
“How to Experience A Life of Pleasure” is an essay on Margaret Atwoods’ Narrative “Happy
Endings” that considers how she has used structure as a means of challenging the reader’s experience
with desire and drive throughout the narrative. In consequence Atwood’s structure defamiliarizes the
reader’s personal notion of motivation, success and pleasure, which, in turn, invites the readers to
question whether life is about a happy ending, or if it is about the “stretch in between”.

How to Experience A Life of Pleasure:
The Defamiliarization of the Desire and Drive of Life As A Result of the Structure of Margaret

Atwoods’ Narrative “Happy Endings”
If you were to pick between these two stories, which would you choose? In story A,

everything is perfect, any conflict that arises is immediately overcome, the protagonist’s goals are

achieved, and the ending is always a happy ending. In story B, everything goes terribly wrong, the

characters struggle to overcome any conflict that arises, the protagonist achieves only some of their

goals, and the story ends on a different but still, happy ending. Now, which story would you choose if

the story was your life?

Margaret Atwood’s narrative “Happy Endings” challenges this question by inviting you to

pick story B in both cases, even though naturally, you would lean towards story A if you were

selecting it to be your life story. She does so by teaching its readers that life is not about what happens

but how you experience such events, which is an unfamiliar concept to western culture. She is able to

send this message by constructing a story that has a very unique structure. The structure of the story

contains around seven different versions of the same possible story for main characters John and

Mary. She presents each story as a quick, nearly objective summary so that it is up to the reader to

compare each story to find its differences. One notable similarity across all the stories is that because

of the style of each story, it seems as though there is a lack of drive amongst all of them. Imperatively,

this lack of drive exists despite the changes in events amongst the different versions of the stories.

Atwood also emphasizes the similarities across all the stories by repeating the ending for all of them:

death. In turn, these apparent similarities that actually seem out of place in some cases, causes the

readers to consider what it is that could make the stories different. Consequently, as we crave a

version of the story with drive, and are curious to understand a more positive expression of John and

Mary’s life, it forces us to question our own lives in application to the content in the narrative. As a

result, because of Margaret Atwood’s choices in the structure of “Happy Endings”, the story



challenges the reader’s experience with desire and drive throughout the narrative. In turn, this

defamiliarizes the reader’s own concept of desire and the motivation to achieve this desire in their

personal life.

To begin, let's consider the unique structure that Atwood uses throughout the narrative to

maintain the same amount of drive throughout each section of the narrative.

First of all, each section of the story could be characterized as a summary, which according to

structuralist Gerard Genette, is, “when the narrative duration is greatly reduced with respect to the

historical duration” (pg.101). This reduction in the duration of time spent conveying the narrative

reduces the amount of tension in the narrative. This reduction in duration has an interesting relation to

a psychoanalytic criticism. In Peter Brook’s article “Reading For The Plot: Design and Intention in

Narrative”, Brooks writes,

For plot starts (or must give the illusion of starting) from that moment at which story, or

‘life’ is stimulated from quiescence into a state of irritability, into a tension, a kind of

irritation, which demands narration. I spoke earlier of narrative desire, the arousal that creates

the narratable as a condition of tumescence, appetency, ambition, quest, and gives narrative a

forward-looking intention. (Brooks, pg.103)

Moreover, as Brooks later notes, tension is the result of the inability to achieve one’s desires because

of repression or other obstacles. (pg.105). In application, Brooks’ work explains how Atwood’s use of

summary to present the different versions of the story leads to a lack of tension within the narrative,

despite the variation in events and degree of obstacles. This is because, in each story, since the

language used to convey each section is so forward and brief, it is harder for us to relate and

understand the tension and desires of each character. Consequently, there is little tension to drive the

narrative forward. Also, by the end of each section, the fate of Mary and John is very clearly

indicated, so as readers we experience less of that longing to achieve the end, because the end is so

easily achieved.

This was especially the case in section A in which only the achievement of desires is

mentioned in almost a list format: “John and Mary fall in love and get married. They both have

worthwhile and remunerative jobs which they find stimulating and challenging. They buy a charming



house.” and so forth.  Moreover, in section B, which is a much less successful story, despite Mary and

John’s struggle to achieve the desire and Mary’s lack of success at achieving their desire, because of

the brief, and explicit presentation of the story, there still seems to be little tension. For example, the

first line, which expresses the struggle is as follows, “Mary falls in love with John but John doesn't

fall in love with Mary.” In this phrase, Mary’s desire is quite clear: to be loved, and the tension is

explicitly stated as, although Mary loves John, John does not love her back so she cannot properly

love John. Arguably you would think that being completely aware of the tension in the narrative

would help you as a reader also experience this tension. Yet, tension both for the character, and the

audience is more profound as it lies beneath the surface of the consciousness. In fact, according to

Brooks, “the illusion of a striving toward perfection is to be explained by instinctual repression and

the persisting tension of the repressed instinct, and the resulting difference between the pleasure of

satisfaction demanded and that achieved” (pg. 105). Consequently, the perceived gap between the

‘demanded’ and ‘achieved’ in the story, could not even be about desire or tension, because according

to Brooks, this tension is a repressed insticit, and the explicitness of the text causes the struggle to

achieve the demanded incredibly unrepressed, meaning that gap is not characterized by the stories’

tension. Alternatively, as I will get at later, it is possible that the demanded and achievended are not

the character’s genuine desire.

Nonetheless, the effect of the apparent lack of drive throughout the narrative has a more

profound effect on the audience, because not only is there a lack tension in the sections in which the

desires are easily achieved, but there is also a lack of tension in the narratives in which John and Mary

have obstacles that they need to overcome to achieve their desires. It is because of the structure of the

text, that the varying levels of tension and drive can be compared between the two sections.

Particularly, Genette would suggest that each section serves the function of an anachronism.  Though

debatable, these anachronisms are repetitive because although each section is not identical to the

previous one, it is a repetition of Mary and John’s life, and each story has the same ending. In effect,

as Genette notes, repetitive anachronisms serve “to alter the original meaning” of an event in a

narrative (pg.97). One of the ways that the series of anachronisms alter the meaning of the narrative is

through the means of comparison. With regards to the tension in each section, despite the variation in



events, there is a similar degree of tension in each section because the style of writing is consistent

throughout the entire text. This consistency is so shocking, because usually in writing and language,

there is a shift in tone between the significance of the message being conveyed and if the message is

positive or negative, making some sections more intense or serious than others. Thus, as an audience

you would expect a different sense of tone in the sections that have more struggle which prevents the

characters from achieving their desires (Section B-E), as opposed to Section A, in which John and

Mary encounter very few struggles. For example, in section C, the narrator describes that, “He

purchases a handgun, saying he needs it for target practice-- this is the thin part of the plot, but it can

be dealt with later--and shoots the two of them and himself.” which is a very direct, inexpressive way

to describe three deaths. And, not only that, but this similar tone is used to mention that “ Real estate

values go up.” in section A. In turn, since there is a similarity between the sections, despite the

expected change, psychologically, we value each section as the same.

This consistent lack of tension throughout the narrative parallels Atwood's messages about

plot, and in application, life, at the end of the text. First of all, the text itself challenges the idea of

desire within a text, and almost criticizes the traditional presence of desire throughout a narrative.

Particularly as Atwood writes, “So much for endings. Beginnings are always more fun. True

connoisseurs, however, are known to favour the stretch in between, since it's the hardest to do

anything with. That's about all that can be said for plots…” (Section F). By pairing this statement, and

all the other sections in “Happy Endings” it almost acts as a means to describe what our fascination is,

or as Brooks might call it “arousal” as we read a piece of literature. Atwood does this by constructing

many different narratives that all have one element in common, a lack of tension and drive, and then

at the end, she invites us to consider what it is that we missed. Consequently, when reflecting on this

question, as an audience, we become aware that, although intuitively it seems that desire is true

satisfaction which is at the end of narrative, in actuality, the pleasure of desire comes from the tension

before the achievement of desire, which is the “stretch in between”.

She proves this argument by almost teasing us with the thought of tension in several of the

sections. For example, in section B, the section starts with, “ Mary falls in love with John but John

doesn't fall in love with Mary” which immediately expresses a conflict. This excites your mind. You



read this sentence and think “ooo a drama”, yet the following sentences have nothing dramatic about

them at all: they are just as is. Moreover, in addition to the bluntness of the presentation of the

conflict, every event happened so quickly, thus, though the tension is there for a second, it is not

prolonged, so according to Brooks, as readers we do not experience the excitement caused by the

tension. In effect, our psychological experience when reading the text primes us to consider Atwood’s

argument at the end, which is that the events before the end are more pleasurable, than the end itself.

In other words, we may consider at what point did the pull-towards the end stop? And, at what point

was the narrative not pleasurable? Well, to answer this question, in accordance to Brooks and Atwood,

the pull stopped nearly right after the first sentence when every stage in the character’s life was so

explicitly presented, thus, it was no longer pleasurable because there was no repression and

prolongment to create tension, leaving us readers with less excitement.

Atwood also helps prove her statements in section F by maintaining the same ending for the

versions of the story: “John and Mary die. John and Mary die. John and Mary die.” As a result of this

repetition, there is, again, less tension and excitement because the ending is always expected so there

is no excitement in the suspense. Moreover, with such an ominous, unsatisfying ending, like death,

any drive that may exist within the narrative is literally and figuratively killed by the prevalence of

death at the end of every single story; no matter what happens at the beginning or in between John and

Mary’s fate is death.

In extension, Atwood’s expression of tension, desire and endings translates to our own

understanding of life in the sense that tension is excitement, desire is motivation, and the endings are

the goals that we would like to achieve. In effect, Atwood challenges our idealized version of life.

The first aspect of life that she challenges is our ending, that is, she reminds us that no matter

what, we are all going to die. She does so by saying that, “You'll have to face it, the endings are the

same however you slice it.” She then proves this statement at the end through the various sections

above in the sense that John and Mary always die. Also, through the repetition, we are forced to learn

this pattern to the extent that by section D and E, we knew what the final outcome would be. Now,

although we are all aware that at some point we will die, this argument is still defamiliarizing because



as Atwood emphasizes, we often get caught up in the events of life, so that we forget that at some

point we will all die, so we need a reminder.

If this wasn’t cynical enough, Atwood also reminds us that no matter how hard we try to have

a good life we will never have a happy ending, because we are all going to die anyways. She makes

this remark as she writes, “Don't be deluded by any other endings, they're all fake, either deliberately

fake, with malicious intent to deceive, or just motivated by excessive optimism if not by downright

sentimentality.” And this is true for John and Mary’s aswell: it was as if the omnipresent brutal ending

of death grayed over John’s and Mary’s story in the sense that it tamed any excitement that could exist

from the events before the ending of death did not. For example, in section C, Madge is in a bad

marriage with John and she has to overcome many challenges, including grieving John after he kills

himself. Nonetheless, life seems to work out as “Madge, after a suitable period of mourning, marries

an understanding man called Fred and everything continues as in A, but under different names.” Yet,

when you get to the end of A (where her story finishes) she dies. This message is a little different from

the acceptance of death at the end of our life in itself, because not only are we all going to die, it

forces us to consider that no matter how hard we try, and no matter how good or bad our life is, we are

going to die. This is defamiliarizing, because it breaks our false belief that our happiness on earth will

compensate for the sadness of our own death.

In consequence, this is where the questions I asked above (At what point did the pull-towards

the end stop? And, at what point was the narrative not pleasurable?) comes into play, but with respect

to our own life, which adds a more uplifting end to the message of Atwood’s narrative “Happy

Ending”. With regards to our own life we may ask ourselves what makes my life less enjoyable? What

makes my motivation stop? Well, before reading this narrative we may say, “This person didn’t make

me happy.” or “I need a better version of this.” or “I need to fall in love with this kind of person.”, but

after reading all the different circumstances of Mary and Jane, there was still a lack of pleasure

regardless of the version of the story. Therefore, if we cannot consider what, we must listen to Atwood

and, “ try How and Why”. To answer this we need to consider that as mentioned, each story lacks a

sense of excitement and this was the case because they were expressed with a very objectively neutral

tone, the sections were fast and short, and they were repetitive and boring in nature. Consequently, as



the text forces us to reflect on our own life, we may realize that our own life is also repetitive, we try

and move through life so quickly, and as we deem our current state not good enough, and the state we

are working towards better, it establishes this sense of negativity around where we are in life.

This nearly forced reflection we have on our own life also correlates to Atwood’s brief

criticism of Canadian culture, and its mentality of life: “ Remember, this is Canada. You'll still end up

with A…” Section A, was the most ideal, nearly perfect life, the one that we all hope for: a perfect

marriage, a career that makes you happy, a nice house, good children, but again, there was still a lack

of pleasure within that section and the drive for something else continues as long as it could.

Correspondingly, the plot, and therefore the life events, happened so quickly and John and Mary’s life

was continuously changing, or upgrading. “ John and Mary fall in love and get married.” but they also

need to have a good career: “They both have worthwhile and remunerative jobs which they find

stimulating and challenging.” but that wasn’t good enough so “They buy a charming house.”, and yet,

there is this lack of happiness and excitement proving that what we have in our life cannot bring

happiness, proving again, why we must focus on the how and why.

This constant lack of satisfaction represents the actual tension that is in life and in Mary and

John’s story. The specific desire and drive may be different for everyone, but it is ultimately, the

desire for satisfaction that drives life until death ends our intrinsic forward push. Yet, as Atwood

emphasizes, such desire is not unsatisfiable, but we want it satisfied so badly that we constantly make

changes in our life to ‘satisfy’ it. For example, buying a house, having the perfect family or being with

the love of your life. Yet, since we do not enjoy the tension of not having our desires satisfied, we

quickly compensate for the desire again in something else, again reducing the tension, which in turn

decreases the pleasure of the achievement. As a result, as seen in the text, there is a drive that is

greatly caused by a very profound sense of tension but it is redundant because we are never aroused,

or excited by it, since it is never fully satisfying, and we never take the time to embrace the

satisfaction of achieving the desire. We also never let the tension sit for very long so on a short-term

basis, so there is less greater need to be satisfied, because the tension does not build, just like in the

text, the structure did not allow time for Mary and John’s tension to build.



In conclusion throughout “Happy Endings” Atwood establishes a unique relationship

between the drive us readers experience as we read the text and the drive that Mary and John

experience in the context in the text, which reflects our own personal drive in our everyday life. She

accomplishes this in the following ways: first, the structure and tone of the text causes there to be less

tension so it seems that there is less drive within the narrative. This is because Atwood mostly

summaries the briefness of the text omits the use of imagery to describe the situation, so it is harder

for us to not only relate to the tension that the characters may experience, but any tension that exists is

not prolonged, decreasing the reader’s arousal. Secondly, the objective, neutral tone that Atwood uses

to narrate the story is more upfront so there is very little repression within the text meaning that,

according to Brooks, there is again, little tension. Thirdly, the use of repetitive anachronisms to

present each story accounts for the suspense often caused by the different endings. In turn, this lack of

tension leads to the apparent lack of drive across all the different stories, despite the variations in

events in each story. As a result, this repetitive and consistent set up allows us readers to consider the

similarities and differences between the stories.

To illustrate, it was almost like Atwood set up the story “Happy Endings” as an experiment

for us readers. There were controlled variables (the drive, the tension, the tone, the explicitness), and

after Atwood structured the text in a way that controls such variables, the only independent variable

that remains was the “stretch in between” or how John and Mary life events lead to the same ending.

Yet, even though each character had different events in the “stretch in between” they still had the same

outcome. Logically speaking, we then rule out ‘what’, pointing us to the ‘how’ and ‘why’ that

Atwood encourages us to consider.

Imparitavely, due to the topic and themes discussed throughout the narrative: life, the text

forces us to consider the ‘how’ and ‘why’ in our own life, for the sake of understanding the story. In

turn, through questioning our own life, the false notions we have about life become apparent, and the

purpose of life becomes incredibly confusing and unfamiliar to us. Our thinking then circles back to

consider the various examples of  life as we try to understand ‘how’ and ‘why’ each story, because

though different, each story leads to the same outcome and psychological sensation. It is from there,

that the readers can draw the conclusion that life is not about what we do but how we approach it,



which is an unfamiliar concept to us. The ‘why’ is perhaps the even more unfamiliar piece that we are

still left with though: Why do we get married? Why do we need a nice house? Perhaps like John and

Mary, all humans do experience a repressed desire after all, though it is so unsatisfiable, and the drive

is so powerful, that we can never appreciate our achievements for even a split second, until the drive

of time catches up with us and we face death.  In turn, because our human nature never truly

experiences pleasure, just like Atwood’s narrative was never pleasurable and there was never a happy

ending. However, if the text had just slowed down, if we could just slow down, life may not need a

happy ending, because the “stretch in-between” would be pleasurable enough.
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