
The Blind Assassin By Margaret Atwood

The Blind Assassin is a seminal work by Canadian author Margaret Atwood, published in 2000.
The novel is a complex tapestry of narratives woven together through the life of its protagonist, Iris
Chase Griffen. It explores themes of memory, trauma, love, and the complexities of women's lives in
the early 20th century. This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel is not only a testament to Atwood's literary
prowess but also serves as a profound commentary on societal norms and the roles women are
expected to play.

Overview of the Novel

At its core, "The Blind Assassin" is a story within a story. The narrative is structured around Iris
Chase's recollections of her life, particularly her relationship with her sister, Laura Chase, who
committed suicide. Laura's posthumously published novel, also titled "The Blind Assassin," is
interspersed throughout Iris's narrative, providing a unique dual perspective that enhances the
themes of betrayal, love, and loss.

Plot Summary

The novel begins with the death of Iris's sister, Laura, and the circumstances surrounding it. Iris,
now in her eighties, reflects on her past, recounting her childhood, her tumultuous marriage to
Richard Griffen, and the events that led to Laura's tragic end. The story unfolds in a nonlinear
fashion, allowing readers to piece together the relationship between the sisters and the impact of



societal expectations on their lives.

Key plot points include:

1. Iris's Early Life: Iris and Laura grow up in a wealthy family in Ontario, Canada, during the early
20th century. Their father’s textile factory provides them with a privileged lifestyle but is
overshadowed by the trauma of their mother’s early death.

2. The Sisters' Relationship: The bond between Iris and Laura is central to the novel. While Iris is
pragmatic and dutiful, Laura is artistic and rebellious. Their contrasting personalities lead to tension
and misunderstandings.

3. Marriage to Richard Griffen: Iris's marriage to the powerful and controlling Richard Griffen serves
as a critical turning point. His domineering nature stifles Iris’s independence, leading to a sense of
entrapment.

4. Laura’s Novel: The narrative of Laura's novel, which tells the story of a forbidden love between a
young woman and a man from a different social class, mirrors the struggles of the sisters and serves
as a commentary on their lives.

5. The Suicide: Laura's suicide is a pivotal event that reverberates throughout the novel, forcing Iris
to confront her memories and the secrets that bind them.

Thematic Exploration

"The Blind Assassin" is rich in themes that resonate with readers, both in its historical context and
contemporary relevance.

Women’s Agency and Identity

One of the most pressing themes in the novel is the exploration of women's agency. Through Iris and
Laura, Atwood examines how societal norms restrict women's identities and choices.

- Iris's Conformity: Throughout her life, Iris struggles to conform to the expectations placed upon her
as a wife and mother. Her journey reflects the broader experience of women in the early 20th
century, where personal desires were often overshadowed by societal obligations.

- Laura's Rebellion: In contrast, Laura represents a more defiant spirit. Her artistic pursuits and
refusal to conform to societal standards highlight the struggle for women to assert their identities.

Memory and Trauma

Memory plays a crucial role in shaping the narrative. Iris’s recollections are often fragmented,
reflecting the chaos and trauma of her past.



- Subjectivity of Memory: The novel illustrates how memory can be selective and unreliable. Iris's
perspective is colored by her regrets and guilt, particularly regarding Laura’s death.

- Impact of Trauma: The trauma experienced by the sisters—both personal and societal—shapes
their identities and decisions. Atwood poignantly captures how trauma can echo through
generations.

Class and Power Dynamics

The novel also delves into the themes of class and power, particularly through the character of
Richard Griffen.

- Social Stratification: Atwood examines the rigid class structures of the time, highlighting how
wealth and power dictate relationships and opportunities.

- Gendered Power: Richard's dominance over Iris illustrates the patriarchal power dynamics that
pervade their marriage. His control not only stifles Iris but also reflects the broader societal norms
that limit women's autonomy.

Literary Style and Structure

Atwood's literary style in "The Blind Assassin" is both intricate and compelling. The novel's
structure, with its multiple layers of narrative, challenges readers to engage actively with the text.

Intertextuality

The interplay between Iris’s narrative and Laura’s novel creates a rich tapestry of meaning.

- Nested Narratives: The inclusion of Laura's novel within Iris’s story serves to deepen the reader's
understanding of the sisters' lives. It also invites comparisons between fiction and reality,
questioning the nature of truth.

- Symbolism of the Blind Assassin: The titular character in Laura's novel—the blind assassin—serves
as a metaphor for the ways in which women navigate a world that seeks to silence them. This symbol
resonates throughout the main narrative, reflecting the hidden struggles of the characters.

Language and Imagery

Atwood’s use of language is both poetic and precise, employing vivid imagery to evoke emotion and
atmosphere.

- Descriptive Prose: The lush descriptions of settings and emotions add depth to the characters’
experiences, creating a vivid sense of time and place.



- Symbolism: Atwood employs various symbols throughout the narrative—such as the blind assassin,
the novel within a novel, and the imagery of war and destruction—to reinforce the thematic concerns
of the story.

Conclusion

"The Blind Assassin" is a masterful exploration of the complexities of female identity, memory, and
societal constraints. Through the intertwined lives of Iris and Laura Chase, Margaret Atwood crafts
a narrative that is both poignant and provocative. The novel's intricate structure and rich themes
resonate with readers, challenging them to reflect on the roles women play in both personal and
societal contexts.

Atwood's ability to weave a compelling story with deep thematic undercurrents makes "The Blind
Assassin" not only a significant literary achievement but also a timeless exploration of the human
experience. As readers navigate through the layers of narrative, they are invited to consider the
nature of truth, the power of memory, and the enduring impact of love and loss. In this way, "The
Blind Assassin" remains a vital work that continues to inspire discussion and reflection in
contemporary literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Blind Assassin'?
The main themes of 'The Blind Assassin' include the nature of storytelling, the complexities of
memory, the impact of war, gender roles, and the struggle for identity and autonomy.

How does Margaret Atwood use the structure of the novel to
enhance its narrative?
Atwood employs a layered narrative structure, alternating between the present story of Iris Chase
and the fictional novel within the novel, 'The Blind Assassin'. This technique creates complexity and
deepens the exploration of truth and perspective.

What role does the character of Iris Chase play in the story?
Iris Chase is the protagonist and narrator of the novel. Her reflections on her life, her sister Laura,
and their family history drive the narrative, revealing themes of trauma and resilience.

How does 'The Blind Assassin' address the issue of women's
rights and feminism?
'The Blind Assassin' critiques the societal constraints placed on women in the early 20th century,
showcasing the struggles for independence and self-expression faced by its female characters.



What significance does the title 'The Blind Assassin' hold in
relation to the story?
The title refers to the fictional story written by Laura Chase within the novel, which symbolizes the
act of creation and the complexities of perception, as well as the themes of betrayal and hidden
truths.

In what ways does Atwood explore the concept of memory in
'The Blind Assassin'?
Atwood examines memory as a selective and subjective process, highlighting how recollections can
be shaped by trauma and time. The unreliable narration challenges readers to consider the nature of
truth and how personal histories are constructed.
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