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Tracing the Mythical in Épistémès in Margaret Atwood’s Select Fictions 

The terms like ‗belief,‘ ‗proposition,‘ and ‗justification‘ have close ties with the entity called knowledge, which has been 

defined by various thinkers in myriad ways. The traditional, popular definition of knowledge handed over by Plato 

defines it as the ―justified true belief‖ (Ichikawa Plato.stanford.edu). However, the components of this definition itself are 

much debated and talked about in the literary and critical circles. For the Chilean biologist and philosopher Humberto 

Maturana, who is particularly known for creating the term "autopoiesis," it is a ―validated platform to act,‖ on the other 

hand, to the noted scientist Albert Einstein knowledge is ―action, and everything else is just an information‖ (―What is 

Knowledge?‖). However, the more strongly one believes to have understood the paradigm of knowledge, the more 

nuanced it turns out to be this term both epistemologically and ontologically as it not only has a truth value but also 

asserts a lot about the past and the present. Precisely, the dynamics which it comes with, and presents is immeasurably 

enormous. It was with the advent of French post-structuralist thinkers on the scene in the midst of the twentieth century 

or so, that the hitherto-almost-unquestioned beliefs and bodies of knowledge have come under close observation. 

Particularly Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida have undertaken exemplary attempts to reflect upon the very institution 

of épistémè—various domains of knowledge. 

 

Striking on the fundamentals of épistémès, Foucault and Derrida have explored the element of mythicality, which is a key 

term in the paper, inherent in the scientific claims as well as other paradigms and beliefs. Sergio Sismondo in 

―Introduction‖ to his Science without Myth: On Constructions, Reality and Social Knowledge (1995) observe, ―A 
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In the recent decades the ‘objective’ and the ‘truthful’ status of ideas, beliefs, and interestingly, 
certain science-backed assumptions too, has come under questioning in the existing knowledge 
traditions. That the scientific knowledge does not accommodate subjectivity and narrativity in 
it, has been challenged. This contested and objectionable ‘truthful’ stance of the scientific 
beliefs as well as certain other entities and phenomena existing around needs to be revisited as 
they have come under the purview of serious scepticism. In the light of these arguments this 
paper attempts to explore the element(s) of mythicality inherent in not only the science-backed 
beliefs, but also certain other entities. The paper looks into the (in)/authentic and the mythical 
aspects of the beings and beliefs like God, love, nature, one’s (mistaken) identity; and it traces 
the mythical element/(s) in phenomena like ‘sacrifice’ of one’s life, being orphan, instances of 
miscarriage and so on in the Canadian author Margaret Atwood’s select novels namely, Cat’s 
Eye (1988), Alias Grace (1996) and The Blind Assassin (2000). In due course, the paper, if, does 
not exactly pin down the extent to which these claims are (un)/scientific, at least hints at the 
pseudo-scientific, the ‘apolitical,’ and the ideologically motivated nature of their ‘truth claims.’ 
In its analysis, the paper employs largely the scepticism-generated questioning spirit popular in 
the post-structuralist circles of reading. Structurally, the paper has been divided into three 
parts. The first part introduces the keywords—épistémè, mythicality, and the interplay 
between the two vis-à-vis the theoretical stances of Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. The 
second part, largely the literary analysis of Atwood’s afore-mentioned novels, shows how (a.) 
Atwood’s characters possess a towering degree of criticality in their attitudes in perceiving the 
socio-cultural phenomena and entities around them; and (b.) the paradigms and beliefs 
inherently carry the element of mythicality in them. The third part concludes the paper.  
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growing number of historians, sociologists, and philosophers of science start their work from a recognition that science is 

in important ways a social and political activity‖ (1). Explaining how it is so, he writes, ―It is social in that scientists are 

always members of [scientific] communities, trained into those communities and necessarily working within them‖ (1). 

Interestingly these ―communities . . . set standards for inquiry, and evaluate knowledge claims‖ (1). The protagonist 

Elaine‘s brother Stephen in Cat’s Eye is part of such community. His pseudo-scientific claims, which Elaine seriously 

doubts, are elaborated extensively in the paper in the upcoming parts. Not only narrativity, but also rhetoric and politics, 

at times, creep in the ‗claim-game‘ of épistémès at many levels. Reflecting on this, Sismondo remarks: 

 

Science is an arena for rhetoric and alliances. Ideology and values of many different types are important components of 

ongoing research, and scientists are engaged in struggles to gain resources and to promote their views. Importantly, 

scientists have investments in skills, prestige, knowledge, and specific theories and practices. (1) 

 

The above lines reflect on the degree to which sciences are (a)/political in nature. The two major characters— 

 

Dr. Jordan, a young practitioner of Psychiatry in Alias Grace (1996); and Alex Thomas, a ―professional‖ history-tellerin 

Atwood‘s novel and The Blind Assassin (2000)—respectively have intense affiliations with rather pseudo-scientific 

institutions, communities, ideologies and institutions making/backing truth-claims. The paper in the subsequent parts 

hints at the pseudo-scientific, the ‗apolitical‘ and the ideologically-motivated nature of the épistémès —‘the scientific 

truth claims‘ of two domains, namely Psychiatry and History. 

 

The authenticity of the truth claims comes under questioning in part because of the sceptical nature of Atwood‘s certain 

characters. Her writings present young characters that hold serious doubts and reservations about certain science-

approved phenomena around them. Their ceaseless spirit of questioning—why the things are the way they are—one of 

the fundamental questions for the thinkers—drives Atwood‘s characters as well as readers to solemnly enquire at a 

deeper level about the truth-claims made by the characters around them in general. The entities like God, love and one‘s 

mistaken identity; and phenomena like miscarriage, ‗sacrificing‘ one‘s life for the nation, being orphan etc. are 

mythicized through the methodology of discourse analysis in the following part of the paper. 

 

Laura Chase of The Blind Assassin has a tendency to see the experiential realities in a doubtful manner from the young 

age itself. Possibly her withered faith in the institutions like God, Christianity, Bible and Heaven hasroots in the bitter 

experiences of her childhood, i.e. the demise of her mother because of a miscarriage.Young Laura asks where the baby 

has gone to the domestic help Reenie but she gets the answer: ―To Heaven, [which] no longer satisfies her‖ (emphasis in 

original) (167). Rather she questions, ―But why [isn‘t] there a funeral?‖ (167). Reenie‘s answer: ―. . . because it was born 

too little.‖ (167) This puts Laura in dread, and her inquisitiveness and scepticism continues to persist: ―How could 

anything so little kill mother?‖  Reenie‘s answer,―Never mind . . . . You’ll know when you’re older. . . . What you don’t 

know won’t hurt you‖(emphasis in original) (167). But to Laura, ―What you don’t know won’t hurt you.‖ is ―a dubious 

maxim‖ as Atwood notes, ―[S]ometimes, what you don‘t know can hurt you very much‖ (167). It is this ―something,‖ 

which is deliberately hidden from Laura as well as many other individuals, which hurts her. This is an initial instance of 

Laura‘s being a skeptic. There do exist instances in Atwood‘s novels wherein scepticism deepens. It is significant to note 

here that entities and beliefs are shallow, arbitrary, and brazenly self-serving not only for the young, but, interestingly, 

also for the grown-ups, if looked upon critically. Things were certainly of the reverse order for Laura. Iris, the narrator 

says: 

 

In the night times Laura would creep into my room and shake me awake, then climb into bed with me. She couldn‘t 

sleep: it was because of God. Up until the funeral, she and God had been on good terms. God loves you, said the Sunday-

school teacher . . . and Laura had believed it. But now she was no longer so sure.  

 

She began to fret about God‘s exact location. It was the Sunday-school teacher‘s fault: God is everywhere, she‘s said, and 

Laura wanted to know was God in the kitchen, the bathroom, was he under the bed? [. . .] 

 

Probably God was in the broom closet. It seemed the most likely place. He was lurking in there like some eccentric and 

possibly dangerous uncle, but she couldn‘t‘ be certain whether he was there at any given moment because she was afraid 

to open the door. ―God is in your heart,‖ said the Sunday-school teacher, and that was even worse. If in the broom closet, 

something might have been possible, such as locking the door.  

 

God never slept, it said in the hymn – No careless slumber shall His eyelids close. Instead he roamed around the house at 

night, spying on people – seeing if they‘d been good enough . . . . (167-8) 

 

In the above documented, rather lengthy excerpt, to Laura, the alternative way of pondering over things and well-

acknowledged beliefs is gradually initiating. That she possesses critical faculty can also be substantiated with the 

instance of her viewing the clock pendulum as something which was ―licking‖ the time instead of simply ―ticking.‖ She 

claims, ―And it was true, the brass pendulum swinging back and forth did look like a tongue, licking the lips of an 

invisible mouth. Eating up the time‖ (170-1). Because of the critical dispositions, Atwood‘s characters also seem to test 

the long-cherished and over-romanticized idea of willingly sacrificing life in the war (emphasis in original). Iris notes, 
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―Then there was the main sermon, by the Presbyterian minister, who talked about those who willingly made the Supreme 

Sacrifice . . .‖ (181). In another similar instance Iris questions the very idea of erecting memorials. The very manner of 

perceiving sacrifice of one‘s life is viewed with criticality here. Laura asks: 

 

―Why is it called a memorial?‖ said Laura. 

―It‘s for us to remember the dead,‖ said Reenie. 

―Why?‖ said Laura. ―What for? Do they like it?‖ 

―It‘s not for them, it‘s more for us,‖ said Reenie. ―You‘ll understand when you‘re older.‖ Laura was always 

being told this and discounted it. She wanted to understand now. [. . .] 

―What is the Supreme Sacrifice?‖ 

―The soldiers gave their lives for the rest of us. . . .‖ 

―Why did they give their lives? Did they want to?‖ 

―No, but they did it anyway. That‘s why it‘s a sacrifice,‖ said Reenie.  

―They gave their lives to God, because that‘s what God wants. It‘s like Jesus who died for all of our sins . . . .‖ 

(182-3) 

 

The logic of Laura is starkly different from the majoritarian, popular imagination. Iris in this regards notes, ―Laura had 

strange but very definite ideas about which colours were required: she‘d make a tree blue or a red, she‘d make the sky 

pink or green. If there was a picture of someone she disapproved of, she'd do the face purple or dark grey to obliterate the 

features‖ (191). The notion of certain beliefs being un/natural is also explained by the narrator in the course of the novel. 

Even Iris‘s questioning of certain well-accepted one-liners seems pertinent here. While being shot in a photograph on 

being asked to ―be good and smile,‖ Iris says that the children are said so ―as if the two things are the same: it‘s a smile 

imposed by the threat of disapproval‖ (195). The natural norms here seem not naturally natural but natural because they 

have been naturalised. 

 

This too is interesting to note here that the society accepts those in its structure who know who their father is. This is true 

of the world Atwood‘s characters live in as well. Those who do not know who their father is are ―unreliable‖ for Reenie. 

A worker named Alex—an orphan—has to undergo the same predicament as he is denied acceptance in society.  

 

 ―Who is he anyway?‖ said Reenie . . . .  

 ―He is an orphan,‖ said Laura, ―He was adopted, from an orphanage. A Presbyterian 

minister and his wife adopted him.‖  

 ―An orphan!‖ said Reenie. ―He could be anybody!‖ 

―What‘s wrong with orphans?‖ I said, I knew what was wrong with them in Reenie‘s books: they didn‘t know 

who their fathers were, and that made them unreliable, if not downright degenerate. Born in a ditch was how 

Reenie would put it. Born in a ditch, left on a doorstep. 

―They can‘t be trusted,‖ said Reenie. ―They worm their way in. They don‘t know where  to draw the line.‖ 

(218) 

 

The issue of his being an orphan persists throughout the novel. Atwood notes, ―‗[Alex] is not the same as anyone,‘ said 

Reenie. ‗You can tell that at a glance. He‘s most likely some half-breed Indian, or else a gypsy. He‘s certainly not from 

the same pea patch as the rest of us‘‖ (221-2). The idea of one‘s identity as a myth is also taken in the novel. Alex, the 

orphan, in his own words, seems to deconstruct the entire idea of having a compulsion of knowing who one‘s father 

really is, He says: 

―I‘m told that I was found sitting on a mound of charred rubble, in a burned-out house . . . . A few details were 

misplaced along the way – my name and so forth – and then I ended up with the missionaries, who felt that 

forgetfulness would be the best thing for me, all things considered. . . .  

―It must be terrible,‖ I said, ―not to know who you really are.‖  

―I used to think that,‖ said Alex. ―But then it came to me that who I really am is the person who doesn‘t need to 

know who he really is, in the usual sense.‖(231) 

 

In the novel we also find a glimpse of the post-human world. What the narrator is ―working on is an idea, or an idea of an 

idea. It‘s about a race of extraterrestrials who send a spaceship to explore earth‖ (304). Atwood crafts the report which 

these ―extraterrestrials'' send to their planet in the following manner: 

This planet contains many interesting relics of a once- flourishing but now-defunct civilization, which must have 

been of a superior order. We cannot tell what catastrophe has caused all intelligent life to become extinct. The 

planet currently harbours only a variety of viscous green filigree and a large number of eccentrically shaped 

globules of semi-liquid mud, which are tumbled hither and thither by the erratic currents of the light, 

transparent fluid that covers the planet’s surface. The shrill squeaks and resonant groans produced by these 

must be ascribed to frictional vibration, and should not be mistaken for speech. (Emphasis in original) (304). 

Moreover, ―it isn‘t a story though‖ (304), i.e., the narrator is possibly attempting to mythicize the entire 

civilization and the very mode of being in the first place. The entire knowledge tradition of the planet earth has 

been destroyed. They land on it for ―archaeological reasons, perhaps. To take samples. All of sudden thousands 

of windows are sucked from the sky-scrapers of New York by an extraterrestrial vacuum‖ (304). Atwood here 
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very cleverly shows the interchanging of the mythical and the real. By juxtaposing the two she makes the reader 

ponder whether the real is mythical or the mythical real as both share the same properties.  

 

Atwood seems to contest the authenticity of love too. To her, love is essential for human nature, but not in the mythical 

times, the contemporary times in the novel. Ironically, the idea of love seems to have shattered now. The blind assassin 

and the mute virgin‘s first meeting, which is in the mythical times, is described as follows, ―Touch comes before sight, 

before speech. It is the first gauge and the last, and it always tells the truth. This is how the girl who couldn‘t speak and 

the man who couldn‘t see fell in love‖ (311-2). But in contemporary times, the idea is more of a bourgeois fashion to the 

characters with a postmodern temperament. 

You‘ve sneered at that notion often enough—not realistic, bourgeois superstition, rotten at the core. Sickly 

sentiment, a high-flown Victorian excuse for honest carnality . . . . 

Don‘t blame me, blame history, he says, smiling. Such things happen. Falling in love has been recorded, or at 

least those words have.  

This falling in love business. 

Since when is it a business? She says angrily.  

He smiles. That notion bother you? Too commercial? (312) 

 

Naming the characters grounds them in particular cultures, locales, religions etc., but Atwood, in her science fiction tale, 

deliberately seems to name some of her characters as X, Y, Z and B. This can also be seen as an instance of 

universalizing the characters instead of localizing or grounding them in a particular culture. Interestingly, though these 

characters are ‗non-real,‘ or mythical in a certain sense, yet some of them bear the desires like the common, earthly 

human beings do. They are not outside the charm of adding to the ‗human knowledge‘ as ―Y, who is an English scientist, 

says they must add to the store of human knowledge . . .‖ (337). Again, this instance can be seen as a gesture on the part 

of Atwood that destabilizes the binaries of the mythical and the ‗real.‘ Because the mythical carries the properties of the 

‗real,‘ both turn problematic. It becomes problematic to decide whether the mythical is ‗real,‘ or the ‗real‘ mythical.  

 

In the course of the novel, Atwood suggests the way how one can seek or get to the truth. To her, the very exercise of 

seeking it should stop. She is of the opinion: ―The only way you can write the truth is to assume that what you set down 

will never be read. Not by any other person, and not even by yourself at some later date‖ (345). She further reflects on 

how once the author of a book dies, and the things/events which the book talks about become older, the author has to lose 

control over truth or truth claim. The control over truth claims goes away the moment things are in the public domain. 

Thus, the claim of truthfulness about knowledge becomes problematic. To Atwood, the very claim about truth must stop. 

She notes, ―That‘s what happens a set number of years after the death of the author: you lose control. The thing is out 

there in the world, replicating itself in God knows how many forms . . .‖ (345). Possibly, it is in this sense that the 

construction of truth is not in the hands of the author, or the creator of the text. Explaining the process of construction of 

truth, she observes how the written word—the knowledge—becomes the epitome of truth. The claim becomes more 

powerful than the truth itself. The ‗introduction‘ to the author of the book Laura has written in this novel involves certain 

truth claims about the author such as, ―Laura was a ‗modernist,‘ . . . she was ‗influenced‘ by the likes of Djuna Barnes, 

Elizabeth Smart, Carson McCullers – authors I know for a fact that Laura never read‖ (346). The construction of both 

truth and knowledge thus is problematized in Atwood‘s writings here. 

 

Discussing the six free copies—the author‘s copies—of a recently published book from the publisher, Atwood notes that 

such stuff is not of much worth for an author. Indeed she seems to scoff at the entire notion of how the 

researchers/academia considers these copies as ‗text‘ or ‗material.‘ She notes: 

I‘ve often wondered what to do with all of this – this cache of odds and ends, this tiny archive. I can‘t bring 

myself to discard it either . . . . Perhaps I should leave this trunk and its contents to a university, or else to a 

library. It would at least be appreciated there, in a ghoulish way. There are more than a few scholars who‘d like 

to get their claws into all this waste paper. Material they‘d call it – their name for loot. (348-9) 

 

For the academicians and researchers, human beings in history can be mere ‗subjects‘ or ‗projects.‘ Researchers might 

consider a literary writer‘s exercise of writing about someone from history a ‗project,‘ but for the author the particular 

person is someone their own. Writing about them, considering them ‗a project,‘ is not acceptable to the literary chronicler 

like Atwood. The project-like stance taken on writing genealogical histories is unfair to her. Taking resentment on such a 

stance wherein a researcher is documenting her sister Laura‘s life-cycle, Atwood‘s narrator reprimands the scholar in one 

of her letters, ―Laura Chase is not your ‗project.‘ She was my sister. . . . Things written down can cause a great deal of 

harm. All too often, people don‘t consider that‖ (350). The same seems to hold value in case of knowledge production 

about history wherein the historical knowledge is just produced having been undertaken as a ‗project.‘ 

 

The practice of finding and establishing meaningfulness in human life is also often closely associated with the notion of 

knowledge—the knowledge is always meaningful. Atwood‘s certain characters seem to argue in favour of 

meaninglessness and fruitlessness in their lives. Atwood notes:  

She‘s on some mission of other – feeding the Third World poor, soothing the dying; expiating the sins of the 

rest of us. A fruitless task – our sins are a bottomless pit, and there‘s lots more where they came from. But that‘s 

God‘s point, she‘d doubtless argue – the fruitlessness. He‘s always liked futility. He thinks it‘s noble. (352) 
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The above lines put the validity of ‗meaningful‘ entities under questioning. Considering it as the politics of absence, the 

narrator takes up the notion of God, and reflects on the nature of god—a non-being being in a certain sense. Atwood, in 

fact goes even further. She observes how the non-beings not only define but constitute the realm of being. With the help 

of a very simple metaphor of ‗doughnut hole,‘ Atwood takes the reader to the inference of God, which is there, by not 

being there, or by not being present in a positivist sense. This precisely problematizes the status of knowledge. She 

observes: 

As you ramble on through life, Brother, 

Whatever be your goal, 

Keep your eye upon the doughnut, 

And not upon the hole. 

A paradox, the doughnut hole. Empty space, once, but now they‘ve learned to market even that. A minus 

quantity; nothing, rendered edible. I wondered if they might be used – metaphorically, of course –to demonstrate 

the existence of God. Does naming a sphere of nothingness transmute it into being?‖ (379-80) 

 

The postmodernist questioning spirit is visible in the character of Laura very visibly. Referring to the poem ―Xanadu,‖ 

she questions certain notions like: 

What was [a] demon-lover, she wanted to know? Why was the sea sunless, why was the ocean lifeless? Why did 

the sunny pleasure-dome have caves of ice? What was Mount Abora, and why was the Abyssinian maid singing 

about it? Why were the ancestral voices prophesying war? (410) 

 

While writing the poem Coleridge himself probably did not know the answers to the questions he posed in his poem 

―Xanadu,‖ but, as Atwood‘s characters suggest, over a period of time, we, the readers, succeed in concocting our own 

answers in order to know the answers of the questions which probably Coleridge himself did not know. This also reflects 

on the process of the construction of knowledge. Reflecting on the Coleridge‘s ignorance in terms of knowability of the 

answers to these questions, Atwood‘s character Iris says: 

 

I didn‘t know the answers to any of these questions. I know all of them now. Not the answers of Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge – I‘m not sure he had any answers, since he was hopped up on drugs at the time – but my own answers. Here 

they are, for what they‘re worth. (410)  

 

About literature – be it fiction poetry or other genre – it can never be said for sure what it exactly means. Atwood seems 

ironic, rather satirical, when she states that however the authors themselves, who have the authority over their texts, do 

not know the answers to the questions they pose in their texts, but the professors know. In the instance below, no matter 

how satirical Atwood indeed is, but seems to reflect that the academia and the researchers tend to know the answers to 

many questions, rather they succeed in concocting them, which later turns out to be claimed as knowledge.Atwood in 

regard to the poem notes: 

―It‘s just a poem. You can‘t tell what poems mean. . . .‖ 

[. . .] 

―Laura, don‘t keep at me,‖ I said. ―I don‘t know everything, I‘m not a professor.‖ (412) 

 

In yet another instance of sceptic attitude, Atwood describes how the principal of Laura‘s school decides ―not to really 

continue with Laura‖ (458) as ―she is calling God into question . . . in the Religious Knowledge class . . .‖ (459). This 

subject according to the principal is ―the only subject in which she appears to take any interest whatsoever‖ (459). Laura, 

the principal further adds, ―went so far as to produce an essay entitled, ‗Does God Lie?‘ It was very unsettling to the 

entire class‖ (459). On Iris‘s asking about Laura‘s views in the following long quote, the principal says: 

 

She cites – it‘s right here – First Kings, chapter twenty-two – the passage in which God deceives King Ahab. ‗Now 

therefore, behold, the Lord hath put a lying spirit in the mouth of all these thy prophets.‘ Laura goes on to say that if God 

did this once, how do we know he didn‘t do it more than once, and how can we tell the false prophecies apart from the 

true ones? 

―Well, that‘s a logical conclusion, at any rate,‖ I said. ―Laura knows her Bible.‖ 

―I dare say,‖ said the headmistress, exasperated. ―The Devil can quote Scriptures to his purpose. She does 

proceed to remark that although God lies, he doesn‘t cheat – he always sends a true prophet as well, but people 

don‘t listen. In her opinion God is like a radio broadcaster and we are faulty radios, a comparison I find 

disrespectful, to say the least.‖  

[. . .] 

―Laura likes to have answers,‖ I said. ―She likes to have answers on important matters. I am sure you‘ll agree 

that God is an important matter. I don‘t see why that should be considered disruptive.‖ 

―The other students find it so. They believe she‘s – well, showing off. Challenging established authority.‖ (459) 

But unfortunately, the things or the ideas are apparently taken for granted by the majority of the society unlike sixteen 

year old Laura, whereas the taken-for-granted knowledge is questionable for Laura. Questioning the established form of 

rationality fetches Laura certain other tags as well. She is branded as ―funny,‖ ―Bolshevik‖ and ―odd‖ by her friends. 

Also, by expressing such ideas ―she attracts the wrong kind of attention‖ (460). Here, referring to the concept of ‗Biblical 



Vijayraj Kumawat /IJSSAH/ 9(4) 2022; 82-90 

International Journal of Social Sciences Arts & Humanities                                                                                                                          87 

 

Inerrancy‘ seems very apt. According to this, ―No true proposition can ever contradict the records contained within the 

Holy Christian Bible.‖ (―What is Truth?‖) By definition, no apparent, perceived or claimed evidence in any field, 

including history and chronology, can be valid if it contradicts the spiritual record. This concept invalidates the legitimate 

claims of Laura.Thus, she is a victim of Biblical Inerrancy.  

 

In yet another similar instance of against-the-grain kind of inquisitiveness, Laura seeks reason. And strangely enough, 

her reasoning goes fairly beyond the common, majoritarian way. If this instance does not necessarily mythicize, it at least 

hints at the scepticism inherent in her temperament. In the lines below Atwood mentions how Laura asks her sister: 

―If you were dead, would this hairbrush still be yours?‖ she said . . . . ―Can the dead own things?  And if not, 

what makes it ‗yours‘ now? Your initials on it? Or your germs?‖ 

―Laura, stop teasing!‖ 

―I‘m not teasing,‖ said Laura . . . . ―I‘m thinking.‖ (519) 

 

Along this inquisitive cum sceptic temperament can be seen Laura‘s views on religion as well, which have always been 

very drastic. Atwood, in this regard observes: 

―Laura what are you doing?‖ I said. ―That‘s the Bible!‖ 

―I‘m cutting out the parts I don‘t like.‖ 

[. . .] 

―You shouldn‘t be doing this,‖ I said. 

―It‘s only paper,‖ said Laura, continuing to snip. ―Paper isn‘t important. It‘s the words on them that are 

important.‖ 

―You‘ll get in big trouble.‖ 

―No, I won‘t,‖ she said. No one ever opens it. They only look in the front, for the births, the marriages and the 

deaths.‖  

She was right, too. She was never found out. (549-50) 

 

Just because Atwood‘s certain characters (particularly Laura) ―[have] extreme views at times, and do tend to express 

[themselves] in a direct manner‖ (524), makes them stand apart from the rest of a majority of the characters. For this 

reason, as is seen in the course of the novel, they are sent to the clinics. This clinic, according to Richard, ―wasn‘t a 

standard institution . . . . It was a private clinic, a very good one, one of the best. The BellaVista Clinic‖ (524). Laura is 

sent there, and in the practice of scientific knowledge, she is given severe treatments like electric shock therapy. Atwood 

observes, ―Several new treatments are available that we hope to use with positive effect, in particular the ―electro-shock 

therapy,‖ for which we will have equipment soon‖ (497). The doctor further writes to Richard, ―Distressing though it 

may be, I must request that you and your wife refrain from visiting or even from sending letters to Miss Chase at present, 

as contact with either of you is sure to have a disruptive effect upon the treatment‖ (497). 

 

The sceptic attitude is visible in Atwood‘s other writings as well, e.g. Cat’s Eye (1988). Though in this novel the 

characters are at an angular distance, yet they have a sceptic‘s temperament. In regard to the protagonist Elaine of Cat’s 

Eye, Atwood very subtly writes, ―I want to shine like a candle. I want to be good, to follow instructions, to do what Jesus 

bids. I want to believe you should love your neighbours as yourself and the Kingdom of God is within you. But all of this 

seems less and less possible. (148) 

 

In the writer‘s journey of juxtaposing the three parallel narratives, Atwood seems to have deliberately introduced a 

couple throughout the novel. In the blind assassin tale, which is often taken as a mythical tale, the couple includes the 

blind assassin and the mute sacrificial virgin. In the memoir-narrative the couple is Alex and Laura. Similarly, one sees a 

couple in the science-fiction tale too. The situation of these couples in all the narratives is more or less the same. Atwood 

writes, ―[T]he girl and the blind man were being taken off to see the Servant of Rejoicing, leader of the barbarian 

invaders called the people of Desolation, because the two of them were suspected of being divine messengers. (420) 

 

The similar kind of situation is those of other couples in the other narratives. In it, the contentious part is that the tale of 

the blind assassin is often termed as a ‗mythical‘ narrative whereas the other narratives, in which the situation of the 

couples is more or less the same, are not. The argument following hereafter, Atwood has brilliantly juxtaposed two 

modes of being. Through this she seems to make an argument whether the real is mythical or the mythical real.  

 

The process of birth on the planet Aa‘A mentioned in mythical narratives is very much like the one on planet Earth. 

Though the birth processes of both the planets are more or less similar, yet the narrative about the process of birth on the 

other planet is mythical or science-fictional, whereas that of the planet Earth is real. The proposition being made here is 

that since otherness is inherent in every modality, the notion of the real is fairly problematic. Describing the manner of 

the birth of these women the narrator tells that the women of the planet Aa‘A ―grew on trees, on a stem running into the 

tops of their heads, and were picked when ripe by their predecessors‖ (434). And at the time of death, these women 

―would simply disorganize her molecules, which would then be reassembled via the trees into a new, fresh woman. So 

the very latest woman was, in substance as well as in form, identical with the very first‖ (434). The process of death is 

more or less same on the planet Earth too. On their death, they are either buried or cremated. In both the cases humans on 

earth turn into molecules like the beings on the planetAa‘A. 
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This is worth mentioning here that the undocumented, the unwritten, and the left out is even more dangerous than what 

has been documented, or written down in the knowledge tradition. Atwood notes:  

I look back over what I‘ve written and I know it‘s wrong, not because of what I‘ve set down, but because of 

what I‘ve omitted. What isn‘t there has a presence, like the absence of light.  

You want the truth, of course. You want me to put two and two together. But two and two doesn‘t necessarily 

get you the truth. Two and two equals a voice outside the window. Two and two equals the wind. The living 

bird is not its labelled bones. (484) 

 

In the above quote, the last line: ―The living bird is not its labelled bones.‖ calls into play what Derrida terms the well-

known tripartite of sign, signifier, and the ―transcendental signified‖ (―Structure, Sign and Play‖ 2). The deferred 

signified always lies outside signification. The status of knowledge seems to be somewhat similar. The thingness of truth 

and knowledge lies outside signification, subsequently leaving both the paradigms fairly problematic, in part mythical 

too. A somewhat similar instance is visible in Cat’s Eye as well wherein Atwood seems to endorse the Derridean belief 

that things are inherently ‗other‘. In agreement with Derrida‘s statement: ―I only have one language; it is not mine‖ (1), 

which he makes in his Monolingualism of the Other; or, The Prosthesis of Origin (1996), is Atwood who deconstructs 

the idea of one‘s own religion and that of the other. Derrida, through the example of French language, explains in this 

book how the idea of otherness is inherent in one‘s own language. By replacing the paradigm of language with that of 

religion, Atwood suggests how the notion of one‘s own religion is inherently other in the following instance:  

 

‗Finestein is a Jewish name,‘ says Grace. 

I don‘t know what Jewish is. I have seen the word Jew, the Bible is full of the word, but I didn‘t know there 

were any live, real ones, especially next door to me . . . . 

I ask my mother what Jewish is. She says it is a different kind of religion. Mr. Banerji is a different kind of 

religion as well, though not Jewish. There are many different kinds. (159) 

 

In the quote above, Atwood probably seems to suggest that no entity (at least those which are human constructions) in 

the world can claim to have the status of ‗the best‘ or ‗the superior‘ one. Rather, they are simply ‗other‘ for the 

‗otherness‘ is ‗always-already‘ inherent in things. But as in the context of the current knowledge tradition, since the 

discourse is truer than truth, there are entities and beliefs which are believed to be superior to certain others just because 

there do exist discourses about their ‗superiority‘. This leaves the ‗superior‘ status as being shallow and mythical as it 

does not hold value which it claims to have. 

 

In the quote given below, Atwood topsy-turvies the entire notion of reality about the living beings of the world. Blending 

the two—the real and the mythical—Atwood hints towards the shakiness whether the mythical is real, or the real 

mythical. She writes: 

On some days – clear warm days especially – she feels buried alive. The sky is a dome of blue rock, the sun a 

round hole in it through which the light of the real day shines mockingly. The other people buried with her don‘t 

know what‘s happened: Only she knows. If she were to voice this knowledge, they‘d shut her away forever. Her 

only chance is to go on as if everything is proceeding normally, meanwhile keeping an eye on the flat blue sky, 

watching out for the large crack that is bound to appear in it eventually. After which he might come down 

through it on a rope ladder. She‘ll make her way to the roof, jump for it. The ladder will be drawn up with the 

two of them clinging to it, clinging to each other, past turrets and towers and spires, out through the crack in the 

fake sky, leaving the others down below on the lawn, gawking with their mouths open. (498-9) 

 

Atwood‘ characters seem to oust the hitherto unquestioned ideas. About Laura, she writes, ―In the beginning was the 

word, we once believed. Did God know what a flimsy thing the word might be? How tenuous, how casually erased‖ 

(598)? It is possibly this flimsiness of the entire belief system that Atwood is subtly hinting at throughout her journey of 

writing. The words can possibly not sustain the load of it. It, therefore, could be argued that what is believed to be true 

and knowledge are either not substantial enough to be held within words, or if it is capable of being sustained within 

words, it is not weighty enough to be termed ‗knowledge.‘ Atwood in this regard notes, ―Perhaps this is what happened 

to Laura – pushed her quite literally over the edge. The words she had relied on, building her house of cards on to them, 

believing them solid, had flipped over and shown her their hollow centres, and then skittered away from her like so much 

waste paper‖ (598). Being the progenies of the project of enlightenment, we–the contemporary subjects–prefer 

knowledge over ignorance, no matter how insubstantial the former is. Atwood notes: 

I could have stopped there. I could have chosen ignorance, but I did what you would have done – what you‘ve 

already done, if you‘ve read this far. I chose knowledge instead. 

Most of us will. We‘ll choose knowledge no matter what, we‘ll maim ourselves in the process, we‘ll stick our 

hands into the flames for it if necessary. Curiosity is not our only motive: love or grief or despair or hatred is 

what drives us on. We‘ll spy relentlessly on the dead: we‘ll open their letters, we‘ll read their journals, we‘ll go 

through their trash, hoping for a hint, final word, an explanation, from those who have deserted us – who‘ve left 

us holding the bag, which is often a good deal emptier than we‘d supposed. (602-3) 

 

Reflecting on the nature of the curious human beings, Atwood notes, ―We‘re voyeurs, all of us. Why should we assume 

that anything in the past is ours for the taking, simply because we‘ve found it? We‘re all grave robbers, once we open the 
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doors locked by others‖ (603). In another instance the author seems to mock the notion of knowledge as it is popularly 

understood. After the death of her sister, on finding the notebooks in an old trunk, Iris ponders over the notion of 

knowledge: ―I cut the string, fanned out the notebooks. There were five of them: Mathematics, Geography, French, 

History, and Latin. The books of knowledge‖–the epistemologies, or the épistémès (608). Atwood presents the irony of 

knowledge here, rather than being literal.  

 

Interconnecting the notions of identity and (il)legitimacy based on the knowability about the fact who one‘s father is, 

Atwood reflects on the shallowness of the nature of knowledge about one‘s true self and identity. The identity one lives 

with throughout one‘s life, when changes all of a sudden due to some or other reason, it not only brings dismay and 

disbelief but also hints at the shallow nature of the belief system one lives in. One is always left with the freedom to 

choose one‘s identity out of the many options available before oneself as shown in the given instance of the ‗illegitimate 

child—Iris‘s grand-daughter Sabrina. Atwood notes: 

 

Since Laura is no longer who you thought she was, you‘re no longer who you think you are either. That can be a shock, 

but it can also be a relief. For instance, you‘re no relation at all to Winifred, and none to Richard. There‘s not a speck of 

Griffen in you at all: your hands are clean on that score. Your real grandfather was Alex Thomas, and as to who his own 

father was, well, the sky‘s the limit. Rich man, poor man, beggarman, saint, a score of countries of origin, a dozen 

cancelled maps, a hundred levelled villages – take your pick. Your legacy from him is the realm of infinite speculation. 

You‘re free to reinvent yourself at will. (627) 

 

Atwood possibly seems to convey that even in the contemporary times when the modern subjects are not sure on who 

one‘s father is(however she seems willing to dispel with this idea of the legitimate father), how can one be so sure about 

the historical representations. In such cases, e.g. those of Laura and Sabrina, the familial truth is not known, but they are 

free to invent their own versions. The same might have happened in the case of history too. The above quote also 

suggests how a particular version of history can be true for the masses, whereas the truth, unlike the accepted version, is 

worlds apart from the received notions. 

 

Atwood‘s certain characters, e. g. Elaine‘s brother Stephen, are engaged in diluting the scientific knowledge constructed 

in binaries. Opposing the binaries, Stephen shows certain articles to his sister Elaine and explains the alternative realities 

with the instances of entities like finite, infinity, issues of dimensionality, time, nothingness, outside, inside etc. Elaine 

writes: 

 

He thinks I should develop my mind. In order to help me do this, he makes a Mobius strip for me by cutting out a long 

slip of paper, twisting it once and gluing the ends together. This Mobius strip has only one side, you can prove it by 

running your finger along the surface. According to Stephen, this is a way of visualizing infinity. He draws me a Klein 

bottle, which has no outside and no inside; or rather the outside and the inside are the same. I have more trouble with the 

Klein bottle than the Mobius strip, probably because it‘s a bottle, and I can‘t think of a bottle that isn‘t intended to 

contain something. I can‘t see the point of it.  

 

Stephen says he‘s interested in the problems of two-dimensional universe. He wants me to imagine what a three 

dimensional universe would look like to someone who was perfectly flat. . . . Then there are five-dimensional universes, 

seven-dimensional ones. I try to picture these very hard but I can‘t seem to get past three. 

‗Why three?‘ says Stephen.  

‗Because that‘s how many there are,‘ I say.  

‗That‘s how many we perceive, you mean,‘ he says. ‗We are limited by our own sensory equipment. How do 

you think a fly sees the world?‘ I know how a fly perceives the world, I‘ve seen many flies‘ eyes, through 

microscopes. ‗In facets,‘ I say. ‗But each facet would still have only three dimensions.‘  

‗Point taken,‘ he says, which makes me feel grown up, worthy of this conversation. ‗But actually we perceive 

four.‘ 

‗Four?‘ I say. 

‗Time is a dimension,‘ he says. ‗You can‘t separate it from space. Space-time is what we live in.‘ He says there 

are no such things as discrete objects which remain unchanged, set apart from the flow of time. He says space-

time is curved and that in curved space-time the shortest distance between two points is not a straight line but a 

line following the curve. He says that time can be stretched or shrunk, and that it runs faster in some places than 

in others. He says that if you putone identical twin in a high-speed rocket for a week, he‘d come back to find his 

brother ten years older than he is himself. I say I think that would be sad. (259-60) 

 

To Stephen, the scientific knowledge appears to be not scientific but philosophical and thus grounded in language. Elaine 

in this regard observes: 

 

[M]y brother returns to language. ‗But what of the moment beyond the first moment?‘ he says. ‗Or does it even make 

sense to use the word before, since time cannot exist without space and space-time without events and events without 

matter-energy? But there is something that must have existed before. That something is the theoretical framework, the 

parameters within which the laws of energy must operate. Judging from the scanty but mounting evidence now available 
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to us, if the universe was created with a fiat lux, that fiat must have been expressed, not in Latin, but in the one truly 

universal language: mathematics.‘ This sounds a lot like metaphysics to me, but the men in the audience don‘t seem to 

take it amiss. There is applause. (389) 

 

This is very crucial to note here a quote by Tony Bennett in his article ―Texts in History: The Determinations of 

Readings and Their Texts‖ argues, ―[T]here is no space other than transcendent, ahistorical one within which [texts] can 

be constituted as possible objects of knowledge‖ (68). Atwood also seems to unravel the spectral nature of some of the 

scientific beliefs. In the following quote, the spectral nature of atom is reflected. This problematizes scientific knowledge 

as well. It is ironic to observes that both atoms—the scientific discoveries—and ghosts—the ‗mythical constructions‘—

share almost similar properties, but since science is ‗rational‘ and the ghost stories mere ‗concoctions‘ and ‗mythical,‘ the 

latter are subordinated to the former in the order of reason. Both atoms and spectres, despite being of spectral nature, are 

discriminated against. Since the former has an alliance with science, with rationality, unlike the latter, it enjoys the status 

of being ‗real‘ and ‗true‘ whereas the latter does not. The science seems to be discriminating: the empty space of atom is 

acknowledged whereas that of a ghost is not. It seems probably therefore that the atoms exist whereas the ghosts do not. 

‗So what does [atom] really look like?‘ 

A lot of empty space,‘ Stephen says. ‗It‘s hardly there at all. It‘s just a few specks held in place by forces. At the 

subatomic level, you can‘t even say that matter exists. You can only say that it has a tendency to exist.‘ (287) 

 

Engaged in digging into the rational structures explaining the ―probable composition of universe,‖ (456) Stephen himself 

gets baffled in the later phase of his life. Elaine on this observes:  

 

The universe, he once thought, may well be made up of infinitesimal pieces of string, in thirty-two different colours. The 

pieces of string are so small that ‗colours‘ is only a manner of speaking. But he is having doubts: there are other 

theoretical possibilities, two of which he has outlined in his paper. The universe is hard to pin down; it changes when you 

look at it, as if it resists being known. (456) 

 

The hitherto taken for granted ‗true‘ status of beliefs, entities, and paradigms in any social-cultural set-up has ever been 

scrutinized thoroughly in the existing literary conventions. The rise of the postmodernism and post structuralism on the 

scene has accelerated this critical and inquisitive spirit even more. Margaret Atwood‘s characters possess a highly refine 

sensibility in viewing entities critically. In her writings institutions like God, Christianity, Bible, nature, love, 

(il)/legitimacy of being, and the pseudo-scientific narratives have always been taken not as they are popularly viewed but 

with a critical vision. In taking up such a stance, it is highly likely that the hitherto considered truthful entities turn out to 

be carrying the elements of mythicality in them. In the context of Atwood‘s novels, problematizing the above mentioned 

paradigms, the paper has shown how (a.) in the post-human world, the entity of love is less about caring and more ―a 

bourgeois fashion;‖ (b.) the act of willingly sacrificing one‘s life is not in fact a choice embraced willingly at least; (c.) 

God is a rather missing entity ;(d.) the ‗real‘ world richly bears the properties of a mythical one, and vice-versa; (e.) the 

humans in the process of documenting history are not humans but rather ‗subjects‘ part of a ‗project, ‗and the published 

histories themselves mere ‗material‘; (f.) the scientific narratives bear in them an element of narrativity, thus are not 

purely objective, but the scope for tracing the mythical elements always lies within the épistémès. 
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