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Branko Gorjup:  

In a conversation with Geoff Hancock you described your own work as “somewhat 

eccentric.” You also said it was strange that you had acquired the audience you did. Were 

you perhaps thinking of the more experimental character of your writing, going back to 

that early period when you were still associated with the Anansi group, or did you mean 

something else? Would you still use the word eccentric to describe your work? 

 

Margaret Atwood:  

My work is entirely eccentric—and, by the way, there really wasn’t an Anansi group—

although The Edible Woman is somewhat less so. When you get to The Blind Assassin 

you do have a publisher say—I’m not telling which one—that the reader might get 

confused at the beginning of the novel because there are several stories going on at the 

same time. I said I would take that chance. If anything, my work is becoming more 

eccentric…. The Handmaid’s Tale was a completely eccentric book at the time I wrote it. 

Now people no longer look at me the way they used to in those days. Now they ask: how 

did you know? But I am saying eccentric only from the point of view of publishing and 

in relation to general kinds of books that might appear. I never tell my publishers ahead 

of time what I am writing. If I did, they would freak out, they would say: you are writing 

what? You are writing a book about a bunch of women in long red dresses and white hats 

and you think anybody is going to want to read that? 

 

BG: 

 I would like to back-track a bit to the point where I made reference to the Anansi group 

of writers. I didn’t really mean to suggest that you constituted a group in the strictest 

sense of the word, but rather that you were a group of young aspiring writers who 

introduced something new, something fresh to the existing literary establishment. Writers 

such as yourself, Graeme Gibson, Michael Ondaatje, Dennis Lee and so on, re-defined 

Canadian writing in a way that hadn’t previously been attempted. You introduced 

experimentation that, by and large, had been absent from what was still largely a colonial 

literary culture. 

 



MA:  

Yes, but there is a great deal more experimental writing produced in those days. If you go 

back and look at Groundwork, the anthology we put out a year and a half or so ago, you 

will see that we assembled a list of books from the late 1960s and early 1970s in which 

there was a great deal of quite eccentric writing as, for example, Five Legs and 

Communion. It would be hard to get books like that published today. Publishers probably 

wouldn’t touch them—they would consider them too weird. The reason for this is that the 

whole publishing industry, as we know it today, has become much more consumptive of 

money. It is much more costly to publish books these days and it is much harder to get 

them distributed because big chains control distribution outfits. Therefore, a great deal of 

talent is filtered out because the distributors think that there is no market for it. Whereas, 

we could really do anything we wanted because there was no market at all. 

 

BG:  

This brings me to a more general question about your writing. Every author produces 

something unique, yet we often speak of it in terms of a literary tradition or sensibility. 

Some writers may produce work that is more readily recognizable as national, local, 

ethnic or whatever, belonging to a specific sensibility. In what way do you perceive your 

work as Canadian? Would the adjective “eccentric,” to go back to my previous question, 

qualify? Very often my colleagues in Europe are baffled, asking me how it is that so 

many “weird” things happen in Canadian books… 

 

MA:  

…because they’ve never been here… 

 

BG:  

…whereas the country’s image as projected by Canadians they meet has remained 

decidedly straight. 

 



MA:  

I don’t understand it. O.K., here is an interesting question. An Australian said to me that 

when Australians send their movie stars to Hollywood, they tend to be hunks. When 

Canadians sent them, they tend to be comedians. Why is that? 

 

BG:  

Why is it? 

 

MA:  

I don’t know. As children we were constantly making fun of everything. Parody was the 

big form. As for “strange,” I can only quote Robertson Davies, who said “I know the dark 

folkways of my people.” During WWII we had a Prime Minister who was dullness 

incarnate—there couldn’t be a duller man and he was, all this time, running the country 

according to his belief that the spirit of his mother inhabited his dog. He was receiving 

messages from his dead mother through his dog. And not only that, he would not make a 

decision in the Parliament unless both hands of the clock were pointing to the same 

number. Maybe it has to do with all that. 

 

BG:  

If you were to write a new critical work about the Canadian literary tradition as it stands 

today—a sequel to Survival—what might it say? Is there a thesis you could imagine now 

that would encompass what is characteristically Canadian about our literature today? 

 

MA:  

By a great coincidence, Anansi recently published a new edition of Survival in which I 

say why it would be impossible for me to write such a book today or why I myself 

wouldn’t do it. So the answer is in that introduction. For one thing, too much has been 

published, which would make it theoretically if not practically impossible to produce 

such a work. Likewise, the reason for doing it wouldn’t be the reason for which I did it. It 

simply wouldn’t be necessary anymore. I wrote Survival in order to say that there was 

such a thing as Canadian literature, at the time when people thought there hadn’t been. 



 

BG:  

Is Canada, in your opinion, a microcosm of a globalized world? Has the national or 

ethnic environment disappeared? It seems quite obvious that our literature has not only 

responded to Canada’s extraordinary ethnic mix, but has also embodied its various 

constituencies as they produce their own fictive environments. In the wake of 

globalization, are national literatures becoming obsolete? Aren’t we all becoming 

international while the local in our culture remains a mishmash? 

 

MA:  

How local was opera in the eighteenth century? How national? Actually, it was neither. It 

was very Italian at that point—Italy was the standard and people learned opera from 

Italians who went to other countries to do opera there. When the Italians went to 

Germany, for instance, you couldn’t say that the product was completely German. You 

also couldn’t say that it was completely Italian. What is Mozart anyway? It may interest 

you that the very national coloured sash that the Quebecois adapted as one of their 

symbols came from New England. Cultures are always borrowing things from one 

another and cultural artifacts are always making their way via trade routes to places 

where they didn’t originate. So where does it come from, this idea that things originated 

in one place and stayed in that place forever? It was probably born in nineteenth-century 

Europe when nationalism replaced religion as an organizing force. I think it is a rather 

recent idea and not proven to be very stable because countries change their borders a 

great deal. The idea of owing allegiance to a nation has its origins in medieval times. First 

of all you were supposed to owe allegiance to your God and religion and second to your 

local prince, which was for military purposes. Your responsibility was to help the prince 

defend the territory held in common. But your allegiance to him, although bound by oaths 

and so one, was a worldly one. When such territories amalgamated into larger units you 

got nations under kings. Then the kings took on some of the attributes and multiethnic 

empires as the Holy Roman Empire or the Muslim Ottoman Empire. After they dumped 

the kings, which they started doing in the eighteenth century, and the power got 



transferred into the hands of the countries’ governments, individuals were supposed to 

swear their allegiance to a flag. 

 

How valid are these ideas of nationhood and nationalism? How permeable are borders? 

They have always been permeable to other cultures. Artists have always been influenced 

by other artists who were from somewhere else. 

 

BG:  

This was true even during the darkest moments in history. When the curtains between 

nations fell, cultures still travelled. 

 

MA:  

Yes, they travelled underground, finding new incarnations. 

 

BG:  

So for you local cultures don’t necessarily disappear when they meet foreign influences. 

Instead they are transformed by absorbing those influences into something new, into 

something different. Isn’t that so? 

 

MA:  

You may encounter, for example, someone with a transistor radio in the Sahara Desert, 

but that person will be listening to something that you could not even imagine. The same 

technology that we use here finds a new purpose. People will always adapt new things to 

themselves, to their needs and situations. You may find the same objects all over the 

world, but people’s attitudes to them will be different. 

 

BG:  

You have twice written about the world of dystopia. In both The Handmaid’s Tale and 

Oryx and Crake, the worlds you depict are frighteningly real, strangely familiar. Whether 

they take place in the future or the past or in some collapsed fictional time, the experience 

one gets is that virtually everything in them takes place in the reader’s present time. Is 



our world, one wonders, so deeply troubled? How significant is it that both novels are 

recognizably set in the United States, a society that had promised so much and now 

seems to be delivering so little in terms of essential human liberties? 

 

MA:  

Well, it is actually delivering a lot in terms of essential human liberties for many of the 

people in it. You know what St. Paul said? He said, I am a Roman citizen. This statement 

implied that there was one set of rules for Roman citizens and another set for peoples 

who weren’t, but madly wanted to become Romans because they knew they’d get a better 

deal as citizens of the Empire. This is still what propels many people, legally or 

otherwise, into the United States. In spite of everything, they want to be its citizens 

because they too believe they’d get a better deal. For reasons of security it is always more 

beneficial to be on the inside of an empire than to be on its fringes. All empires typically 

expand their borders past the point where they can defend them, as the peoples from 

outside are always pushing against them trying to get in. 
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