
Vol.6       Special Issue 1        August 2018             ISSN: 2320 - 2645 

 

 

Shanlax International Journal of English   17 

 

FEMININITY AND FEMINISM: AN INTER-GENERIC STUDY OF 

MARGARET ATWOOD’S BODILY HARM AND A FILM  

SHUNYO E BUKE (EMPTY CANVAS) 
 
 

Mr.Purnendu Sengupta 

Research Scholar 

Vidyasagar University, Midnapore, West Bengal 

 
 

 
 
Abstract 

 The origin and development of Feminism as a socio-cultural and political movement may be traced back to 
Western countries. With the flow of time Feminism has become Feminisms. The multiplicity of cultural differences 
across the physical boundaries of the world has caused the sprouting of different feministic movements. In spite of its 
varied growth with specific demands for appropriation and recognition, feministic movements share certain common 
sphere. This paper aims to make an inter-generic comparative study in between Margaret Atwood’s famous novel 
“Bodily Harm” and a film named “Sunyo E Buke (Empty Canvas)” by Kaushik Ganguly. The study will be aimed to lay 
bare how these two inter-generic art forms in spite of their socio-cultural and national differences become congruous 
in depicting the claustrophobic world of women. Margaret Atwood’s novels are replete with female experiences in a 
male-centric world. “Bodily Harm” depicts the volatile world of Rennie, a Toronto based journalist. The scar that her 
body bears due to her mastectomy alters her world of relationship as now her body fails to fit in the world of male 
fantasy. Rennie’s journey to the Caribbean islands may be viewed as her journey of self actualisation. In the film, 
Teesta’s life becomes upside down as her husband Soumitra discovers her flat breasts. Soumitra has been projected as 
an intelligent and promising painter in the film. But he becomes a representative of male-centric world-view in 
considering the femininity as the worthy determinant of a woman. The paper will address the issues with Toril Moi’s 
concept of ‘femininity’ and Michel Foucault’s ideas of ‘discourse’, ‘sexuality’ and ‘body’.  
Keywords: Body, Teesta, Discourse, Femininity, Rennie, Sexuality. 

  

 The origin and development of Feminism as a socio-cultural and political movement may be traced 

back to Western countries. With the flow of time Feminism has become Feminisms. The multiplicity of 

cultural differences across the physical boundaries of the world has caused the sprouting of different 

feministic movements. In spite of its varied growth with specific demands for appropriation and 

recognition, feministic movements share certain common sphere. The socio-cultural and political 

movements under the rubric of Feminism have emerged to challenge the male-centric worldviews and 

to establish equality of woman. Toril Moi in her essay “Feminist, Female, Femininity” critically evaluates 

the importance of femininity in the theoretical space of Feminism. According to Moi, femininity is a set 

of culturally determined characteristics which are evaluated to specify the womanliness of woman. Moi 

argued in the essay that: 

Femininity' is a cultural construct: one isn't born a woman, one becomes one, as Simone de 

Beauvoir puts it. Seen in this perspective, patriarchal oppression consists of imposing certain social 

standards of femininity on all biological women, in order precisely to make us believe that the 

chosen standards for 'femininity' are natural. (123) 

 Thus femininity and Feminism share an integral relation in revealing the multifaceted 

marginalisation of women in a patriarchal society. 

 Body in Michel Foucault’s oeuvre turns out to be one of the most contested topics of discussion 

challenging the mind-body duality in which the mind reigns supreme and assumes greater significance. 
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Foucault reinstated the importance of the body in the construction of subjectivity. Foucault’s discussion 

on the body is scattered throughout his various writings. His “Discipline and Punish”, “The History of 

Sexuality” and the essay “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History” contain much of his critical ponderings on the 

issues related to the body. In Foucault’s concept of genealogy, the ‘body’ becomes an important aspect of 

the critical study. In both, ‘Herkunft’(decent) and ‘Entestehung’ (emergence), two cardinal specificities 

of genealogy, the body has been given immense importance. 

 We may encapsulate Foucault’s conceptualization of the body as follows.  

 In Foucault’s concept of genealogy as an interpretative methodology, the body plays an important 

role. 

 Body, in Foucault, may be considered as a political site that bears the struggle of power relations. 

 The body is a construct of discursive practices and also a participant in discursive practices. 

 Disciplinary techniques work ambivalently on the body: it is both repressive and reproductive.  

 Disciplinary techniques along with bio-power constitute the power over life.  

 Sex is also interrelated with the body as sex is one of the determining principles of bio-power and 

one of the repressive targets of disciplinary techniques. Like the body, sex, according to Foucault, is 

also a participant and product of discursive practices.  

 This paper aims to make an inter-generic comparative study in between Margaret Atwood’s famous 

novel “Bodily Harm” and a film named “Sunyo E Buke (Empty Canvas)” by Kaushik Ganguli. The study 

will be aimed to lay bare how these two inter-generic art forms in spite of their socio-cultural and 

national differences become congruous in depicting the claustrophobic world of women. Margaret 

Atwood’s novels are replete with female experiences in a male-centric world. “Bodily Harm” depicts the 

volatile world of Rennie, a Toronto based journalist. The scar that her body bears due to her 

mastectomy alters her world of relationship as now her body fails to fit in the world of male fantasy. 

Rennie’s journey to the Caribbean islands may be viewed as her journey of self-actualization. In the film, 

Teesta’s life becomes upside down as her husband Soumitra discovers her flat breasts. Soumitra has 

been projected as an intelligent and promising painter in the film. But he becomes a representative of 

male-centric worldviews in considering the femininity as the worthy determinant of a woman. 

 Foucault has argued that the body is a construct of discursive practices and it also participates in 

discursive practices. Foucault defines ‘discursive practice’ as “a body of anonymous, historical rules, 

always determined in the time and space that have defined a given period, and for a given social, 

economic, geographical or linguistic area, the conditions of operation of the enunciative function” (The 

Archaeology of Knowledge 117). Foucault has used the phrase ‘discursive practice’ as a collective noun 

that stands for “a body of anonymous, historical rules” which are specific to a given period. Now let us 

interpret the novel and film to show how both these works of art use body as a construct of discursive 

practices.  

 Margaret Atwood’s Bodily Harm focuses on Rennie’s struggle to establish a reciprocal relation with 

the self and the society. The novel deals with Rennie’s psychological turbulence due to her parting with 

Jake and undergoing a mastectomy. The bodily harm caused by the mastectomy has a strong bearing on 

Rennie’s mind. Lorna Irvine, in her essay “The Here and Now of Bodily Harm,” has opined about the 

novel that it “is a heavily coded novel, yet a novel that painfully articulates the female body, that perhaps 

even liberates it” (96). In fact, Rennie’s body functions as the central motif in the novel. As she narrated 

her experience of living in Griswold, the polarities in between Rennie and the gendered world of 

Griswold come to surface. She had been brought up seeing that women sacrificed their lives by 

becoming angels in a home. As she says that “As a child I learned three things well: how to be quite, 

what not to say, and how to look at things without touching them” (54). Therefore, when she 
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remembers about the house, she thinks of the silence and objects of the house. As a girl, she had been 

taught to cope with silences. For women she had learned what was more important was decency and 

decency “was having your clothes on, in every possible way” (55). That woman is fated to live as a mere 

assistant and man is meant to act have an acknowledged presence and sustenance in Griswold. Though 

Rennie didn’t wish to be trapped like her mother in Griswold, she eventually becomes a bearer of 

certain principles that constitute Griswold.  

 The novel may be studied as a psychological struggle of Rennie to establish or to restore herself as a 

normal woman worthy of love and appreciation. In a patriarchal society, a woman’s body is more 

prioritized than her mind. Thus, for women, the body, sexual appeal and appearance become more 

important. The standards set by the patriarchal society of Griswold to assess woman’s importance have 

become normalized to such an extent that Rennie failed to depreciate the gendered representation of 

women in essence. Rennie’s desperate need to get back her former self that was being passionately 

desired may be viewed as the result of her inculcating patriarchal norms in herself. The sense of 

incompleteness, the lacuna she feels in her body, becomes the driving force of her future actions.  

 The story of the film “Shunyo E Buke (Empty Canvas)”  centres round the conflict in between the 

female body and male desire. The film starts with Arijit’s artistic attempts at sculpting a female body. 

Arijit was busy in giving shape to the breasts of a sculpture. We are informed about Arijit’s plan to visit 

Khajuraho along with his three other friends named Soumitra, Sujoy and Joydeb. At Khajuraho, they 

came across Teesta who was once Arijit’s friend. All of them were invited for dinner by Tatai (Teesta’s 

uncle) at their bungalow. Soumitra fell in love with Teesta in his first meeting with her. Soumitra 

became restless after his return from Khajuraho. He portrayed the image of Teesta on his canvas and 

added the colors of love in his portrayal. He went to the NGO named Nirala where Teesta worked and 

met her. Soumitra confessed his love to Teesta. Going against the decision of her parents, Teesta decided 

to get married to Soumitra. 

 On their nuptial bed, Soumitra idolised Teesta calling her the woman of his dream. He attempted to 

make love with Teesta. As Teesta as hesitant, Soumitra asks her to share her privacy and shun her 

coyness as he is going to keep her honour secret forever. Teesta asks him whether he will love her as 

she is. Soumitra promised her that he will accept her as she really is. But the aura of Soumitra’s love 

evaporated as he discovered Teesta’s private parts are underdeveloped. Soumitra became awestruck 

and accused her of cheating him. The woman of his dream turns out to be an incomplete one as she has 

flat breasts. Soumitra blames her that she has trapped him in that she did not disclose this secret before 

marriage. On the next morning, Soumitra expresses his anguish of deprivation and argues that Teesta 

used to appear in a camouflage to him and to the world as she used padding in order to hide what she 

lacks. On the other hand Teesta accuses Soumitra for his hypocrisy as he courted her with ideas that he 

himself did not practise. She reminds him how he used to say that the body is merely a shell and what is 

important is the soul. Teesta claims that it is because of his words she has rested faith on him. Teesta 

argues that her identity is not determined by the size of her private parts. As the battle of words became 

bitter Soumitra left the house, and with a broken heart Teesta parted from Soumitra on the very next 

day of their marriage. 

 What is significant here is Teesta’s attempt to conceal what she lacks. It is because of her belief and 

inculcation of patriarchal concepts of femininity; she uses padding as it appears natural to her. Again in 

the heat of her arguments with Soumitra, she confessed that it was because of this reason she chose to 

remain spinster so far. It is only with her meeting with Sarmistha, her colleague, after breaking the knot 

with Soumitra, she realizes that the fault lies in the conceptualization of femininity by the people who 

nourish patriarchal worldviews.  
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 In his conceptualization of the body, Foucault also has pointed out that the body becomes a site of 

political struggle. In our study of the novel and the film we will analyse how the body becomes engaged 

in power politics using the objectification of the female body. In Bodily Harm, Rennie’s relation with Jake 

also makes her see her body as an object. That body is the sole determiner of value is a notion that Jake 

believes and also make Rennie feel so. Rennie thinks that her body is a white paper as she says that, 

“Sometimes I feel like a blank sheet of paper” in which Jake takes the liberty to “doodle on” (Bodily Harm 

104). Even when she had undergone mastectomy, Dr. Daniel suggested her to think of her life as a clean 

page” where she “can write whatever” she likes (84). In this context, we are reminded of the famous 

analogy between the body and the blank sheet as drawn in The Madwoman in the Attic by Guilbert and 

Guber. Rennie’s mastectomy robs her of her self-confidence. She felt the lack in her body and sensed 

how Jack changed himself due to the scar Rennie bears in her body. In fact, Rennie began to suffer from 

the sense of incompleteness, and she became desperate in restoring her self-confidence by attempting 

to be engaged in enamoring relations with Dr. Daniel and Paul.  

 Rennie met Jake when she was preparing an article on men who started their own business “by the 

time they were thirty” (Bodily Harm 102). Rennie describes Jack with the following words: Jake, 

“saturnine” she’d called him in the piece, with his dark skin and white teeth and narrow muzzle, 

grinning like a fox, perched with jaunty irony at his drawing board, wearing a navy blue three-piece suit 

to prove you didn’t have to be afraid of suits” (102-03). By profession, he was a “designer of labels, not 

just labels but the total package” (103). Rennie found it refreshing as Jack lauded her body and the 

sexual appeal her body bears. Jack said, “he liked her body” and for Rennie “It was a relief to have a man 

say, admit, confess, that he thought she had a terrific ass” (103). From the very beginning of her love-

relationship with Jake, Rennie was aware that Jake’s sole interest lies in her body as Jake said, “I’m more 

interested in your body, if you want the truth” (104). But Rennie took time to realize that Jake was 

treating her as an object—“she was one of the things Jack was packaging” (104). Jake decorated the 

walls of Rennie’s living and bedroom with photographs that project women body as sexualized objects 

to meet the demands of male fantasy. Rennie narrated: 

“In the livingroom he hung blowups of Cartier-Bresson photographs, three Mexican prostitutes 

looking out of wooden cubicles, their eyebrows plucked thin and drawn into exaggerated bows, 

their mouths clown-mouths, an old man sitting in a field of deserted chairs. . . . In the bedroom he 

hung a Heather-Cooper poster, a brown skinned woman wound up in a piece of material that held 

her arms to her sides but left her breasts and thighs and buttocks exposed. (105)  

 All these pictures made Rennie nervous especially “when she was lying on their bed with no clothes 

on.” Though Jake treated Rennie as a sexual object, Rennie kept faith on him consoling herself that “A 

secure woman is not threatened by her partner’s fantasies.” 

 In the film, we observe the locus of conflict is due to Soumitra’s giving importance to the female 

body. Soumitra considers the body as the most determining principle of woman’s identity. At Khajuraho, 

Soumitra and Sujoy enjoyed the erotic sculptures curved on the temples. Soumitra claimed himself to be 

an artist of a human body. He claimed in front of Joydeb that his hands create the bodies and give color 

to the skin of the bodies. She made a diagram of her private parts to make Joydeb understand what 

Teesta lacks and what he is being deprived of. It is because of her body, the body of Teesta clashes with 

his idolized form of woman’s body. He claims that her breasts appear to him as fossils lacking life and 

vivacity. Even when Teesta came to confront him knowing the publicity of the diagram of her body, she 

saw Soumitra was working on giving color to his portrayed female body. The portrayal reveals his 

fantasy of well-nourished breasts. So in the film, we observe Soumitra’s male- centric worldview 
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through his objectifying Teesta’s body. Thus the novel and the film reveal body as a political site and 

how sex is interrelated with the conceptualisation of female body.  

 What we have found so far is that the novel and the film share common ground in projecting the 

obsession of male characters with female body and their attitude to consider the worth of body as the 

determining principle of identity. But they drifted apart in the respective choices of the leading female 

characters and their ways of handling their respective problems. In case of Rennie, she tries to restore 

her former self by becoming the lovable and adorable woman but Teesta made no attempts to become 

conforming to the predefined world of male fantasy. Jake who truly claims himself “an animal in the 

dark” cuts the knot after Rennie’s mastectomy. The scar that she begins to bear after mastectomy gnaws 

her from within. Her upbringing in Griswold has led her to believe in the importance of surface. She 

“became a quick expert on surfaces when she first moved away from Griswold” (Bodily Harm 26). After 

the mastectomy that signifies the kissing touch of death on her body she perceived that “surfaces, in 

many cases, were preferable to depths” (211). Once Rennie was comfortable with Jake’s animalistic 

desires, but now she felt she had been manipulated as she realised Jake was only obsessed with her 

body. She no longer desires to be grabbed by him from behind or to be thrown into the bed. Jake’s 

partition with Rennie is due to Jake’s inability to exploit Rennie’s body and he gradually turns himself 

away from the very day he came to know about the disease Rennie was bearing. Though Jake knew that 

Rennie was bearing a cancerous disease, he made love with her but his love was just an attempt to show 

favour to Rennie. and what Rennie detested most was “the idea of anyone doing her a favour” 

(21).Rennie gradually came sure that Jake has shifted his heart to a “new lady” though she “didn’t know 

what the new lady looked like” (235). She was neither interested to know how does the new lady look 

since she knew it well that “she was just a headless body, with or without a black night gown” as she 

was once to Jake. Thus Rennie’s relation with Jake is entirely dependent on her body and her body was 

the alpha and omega of her relation with Jake. As Rennie was brought up and nourished in conservative 

patriarchal cultural discourses of Griswold, she viewed her body as the cardinal essence of her identity 

as a woman. Thus in post surgical phase she becomes desperate to prove herself worthy of love and 

desire. Her journey to the two Caribbean islands may be viewed as her effort to rediscover her former 

self.  

 Rennie considers her post-surgical phase of life as the second part of her life. She wished to make it 

different from the former part and began to appreciate her life as a gift. She became emotionally 

attached with Daniel who gifted her life. Daniel explains her that “you just feel this way about me 

because I am your doctor” (237). He considers it as Rennie’s fantasy for him. The narrator confirms that 

“It was true he was a fantasy for her; a fantasy about the lack of fantasy, a fantasy of the normal” (237). 

Thus for Rennie Daniel was a substitute for Jake as the narrator says, “When Jake moved out, naturally 

there was a vacuum. Something had to come in to fill it” (39). It was Daniel who can make her feel that 

she is still normal. Rennie’s desire is not merely limited to her emotional love for Daniel, she longed for 

physical union with him as she believes that it is only through her physical union her body will have 

recognition. Though Daniel confessed that “I am very fond of you”, Rennie wished to drift further with 

him in her game of love. Rennie wishes to be with him as she was with Jake. The narrator adeptly 

describes the dilemma with the following words: 

She wanted to see him lying with his eyes closed, she wanted to see him and not be seen, she 

wanted to be trusted. She wanted to make love with him, very slowly, she wanted it to last a long 

time, she wanted the moment just before coming helplessness, hours of it, she wanted to open him 

up. There was such a gap between what she wanted and where she was that she could hardly stand 

it”. (195) 
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 The gap of Rennie’s fantasy and the reality is abridged when she concocted how she was on the 

verge of committing suicide only with the hope that Daniel could come to rescue her. But she was hardly 

rescued from the pit of her frustration, rather she felt herself “raped” as it was Daniel who was more in 

need of her body. It was Rennie’s affair with Paul, that restored her lost confidence. In her visit to St. 

Antoine and St. Agathe, she came across Paul, an American who turned out to be a drug dealer. When 

Rennie met Paul she was warned “not to get too mixed up in local politics” (150). As she was gradually 

getting interested in Paul, her mind was backfired with the thought that “she is almost forgotten there’s 

some of her missing” (151). Once when they had an outing to Driftwood, Paul kissed Rennie, which 

Rennie thought as an act of exploration rather than passion. She took hold of his hands which were 

moving towards her private parts as Rennie’s scar would have been discovered. Repeatedly Rennie 

craves for someone who will understand her plight and restore her faith in herself. But she was afraid of 

being turned down since she felt the missing part of her body more acutely. When she was with Paul, 

she thought of failure: “Nevertheless she is afraid, of failure. May be she should be fair, may be she 

should warn him. What can she say? I’m not all here? There’s part of me missing? She doesn’t even have 

to do that, failure is easy to average. All you have to do is walk away” (203). 

 But she justifies her position thinking that she is a tourist, she is an exempt. It was Paul’s touch that 

healed Rennie from her stasis. She felt rejuvenated. She had an epiphanic experience with Paul who 

resurrected her in spite of bearing the “preliminary kiss” of death on her body. Rennie’s feeling is worth 

quoting in this context: 

“He reaches out his hands and Rennie can’t remember ever having been touched before. Nobody 

lives forever, who said you could? This much will have to do, this much is enough. She’s open now, 

she’s been opened, she’s being drawn back down, she enters her body again and there’s a moment 

of pain, incarnation, this may be only the body’s desperation, a flareup, a last clutch at the world 

before the long slide into final illness and death; but meanwhile she’s solid after all, she’s still here 

on the earth, she’s grateful, he’s touching her, she can still be touched” (204).  

 Thus what we observe is that Rennie’s body bears the influences of history, sex, love, and power. 

Her internalization of the significance of female body may be aligned to the cultural discourses of 

Griswold. In her life, love and sexual relations are not devoid of power relations. In post-surgical phase 

her body appears to her as a threat to the accepted ideals of the female body. She seems to be 

rejuvenated with the healing touch of Paul and her feeling –“she can still be touched” – should be viewed 

as her pathetic cry to become adorable again in a patriarchal society.  

 But Teesta did not seek adoration and idolization anymore. At the concluding scene of the film, we 

again find the meeting of Soumitra and Teesta on a sea beach. Now Soumitra was working on a 

sculpture that projects the head of a woman with her joined palms. What the sculpture symbolizes is 

that Soumitra no longer has an obsession with the female body. Teesta and Arijit got married and they 

were living a happy married life with a daughter. Teesta informed Soumitra that she had breastfed her 

daughter and the doctor had confirmed that her daughter had perfect growth. Soumitra apologized for 

insulting her body.  

 Thus our study reveals that femininity is a transnational discursive practice that seeks to confine 

woman in predestined spaces. Body is not merely a cultural construct, it also participates in cultural 

practices. The body bears the history of the power play. It can also be said that equality which 

Feminisms aim to achieve may differ as per the requirements of a specific culture.  
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