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Abstract 

This essay examines Janice Galloway’s The Trick Is to Keep Breathing from the 

perspective of Postmodernism and Feminism, focusing specifically on the issues of female 

identity. The first part of this essay explores the development of the concept of identity in 

relation to Postmodernist and Feminist theories. Additionally, the theoretical part offers an 

overview of Postmodernism and Feminism as well as the results of the interaction between 

the two theories. The practical part of the essay deals with analyzing Galloway’s novel 

from the perspective of postmodern Feminism and female identity. For that purpose, the 

study uses several select passages from Trick that best illustrate Galloway’s postmodern 

feminist perspective. The study reveals that Galloway’s methods of social criticism of 

patriarchy and traditional gender roles are effective, while the textual evidence suggests her 

close engagement with the concepts of Feminism and Postmodernism. Galloway’s 

approach to constructing female identity stems from the deconstruction of patriarchal 

institutions, which she explicitly criticizes in her novel. As the concepts of family and 

romantic relationships fall under her scrutiny, the importance of reconceptualizing the idea 

of female identity becomes apparent. The postmodern notions of the decentralization of the 

narrative and the feminist concepts of changing the way women are being talked and 

written about on the societal level echo throughout the text of Trick. 
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1. Introduction 

From its conception during the Age of Enlightenment and through the era of 

Postmodernism, the phenomenon of identity has undergone many critical changes while 

still remaining an essential part of human experience. The original iteration of identity, 

constructed by the thinkers of modernity, was heavily reliant on society’s homogeneity and 

binary way of thinking (Ivic 28). Western society was divided into dominants and 

subordinates, as the homogeneity of the dominant group, expressed through gender, race, 

and class played a crucial role in this divide. This essay discusses Postmodernism from the 

perspective of Feminism and identity as well as its ability to collectively challenge the 

sameness and “andro- (phallo-), hetero-, Euro-, ethno-centrisms” that it entails (Hutcheon, 

A Poetics 61). As numerous freedom movements began to flourish under postmodernist 

ideology and began to address, among other things, identity issues, these ideas inevitably 

gained momentum and started to influence literature, music, and art. 

Postmodernism has significantly influenced Western literature. At the time of its 

conception, it allowed many marginalized communities to feel that mainstream concepts 

were inclusive of their needs and acknowledged their existence for the first time. The 

postmodern notion of challenging the uniformity of ideas as well as the decentralization of 

the narrative allowed those who existed on the margins of society to express themselves 

more freely. This was a crucial time for the construction and reconstruction of the notion of 

identity for those who were not previously allowed to have one (at least not publicly), and 

writing became one of the main mediums of addressing these issues. 

Perhaps one of the most prominent and widely addressed concepts of 

Postmodernism is gender identity, with historical and socio-cultural issues being at the 

center of the discussion. The evolution of Feminism as a movement has allowed feminists 

of the postmodern era to focus on the issues of women in real time. Feminist theorists such 

as Linda Hutcheon have discussed in great detail how Feminism and Postmodernism 

interact and how both ideas benefit from these interactions. Moreover, the ideas of 

postmodern thinkers, such as Jean-François Lyotard and Jacques Derrida, have provided 

feminist theorists with tools to further dismantle outdated ideologies. By employing the 
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postmodernist notions of deconstruction and poststructuralism, feminist writing has become 

one of the most important outposts in the war against patriarchal ideals that are still 

dominant in the West. 

This paper examines The Trick Is to Keep Breathing by Janice Galloway by 

analyzing the text from the perspective of postmodern Feminism and exploring its stance 

on female identity. Galloway’s approach to criticism through the employment of various 

feminist and postmodernist notions makes the novel a distinct product of its time. It 

attempts to dismantle oppressive societal structures by explicitly addressing their 

destructive effects on the development of female gender identity. This essay focuses on the 

core issues of female identity and identity crises by taking a general-to-specific approach 

and engaging with various historical and theoretical sources. 

 

2. Identity and Its Importance for This Thesis 

The first part of this paper examines the socio-cultural phenomenon of identity, its 

history and development, and the reason behind its central place in the discussion about 

Postmodernism and postmodern writing. 

 

2.1. The Historical Origins and Development of Identity 

The concept of identity has not always existed in the form it does today. In 

premodern times, members of Western civilization had less of a need to belong to a 

particular group of people based on a specific identifying feature. In his article “The End of 

Identity: The Implications of Postmodernity for Political Identifications,” David Michael 

Green suggests that strong religious bonds provided nations with a “hegemonic identity,” 

which largely fulfilled the psychological needs of the people (70). Green argues that it was 

the reformation of the Catholic Church by Martin Luther that, intentionally or not, ushered 

in the dawn of the era of modernity (70). Although the aim of these reforms was to improve 

the Catholic Church to make it more approachable, the reformation of this foundational 

institution led to unforeseen metamorphoses in the way that people viewed authority (Green 



3 

 

70). These changes “desacralized the role of religion in Western society,” making room for 

new ways of thinking and new ways of approaching human knowledge, thus causing 

previous knowledge to gradually become obsolete (Green 70). This process laid the 

groundwork for what later developed into the Age of Enlightenment. In the late 18th 

century, the American and the French republics became the first Western countries to 

officially separate religion from state, marking “the birth of the modern” (Green 70). 

Modernity brought about many changes that invaded all realms of Western society. 

The industrialization of farming and production, the urbanization of rural areas, and an 

increased politicization of society through the popularization of the concept of a nation-

state, among others, all contributed to changes in the way that people perceived both the 

world and their place therein. Green states that a combination of these changes and, most 

importantly, the fact that “politics succeeded liturgy as the recognized source of the societal 

rules” were at the forefront of a “transformation in consciousness” (70). This 

transformation of thought can be defined by a change in attitudes toward the importance 

and value of the self. The more definitive the idea of “personal identity” became, the more 

people recognized their ability to be in charge of their own lives. This newfound self-

reliance became a distinguishable feature of the ideal modern human. 

However, the new ideas of rationalism and the superiority of reason that supplanted 

premodern thought in Western civilization brought forth no sufficient replacement for the 

“framework for individual and social activities,” as no apparent alternative source of 

“meaning and security” was provided (Green 72). This is argued to be the point at which 

the concept of identity (in its broader meaning) as it is known today began to take form. 

The inception of the modernist idea of identity appeared as a response to a “profound 

psychological need” to fill the void left after the destruction of the premodern ideas of 

religion and spirituality that once occupied that niche (Green 71). 

The rise of the concepts of national and political identities as means to find 

“purpose” had natural consequences, as the period of modernity can also be defined by a 

rise of the idea of the nation-state, which would later lead to the emergence of nationalism. 

Green states that nationalism is the one true product of modernity due to the unprecedented 
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nature of its ideas (69). These ideas grew in popularity in the late 19th to early 20th century 

and culminated in two world wars, which had a direct impact on the development of 

Western civilization on nearly every front. 

The aftermath of the Second World War and the postwar period brought about yet 

another turning point for Western civilization, marking the dawn of postmodernity. While 

postmodern theorists do not agree on a specific time that would mark the definitive end of 

modernity, the early 20th century can be viewed as the beginning of the end for the still-

prominent ideas of the Enlightenment. In the book Trauma, Postmodernism and the 

Aftermath of World War II, Paul Crosthwaite identifies the Second World War as an 

“unprecedented crisis of Enlightenment modernity” (15). However, he elaborates that the 

war did not necessarily mark “an aberrant departure from Enlightenment ideals of reason 

and progress” but rather highlighted modernity’s “most destructive tendencies,” such as the 

concept of racial supremacy (Crosthwaite 15). The magnitude of the humanitarian crises in 

the early 20th century, namely the two world wars that resulted in tens of millions of deaths, 

proved that modernity’s outdated ideas had to be put to rest. Thus, it can be said that the 

phenomenon of postmodernity was born directly from people’s exhaustion with “the 

modern.” 

 

2.2. The Evolution of Identity 

The concept of individual identity stems from modernity, as the shift from 

traditional society provoked its emergence. Traditional premodern Western society relied 

heavily on living in groups. In his work Identity Crises: A Social Critique of 

Postmodernity, Robert G. Dunn mentions that the group identity of traditional societies was 

either “pre-given through membership in the group and community” or “determined 

externally by systems of kinship and religion” (Dunn 53). Modernity “assaulted” the old 

ways, giving “rise to an individual called on to forge his (but seldom her) own identity,” as 

women’s identities at the time were largely “constructed by the dominant culture and its 

institutions” (Dunn 53, 137). However, the notion of identity has been in a constant state of 
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evolution since its conception, eventually giving way to individualism and individual 

identity as it is known today. 

In her book European Identity and Citizenship: Between Modernity and 

Postmodernity, Sanja Ivic examines the modernist approach to identity based on René 

Descartes’s philosophy. Descartes advocated for an “autonomous, rational, and conscious 

self,” and his ideas have directly influenced and advanced the concept of personal identity. 

According to Ivic, it is generally believed that “within the framework of the Enlightenment 

theory, the self is perceived as a unified, stable, and coherent category” (Ivic 28). These 

concepts laid the groundwork for the centralized, homogenous, and static idea of identity 

that was dominant throughout the age of modernity.  

One of the core postulates of Postmodernism is a challenge to the idea that identity 

can be equated with stability. Dunn argues that postmodernity acknowledges the need to 

address “identity formation … in a much broader, deeper, and more direct manner” by 

placing “the destabilization of identity” at the core of postmodern thought (2). Furthermore, 

Ivic maintains that “[p]ostmodern theory is shaking homogenous, coherent, and monolithic 

modernist constructions,” as she argues instead for the dynamic and changeable nature of 

identity as a concept (58). Perhaps one of the most criticized principles of modernist 

thought in terms of identity is its supposed universality. Marginalized groups that did not 

necessarily fit within the parameters of the ideas of the Enlightenment were disregarded 

and “excluded in the name of ‘sameness,’” further highlighting the flaws of the early theory 

of identity (Ivic 23). It is evident that such a divisive approach that ignores the socio-

cultural needs of entire categories of people would eventually reach its climax and implode. 

Groups of people can only be marginalized and denied inclusion for so long before they 

realize their own power. In a way, the mass shift of Western consciousness toward 

postmodern ideas was a direct response to the indifference and neglect experienced by 

marginalized communities. According to Dunn, it is the idea of “otherness” and the 

contemplation of “relations between dominants and subordinates” that have defined 

Postmodernism as a movement (3). Postmodernist theorists’ questioning of the perceived 

“normality” has served as a starting point for a more complex and multifaceted 
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conversation about topics such as, but not limited to, race, gender, and class issues in the 

West. 

 

2.3. Feminism and Postmodernism 

Scholars’ opinions on the extent of the influence of postmodernist theory on other 

theories differ. However, when considering both feminist theory and Feminism as a whole 

in the context of Postmodernism, there are clear proponents of the idea that postmodern 

thought can be used to beneficially advance Feminism. In “Social Criticism without 

Philosophy,” Linda J. Nicholson and Nancy Fraser argue in favor of such an “encounter 

between feminism and postmodernism” (20). They propose that an allyship between the 

two theories can allow for a reflection on the progress of both: “the ultimate stake of an 

encounter between feminism and postmodernism is the prospect of a perspective which 

integrates their respective strengths while eliminating their respective weaknesses” 

(Nicholson and Fraser 20). A dethroning of the philosophical ideas of the Enlightenment 

has allowed society to take a step back from perceiving the world solely through the lens of 

rationality, centralization, and homogeneity. 

One of the most critical ideas that came to fruition as a result of the relationship 

between Postmodernism and Feminism is the idea of the decentralization of culture, which 

was introduced by Jacques Derrida and has been expanded upon by many feminist 

theorists. Anna Kostikova, in her article “Postmodernism: A Feminist Critique,” elaborates 

on this notion, stating that “the aim of contemporary thinking— as Derrida puts it—is not 

to reflect the ‘available present,’ fixed and simple, but to conceive the ‘distinction,’ absent 

and possible” (26). She argues for the plurality and fragmentation of a subject’s identity, 

pointing out that such a philosophical shift requires new methods of gathering and 

processing information. Alluding to deconstructivism, Kostikova maintains that “this new 

method of philosophy offers a wholly new vision of the contemporary world, admitting no 

static and simple definitions” (26). 

 In A Poetics of Postmodernism, Linda Hutcheon elaborates on more postmodern 

ideas, such as the notion of ex-centricity. Hutcheon highlights the concept of ex-centricity 
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by describing its opposition to the foundation of modern thought, explaining that its focus 

is on “[t]he local, the regional, the non-totalizing” (58). On the other side of this spectrum 

is the grand narrative or metanarrative, a concept introduced by Jean Françoise Lyotard in 

The Postmodern Condition. In “Social Criticism without Philosophy,” Nancy Fraser and 

Linda J. Nicholson draw on Lyotard’s ideas, defining the metanarrative as “privileged 

discourse capable of situating, characterizing, and evaluating all other discourses” (22). In 

other words, a metanarrative is the defining essence of modernity: a collection of 

generalized ideas produced by a homogenous group of Western thinkers that is marked 

primarily by its ability to overpower and suppress its opponents and critics. According to 

Fraser and Nicholson, “identification and critique of macrostructures of inequality and 

injustice” are at the core of Lyotard’s ideas, which can be defined as the postmodern 

tension between the centralized and the ex-centric (23). However, Hutcheon points out that 

“to collapse hierarchies is not to collapse distinctions,” as these distinctions have played an 

important role in the emergence of narratives from previously invisible and voiceless 

groups (A Poetics 61). Gender, class, race, and sexuality have become the ex-centric 

centers of these new narratives. Hutcheon describes the benefits that a multiplicity of 

identities can bring to art, literature, and philosophy: “[t]o be ex-centric, on the border or 

margin, inside yet outside is to have a different perspective” (A Poetics 67). 

Postmodernism, therefore, allows for one “to critique the inside from both the outside and 

the inside,” and by doing so, it asserts the importance of these multiple decentered centers 

as well as ideas and perspectives that have long been neglected (Hutcheon, A Poetics 69). 

With regard to Feminism, Hutcheon insists that shifts in cultural views have not been 

enough to eliminate “the tyranny of gender,” thus arguing that “[w]omen must create and 

assert their own community, based on their values” (A Poetics 63). The idea of reclaiming 

control over narratives has undoubtedly played an essential part in the liberation of women, 

and Postmodernism has provided the right tools for such a job. 
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2.4. Feminism and Poststructuralism 

The notion of women taking charge of the narrative is echoed in another work by 

Linda Hutcheon, the article “Postmodernism, Poststructuralism, and Feminism,” in which 

she also contemplates the concept of poststructuralism and its importance in relation to 

Feminism. Hutcheon argues that Feminism has made a considerable contribution to 

poststructuralist thought. She mentions that Feminism has been in part responsible for a 

“serious reexamination of what we read and how we read it,” which, in turn, has directly 

influenced the way that narratives are produced. Postmodern feminists’ insistence on the 

importance of the decentralization of the subject, which has provoked a move away from 

the concept of a singular signifier, has had an immense impact on poststructuralist theory. 

According to Hutcheon, the importance of this outcome cannot be overstated: “today, for 

many people – even some literary critics – ‘reality’ and literature both can no longer be 

considered apart from their various mediating determinations: class, time, place, and now, 

gender” (Hutcheon, “Postmodernism” 36). This reconceptualization has in many ways 

shaped a new approach to criticism by introducing broader contextuality. 

The parallels between poststructuralism and Feminism do not end here. Hutcheon 

maintains that “Feminism shares with poststructuralism a concern for power: its 

manifestations, its appropriation, its positioning, its consequences, and its language,” as 

they both criticize the outdated notion of “system over experience” (Hutcheon, 

“Postmodernism” 38). An emphasis on the importance of experience has provided theorists 

with a new perspective, and this idea also coincides with the postmodern plurality of 

“truths,” wherein every experience can be considered an isolated individual case. This 

approach has pushed both Feminist and poststructuralist theories forward, allowing for 

theorists to work “at the borders, on the margins, decentering texts and readers, removing 

their traditional anchors: God, the father, the state, reason, order, Man” (Hutcheon, 

“Postmodernism” 38).  

Diving deeper into the poststructuralist concern for the meaning of words, Hutcheon 

draws on the ideas of Teresa de Lauretis, highlighting the importance of the “distinction 

between womAN and womEN” (Hutcheon, “Postmodernism” 38). According to de 

Lauretis, the term “womAN” represents an arid, “distilled” image constructed by the male-
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dominated grand narratives of the West (Hutcheon, “Postmodernism” 38). In comparison, 

the word “womEN” stems from “real historical beings” and the very people whose lives are 

defined by the circumstances of their gender (Hutcheon, “Postmodernism” 38). To a great 

extent, the idea of “womAN,” which was created by the dominant patriarchal ideology, 

does not coincide with what de Lauretis refers to as “womEN” due to a massive disconnect 

between those in power, who have control over narratives, and real, diverse, and unique 

people. De Laurentis’ ideas further support the beneficial interconnectedness between 

Feminism and poststructuralism, as the two theories are able to provide one another with 

the tools they need to redefine the narrative surrounding their identity. 

 

2.5. Feminism and Deconstruction 

The phenomenon of deconstruction, introduced by Jacques Derrida and later 

expanded upon by feminist theorists such as Hélène Cixous and Luce Irigaray, has played 

an essential role in defining (or redefining) feminine identity. Parallels can be drawn 

between the feminist interpretation of poststructuralism and feminist critics’ views of 

deconstruction. In the paper “Feminism and Deconstruction” by Mary Poovey, the 

opposition between the constructed concept of “woman” and the realistic, accurate 

representation of women resurfaces (53). Poovey refers to this process as “deconstruction’s 

demystification of presence” (Poovey 53). This process is directly connected with another 

important philosophical aspect of deconstruction: the questioning and subsequent 

dismantling of “binary opposites,” which are a traditional aspect of modernist thought. 

Poovey articulates this by stating that “woman is not-man; as such she is ‘other’ to that 

which is the norm” (55). She also mentions the term “in-between” (or “the middle voice”), 

invented by Derrida (Poovey 53). This concept was introduced as means to problematize 

the binary mode of thinking, showing that there is more to philosophical (or literary) 

narratives than the presence of singular oppositions (Poovey 53). Feminists have long seen 

the deconstruction of the preferred (dominant) ways of thinking as an opportunity to 

redefine the way women are talked about in both writing and speech. The idea of the 

middle voice coincides with the general postmodern concern for the decentralization of the 

narrative. 
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Generally, deconstruction coincides with the ideas of other feminist thinkers of the 

Postmodern era: “[o]ne cannot read or write outside the dominant economy … because one 

has been constituted as a subject by that economy; in order for there to be a ‘feminine’ 

reading or writing, some position that is ‘outside’ the economy would have to exist” 

(Poovey 57). The term “woman,” therefore, comes under scrutiny here: it must be 

deconstructed into “a set of independent variables” to reveal and abolish the destructive 

tendencies of this “falsely unified” concept (Poovey 59). Deconstruction has therefore 

provided women with tools for dismantling the outdated, ubiquitous, and male-constructed 

concept of a singular “woman.” 

Poovey states that while deconstruction is not enough to destroy “hierarchical 

thinking” in itself, it provides people with the ability to reconsider power and its sources 

“so as to perceive its fragmentary quality” (59). Therefore, it is clear that deconstructionist 

ideas have played a role in the quest of postmodern feminists to dismantle traditional 

perspectives and build a new, “feminine” narrative and identity in their place. 

 

2.6. Theoretical Conclusions 

Upon closer examination, it is apparent that Postmodernism and its ideas are 

intertwined closely with those of Feminism. The theories’ symbiotic nature, while at times 

based on challenging each other’s approach and perspective, has proven to be mutually 

beneficial. Feminist theorists have made outstanding contributions to postmodern theory 

and have been able to offer different perspectives on the subjects of poststructuralism and 

deconstructivism.  

Important concepts such as the deconstruction of the term “womAN” to allow 

“womEN” to take their rightful place in society have proven essential not only for feminist 

literary theory but also for Feminism as a whole. The decentralization and the demolition of 

binary thinking patterns has provided a foundation for experimental forms of art produced 

by marginalized communities to become mainstream. The shattering of the modernist 

philosophy with its grand narratives and universalized truths has allowed for the bases of 

human existence to become unstable and questionable yet again. The postmodern world, 
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made of multifaceted and nuanced personalities, has allowed for new types of narratives to 

emerge. 

These new narratives have questioned many aspects of human existence, 

highlighting issues of race, gender, sexuality, patriarchy, mental health, and more. 

Controversial and ex-centric writing became the new method of normalizing ideas that until 

recently were considered obscene and outlandish. The era of Postmodernism has 

questioned, reinvented, and reintroduced the concept of “the norm,” launching a wave of 

changes to Western society, the ripples of which can still be observed today. 
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3. The Trick Is to Keep Breathing as a Postmodern Feminist Narrative 

This section examines the multiple facets of Postmodernism exhibited by Janice 

Galloway’s novel The Trick Is to Keep Breathing. From general to specific, it focuses on 

how Trick can be read as a postmodern feminist text, Galloway’s stance on normality and 

tradition, and her social commentary on the issues of patriarchy and identity crisis in 

women. Galloway’s explicit criticism of traditional social institutions and the vulnerable 

position of women within them suggests her engagement with the ideas of Postmodernism 

and Feminism. 

 

3.1. Galloway’s Postmodern Feminism 

The Trick Is to Keep Breathing is an exemplary piece of postmodern feminist 

Scottish fiction. Written in an experimental way, both textually and contextually, it 

embodies many postmodern ideals. Galloway’s characterization choices also make it a 

feminist text. Hutcheon states that a postmodern novel seeks to subvert the modernist 

notion of the “separation of art and life,” and Trick does exactly that (A Poetics 7). By 

relaying its message through a description of one woman’s day-to-day means of coping 

with life, the novel presents itself as a suitable postmodernist and feminist statement. As a 

postmodernist writer, Galloway also seeks to scrutinize institutions (Hutcheon, A Poetics 

9). By portraying the interactions that the main character, Joy Stone, has with institutions 

and their representatives, Galloway clearly conveys the invisibility of women who refuse to 

fit in with the traditional idea of gender roles. 

 

3.2. Search for Identity as a Means of Liberation 

In the article “Constructing Gender Roles in Literature and Criticism,” Vladislava 

Gordic Petkovic draws on the ideas of Elaine Showalter, specifically her explanation of the 

phases of women’s writing throughout time. Petkovic points out that in addition to the three 

original phases that Showalter introduces in her work A Literature of Their Own in 1977, 

“feminine,” “feminist,” and “female,” another phase is added in her book A Jury of Her 
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Peers, published in 2009. According to Petkovic, Showalter’s formulation of the fourth 

stage as “free” has defined a new direction for women’s writing: “women writers in the 

twenty-first century can take on any subject they want, in any form they choose after they 

have finished their search for identity,” (Petkovic 187). The fourth stage is therefore 

accessible to women who “have escaped from the confinement of domesticity and social 

pressure and now are free to ‘take on any subject they want, in any form they choose’” 

(Petkovic 187). 

Galloway’s novel was published in 1989, and while the fourth stage of Showalter’s 

categorization of women’s writing is referred to as a twenty-first-century phenomenon, it is 

possible to argue that Trick serves as a transition between “female” and “free” writing. A 

search for identity is the central issue in the novel, as is common in Scottish literature. Once 

this search is completed figuratively, it allows Galloway to progress to the next level of 

Showalter’s hierarchy for women’s writing. In many ways, Joy’s struggles represent the 

process of breaking away from the traditional gender roles assigned to women both in 

reality and in literature. 

 

3.3. Challenging Traditional Identities 

The topic of identity has long been a central concern in contemporary Scottish 

literature due to its close association with postcolonialism. According to Jessica Aliaga 

Lavrijsen in Is This a Culture or Trauma? An Interdisciplinary Perspective, Scottish fiction 

“has often been read as an examination of identity crisis” (Lavrijsen 4). While examining 

contemporary Scottish literary works on the subject of trauma, Lavrijsen came to the 

conclusion that authors have moved on from the idea of trauma itself and have instead 

directed their attention toward “exploring the forms of the novel and further [analyzing] the 

complexity of consciousness, feelings, and identity construction” (Lavrijsen 4). While it is 

true that Galloway, as a Scottish author, is preoccupied with depicting various identity 

crises, she also does this from the perspective of a marginalized individual. 

In the paper, “I Didn’t Need to Eat: Janice Galloway’s Anorexic Text and the 

National Body,” Mary McGlynn examines this perspective in The Trick Is to Keep 
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Breathing. McGlynn highlights the “overwhelming masculinity of the Scottish cultural 

tradition,” asserting the importance of Galloway’s writing as a commentary on “the 

interaction of nation, femininity, and class,” as it is a rare case of Scottish writing that 

addresses women (222). McGlynn continues by pointing out the social revelations that 

Galloway’s narrative produces: the way that women “have been conditioned over time in 

even the most basic of human needs to put themselves second” and the long-term effects of 

their position in a “sexist, colonized, and as a result, masculinely nationalist” society 

(McGlynn 222–23). Galloway scrutinizes several social institutions, such as family, 

marriage, healthcare, and more. According to McGlynn, it is the “perils of inhabiting a 

female body” combined with “questioning of hierarchies” that make The Trick Is to Keep 

Breathing such a progressive feminist text. Rejection is the main character’s primary 

weapon in her fight against the traditional masculinity of her environment. At the same 

time, a “disavowal of inherited family structures” and a scrutinization of “the value of the 

past” provide the reader with a sufficient understanding of the reasoning behind Joy’s 

actions and the decisions she makes in the process (McGlynn 223). 

 

3.4. Galloway’s Critique of Perceived Normality 

Janice Galloway’s assertion of her postmodern feminist perspective in The Trick Is 

to Keep Breathing is clear from the novel’s first lines. The novel opens with the words “I 

watch myself from the corner of the room” (Galloway 7), allowing Galloway to set the tone 

for the narrative and determine the position of its subject within the text. This imagery of 

dissociation and disconnect between the main character’s body and mind is reinforced 

throughout the novel. The reappearance of this imagery indicates its importance in Joy’s 

narrative, as it serves as an anchoring point for her existence: “I wait while it gets dark, 

trying to get out of my own skin and reach the corner of the room” (Galloway 16). It is 

possible to suggest that by reinforcing this imagery, Galloway employs the postmodern 

notion of ex-centricity and asserts its importance in the context of the novel. The image of 

the corner of the room resurfaces yet again in the moment of Joy’s “confession,” or rather 

acceptance, of the events that have caused her to suffer: 
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There was only one way out of this. My mouth knew more than the 

rest of me put together. I had to trust my mouth. I closed my eyes 

and the mouth said 

My mother walked into the sea. 

I remember the voice: chiselled as crystal. Cold as a razor. I hadn’t 

known it would start like this but then I was redundant. The voice 

didn’t need me. It didn’t even like me. I let the story came out in this 

disembodied glass voice and listened, out of harm’s way in the 

corner of the room. (Galloway 104) 

 

It can be suggested that in this passage, Galloway reinforces the idea of the subject 

being simultaneously on the outside and the inside of a situation, in alignment with 

the postmodern writing technique of the plurality of perspectives. It appears to be of 

utmost importance for Galloway to highlight the idea that the main character is 

capable of self-reflection. 

Another prominent aspect of this passage is the fragmentation of the main 

character and her portrayal. Joy states that “[t]he voice didn’t need me. It didn’t 

even like me,” indicating that the voice can be treated as a character of its own 

(Galloway 104). The voice seems to have its own agency, as it chooses to narrate 

Joy’s life story while she mentally retreats to “the corner of the room.” This 

powerful reappearing imagery of a distorted character who breaks into pieces in one 

scene and then comes back together in the following shows Galloway’s 

intentionality behind her chosen method of building the narrative. 

As mentioned previously, another way that Galloway takes a stand against 

outdated traditional values is by addressing and criticizing societal institutions. 

Galloway does this by placing the main character in situations where the inadequacy 

of certain social norms is impossible for the reader to ignore. The novel exposes the 

unpleasant sides of many aspects of womanhood. Galloway presents the reader with 
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arguments that support the obsolete nature of the societal structures that Joy finds 

herself to be a part of. Galloway shifts the novel’s focus from concepts such as 

family, marriage, and romantic relationships as a whole to the particular role that 

Joy, the main character, performs within these institutions. For the purpose of this 

project, the framework of the analysis is narrowed down to two prominent points of 

Galloway’s criticism: family and romantic relationships. 

 

3.5. Gender and Family 

Chronologically, Galloway puts family relationships under scrutiny first in the 

novel, as the portrayal of women is typically inseparable from that of their family life. For 

the purpose of this analysis, the term family will refer primarily to mother-daughter and 

sister-sister relationships.  

From the early pages of the novel, Galloway paints a picture of Joy’s childhood as 

not being very joyous, alluding to a complete lack of understanding between her and her 

closest family members. The mother-daughter portion of the narrative consists of Joy’s 

memories, as she draws parallels between the events of the past and those of the present:  

I can’t stop getting frantic about the house being clean and tidy for 

people coming. I used to watch my mother when I was a teenager 

and think I’m never going to do that: it’s so pointless. I’d tell her 

things I’d read in books, that my mind was going to be more 

important than the thickness of the dust on my mantlepiece … I 

thought I knew something … while my mother revved the hoover in 

the background and told me I was a lazy bitch. (Galloway 18) 

In the above passage, Galloway draws on the notion of ex-centricity, juxtaposing the 

images of a mother and a daughter. While the disconnect between the two is made 

apparent, there is also a connection between them, as Joy finds herself echoing some of her 

mother’s experiences as an adult. She begins to see glimpses of her mother in herself, but 

these connections do not bring her peace or satisfaction. 
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Throughout the novel, and especially in passages that concern Joy’s relationship 

with her mother, the image of the phone becomes a critical tool in depicting the connection 

and disconnect between Joy and her mother. The text of the novel often refers to the phone 

as an instrument of intrusion into other people’s lives, and adult Joy regards it as a “threat 

to control;” however, she also mentions that she longed to have one as a child (Galloway 

55-57). Joy connects the image of the phone directly to the idea of belonging to a specific 

social class: “[m]y mother didn’t have one at home: too expensive. I spent my whole 

teenage life without a phone … I thought everybody had one but us and it was a sure sign 

of success” (Galloway 55). She then mentions that her first partner, Paul, had a phone in his 

flat, adding that “[a]lready, attachment to a man meant better things. I was upwardly 

mobile: phone number all of my own” (Galloway 55). Joy’s attachment of socioeconomic 

status to an object such as a phone, which traditionally serves as a means to connect people, 

brings a surprising amount of disconnect into her life. By highlighting this, Galloway 

comments on economic mobility and its inability to solve the identity struggles that Joy is 

affected by. 

The strain of the generational gap between Joy and her mother on their relationship 

becomes even more apparent as the issue of their class difference comes into play. The 

following passage vividly illustrates the process of their falling out while using the phone 

as their primary channel of interaction: 

Then I paid my mother to have a phone: she was ill and I thought it 

was a good idea. She called me more often than I called her … since 

it seemed ungrateful after I paid all the money … Soon, I had to 

phone the hospital to talk to her. More than once she didn’t know 

who I was … I called her once from the top of the mountain … as if 

it was significant. She hung up. She didn’t remember when I told her 

about it a week later. Someone rang me at work the day she died. 

(Galloway 56) 

Joy’s longing for connection with her mother ends up pushing them apart even further. The 

very thing that was meant to enhance connection instead brings Joy much disappointment. 
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The revealing way in which Galloway draws attention to the imperfection of Joy’s family 

relationships can be considered her interpretation of postmodern feminists’ idea of 

women’s individuality. The concept of “womEN” shines through here, as the main 

character fails to fulfill the ideal of a perfect daughter. The focus on female individuality 

embodied by the term “womEN” allows Galloway to portray a believable, imperfect picture 

of the relationship between two real women from a real woman’s perspective. 

Throughout the novel, the mother-daughter family dynamic is portrayed as 

inadequate and unfulfilling, while Galloway continues to reinforce her narrative of realistic 

and imperfect womanhood. Joy does not perform the role of a caretaker for her sick mother, 

while her mother (whether intentionally or not) denies Joy a large part of the experience of 

belonging to a family. Galloway portrays this relationship as a dead-end for the grand 

narrative of patriarchal femininity, as the two characters never willingly perform their 

respective gender roles of a mother and a daughter in the way society expects them to. 

Joy’s father is almost omitted from the novel’s text and is only referenced in a 

revelation that he died when Joy was an infant. Joy’s sister, Myra, however, deserves an 

honorable mention. Myra takes up a relatively small part of the novel, but she leaves a 

tangible impact on Joy, and her presence serves to push the narrative forward. She makes 

her first appearance through a phone call, in which she tries to negotiate a meeting with Joy 

and eventually succeeds. It is clear from the text that Myra’s reappearance in Joy’s life 

causes Joy a significant amount of distress. Joy attempts to prevent the meeting from 

happening by hanging up and not giving away the details of her location. Here, Galloway 

reuses the image of the phone as something that disconnects the family members rather 

than uniting them to reinforce this idea. She deconstructs the idea of family bonds by 

creating a disassociation between the imagery and the traditional meaning attached to it. 

The way Joy reacts to the reappearance of her sister showcases Galloway’s stance 

on the vulnerable position of the main character within the framework of her own family. 

Joy does not experience the feeling of safety that is typically attached to being part of a 

family:  
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I’ve been afraid of Myra ever since I remember. She and my 

mother/her mother were pregnant at the same time … Myra’s baby 

died. I didn’t. Maybe that’s why she hit me so much … Myra left 

marks. None of them show. (Galloway 59)  

By highlighting the age gap between Joy and Myra, Galloway partially explains the 

disconnect between the two women. There is almost a generation’s worth of societal 

change between the two sisters. Their relationship is an abyss that cannot be bridged, and 

the lack of understanding between them causes Myra’s aggression and Joy’s suppression of 

her feelings. Galloway’s portrayal of family dynamics diminishes a prominent societal 

hierarchy and greatly reduces its traditional meaning. Throughout the text, it seems that 

Joy’s identity, while influenced by her family relationships, is not completely defined by it. 

Her identity, therefore, can be seen as a feminist statement: a woman can and should be 

able to exist separately from her family and remain a valid member of society.  

The night the sisters part ways is one of the first instances of Joy standing up for 

herself. Although Joy is hesitant and shows signs of remorse for being so frank, she lets 

Myra in on her genuine feelings:  

Will I not come again? 

Do you want me to come again?  

… 

She wasn’t going to let it go. 

… 

Yes. Aye, sure. Come again if you need to. But it’s not easy 

for me, Myra. There’s too much..stuff. Too much bad stuff from 

before. I don’t even know if you listen to me. I don’t even know if 

we can just – 

I’ll not come if you don’t want. 
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… 

No, I said through my teeth. No. You are after all. You are. I 

couldn’t say what she was. Just couldn’t get my mouth round sister. 

… 

I’m sorry, Myra. 

I whispered watching the bus disappear into the fog. 

(Galloway 71-72). 

This dialogue highlights the postmodernist notion of prioritizing a personal experience over 

“generalized truths.” Galloway portrays family ties as a choice rather than an obligation, 

and Joy chooses to no longer be a part of her family, basing this decision on her personal 

experiences of abuse and trauma. Her gender, class, and nationality make her a marginal 

character, but her story is distinct and central for the novel, ensuring that her emotions and 

internal conflict are fully acknowledged. Galloway makes it a point to also acknowledge 

the structural changes taking place in postmodern society, and the imminent deterioration 

of the Western concept of family is one of the novel’s central topics. 

 

3.6. Gender and Romantic Relationships 

Joy’s various romantic involvements with men are perhaps an even more significant 

part of her story than her familial relationships. After all, the narrative revolves around 

Joy’s attempts to deal with the aftermath of the death of her married lover, Michael. While 

her relationship with Michael, especially her memory of him, is arguably the centerpiece of 

the novel, the narrative includes glimpses into several other interactions between Joy and 

men. For this essay, Joy’s two most influential relationships with men will be examined. 

 



21 

 

3.7. Paul and Patriarchy 

Joy’s romantic experiences begin with her first partner, Paul. This relationship is 

significant for the narrative because it is Galloway’s method of scrutinizing patriarchy. Joy 

finds only disappointment in her attempt to perform the traditional female role of a 

housewife and caregiver:  

I learned to cook good meals and run a house. The fridge was always 

well stocked and the cupboards interesting. I cleaned the floors and 

the rings round the bath that showed where we had been but I knew 

there was something missing. I felt we were growing apart. We were 

… I tried to talk to him because magazines I was reading said 

communication was important. He was reading different magazines: 

his magazines told him different things altogether. I thought the 

answer was soulsearching and he thought it was split-crotch 

knickers. (Galloway 42) 

The above passage showcases one of many examples of Galloway’s criticism of female 

gender socialization, subjecting yet another societal tradition to her scrutiny. Joy perfectly 

fulfills the patriarchal expectation of a woman performing domestic work for a man, yet it 

ultimately does not bring either of them happiness.  

Even after being put through a considerable amount of emotional abuse, Joy 

remains with Paul due to socioeconomic preconceptions that are ingrained in her as a 

woman, which she believes to be valid reasons to endure this relationship:  

We were killing each other. There was nobody to ask for help 

because I was too proud and too ashamed I wasn’t fit to live with … 

Besides, I needed his car to supervise my mother’s dying. They 

always build hospitals a million miles away from people. (Galloway 

42-43) 

This concept of Joy’s dependency on a man despite her being educated and having a job 

that she could use to support herself showcases the ridiculousness of such a situation. 
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Galloway highlights how deep-rooted the patriarchal ideology can be: when the barriers of 

the physical realm slowly but surely begin to disintegrate, they are replaced by systems of 

beliefs that inhabit women’s minds. 

Even after Joy’s eventual separation from Paul, it takes time for her to come to 

terms with the fact that her immaculate performance of the traditional gender role assigned 

to her by society has failed her: 

I don’t need you for anything, he said, loud and flat. I don’t 

need you for a thing. 

I racked up my brain to find something to prove it wasn’t 

true. 

… 

Look, I’m going to make us something to eat … You need 

me alright. You need me because you can’t cook. You can’t fucking 

cook. 

… 

He went out slamming the door but I made something 

anyway. 

… 

He came back an hour later with a carrier bag. A Chinese 

take-away. For one. 

… 

He was right. He didn’t need me for a thing.  

I don’t think I ever came to terms with the shock. (Galloway 

43) 
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Here, Galloway employs deconstruction as means to empower her feminist narrative. She 

takes the images of food, cooking, hearth-keeping, and caregiving, which are traditionally 

connected with femininity, and uproots them by taking the woman out of the equation 

entirely. By doing so, Galloway provides the reader with a means to experience the 

magnitude of the identity crisis that Joy embodies. The events in this passage encourage 

Joy to question her predefined identity as a “woman.” Thus, Galloway’s portrayal of Joy’s 

identity crisis also serves as a commentary on the crisis of identity: if men do not need 

women, then the fundamentalist idea of women’s place in society comes into question. 

Indeed, the postmodern period has been marked by the newfound empowerment of 

marginalized social groups and their ability to establish and assert their own identities. 

While the character of Joy takes a more passive approach, allowing things to happen to her 

rather than actively fighting her way out of patriarchy, this experience is nonetheless 

something many women have had to go through to fully come to terms with their 

independence. 

 

3.8. Michael’s “Afterlife” and Joy’s Erasure 

Early in the novel, it becomes clear that the narrative is tied together by a single 

event in Joy’s life, or more accurately, by the aftermath of this event. Michael was Joy’s 

colleague-turned-lover who tragically drowned while the two were on vacation in Spain. 

Michael was also a married man at the time of his death, making Joy’s passive identity as 

his mistress the position from which she is forced to experience her loss and grief. 

Perhaps the most vivid depiction of how the outside world influences and even 

amplifies Joy’s identity crisis is the chain of events surrounding Michael’s burial. 

Overnight, Joy’s position as a mistress begins to dictate her actions, attitude, and 

entitlements. The legitimacy of Joy’s grief is questioned by societal standards, and as there 

is no legal name for their relationship, she begins to question the realness of her 

experiences. The societal intolerance for the role of “the other woman” shines through in 

the portrayal of Joy’s erasure from Michael’s postmortem public life, as his estranged wife 

takes over the business related to his burial: 



24 

 

It took three weeks to take him home. They had to call every day to 

check. Not to me, though. He had been reappropriated. He was not 

my business. He would come back to other people. His wife phoned 

to say I couldn’t see him before the funeral. In the end the casket was 

sealed, so there was no argument. But it was an interesting tactic. 

… 

The call to let me know I could go to the funeral was interesting. It 

shocked me. The pretence that my presence or absence were 

someone else’s to decide. It was also a reminder they might make life 

difficult if I didn’t play along. A lot of things had never occurred. 

I waited all the time to see what was permissible. If I was 

permissible. (Galloway 118-19) 

Here, the social commentary on a different aspect of female identity continues to draw the 

reader’s attention toward the problem of even further marginalization, to the point of 

erasure, of women that defy societal expectations. As Joy mentions the things that “had 

never occurred” to her prior to this experience, she is faced with the fragility of her identity. 

The feelings that she thought she was entitled to become outlawed due to the socially 

unacceptable status of her and Michael’s relationship. The realness of her experience of 

love and grief does not interest anyone. What the two shared is rendered nonexistent. 

Galloway, therefore, criticizes the fragility of women’s social status and identity when they 

are built on their relation to men. 

The memorial service, which is held at the school where Joy and Michael 

previously worked, only amplifies the suspicions Joy has had about her newfound position 

in society. Galloway’s particular attention to detail when constructing the minister’s speech 

makes for a sad but necessary statement on what happens when society is allowed to 

control a woman’s narrative and identity:  

WE ARE HERE TODAY TO MOURN THE LOSS OF A DEAR 

COLLEAGUE 
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… 

 IN THESE 

MOMENTS OF SILENCE 

 

EXTEND OUR SYMPATHIES, OUR 

HEARTS AND OUR LOVE 

 

ESPECIALLY OUR LOVE 

a split-second awareness that something terrible was about to 

about to 

TO HIS WIFE AND FAMILY  

happen. 

(Galloway 78-79) 

Galloway masterfully employs the concept of ex-centricity here by first constructing the 

central notion of “WE” and then excluding Joy from the “WE” entirely. The part of Joy’s 

identity that was built around her relationship with Michael is publicly shattered and 

declared obsolete. 

Joy’s own realization of this comes shortly after, as her internal monologue 

confirms everything she feared but hoped would not come true: 

1. The Rev Dogsbody had chosen this service to perform a miracle. 

2. He’d run time backwards, cleansed, absolved and got rid of the 

ground-in stain. 

3. And the stain was me. 

I didn’t exist. The miracle had wiped me out. (Galloway 79) 
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Here, Galloway conveys a complex statement through Joy’s invisibility. The novel can be 

read as a cautionary tale, warning women about the instability and fragility of their social 

standing, especially if this position is connected to their relationship with a man. The 

disregard, erasure, and virtual ex-communication that the main character experiences 

showcase the need for change in societal attitudes. The way in which Joy’s entire existence 

is reduced to a “stain,” as well as the fact that she herself believes it to be so, serves to yet 

again highlight the patriarchal ideas that have been ingrained in women for generations: of 

their existence on the margins of society. Galloway challenges the notion of female 

characters living and dying at the mercy of their family members, partners, or the 

community they belong to, encouraging, among other things, a shift in the way women 

think of themselves. 

It is possible to conclude that the novel promotes the reconceptualization of what it 

means to be a woman with a unique story, drawing on the postmodern and feminist ideas of 

centering the narrative around previously marginalized concepts and characters and 

highlighting the experiences of these groups. Galloway’s main character embodies her bold 

statements about the new female identity and how it is sometimes forged through the 

necessary evil of painful life experiences. She highlights the importance of the 

independence of female identity from the outside world, showcasing the need for women to 

become the centers of their own narratives. 

 

4. Conclusion 

By closely examining The Trick Is to Keep Breathing, it becomes clear that 

Galloway’s writing is heavily influenced by postmodernist and feminist ideas and methods 

of criticism. The novel scrutinizes aspects of women’s lives and passes judgment on the 

perceived essentiality of these aspects. Galloway masterfully addresses traditional notions 

of an imposed gender identity and its pitfalls for women. By tearing down some of 

society’s central ideas, such as family relationships or romantic partnerships between men 

and women, Galloway exposes the negative ways in which these ideas affect women. In 

addition to her engagement with postmodern feminist ideas, Galloway directly employs 
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deconstruction as a main method of criticism. This method allows her to expose the 

inadequacies of the outdated notions of gender roles and women’s position in society, while 

her continuous criticism of patriarchy makes this text a distinct piece of feminist writing. 
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