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Abstract:  
The paper seeks to examine different forms and functions of storytelling in two selected dystopian novels, 
namely Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) and Johanna Sinisalo’s The Core of the Sun (2016). 
Approaching the novels through the lens of dystopian fiction, the comparative analysis focuses on the use of 
language and storytelling as a form of resistance against oppression. Embedded in the very title of Margaret 
Atwood’s most famous novel, the motif of storytelling proves to be one of the central building stones of her 
narrative. Offred’s fragmentary, and often unreliable, tale not only provides a piercing portrait of a crude 
dystopian reality, it also symbolically challenges and undermines the authority of Gilead’s regime. Sinisalo’s 
Finnish weird novel also features a troubled young woman trapped in a dystopian system of government. She 
challenges and subverts the regime of the Eusistocratic Republic of Finland not only symbolically but also 
factually by secretly using and dealing the forbidden capsaicin as well as by living in disguise. Similarly to 
Atwood’s literary work, the narrative form of Sinisalo’s novel, largely defined by the protagonist’s subjective 
and fragmentary insights, provides a puzzle-like mediation of a firsthand experience of a troubled and 
troubling world. 

 
Keywords: dystopian fiction, storytelling, resistance, oppression, Margaret Atwood, Johanna Sinisalo 
 
 
Introduction 

In his book Language and Symbolic Power, Pierre Bourdieu claims that language functions not 
only as a tool of communication but also as a potent instrument of power. Bourdieu states that 
“although it is legitimate to treat social relations—even relations of domination—as symbolic 
interactions, that is, as relations of communication implying cognition and recognition, one must not 
forget that the relations of communication par excellence—linguistic exchanges—are also relations 
of symbolic power in which the power relations between speakers or their respective groups are 
actualized” (37). Similarly, Mikhail Bakhtin argues that language exists “on the borderline between 
oneself and the other” (278). In order to make a word one’s one, the speaker has to populate it 
“with his own intention, his own accent”, he needs to appropriate the word, “adapting it to his own 
semantic and expressive intention” (Bakhtin 278). In other words, language cannot be regarded as a 
neutral medium as it necessarily implies a certain ideology or system of belief. 
 
Dystopian Fiction and the Freedom of Speech 

Therefore, control, manipulation or even suppression of language in totalitarian societies 
represents a relatively frequent motif in modern dystopian novels. George Orwell’s legendary 
dystopia 1984 presents a society which gradually reduces language to minimal vocabulary in order to 
achieve absolute control of Oceania’s citizens and avoid rebellious acts and thoughts of the 
population that might bring about the collapse of the totalitarian regime. One can ask, together with 
David W. Sisk, “By controlling language, can a speaker also control the thoughts of others who speak 
that language?” (1). The members of Oceania’s Inner Party definitely subscribe to this belief. 
Winston Smith’s diary entry, containing the unspeakable with Big Brother!, thus poses an imminent 
danger to his life. Although Winston’s fatalistic vision of the future foreshadows the closure of his 
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own quest for social transformation and rejuvenation, he nonetheless cannot resist the urge to 
articulate his personal stance towards the system, albeit in a seemingly futile manner. 

One’s stance, whether spoken out loud or in a low voice or captured in written or recorded notes, 
waiting to be read or listened to, appears to be absolutely pivotal and fundamental for the narrative 
in the context of dystopian fiction in general. After all, the articulation of one’s position creates the 
very backbone of the mediated firsthand experience of the world and the system in which the 
individual is incarcerated. In fact, dystopian narratives are primarily records of individual, personal 
stories, and are therefore built around one of the crucial binary oppositions defining the semiotic 
modeling of a world-image in a work of art, as described by Anton Popovič in literary context (64-80) 
in terms of the binary opposition “me/we – them”. 

The correlation between dystopian fiction and language, as indicated above by the example of 
Orwell’s heavily language-centered 1984, is certainly worth examining. Such a proposition is also 
supported by the insights of the Swedish xenolinguist Yens Wahlgren who discusses dystopian 
languages within the frame of his reflection of artificial languages used in fiction. Wahlgren, besides 
emphasizing the essential tension between utopia and dystopia (149-50) that is embedded in their 
derivation-polarity relationship, states that in some cases the language functions as a germane 
factor within dystopian novels (151). Wahlgren synoptically explores not only Orwell’s newspeak, 
but also Anthony Burgess’ nadsat (the iconic argot used by teenagers in A Clockwork Orange) and 
Suzette Haden Elgin’s láadan (the feminist constructed language included in her Native Tongue 
series). Elgin’s láadan and the way it is incorporated in her trilogy demonstrates the potential power 
of language in general, thus transcending the borders of dystopian fiction per se. As Wahlgren puts 
it, “the linguists use their language skills in order to change the society in a long-term outlook. They 
change the way of thinking via language. That is where the power of the language resides” (163-4; 
translated from Czech by the authors). 

While numerous dystopian novels have discussed the problem of language manipulation for the 
purpose of control and power, this paper seeks to demonstrate how words, though intended to be 
suppressed and silenced, can function as a medium of resistance against oppression. As David Sisk 
points out, “[t]wentieth-century dystopias in English universally reveal a central emphasis on 
language as the primary weapon with which to resist oppression, and the corresponding desire of 
repressive government structures to stifle dissent by controlling language” (2). The novels 
demonstrate not only how language can be abused in order to maintain the present (dystopian) 
status quo but also how the oppressed subjects gain agency and power, though often limited or 
illusory, via words and storytelling. 
 
On the Eyewitness Testimony of a Handmaid 

Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale (as well as its recently published sequel The 

Testaments) utilizes the motif of storytelling as its fundamental premise, which, in fact, enables the 
mediation of the story. The development of the novel and the story of Gilead is, so to speak, 
dependent on Offred’s voice as she is the sole intermediary of both her personal story and that of 
the Republic of Gilead. Consequently, in The Testaments, which is composed of three distinct, 
interconnected accounts of individual histories, it is precisely a written testimony of one of Gilead’s 
authority figures that succeeds in bringing down the regime in the end. Atwood is clearly interested 
in exploring the potential of the language or, more precisely, storytelling, as an effective tool of 
gaining at least some control over one’s life and integrity in a world that is otherwise dominated by 
the collective effort for a greater good. 

In The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood creates a world based on the theocratic repression of basic 
human rights. The Republic of Gilead, plagued by an unprecedented infertility crisis, attempts to 
construct a post-apocalyptic haven grounded in a clear-cut vision of social rejuvenation and strict 
hierarchy. Total control of its population is, among other things, also achieved by regulation and 
suppression of language as well as limited access to literature and writing of any kind. Even the 
Bible, which, in fact, provides explanations of numerous rituals and practices incorporated into 
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Gileadean politics and daily life is accessible only to the elite in power. Language, or words in 
general, therefore operate as tools of power and are used to suppress individuality, freedom and 
personal ambitions. 

Interestingly (or ironically), while Gilead aims to silence and eradicate any personal records of its 
inhabitants (since they might contest the official history), the reader is acquainted with Gilead’s 
existence and functioning precisely through a prohibited account of one of the Handmaids. In that 
sense, the novel directs the reader’s attention to “ways of making or expressing . . . history and the 
construction of historical versions of the real” (   9). Moreover, the text ponders on “how language 
and narrative formats construct and confirm or question realities and interpretations by using a 
mixture of the modes of myth and autobiography, the formats and characteristics of official records, 
including academic texts” (Wisker 9). As it is obvious from the title of the novel, Offred’s record of 
the events represents just one individual perspective on reality, one that is constantly being 
modified and questioned by its very creator. 

While the ways in which the ruling elite of Gilead limits the individual expressions of its citizens 
are definitely worth inspecting, it is the voice of the oppressed that represents the primary focus of 
this paper. First, the protagonist uses storytelling as a coping mechanism, a survival strategy, which 
enables her to detach herself from the cruel reality she finds herself in. The distinct temporal frames 
of the novel, which uncover fragments of the pre-Gilead past and the current social order resulting 
from the overhaul of the former power structures, enable the reader to contextualize the abrupt 
transformation of the living conditions that the population had to come to terms with. Offred’s 
plight and mental anguish are thus put into perspective as the reader gradually uncovers the story of 
her pre-Handmaid life. The existence, even though only imaginary, of the absent listener of her story 
provides the necessary comfort and escape from the isolation that the system imposes upon her. 
“By telling you anything at all, I’m at least believing in you, I believe you’re there, I believe you into 
being. Because I’m telling you this story I will your existence. I tell, therefore you are” (Atwood 279). 

Storytelling thus  
 

enables a voicing of individual experience. It is of course itself an artificial construction, a 
performance, a way of making sense of the world and events by shaping and sharing them and 
Offred’s first person narrative draws us in, filled with realistic details and emotional responses but she 
constantly reminds us that she is shaping what happens, making it up, making it manageable, telling 
and retelling to make sense, influenced by the ways in which people tell stories. (Wisker 10-11) 

 
The unreliability of her account and the constant questioning of her own story seemingly 

diminish the significance of her record, yet Offred’s story, no matter how subjective and prone to 
omissions and elusions, still represents an empowering tool. “I would like to believe this is a story 
I’m telling. I need to believe it. I must believe it. Those who can believe that such stories are only 
stories have a better chance. If it’s a story I’m telling, then I have control over the ending. Then there 
will be an ending, to the story, and real life will come after it” (Atwood 49). It is through these 
forbidden reflections that Offred is able to retain her pre-Gilead identity, the ability to distinguish 
herself from the unified, depersonalized mass of Handmaids as well as her right to articulate her 
own opinions and thoughts. 

Moreover, Offred’s alternative version of reality points to the possibility of other ways of 
preserving, assessing and approaching the experience of Gilead citizens and thus implicitly highlights 
the eventuality of other subversive voices that might emerge. It reminds the reader of the potential 
existence of other testimonies that would oppose the oppressive silencing enforced by the regime 
and, as the sequel to the novel demonstrates, they might actually come even from the authorities 
themselves. Offred’s frequent commentaries on the construction of the narrative itself also highlight 
“the process of constructing and representing histories, versions of events which are legitimated or 
re-expressed” (Wisker 21). Even by merely implying the existence of other testimonies and different 
interpretation of events, Offred’s narrative resists the idea of a totalitarian vision of the world. 
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As it was demonstrated, the novel ruminates upon the process of construction of one’s personal 
history, which is, especially in the case of an oppressive dystopian world, inevitably embedded in the 
official discourse, which reflects the collective history as well. The narrative structure of The 

Handmaid’s Tale, however, also subverts the existing power relations to a certain extent as it 
partially resides in and depends on Offred’s act of rebellion and resistance against the regime. As 
Handmaids do not have the permission to access books and are not allowed to write either, Offred’s 
storytelling is a conscious revolt against the present system. At the same time, however, it 
represents the only source of information concerning Gilead that the reader has to rely on. In other 
words, Gilead does not exist on the page outside of Offred’s own records. Though Offred’s story 
functions as an opposition to Gilead’s oppressive narrative, her account is not explicitly challenged 
or negated by a pro-Gilead counter-discourse and it thus takes symbolic control of the way the 
reader gains knowledge about the totalitarian state (this is undermined only by the content of the 
subsequent Appendix). 

Atwood’s much-anticipated sequel to her iconic novel The Testaments, published in September 
2019, develops the writer’s concept of storytelling as a means of resistance since it follows 
testimonies, or testaments (hence the title) of three women who happen to be implicated in the 
reality of Gilead in some way. Out of these three, it is Aunt Lydia’s written account that attracts most 
attention as it is the first time that Atwood gives voice to somebody from within Gilead, i.e. to a 
figure embedded in the high positions of its strict hierarchy. Her account may appear apologetic at 
times (reminiscent of Humbert Humbert’s own confession and its problematic reception), aimed at 
justifying her remorseless actions. “I meant well too, I sometimes mumble silently. I meant it for the 
best, or for the best available, which is not the same thing. Still, think how much worse it could have 
been if not for me” (Atwood, Testaments Ch. 20). In the end, however, Aunt Lydia’s testimony 
contributes significantly to the crumbling of Gilead.  

Interestingly, Aunt Lydia’s account does resemble that of Offred to the extent that she, too, 
seems to be in a desperate need of a reader/listener who would defy the futility of her effort. “If you 
are reading, this manuscript at least will have survived. Though perhaps I’m fantasizing: perhaps I 
will never have a reader. Perhaps I’ll only be talking to the wall, in more ways than one” (Atwood, 
Testaments Ch.1). By frequently addressing the unknown reader, her recordings not only reflect her 
isolation instigated by the oppressive regime (which relate her to her subjects) but also humanize 
the so far villainous character. What is more, however, Atwood returns to her original concept of 
language as a medium of power; she undoubtedly regards language as the most potent tool not only 
to oppose but also to dismantle the monstrous totalitarian system. It is in words, which the regime 
attempted to suppress, that Gilead eventually meets its end.  
 
On the Eyewitness Testimony of an Eloi 

While the monstrous Gilead’s regime, semiotized by Atwood in The Handmaid’s Tale, can be just 
barely understood as a dystopian system of government disguised as a utopian one, in the case of 
the Eusistocratic Republic of Finland depicted by Johanna Sinisalo in her novel The Core of the Sun 
the opposite is true. Eusistocracy, the so-called society of welfare, focuses above all on maintaining 
peace, general health, prosperity and overall contentment of the citizens. It is, however, going to 
extremes and thus pursuing a twisted enforcement of common ideals. And so the citizens are forced 
to renounce everything that provides pleasure or causes addiction (alcohol, coffee, tobacco), 
whereby capsaicin, contained in chilli peppers, endangers the society from the point of view of the 
establishment in particular. As it turns out, when consumed in high enough dose it enables a 
dissociative trance, which can be regarded as an opportunity to escape the crude dystopian reality 
from “inwards”. Moreover, the distortion of ideals is especially apparent in connection with sex life, 
since in the fictional world of the Eusistocratic Republic of Finland the scientists have bred a new 
subspecies of human beings- an eloi, i. e. a woman who is, following the stern restrictions of the 
regime, ultra-feminine and totally submitted to men as the socially significant gender. 
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In The Core of the Sun, there are, however, two subspecies of women—eloi on one hand and the 
so-called morlocks, reminiscent of Atwood’s unwomen, on the other. While it may seem, according 
to the officially declared stance of the regime, that the key to distinguishing between eloi and 
morlocks lies in the socially relevant and beneficial ability of reproduction (which eloi are endowed 
with and morlocks are not), the truth is that morlocks simply do not meet the ideological 
requirements of the system of government because they are independent in thinking and 
emancipated. Since Sinisalo’s protagonist was born as morlock but raised by her grandmother as 
eloi, she has to accept that in the sight of the oppressive and unjust system her undesirable mind, 
her very self has to be incarcerated in her desirable body, her pretended self, and involuntary 
articulated in a lowered voice.  

Similarly to The Handmaid’s Tale, in the Eusistocratic Republic of Finland the majority of women 
are, albeit in a different, seemingly less culpable, manner, enslaved by a men-ruled regime. Bodies of 
fertile women are politicized in both novels. However, the motif of eugenics, the motif of scientific 
domestication of women, featured in Sinisalo’s novel, affects the unlike impact of the semiotized 
world-image and thus the reality experienced by the oppressed in The Core of the Sun inevitably 
does not have to be even felt or realized. Therefore, only Vera’s/Vanna’s firsthand experience of the 
troubled and troubling world could be the subject-matter of Sinisalo’s novel per se—namely she, not 
in a dissimilar manner than Offred in The Handmaid’s Tale, is aware and sees behind the notional 
curtain of the dystopian “design”. 

As it was demonstrated and as it is basically consensually agreed, both The Handmaid’s Tale and 
The Core of the Sun can without doubt be labeled as dystopian or rather anti-utopian novels when, 
for instance, the authoritative entries of The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction (Stableford, Langford) 
are taken into consideration. Both Atwood’s and Sinisalo’s works, functioning sui generis as 
cautionary tales interconnecting the present of the period in which they were written with the near 
future, are to be understood as speculative fiction. And, as P. L. Thomas (2-4) mentions in the well-
known case of The Handmaid’s Tale, it is classified as speculative fiction rather than science fiction. 
Furthermore, Atwood’s as well as Sinisalo’s literary outputs fit into the category of alternative or 
rather counterfactual history since they depict worlds very similar to ours yet diverted in a particular 
point of evolution. All of this is valid at the level of the genre-related nature of both texts despite the 
fact that Sinisalo is the “epitome of Finnish weird” (Niemelä 7) and her work is more than anything 
else a Finnish weird narrative, i.e. a model-like example of “a phenomenal mixture of SF, fantasy, 
horror, surrealism, magic realism—you name it” (Sinisalo, Rare Exports 3). 

Although Sinisalo’s novel evinces numerous apparent similarities to Atwood’s well-recognized 
text, both in terms of content and its formal facet, it has a considerably polymorphous structure. 
Due to the switching of perspectives and textual forms, i.e. due to the chosen way of storytelling, the 
novel is basically constructed as an internal, puzzle-like narrative capturing a kaleidoscopic image of 
a troubled and troubling world. Divided, as far as the macrostructure is concerned, into two 
sections—The Cellar and The Core of the Sun—, the text consists of parts which are directly narrated 
by the female protagonist Vera (renamed by the regime’s intervention to Vanna) and sections, in 
which Jare, the main male character and Vera/Vanna’s partner, fills in the blanks of the story with 
his narration and recollections. Moreover, the novel also incorporates fictional entries from the 
contemporary Finnish dictionary (“eloi”, “morlock”, “eusistocracy” etc.), an interrogation 
protocol/transcript, fictional literary works of art and fictional non-fiction books, quotations of 
fictional laws and school homework of the protagonist. 

 
Records of an Immediate Experience of a Troubled and Troubling World 

However, as far as the mediation of the subjective experience of the troubled and troubling 
world is concerned, the most important and probably the most equivocal element of the novel’s 
narrative are the letters which Vera/Vanna addresses to her missing sister Mira (renamed Manna by 
the regime). In this respect, both Atwood’s and Sinisalo’s literary outputs are fundamentally 
connected by the motif of storytelling. Yet while Vera’s letters are addressed to a specific person, 
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even a close one, Offred’s recordings are, as a matter of fact, addressed only to whom it may 
concern, i.e. to no one in particular or, when seen from a different perspective, to practically anyone 
“out there”. Yet since Mira/Manna is missing and presumed to be dead, the addressee is, at a more 
abstract level, similarly distant in both novels and the recorded testimonies thus operate within the 
diegetic “communiqués” only in potentia. Despite not being fully saturated in terms of the process 
of communication, the capturing of the subjective experience in words (spoken or written) seems to 
have, in case of both protagonists, a significant psycho-hygienic, purifying or even cathartic purpose:  

 
Dear sister! There are things that are difficult to talk about with anyone. I don’t have Aulikki anymore. I 
have some girlfriends, but of course I can’t tell them everything. Aside from you there’s only one other 
person I can open up to who would probably listen, but he doesn´t have the same points of memory 
that I have, like you do. Mascos have a way of always trying to find a solution for any problem you 
present to them, even if all you want is to share your worries. And solutions to my problems aren’t 
that easy to find. So I decided to write to you. You’ll probably never see this letter. But I have to tell 
you what happened from my own point of view. (Sinisalo 12) 

 
Regarding the chosen manner of storytelling and the very nature of the depiction of the troubled 

and troubling world of Sinisalo’s The Core of the Sun, the following insights of Hanna Samola and 
Hanna-Riika Roine are definitely noteworthy as they argue that the subject of the main character 
and simultaneously the determinative novel´s narrator Vera/Vanna may significantly affect almost 
everything that is being read about in the novel 

 
The question of the main character’s sister is quite interesting also due to the fact that Manna/Mira 
does not have a voice of her own in the text. Her thoughts and behavior are narrated by Vanna/Vera 
who repeatedly emphasizes the difference between the sisters […] Large parts of the novel consist of 
the speculation of Vanna/Vera. […] What we know about the world depicted in the novel has been 
filtered through the mind of Vanna/Vera, although part of the information is given by the scattered 
pseudo-documentary material on the pages of the novel […] The novel even gives an appearance that 
Manna is more of a fabulation by Vanna/Vera than a real human being […] And Jare can hardly be 
considered a character, his personality is virtually non-existent. Against him and Manna/Mira, the 
radical subjectivity of Vanna/Vera who feels herself as a different and an outsider in the society is 
remarkable. The reader is perhaps supposed to feel sympathy towards her and to accept her point of 
view. (Samola and Roine 33) 

 
Within the frame of their consideration Samola and Roine go even so far as to question the 

credibility of what is uttered in the text: “The question is, what happens to interpretation if the 
reader does not believe in the truth told by Vanna/Vera? If anything, it eats away the reader’s belief 
to the alternate society of Eusistocratian Finland. If we can’t trust her depiction of her sister, we can 
hardly relate to the horrors of the domestication of women” (Samola and Roine 33). This approach, 
however, seems implausible, almost nonsensical. Indeed, the reader does not have to believe the 
protagonist’s testimony. However, Vera/Vanna, similar to Offred, undoubtedly has the knowledge 
and, as Francis Bacon claimed, “knowledge is power” (Rodrígez García 109). In addition, although 
she is an unreliable though obviously an experienced narrator, Vera/Vanna, similar to Offred, has the 
story in her own hands. Therefore, the act of storytelling, naturally, provides her with power too. 
Interestingly, dystopian fictions generally discuss exactly the danger of trust and belief put into 
someone with power. Yet not to trust the testimonies of Vera/Vanna and Offred seems, especially in 
the context of cautionary tales and dystopian narratives such as The Handmaid´s Tale and The Core 

of the Sun, counter-productive. After all, both stories are primarily their personal stories, mediating 
in the very core their subjective experience of a troubled and troubling world, and if readers want to 
eschew what they are being warned about, they simply have to believe them. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, the protagonists of both novels offer highly personal and subjective renderings of 
their experience of living in a dystopian world. While the unreliability of their narratives might 
seemingly undermine their credibility, or validity for that matter, the conscious decision to tell one’s 
story in one’s own voice, even without the presence of an attentive listener/reader, contributes to a 
symbolic overhaul of power. Thus in a world in which human beings  are deprived of their identity 
and freedom, language and the ability to articulate one’s stance towards the crude reality represents 
a potent tool of empowering as well as a gesture of resistance. 
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