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Abstract

This paper examines the representation of nature through an ecofeminist lens in the selected
novels of Margaret Atwood, one of the most prominent contemporary writers concerned with
environmental and gender issues. Ecofeminism, as a critical framework, establishes a parallel
between the exploitation of women and the degradation of nature within patriarchal societies.
Atwood’s  fiction frequently depicts dystopian landscapes, ecological crises, and the
marginalization of female voices, thereby highlighting the interconnectedness of environmental
destruction and gender oppression. Focusing on novels such as Surfacing, The Handmaid’s Tale,
and Oryx and Crake, the study analyzes how Atwood portrays nature not merely as a physical
setting but as a symbolic and moral force that reflects human ethical responsibility toward the
environment. The paper further explores how female characters in these texts develop ecological
awareness and resistance against systems of domination that threaten both women and the
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Crake (2003) further developed her engagement with gender
INTRODUCTION politics, social control, and environmental crises. The

Margaret Atwood is one of the most influential contemporary
writers whose works explore the intersections of gender,
ecology, and power structures in modern society. Born in
1939 in Ottawa, Canada, Atwood has produced an extensive
body of literary work, including novels, poetry, and critical
essays since 1961, and she is widely recognized for her
contributions to feminist and environmental discourse in
literature. Her fiction frequently belongs to genres such as
dystopian, speculative, and climate fiction, which allow her to
examine the ethical consequences of environmental
degradation and patriarchal control. Margaret Atwood’s
novels demonstrate a sustained concern with nature, survival,
and the fragile relationship between humanity and the
environment. Her early novel The Edible Woman (1969)
introduced themes of consumerism and female identity, while
Surfacing (1972) marked a significant shift toward ecological
consciousness by portraying the wilderness as a symbolic
space connected to personal and cultural identity. Later works
such as The Handmaid'’s Tale (1985), Cat’s Eye (1988), Alias
Grace (1996), The Blind Assassin (2000), and Oryx and

subsequent novels The Year of the Flood (2009) and
MaddAddam (2013) collectively depict a dystopian future
shaped by ecological disaster and technological excess,
warning against irresponsible scientific and environmental
practices. A distinctive feature of Atwood’s writing is her
ability to combine feminist concerns with ecological
awareness, often presenting nature as both a victim of
exploitation and a source of renewal.

Thus, Margaret Atwood’s narratives frequently portray
societies in which environmental destruction parallels the
oppression of women, thereby reflecting the central premise
of ecofeminism—that the domination of women and nature
stems from similar patriarchal ideologies. Scholars have
observed that Atwood’s later works, particularly the
MaddAddam trilogy, offer sustained warnings about
environmental crises and encourage a rethinking of human
relationships with the natural world. Thematically, Atwood’s
fiction addresses issues such as environmental degradation,
technological advancement, ecological imbalance, gender
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inequality, and survival in dystopian societies. Her novels
often depict landscapes affected by climate change, genetic
engineering, and ecological collapse, emphasizing humanity’s
ethical responsibility toward nature. For instance, her
dystopian narratives create fictional worlds that illustrate the
potential consequences of ignoring environmental ethics and
sustainability, thereby functioning as cautionary tales for
contemporary society.

From a theoretical perspective, this research paper adopts
ecofeminism as its primary analytical framework.
Ecofeminism emerged in the late twentieth century as an
interdisciplinary theory combining feminist and ecological
thought. It argues that patriarchal systems exploit both women
and the environment through hierarchical structures that
prioritize domination, control, and profit. By applying
ecofeminist theory to selected novels such as Surfacing, The
Handmaid’s Tale, and Oryx and Crake, the study examines
how Atwood represents nature as an active presence rather
than a passive backdrop and how female characters often
develop ecological awareness and resistance against
environmental and social oppression.

However, Margaret Atwood’s novels provide a rich literary
foundation for exploring ecofeminist themes, particularly the
interconnectedness of gender, power, and environmental
sustainability. Her works not only reflect contemporary
ecological concerns but also encourage readers to reconsider
their ethical responsibilities toward both women and the
natural world, making her fiction highly relevant to current
debates in environmental humanities and feminist literary
criticism.

1. The Edible Woman (1969)

The Edible Woman tells the story of Marian MacAlpin, a
young woman working in market research who becomes
increasingly uncomfortable with consumer culture and her
engagement to Peter Wollander, a conventional lawyer. As
Marian feels trapped by societal expectations about marriage
and femininity, she develops an unusual inability to eat,
symbolizing her loss of identity. With the support of her
unconventional friend Ainsley Tewce and the eccentric
student Duncan, Marian eventually rejects traditional gender
roles and reclaims her independence. The novel explores
themes of consumerism, identity, and the social pressures
placed on women.

2. Surfacing (1972)

Surfacing follows an unnamed female narrator who returns to
her childhood home in the wilderness of Quebec with her
companions Joe, Anna, and David to search for her missing
father. During her stay in the natural landscape, she confronts
traumatic memories, including a past abortion and broken
relationships. The wilderness becomes a space for
psychological and spiritual transformation as she reconnects
with nature and her true self. The novel highlights themes of
ecological awareness, identity, and the healing power of
nature, making it one of Atwood’s most explicitly ecofeminist
works.

3. The Handmaid’s Tale (1985)

Set in the dystopian Republic of Gilead, The Handmaid’s Tale
centers on Offred, a woman forced into reproductive servitude
as a “Handmaid” for the ruling class. Other key characters
include The Commander, his wife Serena Joy, and Nick, a
driver who becomes Offred’s secret ally. In this totalitarian
society, women are stripped of rights, and environmental
pollution has caused widespread infertility. Offred narrates
her struggle to survive and maintain hope in a regime that
controls both women’s bodies and the natural world. The
novel explores themes of patriarchy, control, and
environmental crisis.

4. Cat’s Eye (1988)

Cat’s Eye recounts the life of Elaine Risley, a successful
painter who reflects on her childhood experiences of
friendship and bullying, particularly by her former friend
Cordelia. As Elaine revisits her past in Toronto, she confronts
memories of emotional trauma that shaped her identity and
artistic vision. Other significant characters include her brother
Stephen and her parents, who influence her worldview. The
novel explores themes of memory, female relationships,
identity formation, and psychological survival.

5. Alias Grace (1996)

Based on a historical case from nineteenth-century Canada,
Alias Grace tells the story of Grace Marks, a young servant
accused of murdering her employer Thomas Kinnear and his
housekeeper Nancy Montgomery. While imprisoned, Grace is
interviewed by Dr. Simon Jordan, a physician attempting to
understand her mental state. The narrative raises questions
about truth, memory, and justice, as Grace’s innocence or
guilt remains ambiguous. The novel examines themes of
gender, class, and the social control of women.

6. The Blind Assassin (2000)

The Blind Assassin is narrated by elderly Iris Chase Griffen,
who recounts the tragic history of her wealthy family and the
mysterious death of her sister Laura Chase. The novel
intertwines multiple stories, including a fictional science-
fiction tale written within the narrative. Other important
characters include Richard Griffen, Iris’s controlling husband,
and Alex Thomas, a political activist. The novel explores
themes of power, secrecy, love, and the consequences of
social inequality.

7. Oryx and Crake (2003)

Oryx and Crake depicts a post-apocalyptic world where the
last human survivor, Snowman (formerly Jimmy), reflects on
the events that led to global catastrophe. His childhood friend
Crake, a brilliant scientist, creates genetically engineered
humans called the Crakers and releases a deadly virus that
destroys humanity. Oryx, a mysterious woman connected to
both men, becomes a symbol of innocence and exploitation.
The novel addresses themes of biotechnology, environmental
destruction, and the dangers of scientific ambition.

8. The Year of the Flood (2009)
This novel, set in the same universe as Oryx and Crake,
focuses on the experiences of Toby and Ren, members of an
skosorically conscious religious group known as the God’s
Gardeners, led by Adam One. The group promotes

*Corresponding Author: Dr. Arun Kumar Yadav.

@ (D &® | © Copyright 2026 ISIR Publisher All Rights Reserved

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License.

Page 27




ISIR Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences (ISIRJAHSS) ISSN: 3048-7463 (Online)

environmental sustainability and respect for nature while
preparing for a predicted global disaster called the “Waterless
Flood.” When the catastrophe occurs, Toby and Ren struggle
to survive in a dangerous, lawless world. The novel
emphasizes themes of environmental responsibility,
community, and ecological spirituality.

9. MaddAddam (2013)

MaddAddam, the final novel in the trilogy, continues the story
of survivors after the global pandemic. Key characters include
Toby, Zeb, and Snowman/Jimmy, who attempt to rebuild
society while coexisting with the genetically engineered
Crakers. As they confront threats from violent human
survivors, they strive to create a more sustainable and
cooperative future. The novel explores themes of survival,
environmental renewal, storytelling, and the possibility of
harmony between humans and nature.

Margaret Atwood’s novels provide a powerful literary space
for examining the interconnected oppression of women and
nature, which lies at the core of ecofeminist theory.
Ecofeminism argues that patriarchal systems exploit both the
environment and women through structures of domination,
control, and commodification. Atwood’s fiction consistently
illustrates how environmental degradation parallels the
marginalization of women, thereby reinforcing the
ecofeminist claim that social and ecological injustices are
deeply intertwined. Her narratives depict nature not merely as
a passive background but as an active force that shapes human
identity, survival, and ethical responsibility.

One of the earliest and most significant ecofeminist
representations of nature appears in Surfacing (1972), where
the unnamed narrator returns to the wilderness and undergoes
a psychological transformation through her interaction with
nature. The natural landscape functions as a site of healing
and self-discovery, enabling the protagonist to reconnect with
her suppressed memories and identity. The narrator
recognizes the destructive impact of human exploitation on
nature and expresses guilt over her own complicity in that
system. As she reflects on the violence inflicted upon animals
and the environment, she begins to question the moral
foundations of modern civilization. Atwood emphasizes the
sacredness of nature and the need for harmony between
humans and the natural world. The narrator ultimately rejects
the artificial values of consumer society and embraces a more
ecological worldview, suggesting that survival depends on
respecting the balance of nature (Atwood Surfacing).

Similarly, The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) presents a dystopian
society in which environmental pollution has caused
widespread infertility, leading to the subjugation of women as
reproductive resources. The Republic of Gilead represents an
extreme form of patriarchal control, where both women’s
bodies and natural resources are treated as commodities. The
ecological crisis in the novel highlights the consequences of
ignoring environmental responsibility. Offred’s narrative
reveals how environmental degradation directly affects social
structures and human relationships. The novel illustrates the
connection between ecological collapse and gender

oppression, reinforcing the ecofeminist argument that
environmental sustainability and gender equality are
inseparable. Atwood portrays a world where technological
advancement and industrial pollution have disrupted the
natural order, resulting in a society defined by fear, control,
and scarcity.

In Oryx and Crake (2003), Atwood expands her ecological
concerns by exploring the dangers of scientific
experimentation and genetic engineering. The novel depicts a
post-apocalyptic world devastated by environmental
destruction and corporate greed. Through the character of
Crake, Atwood critiques the misuse of science and technology
in pursuit of profit and power. The creation of genetically
engineered species and the release of a deadly virus
demonstrate the catastrophic consequences of human
arrogance toward nature. Snowman’s struggle to survive in
the ruins of civilization reflects the vulnerability of humanity
in the face of ecological collapse. The novel underscores the
importance of ethical responsibility in scientific innovation
and environmental management.

Furthermore, The Year of the Flood (2009) introduces the
religious group known as God’s Gardeners, who promote
ecological awareness and sustainable living. The group’s
philosophy emphasizes respect for all forms of life and
encourages harmony between humans and the environment.
Their teachings reflect core ecofeminist principles, including
compassion, cooperation, and environmental stewardship.
Characters such as Toby and Ren represent resilience and
adaptability in the face of ecological disaster. The novel
suggests that survival depends on collective action and
environmental responsibility rather than technological
dominance.

The concluding novel of the trilogy, MaddAddam (2013),
continues to explore the possibility of rebuilding society after
environmental collapse. The survivors attempt to establish a
new social order based on cooperation and mutual respect
between humans and nature. Atwood presents storytelling as a
means of preserving cultural memory and fostering ecological
awareness. The coexistence between humans and the
genetically engineered Crakers symbolizes the potential for
harmony between humanity and the natural world. The novel
ultimately offers a cautious sense of hope, suggesting that
environmental renewal is possible if humans learn from past
mistakes.

From a theoretical perspective, the ecofeminist framework
developed by scholars such as Francoise d’Eaubonne,
Vandana Shiva, and Karen J. Warren provides a useful lens
for analyzing Atwood’s fiction. Ecofeminism emphasizes the
interconnectedness of social justice and environmental
sustainability, arguing that the domination of nature and
women arises from the same patriarchal ideology. Warren
defines ecofeminism as a movement that seeks to eliminate all
forms of oppression by promoting ethical relationships
between humans and the natural world. Atwood’s novels
reflect this theoretical perspective by depicting societies in
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which environmental destruction leads to social inequality and
human suffering.

Overall, Margaret Atwood’s novels demonstrate that
environmental crises are not merely scientific or technological
problems but moral and social challenges that require
collective responsibility. Her fiction warns against the
consequences of exploiting nature and emphasizes the need
for sustainable living and ecological awareness. By portraying
strong female characters who resist systems of domination,
Atwood aligns her work with ecofeminist ideals and
encourages readers to reconsider their relationship with the
environment. Thus, her novels serve as powerful literary
interventions that highlight the urgent need for environmental
and gender justice in the contemporary world.

Another significant ecofeminist dimension in Margaret
Atwood’s fiction is the representation of nature as a moral
force that responds to human actions. In Oryx and Crake
(2003), the devastation of the natural world is portrayed as a
direct consequence of human greed and technological
arrogance. The protagonist Snowman reflects on the ruined
environment and recognizes the irreversible damage caused
by human interference in nature. Atwood vividly illustrates
the ecological crisis through imagery of pollution, extinction,
and artificial landscapes. Snowman observes the
disappearance of natural species and the transformation of the
earth into a wasteland, suggesting that environmental
destruction is both a physical and ethical failure of humanity.
Atwood writes, “The coastal aquifers have been polluted
beyond repair, and the rising sea levels have swallowed the
shorelines” (Atwood, Oryx and Crake). This depiction
reinforces the ecofeminist belief that nature is not merely a
resource to be exploited but a living system that demands
respect and responsibility. The novel ultimately warns that the
domination of nature, driven by profit and technological
ambition, leads to catastrophic consequences for human
survival.

Similarly, in The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), Atwood connects
environmental degradation with the loss of fertility and the
control of women’s bodies in the dystopian state of Gilead.
The polluted environment in the novel has resulted in
widespread infertility, forcing the regime to regulate
reproduction through strict patriarchal laws. This ecological
crisis reflects the ecofeminist argument that the exploitation of
nature and the oppression of women are interconnected
processes within patriarchal systems. Offred’s narrative
reveals how environmental damage has reshaped social
structures and human relationships. She notes the
consequences of toxic waste and industrial pollution,
observing that “the air got too full, once, of chemicals, rays,
radiation, the water swarmed with toxic molecules” (Atwood,
The Handmaid’s Tale). This statement highlights the
destructive impact of technological advancement on both
nature and human life. Through such imagery, Atwood
emphasizes that environmental neglect not only harms
ecosystems but also undermines the stability of society itself,
thereby reinforcing the central ecofeminist message of
ecological balance and social justice.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Margaret Atwood’s novels provide a
compelling exploration of the interconnected relationship
between women and nature, reinforcing the central principles
of ecofeminist theory. Through works such as Surfacing
(1972), The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), and Oryx and Crake
(2003), Atwood demonstrates how environmental degradation
and the oppression of women are rooted in the same
patriarchal structures that prioritize domination, control, and
exploitation. Her fiction consistently portrays nature not as a
passive background but as an active and meaningful presence
that shapes human identity, ethical responsibility, and
survival.

Furthermore, Atwood’s narratives serve as cautionary tales
that warn readers about the consequences of ecological
neglect,  technological misuse, and unsustainable
development. By depicting dystopian societies affected by
environmental collapse, infertility, and social inequality, she
highlights the urgent need for environmental awareness and
gender justice in the contemporary world. The resilience and
transformation of her female characters illustrate the
possibility of resistance against systems of oppression and the
restoration of harmony between humanity and the natural
environment.

From an ecofeminist perspective, Atwood’s novels emphasize
the importance of respect, care, and sustainability in human
interactions with nature. Her works ultimately advocate for a
balanced and ethical relationship between humans and the
environment, suggesting that the future of society depends on
recognizing the intrinsic value of both women and the natural
world. Therefore, Margaret Atwood’s fiction remains highly
relevant to ongoing discussions in environmental humanities
and feminist literary criticism, offering valuable insights into
the challenges of ecological sustainability and social justice in
the modern age.
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