
 
Elaine’s worst fault is that she never takes control of her life; she is always the victim. Do 
you agree? 
 

 
Margaret Atwood’s acclaimed novel Cat’s Eye explores the themes of victimisation and bullying 
through the protagonist Elaine Risley. Atwood portrays Elaine as a victim through the traumatic and 
severe events of her childhood, which deeply affect her adult life. Moreover, Atwood postulates that 
Elaine’s “worst fault” is indeed that she doesn’t “take control” of her life as she allows others to hold 
power over her, causing her victimisation. Thus, Atwood contends that Elaine does hold some 
responsibility over her victimisation. However, Atwood conversely portrays Elaine as a bully which 
illustrates Elaine ‘taking control’. Her initiative and desire to confront her past through her exhibition 
further contends that Elaine does “take control” of her life.  
 
Atwood depicts Elaine as a victim through the traumatic childhood victimisation she experiences 
and the effect of this on her adult life. She is a 50 year old woman whose childhood continues to 
haunt her and affect the way in which she acts on a quotidian basis. Due to her family’s past 
nomadic lifestyle, Elaine is deemed socially inadequate by her three “girl friends”, Cordelia, Grace 
and Carol in what they define as learning “ladylike” behaviour. They criticise and instruct her, telling 
her that she needs to “improve” for her “own good”. This causes Elaine to feel as if she is always on 
“the verge of some unforeseen calamitous blunder”. Furthermore, Elaine is forced to participate in 
Cordelia’s sadistic games, in order to appease her “friends”, as is shown when Elaine purposely 
fails her exams in school as she is “doing too well”. These ruthless “games” and punishments cause 
Elaine to peel the skin off her hands and feet, culminating in the scene of Elaine’s almost freezing to 
death in a ravine where men lurk to molest careless little girls. As an adult, Elaine’s childhood 
feelings of “wrongness, awkwardness, weakness” continue, as despite critical acclaim, she is beset 
with self-doubt and also lacks self-confidence as a “painter”. She is at first afraid to display her 
artwork to the public, for fear of judgment, as she feels that she is on “dubious grounds”.  
 
Similarly, in Elaine’s interpersonal relationships, Atwood further contends that Elaine is a victim for a 
large part of her life. Atwood also postulates that Elaine’s “worst fault” is that she lets others hold 
power over her. In her relationships with men, Elaine chooses to conform to the societal views of 
being a “lady”. She feels that she is obliged to “wash the dishes” and clean up her apartment when 
Jon her ex-husband, “stays over”. She allows him to stay at her house, “lets him do what he likes” 
and “doesn’t ask about the other nights”. Similarly, Elaine enables Josef her ex-boyfriend, to 
“improve” her, as she allows him to “rearrange her” in the way she dresses. Atwood additionally 
insinuates Elaine’s partial responsibility over her own victimisation in her willingness to oblige in 
Cordelia’s “games”, as Elaine feels that “all she has to do is sit on the floor… and say [she’s] done it 
badly”. Therefore, Atwood affirms that Elaine’s “worst” fault is indeed her compliant nature and 
passivity to appease her bullies in interpersonal relationships. This ultimately results in her severe 
victimisation. 
 
However, Atwood conversely depicts Elaine as a bully throughout the duration of high school and 
art school, showing that Elaine does, in fact, “take control”. Elaine discovers that “she and Cordelia 
have swapped places” and that she is the “stronger one”. Elaine is “deeply satisfied”; her greed for 
power causing her to sadistically ‘feed off’ Cordelia’s energy, using her “mean mouth” on Cordelia 
as mere “target practice”. She is “surprised at how much pleasure it gives her”, and it “pleases her” 
that Cordelia fails to impress the boys as she is “too polite, studied and overdone”. Additionally, 
Elaine’s envision of Cordelia in “an iron lung” whilst “moving” shows her desire for vengeance and 
the ruthless nature of the bullying that she imposes upon Cordelia. Moreover, Elaine flouts her 
knowledge at art school and is not afraid to make “judgments” in particular of a fellow peer Susie. 
Atwood explicitly highlights this in Elaine’s scrutinizing of Susie’s botched abortion, criticising that it 
“served her right”. Atwood also illustrates Elaine’s desire for vengeance in her multiple paintings of 
Mrs Smeath, which are of “considerable malice”. Thus, through the bullying that Elaine inflicts on 
others, Atwood is able to portray Elaine as a bully who does indeed “take control of her life”.   



Furthermore, at the end of the novel, Atwood portrays Elaine as a character who does “take control 
of her life” in her ability and desire to move on from her childhood victimisation. Elaine’s decision to 
confront the past through her cathartic “retrospective” illustrates Elaine’s determination to take 
control. Although her odyssey to Toronto is primarily for the purpose of her holding her art exhibition, 
it is Elaine who ultimately decides to revisit the places which she associates with her victimisation. 
This subsequently allows her to tell Cordelia that “she’s dead… lie down”, enabling Elaine to 
conclude that “an eye for an eye only leads to more blindness”. Thus, through Elaine’s initiative to 
confront the past and her childhood victimisation, Atwood illustrates that Elaine does “take control of 
her life”. 
 
The denouement sees Elaine “free of Cordelia” and able to move on from her childhood 
victimisation. However, she still feels remorse as her and Cordelia “giggling over their tea” is 
“something that will never happen”. Thus, through Elaine’s severe childhood traumatisation, Atwood 
indeed illustrates Elaine’s character as a victim. However, Atwood also demonstrates Elaine’s 
victimisation is largely due to Elaine’s passivity and her allowing others to hold power over her, 
affirming that not taking control is Elaine’s “worst fault”. Atwood conversely depicts Elaine as a bully 
in the duration of high school and art school, and as she does chose to confront her past through 
her paintings and her cathartic odyssey, Atwood shows that at the end of the novel, Elaine does 
indeed take control of her life.  


