily treated as individual 

pathology—it is the perceived refusal, signified by habitual inebriation, to accept the 

supposed inevitabilities of a naturalized colonial and capitalist future. By explicitly 

identifying drinking as a consequence of the traumas of acculturation, Monkey Beach re-

signifies addiction as exposing the limits of full participation in a colonial and capitalist 

economy precisely because of the cultural violence on which such systems are predicated. 

Within this clearly delineated character schema, the protagonist, Lisamarie Hill, is 

positioned as having to negotiate her parents’ assimilative expectations against the reality 

and responsibility of her spiritual visions. As prophet and warrior, Lisamarie loses the 

remaining members of her community invested in making her gifts collectively meaningful. 
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Following these losses, she begins drinking to “escape” (296) the lonely responsibility 

demanded by her visions. Like Serrie in Conlin’s Heave, when she embraces sobriety, 

Lisamarie does so by enthusiastically immersing herself in the narrative of individual 

salvation through work.  And also like Serrie, the original reasons for her suffering do not 

evaporate; the novel ends with Lisamarie seeking to reunite with those who share her 

spiritual visions in “The Land of the Dead” (367) after experiencing another tragic 

consequence of past colonial violence. Lisamarie’s drinking is refigured as social suffering 

insofar as her drinking has an adaptive function. I will examine in the concluding chapter the 

sacrificial logic of Robinson’s narrative and its uneasy relation to the politically expedient 

myth of the Vanishing Indian within a settler capitalist state.  

Monkey Beach foregrounds the legacy of colonial and corporate expansion into 

Haisla territory by employing cartographic imagery, generational juxtaposition, and a 

double-visioned point of view that registers alienating conflicts between spectral vestiges of 

Haisla traditions and kinship relations, and the rapidly secular and individualized industrial 

town. By tracing the socioeconomic, cultural, and affective consequences of the imposed 

transition from Indigenous to capitalist modes of production, this analysis of representations 

of addiction will contextualize addiction as one form of social suffering engendered through 

the expansion of the Canadian settler state in Indigenous territories. I argue that Monkey 

Beach emphasizes an aspect of alienation that is particularly relevant to the material and 

political histories of Indigenous peoples across Turtle Island. Presupposing that “man’s [sic] 

physical and spiritual life is linked to nature mean[ing] simply that nature is linked to itself, 

for man is a part of nature” (Manuscripts 112), Marx argues that humanity’s pre- or non- 
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capitalist state is one of species being, or a state of relationship to the rest of humanity and 

the natural world that is not separate or individually-driven. Before proceeding, I must 

clarify the particular ways in which I deploy Marx’s theory in relation to Indigenous 

peoples: I am not reproducing a view of Indigenous peoples as inherently closer to nature or 

more spiritual than non-Indigenous peoples as a way to assert Indigenous land rights. I 

emphasize instead the compatibility between Marx’s view of a non-capitalist state of being 

and an element common to many Indigenous worldviews that sees the relationship among 

humans, land, nature, the spiritual realm, and ancestors as continuous and interdependent.  

Daniel Heath Justice describes Indigenous kinship relations in ways that 

particularize, necessarily, the abstraction of Marx’s theory, when he asserts that, 

Indigenous nationhood... [requires] an understanding of a common social 

interdependence within the community, the tribal web of kinship rights and 

responsibilities that link the People, the land, and the cosmos together in an ongoing 

and dynamic system of mutually affecting relationships. (151) 

Through this critical lens I seek to unravel the major tension in Monkey Beach as produced 

between Lisamarie’s knowledge and memories of past kinship relations—relations 

characterized by interdependence and shared spirituality—and her fragmented familial and 

social relations, which are shaped by the increasing pressures of acculturation into an 

individualizing economy. I address the evidence and implications of such compelled 

transition primarily through examining the state of the oolichan industry, the imagined 

futures of the Haisla youth, and the meaning of the psychiatric interventions in Robinson’s 

novel. Through this analysis, I argue that Monkey Beach foregrounds legacies of both 
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residential schooling and corporate incursions into Haisla territory as reiterating values of 

secularity and individualism in ways that shape Lisamarie’s emotional and spiritual health. 

In this way, her habitual drinking functions to mute her knowledge that life can not only be 

otherwise but is already richer and more spiritually meaningful. Her failure or inability to 

conceal her spiritual visions is perceived by her family as a mental health issue precisely 

because her gift has become decontextualized from kinship and tribal relations. By 

mobilizing Indigenous and Marxist theories in concert with each other, I seek to demonstrate 

how Marxist analytical tools can participate in a decolonizing theorization of Indigenous 

depictions of addiction. Establishing the compatibility between the two anti-capitalist modes 

of analysis assists in understanding what the imposition of a capitalist mode of production 

means for Indigenous governance, subsistence, and cultural practices, which arise from a 

fundamentally antithetical view of the human than that implied under capitalism.  

Literary criticism of the novel has yet to deepen its analysis to address the complex 

representational critiques of capitalism developed by Robinson, an approach which 

contributes to unpacking the novel’s decolonizing possibilities. Symptomatic of this 

imbalance are the terms employed by critics to describe present-day cultural or sociological 

conditions portrayed in Monkey Beach. Criticism regularly produces a dichotomy between 

“tribal communities” and “mass culture” (Andrews 22); “indigenous, First Nations culture(s) 

and postcolonial mainstream Canadian culture(s)” (Lane 162); and “a non-cohesive 

Indigenous community” and “popular references” (Dobson 61). The limitations of such 

polarities are extensive. They imply that the struggles that occur within this framework are 

mainly cultural and constitute echoes of past colonial violence. These implications elide the 
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ways in which the novel conveys how historical Indigenous practices and their contemporary 

manifestations occur in significantly different ways, not because “the materialism of the 

West” (Castricano 802) has overwhelmed Indigenous imaginations with the (autonomous) 

desire to buy into “commodity culture” (Lane 166), but because colonial violence has paved 

the way for capitalist expansion rather than assimilation in the novel means compelled 

dependence on and complicity in the perpetuation of capitalist modes of production and 

ideological values that seek to produce “economically oriented subjects” (Saltmarsh 50). In 

these ways, the novel represents capitalism as determining the limits of social reproduction, 

as well as producing social suffering.  

And yet, the complexities of the capitalist transformations in the novel are intimately 

tied to the intergenerational legacies of colonization and residential schooling in Kitamaat. 

Robinson employs cartographic imagery in ways that emphasize the colonial and corporate 

appropriation of Haisla territory in the North Coast region of British Columbia. Set in the 

mid-1990s, the story is framed around the disappearance of Jimmy Hill, the brother of the 

16-year-old protagonist, Lisamarie. She has just returned from a long drinking binge in 

Vancouver to a community with high levels of alcohol and drug use, social violence, and 

suicide. She recalls the events leading up to Jimmy being lost at sea, events which are 

closely linked to the ongoing effects of colonization in this Haisla village. The novel 

produces a significant causal connection between colonial assimilation tactics and present-

day social suffering in Kitimaat via the legacy of residential schooling by plotting on a map 

the connections between the land and the Haisla. Monkey Beach opens with Lisamarie 

instructing the reader to:  
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Drag your finger across the map, across the Hecate Straight to the coast and you 

should be able to see a large island hugging the coast. This is Princess Royal Island 

… [which] is the western edge of traditional Haisla territory … During land claims 

talks, some of this territory is claimed by both the Haisla and the Tsimshian 

nations—this is called an overlap and is a sticky topic of discussion. But once you 

pass the head of the Douglas Channel, you are firmly in Haisla territory. (4) 

This passage declares territorial ownership in light of the colonizing forces against which the 

Haisla have been compelled to define themselves. It also alludes to how inter-nation 

territorial tensions have been turned into economic disputes through the process of 

settlement, thus pitting Indigenous populations against one another. Lisamarie then explains 

how the Haisla village was renamed “Kitamaat” through a miscommunication between the 

Hudson’s Bay traders and their Tsimshian guide, and yet the name was then 

institutionalized, or “stuck on the official records” (5) by settler traders, even though the 

village “should really be called Haisla” (5). This regional history of colonization is 

developed further as we learn that the original settlement was turned into a mission by 

Methodist missionary George Raley in 189342 (193), where most Haisla converts moved by 

the early 1900s. While Lisamarie’s great-grandmother refused to move to the mission, 

continuing to live in winter and summer camps until she dies (194), the narrative makes 

clear that such a choice is all but impossible in the contemporary Haisla village because of 

the increasing dependence on a labour economy, which will be discussed below.  

The generational consequences of these early colonial incursions are symbolized in 

                                                
42 By 1896, Rev. George Raley had become principal of the newly established Kitimat 
Residential Home for Girls (de Leeuw 180). 
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the novel through a clear character schema. Every character in the novel who struggles with 

addiction (except Lisamarie) is a survivor of residential schooling. Of four Hill siblings, only 

Lisamarie’s Uncle Mick and Aunt Trudy were sent to residential school.43 They are the ones 

that also struggle with alcoholism, while Lisamarie’s father Al and his sister Kate do not. 

Furthermore, intergenerational impacts and lateral violence wrought by the system are 

established in a number of ways. For example, days before his disappearance, Jimmy learns 

that his girlfriend, Karaoke, was raped by Josh, a local fisherman, who also suffered from 

sexual abuse at residential school (365). This discovery prompts Jimmy to take a job on 

Josh’s boat, where he kills Josh and accidentally drowns himself. We also learn that Josh’s 

nephew and Lisamarie’s close friend, Pooch, may have been abused by Josh (319). While 

these long-term effects of residential school on its victims are made clear in the novel, so too 

are the devastating results of misunderstanding what those experiences mean for residential 

school survivors. Indeed, the details surrounding the decision to send away Mick and Trudy 

continue to affect the whole family. As Trudy’s daughter, Tab, reveals to Lisamarie that her 

grandfather, Ba-ba-oo, “was an asshole. He beat Gran. Instead of sending him away, she sent 

Mick and Trudy to residential school” (59). Resentful of what she perceives as her mother’s 

choice44 and tortured by memories of past betrayal and violence, Trudy is tormented by the 

knowledge that her other siblings neither understand nor care to know what it was like for 

her or Mick in residential school. In these ways, the narrative makes visible the intricate 

circuitry between colonial tactics, intergenerational violence, and alcoholism.  

                                                
43 The school or schools to which they were sent is never specified, though there was one in 
Kitimat.  
44 It is not clear if Ma-ma-oo was, in fact, compelled to send her children to residential 
school by church or state officials, which was common practice.  
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However, the legacy of residential schooling is not the whole story of Monkey Beach 

and nor is it the whole story of settler state tactics of acquisition and assimilation against 

Indigenous communities and peoples in North America. Roland Chrisjohn and Sherri Young 

caution against focusing so closely on addressing individual experiences at residential 

schools as the basis of Indigenous health and liberation. They argue that the schools “were 

only one of the tactics deployed to bring about the ‘normalization’ of Aboriginal Peoples” 

(129) and warn that state-funded (even if not entirely run) treatment centers are invested in 

ensuring Indigenous and non-Indigenous people alike self-reform or assimilate to meet the 

demands of living in a capital-based economy. While Monkey Beach explores the 

transgenerational legacies of residential schooling, it also reveals the limitations of an 

analysis to treatment that privileges residential schooling as the historical cause at the 

expense of more systematic understandings of the myriad present-day factors that continue 

to inform and coerce in self-harming behaviors. The intersections between the past and 

present forces of acculturation in the novel are well-illustrated by Sam McKegney’s 

description of the absent presence of residential schooling as “a hidden weapon, a deadhead 

lying beneath the water’s surface” (12).45 Arguing that “the reality of residential schooling 

abuse remains, for Lisa-Marie, cryptic and elusive” (12), McKegney’s analysis also implies 

that a pervasive complex of contemporary forces works to maintain a silencing surface 

tension. The deadheads of traumatic memories are often forcibly submerged in the novel by 

the grinding requirements of economic survival, which I argue both impede healing and 

produce aggressive pursuits of inebriation.   

                                                
45 McKegney’s analysis is built from Robinson’s description in Monkey Beach of the 
deadheads. 
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Robinson also employs cartographic imagery to develop a continuum or biopolitical 

circuitry among the corporate transformation of Kitimaat, the dismantling of interdependent 

kinship practices, and the habitual drinking of Haisla youth. Industrial capitalism, 

symbolized by the Alcan plant, is conveyed as the mechanism that sustains and perpetuates 

the legacies of colonization and residential schooling, while simultaneously creating new 

forms of social suffering. Following its description of colonial settlement, the novel 

foregrounds the history and presence of the Alcan aluminum smelter in Kitimaat. Robinson 

builds this path-clearing function of colonialism into the narrative through the sequencing of 

historical events that opens the novel. Lisamarie explains that “when Alcan Aluminum 

moved into the area in the 1950s, it built a ‘city of the future’ for its workers” (emphasis 

added; 5). This industrialized form of settlement is predicated on the belief that the company 

is entitled not only to move into Haisla territory but also to build an entire city to house its 

workers. The possessive pronoun also implies that its workers will be comprised of both 

settler managers and inhabitants of Kitimaat, whose community will be transformed into a 

host for the plant and delineate the boundaries of economic belonging in the area. 

Significantly, this corporate incursion was not an isolated decision of one company but 

rather a state-driven project. According to Alcan B.C. Operations, “Alcan was invited by the 

B.C. government to investigate the establishment of an aluminum industry in the northwest” 

(“A History of Kitimat-Kemano Project”) in the 1940s and, by the 1950s, Alcan and the B.C. 

government came to an agreement for the necessary land and water rights. Echoing the ways 

in which missionaries established villages to house their converts,46 Alcan transformed the 

                                                
46 I draw on De Leeuw’s argument that an ideology underlying residential schooling 
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Kitimaat region to house its workers and to produce aluminum. According to the official BC 

tourism website, “Today, Rio Tinto Alcan, Eurocan Pulp and Paper and the construction of 

the Enbridge oil pipeline make up the economic engine that fuels the economy in this area” 

(“British Columbia Travel and Discovery”). Over the course of one generation, then, a 

discourse of ‘progress’ informed by government, tourism, and industry has narrated its 

position in the region as indispensible. Alcan’s establishment echoes a similar process of 

intrusion and transformation of the land and people to that portrayed in Patterson’s 

Consumption. “Working at the potlines in Alcan was steady” work (59-60) for Lisamarie’s 

dad and preferable to trying to be self-employed or work for the band council. Figuring itself 

as the future of Kitimaat, Alcan relegates its pre-existing residents to the past or decaying 

present, a discourse which fosters an image of “a ‘dying people’” (Crosby 279) in the public 

imaginary that is instrumental in reproducing the colonial argument that Indigenous peoples 

are holding on to a decaying past. This sentiment has an underlying capitalist logic: 

Indigenous peoples pose a threat the Canadian state because they are a reminder that there 

are other ways of living; for example, Indigenous movements like Idle No More47 continue 

to resist resource extraction and corporate expansion into Indigenous territories. However, as 

Ella Soper-Jones explains, despite “[t]he company attempts to naturalize its presence in 

British Columbia with the slogan, ‘Aluminum, an element of B.C.’ … Robinson’s criticism 

of the smelter … is nonetheless palpable” (27). Indeed, Robinson’s criticisms constitute a 

                                                                                                                                                 
conflated “the transformation of place with the transformation of First Nations children” 
(185).  
47 According to the movement’s official website, Idle No More was “founded in Saskatoon, 
Saskatchewan, organizing through educational forums, direct action activities and assertion 
of Land and Treaty Rights. Idle No More is free of government or corporate funding; all 
activities have been on the basis of volunteerism and good will.” 
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denaturalization of the state-initiated capitalist settlement in Kitimaat. 

The intergenerational material and social effects of Alcan’s presence form the 

context in which Lisamarie’s drinking becomes refigured as social suffering in Monkey 

Beach. Traditional fishing practices—and the kinship relations associated with them—are 

disrupted by the labor demands of the Alcan factory. While Soper-Jones argues that 

“Robinson implicates colonial violence for the imminent collapse of the oolichan industry” 

(24), the details of Lisamarie’s memories of her family’s trips during her childhood to catch 

oolichan, from which they made their “Dom Perignon of grease” (93), incite a different 

reading. As she explains, not only have resources become severely compromised from 

pollution “by all the industry in town” (92), but “you have to pay for gas, and you need a 

decent boat and have to be able to spend a few weeks out there if you want to make grease. 

If you have a job, it’s hard to get enough time off work” (92). She traces the practical 

sequencing of events that are interrupted by the imposed dependence on labor to make a 

living. These utilitarian considerations thus become an ironic confirmation of Ma-ma-oo’s 

advice to Lisamarie that “Old ways don’t matter much now. Just hold you back” (153). And 

while many characters forgo traditional fishing practices to meet economic demands, others 

like Trudy and Mick (277) cannot ‘succeed’ in the enforced economy and become dependent 

on social welfare and alcohol.  

The individualism and secularity expressed by Lisamarie’s parents, Al and Gladys, 

reinforces through generational juxtaposition the social consequences of a fundamental shift 

from traditional forms of subsistence and kinship relations to a capitalist mode of production 

and family arrangements. Marx argues that the process of forcing estranged labor onto 
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humans “changes for [them] the life of the species into a means of individual life … [I]t 

makes individual life in its abstract form the purpose of the life of the species” (Manuscripts 

112-113). Gladys in particular is portrayed as deliberately disavowing the spiritual gifts of 

her youth that had connected her to the community, instead rehearsing to her children the 

promises of individual achievement within a capital-based economy. Ma-ma-oo reveals to 

Lisamarie that Gladys had the “the gift” for “predictions” (153), but she has either forgotten 

or chosen to ignore how to “see things” (154). Rather than act as guide to her daughter, 

Gladys refuses to validate Lisamarie’s connection to the spirit world, consistently 

disciplining her daughter to re-produce capitalist norms according to logics of individualism 

and secularity. In the novel’s opening scene, Gladys responds to her daughter’s curiosity 

about what the crows where trying to tell her by saying, “Clearly a sign, Lisa … that you 

need Prozac” (3). The terms of such refusal are significant because Lisamarie is refigured as 

mentally unstable for trying to communicate with a world unrecognized by mainstream 

society. Although expressed as innocuous sarcasm, this reinterpretation is far from benign 

when it leads to Lisamarie being sent for psychiatric assessment. Gladys also insists that 

Lisamarie pursue what constitutes both monetary and class success according to capitalist 

values. Rejecting Lisamarie’s simple desire to “make good money” (277) by working a blue 

collar job, Gladys instead argues that she “could be a doctor or a lawyer or whatever [she] 

wanted” (278). The irony is clear: the “freedom” (279) that Lisamarie seeks is from having 

to constantly strive for material stability, while Gladys is more attuned to the social 

dimensions of class; a white-collar professional job garners more capital and authority. 

Significantly, Gladys seems to believe in the promise of unfettered possibility and choice.  
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The industry in the town shapes the ‘dreams’ expressed (or not) among Indigenous 

youth in the novel. This generational juxtaposition constitutes the second way in which 

Monkey Beach portrays industrial capitalism as a mechanism that sustains and perpetuates 

the legacy of colonization and residential schooling: through its representation of the 

intergenerational psychological and economic impacts of capitalist ideology within 

contemporary Indigenous communities, particularly the youth. Lisamarie, her cousin Tab, 

and her friends, Pooch and Frank, all voice similar goals for the future, which are 

characterized by individual notions of self and are predicated on escape from Kitimaat and 

isolation from family.48 Lisamarie wants to quit school and work in the cannery (277) 

because, as she puts it, “the idea of being free” appeals to her (279); Tab declares that she 

will “work in the cannery … save all [her] money … and buy a house” (82); Pooch intends 

to “work in the potlines and buy a truck” (199); and Frank simply intends to “get the hell out 

of [Kitimaat]” (199). And despite their own financial problems, their parents directly and 

indirectly encourage these goals.  

The thematic significance of the shared goals among the novel’s youth and the 

association of those goals with their drinking can be understood by redeploying Judith 

Butler’s theory of performativity. The novel seems to exaggerate the goals of Lisamarie and 

her friends in a way that frames their efforts to achieve them as the “‘incessant and panicked 

imitation of its own naturalized idealization’” (Butler, “Imitation” 129). Perhaps we could 

read such hyperbole as a dramatization of the “point[s] of weakness” (Lane 167) that occur 

                                                
48 This theme speaks to the ways in which capitalism sustains the work of colonizing 
processes that “dismantled bonds of kinship and recreated community as a series of discrete 
nuclear families functioning in an individualist fashion” (McKegney; editorial notes). 
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when such norms are forcibly rehearsed. By the end of the novel, Pooch has committed 

suicide, Tab is living in Vancouver, estranged from her family, and Lisamarie is deciding 

whether or not to return from the Land of the Dead. And while Frank does find employment 

working on the Kemano II project49, it is work un/wittingly implicated in the further 

environmental degradation and social deterioration of Haisla territory.  

Unlike that of the other youth in the novel, however, Lisamarie’s social suffering is 

expressed as having an added spiritual dimension, which results from her having to negotiate 

validated and invalidated visions of what she experiences as reality. As Richard Lane claims, 

the narrative presents “the notion that connecting with spirit worlds can be a normative 

behaviour” (168) through the continual repetition of such encounters. Reading her as a 

trickster figure, Lane argues that Lisamarie transcends gender constructs in ways that 

demonstrate that  

notions of normative behavior are constantly produced by society, and constantly 

need to be re-addressed; if a society comes into conflict with another set of ‘norms,’ 

say via colonization, then it may be trickster’s talk to show the way back to previous 

modes of behaviour prior to the ‘originary’ set of norms. Note that the constant re-

production of norms is also a point of weakness. (166-7) 

As discussed above, the narrative describes Haisla pre-capitalist subsistence and spiritual 

practices as non-capitalist forms of social reproduction. If read as an ‘originary set of 

                                                
49 “The 1950 agreement with the province provided Alcan with water rights to the Nechaka 
and Nanika rivers in perpetuity. It also allowed Alcan to … propose a second hydro project 
in 1984, which would bore new holes in the mountain and use up to 88 per cent of the 
Nechako River … Called Kemano II or the Kemano Completion Project” (Sheppard). 
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norms,’ we can see that Lisamarie is taught through interactions with both Ma-ma-oo and 

her mother that another set of norms must be practiced in order to survive. Even though Ma-

ma-oo still shows Lisamarie the “[o]ld ways” (153), she believes they have little practical 

application in contemporary Kitimaat. However, Lisamarie has little control over when “the 

little man” (153) of her visions appears; nor does she seem willing to or capable of resisting 

communication with the crows or the B’gwus. It is Lisamarie’s double-visioned position 

between these ideological relations to her lived reality that incite her parents to send her to 

therapy and lead later to her drinking.  

I argue that in the world of the novel, industry and psychiatry are elements of the 

same circuitry governed by compatible ideologies of individualism and secularity. The 

industry in town shapes the ‘dreams’ or sense of possibility expressed by the Haisla 

community by eliciting the reiteration of capitalist values of individual survival or 

achievement and refusing the existence of a spirit world. Unlike the other novels in this 

study, Lisamarie is not sent to a psychiatrist because of perceived addiction, even though she 

regularly drinks with her friends; rather, Lisamarie’s parents react to her emotional 

withdrawal, sleepwalking, and the fact that she sees ghosts. The reader knows that she has 

been raped by Cheese, that it is the one-year anniversary of Mick’s death, and that she is 

struggling with how to communicate with spirits and the responsibility such correspondence 

involves. Her parents, however, react by taking her to the hospital “to find out what was 

wrong” (266). When no physical causes are found, her mother makes a psychiatric 

appointment. The therapist, Ms. Jenkins, does all but draw a map for Lisamarie defining the 

limits of normalcy; after goading her into falsely admitting that she sees ghosts “[f]or 
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attention” (275), Ms. Jenkins assures Lisamarie she will be “back to normal in no time” 

(275), where normal is defined as denying the extra-rational elements of the universe.   

Jodey Castricano interprets this encounter as exhibiting “Ms. Jenkins’s blindness to 

the spiritual implications of Lisa’s experience” as well as her determination to impose “her 

worldview on that experience” (805). Although this claim supports her critique of “Western 

culture’s materialist drive that has attempted to eradicate ‘superstition’ … in the name of 

psychology” (808), Castricano’s analysis does not fully address the more punitive aspects of 

the “worldview” (805) being imposed. The hegemonic secularity underpinning Ms. Jenkins’ 

outright dismissal of the existence of ghosts is certainly evident. However, requiring more 

analysis is the significance of “the thing” with “no flesh, just tight, thin skin over bones” that 

Lisamarie’s sees clinging to Ms. Jenkins, “whispering in her ear” (273). Lisamarie overhears 

the creature taunting Ms. Jenkins about her partner’s fidelity; it also feeds on Lisamarie 

while Ms. Jenkins prompts her to deny that she sees ghosts. Crucially, it is the thing that tells 

Lisamarie what it “knew Ms. Jenkins wanted to hear” (274). In effect, it actually saves her 

from being treated as pathological or threatening to Ms. Jenkins worldview. The subversive 

possibility in the scene is that unseen forces are not imperceptible; of course, the threat in the 

scene is that Lisamarie must capitulate to survive. Following this experience, Lisamarie 

announces to her parents her plans to quit school and work at the cannery (279). I argue that 

the narrative establishes a continuum between familial intervention and treatment in ways 

that suggest that psychiatric treatment functions to reshape a particular kind of subject, one 

who does not talk about seeing ghosts.  
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The acculturative logic of Lisamarie’s psychiatric experience has far-reaching 

consequences that eventually lead to her drinking, as well as shapes the tenor of her sobriety. 

After therapy, she continues to have visions but tries to ignore them. Regardless of the 

accuracy of her belief, she blames herself for Ma-ma-oo’s death because, as she reasons, “If 

I had listened to my gift instead of ignoring it, I could have saved her” (294). Her guilt 

extends the novel’s broader thematic concerns with the danger of repressing the spiritual 

realm, but not because Lisamarie could have prevented Ma-ma-oo’s death; rather, her guilt 

arises from feeling compelled to renounce her gifts given the threat they posed to her 

social—and economic—survival. It is this combination of guilt and desire for community 

that leads her to Vancouver, where “[f]or the first time in [her] life,” she feels “cool, if only 

because [she] [buys] the booze. What had started out as a way to escape turn[s] out to be a 

ticket to popularity” (296). The specific escape she seeks can only be inferred by the 

sequence of events. Her guilt regarding Ma-ma-oo’s death is grounded in her fraught 

relationship with her visions. In order to avoid seeing them, she stays drunk or high, only 

seeing ghosts “[w]hen [she’s] sober” (313). She spends two years living on trust fund 

cheques until Tab’s ghost appears to her one morning to say that her recklessness is a threat 

to others and that her chosen community does not care about her. Evidently ready to listen to 

ghosts who remind her of her family connections, Lisamarie returns to Kitimaat to get sober, 

echoing a similar logic of salvation through work to Serrie’s sobriety in Heave.  

Throwing herself into schoolwork “with an enthusiasm [she] usually reserved for 

partying” (326), Lisamarie seeks an alternative way to suppress her guilt and her gifts. The 

parallel between studying and partying suggests that the underlying motivation for such 
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zealousness is escape. She reasons that “[i]t’s hard to philosophize about how crappy life is 

when you’re trying to finish a zillion things at once … When I started to feel sad, I’d head 

back inside and hit the books” (327). This period in the novel is characterized by Lisamarie’s 

attempts to fulfill her family’s expectations, which she experiences as a reprieve from her 

sadness and its broader spiritual significance. However, the Vancouver bender is not 

portrayed as an entirely negative experience. Lisamarie describes it as “a blur. A smudge. 

Two years erased, down the toilet, blotto” (296), suggesting that while it was a waste of 

time, money, and her body in many ways, the ironic double meaning of the term also 

suggests that the two years might also have been a cleansing, “a smudge” to prepare her 

body for healing and a return to a participatory role in her family. And yet, Jimmy’s 

disappearance disrupts Lisamarie’s newfound contentment. His disappearance symbolizes 

the resilience of colonial violence, which is also facilitated by contemporary confines of 

class and gender inequalities. Jimmy dies while killing Josh, whose abuse of Karaoke and 

Pooch is represented as a repetition of colonial abuse—“the cyclical extension of violence 

seemingly initiated through residential school abuse” (McKegney 12). Yet the precise 

contextual conditions that inform the abuse compel further reflection; the abuse is 

perpetuated by means of the financial power Josh wields over his victims. 

The novel ends as it begins with cartographic imagery, which seems to reinforce the 

novel’s portrayal of a Haisla nation fractured, dispersed, and contained by persistent forms 

of colonial and economic violence. The final chapter, entitled “The Land of the Dead,” 

separates out from the quotidian realm a spiritual world, in which Lisamarie is reunited with 

Ma-ma-oo and Mick, who signify both tradition and resistance, respectively. There, it seems, 
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Lisamarie finds connection with a sense of “Indigenous nationhood[,] ... a common social 

interdependence within the community, the tribal web of kinship rights and responsibilities 

that link the People, the land, and the cosmos together” (Justice 151). While Ma-ma-oo tells 

her to “go back” (372), Lisamarie’s choice is left ambiguous. But what is clear is that going 

back means leaving behind the community that would support her growth into a visionary 

and warrior who sees “magical things” (316) in the world and bears the potential to help 

“Fuck the Oppressors” (328). By returning to her family, who instead support her pursuits of 

individual achievement and financial security, Lisamarie risks re-immersion in 

circumstances that engender her spiritual alienation. In the ‘land of the living,’ Lisamarie’s 

habits of drinking, drug use, and enthusiastic studying in a secular education system are all 

framed as methods of repressing her “dangerous gift” (371). If readers are to assume she will 

chose return to that world, they are given little indication that the ideological and material 

circuitries of her social suffering have been positively transformed.   

Robinson’s novel traces the pressures on Haisla youth to socially reproduce 

themselves within ideological and material conditions that make tribal practices near 

impossible because of the ongoing effects of both colonial and capitalist obstacles to 

building Indigenous nationhood. Within this climate of constraint, addiction, in Robinson’s 

novel, might be said to signify what Jo-Ann Episkenew calls “a form of self-medicating to 

temporarily ease the despair of personal and political powerlessness” (9). Because habitual 

drinking and drug use are portrayed as ongoing consequences of colonial and capitalist 

acculturation in Monkey Beach, it stands to reason that the interconnected grip of both 

systems should be taken into consideration in the treatment of addictions. Fagan’s argument 
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that because “a foreign justice system has been imposed on Aboriginal nations” (14), 

focusing too narrowly on Indigenous cultural issues serves to obfuscate ongoing issues of 

land rights, applies to processes of reading addiction and its treatment in Monkey Beach. 

During Aunt Trudy’s last party before admitting herself to an eight-week rehabilitation 

program, someone exclaims, “Alberni? Really? There’s a treatment centre where the 

residential school used to be?” (310). The image of a treatment facility literally replacing a 

residential school decades later is potent in several ways. The treatment centre signifies a 

direct trajectory for Trudy from residential school to rehab, which suggests that the trauma 

of residential schooling has led to her drinking and the treatment centre is an attempt to 

ameliorate the symptoms of that trauma. However, the comparison between the two facilities 

figures them both as places of state-run cultural separation, confinement, and discipline. 

Trudy must leave her community for eight weeks; the imposition of treatment seems 

inevitable given the absence of any tribal-based healing options. And given that the only 

other representation of psychiatric discourse in the novel highlights its coercive and 

regulatory logics, the Alberni treatment centre symbolizes an extension of colonial 

acculturation in the novel.  

Monkey Beach differs from Heave, Skinny, and Consumption in its method of 

refiguring addiction as a collective rather than individual iteration of social suffering. 

Although I focus primarily on the context of Lisamarie’s drinking, I argue that Robinson 

develops a clear schema that depicts characters with histories of residential schooling and 

lateral violence as habitual substance users, who are resistant to or unable to meet the 

individualistic and secular demands of the sober characters. While my analysis supports the 
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claim that Monkey Beach portrays drinking a method of personal pain management in 

response to forces of colonial and capitalist alienation, it risks implying that addiction is a 

symptom of incomplete assimilation. I think that the novel does leave room for such an 

interpretation given both the stark contrast between characters based on their user status and 

the absence of any characters who have suffered personal violence but remain sober. As 

discussed in the concluding chapter, the novel’s ending seems to relegate to the Land of the 

Dead the possibility for “Indigenous nationhood … [comprised of] the tribal web of kinship 

rights and responsibilities that link the People, the land, and the cosmos together in an 

ongoing and dynamic system of mutually affecting relationships” (Justice 151). So too does 

Monkey Beach risk rehearsing the myth of the Vanishing Indian on a structural level by 

“consign[ing] to dysfunction” (Shields 221) those characters who cannot or will not adapt to 

the ideological and material demands of an increasingly industrialized and secular economy. 

However, rather than dismiss the novel’s significant destabilization of individualizing 

concepts of addiction, I argue that both Monkey Beach and In Search of April Raintree 

condition an awareness of the influences of colonial and capitalist forces on habitual 

substance use, which requires an attendant critical resistance to view those influences as 

deterministic.   

 

Towards Resisting Colonial-Capitalist Mentalities through Addiction Treatment 

In different and complementary ways, In Search of April Raintree and Monkey Beach 

contextualize alcoholism and drug addiction among Indigenous peoples in ways that 

undermine the pervasive and colonially useful myth of the Drunken Indian. Each novel also 
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forces a reconsideration of the precision and utility of the term acculturation when tracing 

the circuitry from European contact to Indigenous social suffering in the twenty-first 

century. Certainly, critics cite economic marginalization as a factor in the ongoing 

oppression of Indigenous peoples; yet, as this chapter explores, the effects of colonization on 

cultural practices tend to be the primary focus of sociological and literary analyses. As my 

discussion of Chrisjohn et al argued in the Introduction, the ‘constant’ of historical and 

ongoing capitalism on the lives of Indigenous peoples cannot be ignored. I will conclude by 

contemplating the applicability of my argument to an existing addiction treatment plan that 

seeks to move beyond the dominant individualistic methods of prevention and treatment, yet 

also downplays—even while being shaped by50 —the operative influences of ideological and 

material forces of capitalism, which intimately, aggressively, and insidiously shape both 

addiction and the ways in which it is treated. 

The Aboriginal Healing Foundation’s 2007 report on “Addictive Behaviours Among 

Aboriginal People in Canada” states that “[k]nowledge of the collective experience of 

Aboriginal people, especially related to the legacy of residential school abuse and its 

intergenerational impacts, has become a cornerstone of the Aboriginal healing movement” 

(5). Following a detailed explanation of how the colonization of Canada by Euro-North 

Americans, The Indian Act, forced relocation, confinement to reservations, and residential 

schooling constitute “aggressive assimilation” and “cultural genocide” (16), the report then 

explicitly connects these historical events to the epidemics of addiction, suicide, and 

                                                
50 The Aboriginal Healing Foundation was left out of the federal government’s budget in 
March 2010, compelling the AHF to withdraw support from 134 healing initiatives across 
Canada. 
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violence that plague many Indigenous communities. The bulk of the report outlines changes 

made to state-run treatment centres guided by the AHF’s recommendations. Developed from 

contributions by “eighteen key informants” (iii), as well as Elders of the Ottawa community 

and “keepers of [traditional cultural teachings] in Inuit, Métis, and First Nation communities 

across Canada” (iii), these recommendations are unanimous: only through a full 

understanding of colonization and how its various technologies continue to affect the 

emotional, spiritual, mental, and physical well-being of Indigenous peoples in Canada can 

healing begin and effectively disrupt cycles of violence and self-destruction.  

Applied within state-run treatment facilities, the AHF approach—while providing an 

essential aspect of understanding, treating, and preventing addiction among Indigenous 

peoples—is strikingly incomplete. As portrayed in both Mosionier’s and Robinson’s novels, 

another cluster of social forces that is part of the collective experience of Aboriginal peoples 

must be addressed: Canada’s history of industrial capitalism, its past and current economic 

and social welfare policies, and the methodologically individualist practices of psychiatry. 

Without a thorough understanding of the relationship between forms of social suffering (i.e. 

addiction, suicide, violence) and our “mundane extreme environment” of capitalism 

(McAdoo, qtd in Thompson 369), any proposed solutions and treatment practices developed 

from such solutions risk being insufficient in the long-term because the ongoing systemic 

factors that prolong such suffering remain intact.  

The AHF report also details the theft of land and resources, as well as the 

criminalization of cultural, political, and spiritual practices of Indigenous peoples across the 

Canadian state. And yet, while the report describes this history, cites social determinants of 
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health that include “[i]ncome and social status” and “[e]mployment/working conditions” 

(33), and lists the loss of “economic self-sufficiency” (12) as a direct impact of colonization, 

the report identifies the impact of residential school as the central factor affecting all 

Indigenous clients in treatment and mobilizes mainly against that issue in its 

recommendations for healing addiction problems. It is this focus that determines the scope of 

its Legacy Education structure, which involves teaching the history of residential schooling, 

developing the “ability to identify colonial mentality,” and offering “creative and critical 

suggestions for action designed to end the Legacy” (6). In Mosionier’s novel, Cheryl’s early 

essays on Louis Riel and buffalo hunting, which are motivated by her goal to “writ[e] the 

Métis side of things” (78), can be read as creative and critical revisions of colonial history. 

Yet, Cheryl’s spiral toward suicide is initiated by a profound and unresolved tension 

surrounding the poverty and alcoholism of her father and all the “Main Street bums” (196). 

She argues that “there is a reason why they are that way. Everything they once had has been 

taken from them” (196), thereby resisting a colonial mentality that would pathologize her 

Métis community. Yet, pointing to a collective history of colonial violence does not help her 

resolve her suspicion that “these people … accept defeat too easily, like a dog with his tail 

between his legs, on his back, his throat forever exposed” (196). The capitalist mentality of 

her “horror” (197) and revulsion (198) blames the poor for their circumstances, “ignores the 

many ways in which poverty is actually legislated by our governments, and … demands a 

higher standard of behaviour and sacrifice from people who are poor than from people who 

are not” (Swanson 3). Seeing her father as an animalized other, who does not know any 

better than to submit himself to further degradation, Cheryl rehearses this capitalist logic. 
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Moreover, given the unchallenged and often desperate beliefs of the youth in Monkey Beach 

that economic independence is attainable through work and that the pursuit of survival by 

economic means is the only choice, I would argue, then, that a key component of the Legacy 

education should include ‘ability to identify colonial and capitalist mentalities,’ for clients 

and social workers alike. Such a therapeutic approach has “the liberation of … client[s] as its 

purpose” (129-130) and requires resistance to 

The Therapeutic State … [that] has a vested interest in playing along with the ‘help 

the diseased’ emphasis … which, of course, was constructed to limit things to ‘help 

the diseased’ and not let it become ‘and pay for the rebuilding of Aboriginal Nations 

and pay for all the resources stolen and give back the land stolen and put everyone 

responsible up for trial,’ and so on. (Chrisjohn & Young 121) 

This point articulates the foundation of my analysis: In Search of April Raintree and Monkey 

Beach force the reader to engage with the possibility that (1) while understanding the 

legacies of residential schooling and colonial policies is crucial for understanding sources of 

addiction and dysfunction in Lisamarie’s and the Raintree’s communities, it is not the sole 

cause, and (2) seeking to address residential schooling and histories of dispossession without 

also understanding how ideological and material realities of capitalism (re)produce social 

suffering leaves Indigenous communities vulnerable to such suffering’s persistence. 
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Conclusion: 
“There is a difference between sacrifice and compromise, and you’d best learn it”: 

Sacrifice and the Anxiety of Resolution in Contemporary Canadian Addiction 
Narratives 

 

Exemplifying the fundamental challenge faced by each protagonist in this dissertation is 

Grammie’s warning to Serrie: “There is a difference between sacrifice and compromise, and 

you’d best learn it” (Conlin 246). If compromise is read as code for conformity and self-

effacement, sacrifice becomes an empty signifier that echoes the demands of conformity 

because it comes to mean suppressing, masking, or adapting individual responses to 

prescriptions of normalcy. Such prescriptions socially and institutionally earmark particular 

populations as inherently disposable, by virtue of physiological degeneracy or moral 

limitations, in a manner that shores up conformity to and cohesion of the broader 

communitas. The protagonists rework the distinction between sacrifice and compromise as a 

matter of adaptive method. They become marked as Other because they do not conform 

appropriately. By refiguring addiction and anorexia as forms of social suffering, the novels 

challenge pervasive and institutionalized narratives of addiction that locate full causal 

culpability for dis-ease on addicts. Because Alcoholics Anonymous, biomedical, cognitive 

behavioral, and even cultural theories of addiction are primarily concerned with the problem 

of the already addicted subject, the symptoms of physiological dependence become the 

narrow focus of dominant analysis, leaving historical, economic, and political factors outside 

the frames of inspection, prevention, and treatment.  

Heave, lullabies for little criminals, Skinny, Consumption, In Search of April 

Raintree, and Monkey Beach each test the logic and implications of such methodologically 
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individualistic approaches to addiction treatment by contextualizing their protagonists’ 

habitual behaviors within ideological and material circuitries characterized by constraint. 

When read as shaped by logics of individualism, consumption, and acculturation, the acts of 

drinking, drug use, and starvation become reimagined within these works as adaptive and 

survivalist rather than indulgent, aberrant, and self-defeating. Each author employs literary 

devices that bind characterization to socialization in ways that foreground the inadequacies 

of dominant explanatory and treatment models; however, they also assess the stakes of such 

models’ limitations as pressures to “conform or be cast out” (Peart et al), thereby subjecting 

the so-called addicts at the centre of these narratives to a perverse sacrificial logic. Serrie, 

Baby, Giselle, Marie, Cheryl, and Lisamarie all attempt to alter their affective states to meet 

and/or simply bear the demands of social reproduction and moral regulation. When those 

adaptive behaviors are expressed through habitual substance use or starvation, the 

technologies of treatment intervene as disciplinary mechanisms that reassert those 

contributory demands. This circuitry performs a kind of sacrifice of those marked as addicts. 

Those who cannot or will not adapt to class, gender, and colonial norms become subject to 

disciplinary measures that seek to treat their symptoms of dis-ease as willful or innate flaws, 

or at times both.  

In this way, all the novels significantly revise a long literary tradition of female 

characters in the Western canon that Stephen C. Infantino describes as the “textual formula 

of sacrifice by addiction” (96-7). He argues that narratives of female addiction have 

historically served to imaginatively rehearse the ritualistic dispatch of an “other” because 

“[t]he designation of the sin-bearing—that is an excluded, different individual—lends unity 
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and definition to the greater community” (91). Addiction, in this formula, signifies or 

epitomizes traits of the “soiled” (101), sexually contaminated women, who such narratives 

figuratively or literally murder (92) in order to reinscribe traits of ideal femininity—chastity, 

modesty, moderation. This literary trope echoes a theme that Helen Keane identifies in 

contemporary addiction discourses, which defines “addicted, abject and unliveable bodies … 

as the necessary constitutive outside of the domain of the clean, proper and healthy body” 

(8). The recent Canadian narratives studied in this dissertation challenge this sacrificial logic 

by exposing the biopolitical mechanisms of discipline as antagonistic to the development of 

each female protagonist and, ultimately, as a contributory element within the logics of their 

respective addictions. Therefore, rather than uncritically rehearsing traditional sacrificial 

tropes of female addiction as necessary to shoring up the productive norms of textual and 

extratextual ideologies, the novels studied in this dissertation expose and challenge that 

sacrificial logic. 

And yet, the ending of each novel unsettles and even potentially undermines the 

significant subversions achieved by its central critique. Of the six protagonists, Marie and 

Cheryl commit suicide, Lisamarie seriously considers it, Giselle dies, and Serrie and Baby 

each undergo seemingly illogical removals from their respective environments. Thus, even 

as the novels seem to struggle against the ideological pull of dominant narratives explored 

by Infantino, the symbolic and political consequences of these final scenes seem consistent 

with Infantino’s third feature of the traditional sacrifice narrative. He argues that “[t]he 

subjugation of the female by controlled substance for the purposes of perpetuating other 

characters and unifying their story line echoes a recurrent authorial posture that requires 
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sacrifice as central to the interactive community” (92). What forms of community are 

maintained at the end of Heave, lullabies for little criminals, Skinny, Consumption, In Search 

of April Raintree, and Monkey Beach? Throughout each narrative, processes of coercive 

class, gender, and cultural unity appear contingent on either conformity, assimilation, and 

striving or disavowal and sacrifice. If the protagonists are made to kill themselves, die, or 

leave their communities, it would seem that at the textual level each protagonist, albeit in 

different ways, is denied citizenship because of her failure to adapt appropriately. In terms of 

the novels ending in actual or anticipated suicide, such textual deaths seem internally 

consistent with the depictions of regulatory power developed in each novel, thereby calling 

attention to the human cost of such power dynamics. Although the concluding tension of 

each novel is difficult to resolve, naming the terms of their ambivalent meanings is 

important.  

In Heave’s final scene, Serrie’s climactic claim to community belonging enacts the 

kind of acceptable psychic self-transformation required by the Alcoholic Anonymous 

member script, despite the narrative’s persistent critique of such decontextualized and 

individualizing imperatives. Standing naked above the town, Serrie looks “out to the Lupin 

Cove Road, then down over the Mountain and in to the Valley below,” and proclaims, 

“everything old and familiar, everything mine” (319). Presumably reconciled to a 

community deeply implicated in her attempts at self-effacement, the scene could be read as 

resistance to the disenfranchisement that haunts her family; indeed, the declaration of 

community belonging is articulated in terms of entitled ownership. However, the imagery of 

cleansing and rebirth suggests that Serrie has not rejected her Grammie’s or AA’s ideals of 
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self-transformation. Emerging from the outhouse, where she has internally processed and 

emotionally released the socially suffering in her past, and assuming a posture of self-

purification, Serrie still locates herself as the site of necessary transformation. Given 

Heave’s sustained dissonance between competing views of alcoholism, as well as tensions 

between individual and community responsibility, Serrie’s epiphanic declaration of 

ownership over a community that has largely disavowed her seems to situate the addict as 

responsible for making amends. 

lullabies for little criminals potentially counteracts the ideological work done by the 

preceding story by tacking on a fairy tale ending steeped in a return to the rural ethos of 

nostalgia that obscures ongoing urban realities; even in the wake of multiple traumatic 

interventions in Baby’s familial existence by the state, the novel’s ending actually appears to 

affirm further removals as the answer to Baby’s lived experience of interwoven oppressions 

and social suffering. Stylistically inconsistent (and arguably conventionally expedient), 

Baby’s sudden removal by Jules from Montreal to Val-des-Loups,51 the rural hometown of 

her parents and future guardian, Janine, constitutes the final displacement of the novel. 

Perhaps emphasizing the unpredictability of how Baby is “shuttled” around against her 

will—a verb used by two early reviewers52 of the novel—this hasty departure from the scene 

of Baby’s deepening involvement in drug use and prostitution seems implicated in the 

literary trope of female addiction and sacrifice. Following an examination of the interactions 

between the novel’s social realism and fantasy elements along the displacement trajectory of 

its plot, O’Neill’s novel seems ultimately to participate uneasily in a liberal capitalist 

                                                
51 The English translation is the ominous “Valley of the Wolves.” 
52 See Lisa Foad and Heather Birrell. 
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tradition of sacrificing the disenfranchised by evading the extra-textual imperatives of 

capitalism evoked and plotted throughout. At the level of cultural consumption, the 

interactive community that is perhaps maintained by lullabies for little criminals is one 

between author and a liberal capitalist readership: by disappearing Baby into rural isolation, 

O’Neill seems to undermine the scathing social critique developed throughout the novel in 

order to save her readers the discomfort of contending with an inconclusive ending that sees 

the abandonment of her protagonist to the streets of Montreal. Perhaps this is the lullaby that 

truly identifies the criminals involved in O’Neill’s title. 

The final pages of Skinny depict Giselle’s path from attempted suicide to the moment 

of cardiac arrest as an irreversible transmutation into a grotesque version of her former self. 

The conclusion of the novel ultimately situates Giselle within a menagerie of alien figures, 

“girls with big heads and awful long bones” (16), “moving like a giant worm” (238). As she 

contemplates jumping off a roof, Giselle “haul[s] [her] sorry rag of a body up onto all fours” 

(236), “crush[es] rocks between [her] teeth” (236), and “vomits off the roof” (236). While 

the narrative works to both expose sociocultural contributing factors in eating disorder 

development and undermine pathologizing explanations for eating disorders that ignore their 

own complicity in upholding gender and class imperatives, the portrayal of Giselle’s 

successive degradation suggests that it is her pathological emotional and cognitive state that 

ultimately withstands treatment.  

The combined endings in Consumption of Marie’s individual story and the 

narrative’s coda produce tension with the novel’s broader critique of colonially imposed 

forms of consumption. While Patterson depicts eating disorder treatment as a colonially 
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inflected infantilization of Marie’s condition and a reaffirmation of consumerism, the insight 

given into her interiority risks framing her desire for familial protection as a potential state of 

arrested development. This implicit reinscription of the progress narrative is reinforced by 

the coda; structurally, the essay intervenes to situate the movement of ‘diseases’ as 

paralleling the movement of colonial ‘affluence.’ Yet, the coda upholds a strictly 

physiological concept of disease despite the anthropological assessment of the geographical 

migration of disease. By failing to register the affective and reciprocal circuitries of dis-ease 

that the narrative foregrounds explicitly, the coda risks reinscribing anorexia as a regrettable 

but inevitable symptom of colonial-capitalist progress. 

In Search of April Raintree presents an epiphanic reversal for the title character that 

seems entirely inadequate given her sustained view of alcoholism as a racialized disease and 

actually recapitulates some of the class-based and colonial oppression the novel ostensibly 

critiques. Responding to Cheryl’s last words to “Dream my dreams for me” (207), April 

silences her nephew’s caregiver and removes him from her home and extant Métis 

community. Given that Cheryl’s dreams involved building mutually supportive relationships 

of solidarity with other Indigenous people, April betrays that vision through re-enacting 

colonial authority similar to that of the CAS officials who removed April and Cheryl from 

their parents earlier in the novel. Sacrificed at the end of the novel is Cheryl’s vision of 

Métis kinship through the selective reclamation of Henry, the innocent child, and 

abandonment of Nancy, who remains affiliated with the “gutter creature[s]” (180).  

The indeterminate ending of Monkey Beach, which hinges on Lisamarie’s ability to 

choose between assimilation and death (literally, but also through the persistent insensibility 
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of inebriation), sustains the novel’s central critique of the unlivable choice faced by her 

generation of Haisla youth, while it also risks reinscribing the Vanishing Indian myth by 

suggesting that a kinship-founded Haisla nationhood characterized by spiritual knowledge 

(Ma-ma-oo) and political resistance (Uncle Mick) is accessible only in the Land of the Dead. 

Those characters who imagine themselves as part of “an ongoing and dynamic system of 

mutually affecting relationships” (Justice 151) have all died, except for Lisamarie. The final 

image of the novel has Lisamarie coming to consciousness on Monkey Beach, suggests that 

she will pursue a middle ground between the Land of the Dead and the world she sees in 

dreams, which is “whole, with no clear-cuts, no pollution, no boats, no cars, no planes” 

(265). As she wakes on the shore of the Land of the Dead, she hears both the b’gwus53 

“[c]lose, very close” but also, “in the distance … the sound of a speedboat” (374). Both seem 

to provide her with solace. The b’gwus’ “howling” signifies the enduring, if invisible, 

presence of “magical things” that profoundly comfort her (316), while the boat perhaps 

suggests rescue or at least an equally enduring presence to that of the b’gwus. And yet, the 

underlying source of Lisamarie’s suffering throughout the novel has been negotiating the 

spiritual within an increasingly secular and individualized context. The novel until the 

concluding moment has clearly framed the negotiation as untenable. Survival—economic, 

emotional, and physical—for all the characters risks remaining dependent on assimilation 

and renunciation of the spiritual.  

Despite enacting radical interventions in addiction discourse, these novels conclude 

                                                
53 “[T]he term ‘b’gwus, common to the Nisga’a, Gitskan, Tsimshian, Kwakw’ala and Haisla 
languages, has evolved from an older root word pa’gwus or pi’kis, defined … in at least four 
different ways: ‘monkey,’ ‘monkey woman,’ ‘wealth woman,’ and ‘land otter woman’” 
(Halpin qtd in Lacombe). 
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in ways that seem either unwilling to imagine alternatives (proving exhausted from the 

constant struggle against relentless pressures of individualization and pathologization) or 

eager to recuperate the protagonists’ struggles into happy endings that risk implying a safety 

and contentedness that anaesthetizes the urgency of anti-capitalist action for which the 

novels otherwise call. The overarching question I am raising here is whether or not each 

novel uncritically or critically reproduces the trope of necessary sacrifice of inconvenient 

social figures in service of maintaining ideological and systemic coherence. I raise the 

question neither to downplay the subversive nature of recent representations of addiction in 

Canadian and Indigenous literatures nor to submit these novels to an expectation that 

providing alternatives to that which they critique is the only way to affirm the legitimacy of 

those critiques. Rather, each novel’s ending should be interrogated for how its subversive 

and hegemonic qualities work in tension with one another. Taken together, these novels 

suggest that in the absence of alternatives, the fates of the protagonists do not look much 

different than those depicted in traditional narratives of female addiction and sacrifice. In 

other words, the pressures that inform the various endings become further evidence of the 

insidious nature of capitalist circuitries, which work to circumscribe horizons of possibility 

for change. In this way, the difficult endings offer a form of ironic evidence that extends, 

rather than contravenes, my central argument that the novels foreground the processes by 

which systemic inequalities are maintained through the sacrificial disavowal of those who 

call attention to the inevitable human costs of disciplinary power. 

An equally urgent question raised by these novels is how to imagine alternatives to 

addiction treatment if we accept a working theory of addiction as social suffering. How does 
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studying this literature aid in the broader social, political, and economic action in which this 

dissertation engages? The novelistic structure itself—with its historical connections to 

commodity capitalism—proves a difficult vehicle for these types of sustained interventions. 

Regardless of genre, however, the onus for animating the resistant possibilities emergent 

from the literary representations of addiction rests with readers. Emboldened by alternative 

readings of addiction as meaningful, we can begin to dismantle the identity category of 

addiction, which calls for the Addict to be “classified, regulated, and controlled” (Butler, 

“Imitation” 123), by revising our reading practices—textually, politically, and 

interpersonally. In the classroom, we can ask students to approach addiction narratives as 

“sites of disruption, error, confusion, and trouble” (Butler, “Imitation” 123) that denaturalize 

hegemonic distinctions between functional and dysfunctional, responsible and indulgent, 

worthy and expendable. As critics, we can work to rewire discursive and institutional 

circuitries that simultaneously make addictive behaviors adaptive and transform those 

behaviors into pathological identities. And as relational, social agents, we can resist applying 

dominant explanatory models for addiction to others and ourselves in ways that implicitly or 

explicitly carry the expectation to just “get used to it” (Conlin 37). 
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