Alsa¢ Fatma Melike, MA Student
VIZJA University

UNSTABLE MEANINGS, DEFERRED POWER: DECONSTRUCTING
LANGUAGE, AUTHORITY, AND RESISTANCE IN ATWOOD’S THE
HANDMAID’S TALE

Introduction

This study investigates the complex relationship between language and power in
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, applying Jacques Derrida’s theory of
deconstruction as its analytical framework. According to Derrida, “The impossibility
of coexistence can be posited only on the basis of a certain coexistence, of a certain
simultaneity of the nonsimultaneous” (Derrida, 1994), emphasizing that texts
inherently contradict themselves. Deconstruction challenges the notion of language as
a stable medium of communication by revealing its inherent instability, multiplicity,
and constant deferral of meaning. This paradox is captured in Derrida’s iconic assertion
that “There is nothing outside of the text,”’(1967) highlighting that meaning is never
fixed or self-contained but always open to reinterpretation and disruption. In The
Handmaid’s Tale, the Republic of Gilead exemplifies how totalitarian regimes
weaponize language as a mechanism of ideological control. Gilead manipulates
language to regulate identity, gender roles, and social behavior. However, the novel
simultaneously exposes the fragility of these constructed meanings. Offred’s personal
narrative—recorded through her secret diary—serves as a deconstructive critique of
both Gilead’s language and the broader social conventions it reflects. Her ironic and
ambiguous use of language challenges the regime’s-imposed certainties, revealing
language as a site of both oppression and resistance. Derrida’s claim that “Language is
chaotic, and meaning is never fixed, unstable, undecided, provisional, and ever-
deferred” (Mendie, 2020) underpins the core inquiry of this study. The research seeks
to examine how The Handmaid’s Tale portrays the political manipulation of language
and explores the ways in which the instability of meaning operates as a subversive
force. Specifically, the study investigates the following research question:

RQ: In what ways does language function as both a tool of oppression and a
space of resistance in the fictional regime of Gilead?

By analyzing narrative strategies such as irony, ambiguity, and discursive shifts,
this study aims to contribute to the broader discussion of language, power, and
resistance in dystopian literature through a deconstructive lens.

Literature Review

Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale has been the subject of extensive
scholarly analysis, particularly within feminist and dystopian literary studies. Scholars
such as Amy (2020) and Taylor & Francis (2005) have illuminated the novel’s
engagement with themes of bodily autonomy, surveillance, and patriarchal oppression.
These studies emphasize how Gilead functions as a dystopian state that institutionalizes
gender-based violence and systematically strips women of their agency. “The
Handmaid’s Tale represents a unique phenomenon in its widespread celebration as a
feminist text. Its transnational responses are punctuated with comments that the series
speaks to an increasingly visible resistance against misogynistic and conservative
heteropatriarchal ideologies, and it thereby marks a historical moment in popular



culture and politics” (Boyle, 2020) While such interpretations have significantly
advanced our understanding of the novel's sociopolitical critique, they often prioritize
thematic readings over linguistic and structural analyses. On the other hand, Scholar
such as Shirley (2006) and Alwan (2023) have explored the use of religious and
political doctrine to enforce control. And The concept of dystopia as a reflection of
contemporary fears and anxieties. Notably absent from much of the existing
scholarship is a sustained focus on the role of language as a site of both ideological
enforcement and subversion, particularly through the lens of Jacques Derrida’s
deconstruction. Derrida’s concept of différance,(1967) which posits that meaning is
never stable but perpetually deferred and contingent, challenges the totalitarian
aspiration for linguistic control. While prior research—such as Bacci (2017)—has
observed how Gilead manipulates key terms like “freedom,” “love,” and “purity” to
legitimize its authoritarian regime, these studies often stop short of interrogating the
internal contradictions and instabilities that deconstruction reveals within such
manipulations. This study seeks to address this gap by building on and extending these
earlier analyses. By applying a deconstructive framework, it moves beyond surface-
level observations of language as a tool of control, to explore how The Handmaid'’s
Tale itself performs linguistic resistance through irony, narrative fragmentation, and
semantic ambiguity. Such an approach reveals that the regime’s language is not only
oppressive but also inherently fragile, constantly threatened by the very instability it
seeks to suppress. In doing so, this research positions itself at the intersection of literary
theory and ideological critique, offering a fresh contribution to existing debates on
language, power, and meaning in dystopian fiction.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretative research methodology to examine
the interplay between language, power, and resistance in Margaret Atwood’s The
Handmaid’s Tale through the lens of Jacques Derrida’s theory of deconstruction.
Recognizing language as a political tool rather than a neutral medium, the research
interrogates how the novel both constructs and destabilizes ideological systems through
its narrative strategies. Grounded in Derrida’s conceptual framework—particularly the
notions of deconstruct, différance, —the study explores how Atwood’s text exposes
the contradictions inherent in binary oppositions such as authority versus resistance,
male versus female, and truth versus fiction. These deconstructive principles guide the
analysis of how linguistic structures in the novel undermine the apparent coherence of
Gilead’s totalitarian discourse.

The primary data for this research is the novel The Handmaid’s Tale itself,
analyzed as a self-contained literary artifact. Secondary sources, including scholarly
articles, critical essays, and theoretical works on Derridean deconstruction and
Atwood’s fiction, are utilized to provide theoretical grounding and interpretative depth.
This layered approach ensures that the analysis is both textually focused and
theoretically informed.

The methodological approach combines textual analysis and discourse analysis.
This study particularly focuses on how Atwood’s narrative techniques—such as irony,
ambiguity, and fragmented narration—depict language as a site of both oppression and
resistance. The analysis explores how the manipulation of language in Gilead creates
and enforces hierarchical power relations, while Offred’s narrative simultaneously
exposes linguistic instability as a subversive force.




This study is limited in scope to a single-text analysis of The Handmaid’s Tale
and does not engage in comparative readings with other dystopian or postmodern
works. Furthermore, the theoretical focus remains exclusively on Derrida’s
deconstruction, without extending to other poststructuralist theories. Given its
qualitative nature, the findings are interpretative and do not claim generalizability, but
rather aim to offer a nuanced understanding of the novel’s linguistic and ideological
complexities.

Findings

The analysis demonstrates that the Gileadean regime uses language as a tool of
control, enforcing rigid categories such as ownership through names like “Offred” and
embedding religious rhetoric into political discourse. However, these structures reveal
internal contradictions. Offred’s fragmented, unreliable narration—marked by shifts in
tense, irony, and wordplay—disrupts Gilead’s binary oppositions such as holy/sinful
and obedient/rebellious. The novel’s layered narrative, filled with memories and
textual revisions, further exposes the instability of meaning. Rather than reinforcing
fixed ideology, The Handmaid’s Tale reveals language as fluid, open to
reinterpretation, and capable of resisting totalitarian control.

Discussion and Conclusion

The analysis of The Handmaid’s Tale reveals that language functions not as a
neutral medium, but as an instrument of ideological control within the Gileadean
regime. Through Derrida’s deconstruction, it becomes evident that Gilead’s linguistic
practices rely on the illusion of fixed meaning, using religious and pseudo-scientific
rhetoric to legitimize oppression. Yet, as Derrida argues, meaning is never stable; it is
always deferred and open to reinterpretation. Atwood’s narrative highlights this
instability through fragmented structure, irony, and shifting chronology. Offred’s
unreliable narration disrupts the regime’s claims of absolute truth, exposing the
fragility of its discursive authority. These narrative strategies create space for
resistance, showing that even in totalitarian systems, language remains fluid,
negotiable, and capable of subversion. Furthermore, the text highlights the paradoxical
coexistence of authority and resistance, a key theme in Derridean thought. Even as the
regime seeks to dominate language, traces of contradiction and subversion remain
embedded within the very codes it uses. The performative utterances and ritualistic
language of Gilead, intended to normalize oppression, ultimately expose their
artificiality and ideological contractedness.

From a broader perspective, the findings of this study underscore the ongoing
relevance of deconstruction in analyzing contemporary power structures, especially in
a global context increasingly shaped by manipulation of language, disinformation, and
ideological polarization. Atwood’s novel not only reflects the dangers of linguistic
totalitarianism but also illuminates the inherent cracks within any system that seeks to
fix meaning and control narratives.

In conclusion, this study affirms that The Handmaid’s Tale, when examined
through Derrida’s deconstruction, powerfully illustrates the dynamic interplay between
language, ideology, and resistance. The novel’s literary structure challenges binaries,
undermines authoritative discourse, and invites the reader to question what is presented
as truth. By making the instability of meaning visible, Atwood opens a space for critical



consciousness and symbolic rebellion—offering both a warning and a form of hope in
the face of linguistic oppression.
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