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Much has been written about the effectiveness of speculative fiction, especially 

utopian works.  In this thesis I will examine the source of fear in Margaret Artwood’s 

works The Handmaid’s Tale and Oryx and Crake using Sigmund Freud’s “The Uncanny” 

to illustrate the terror of doubles as they appear in the novels.  The terror in The 

Handmaid’s Tale comes from the descriptions of distorted physical environments, while 

the horror in Oryx and Crake emanates from the familiar yet twisted animals and 

characters found inside the corporate compounds.  Through the recognition of these 

doubles as uncanny, Atwood’s work moves readers to cognition and social action.



 vi 

THE TERROR OF UTOPIA: EXAMINING DOUBLES AS THE SOURCE FOR 

COGNITION IN MARGARET ATWOOD’S FICTION 

I. Introduction: Familiar Horrors In Speculative Future Fiction ......................................... 1	  

II. The Handmaid’s Tale: Familiar Doubles In Dystopia ................................................. 11

III. Oryx And Crake: Uncanny Science In The Home ...................................................... 20

IV. Conclusion: Dystopian Doubles And The Real World ............................................... 27

Works Consulted ............................................................................................................... 31	  



 1 

I. Introduction: Familiar Horrors In Speculative Future Fiction 

The search for utopia in science fiction seems to have been displaced by the 

common depiction of dystopian horrors.  While the utopian genre originated with 

Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), nowadays writers more often contemplate its counterpart.  

In Republic, Plato explains an imagined ideal state perhaps in response to the political 

upheaval he witnessed in his lifetime; in his vision of utopia, poets are censored and 

suppressed. By our standards, Plato’s repressive ideal world is a dystopian community, 

though originally viewed as a utopia. The point here is not that we should hate Plato and 

scorn his banning of poetry from the ideal state, but that we should question why 

Republic’s critique of Homer as false now seems like such a horrible proposition. 

Such worlds that embody both utopian and dystopian qualities are often created 

by authors of fiction, perhaps none as masterfully as those in Margaret Atwood’s The 

Handmaid’s Tale and Oryx and Crake. These two novels, set in future dystopias, do not 

remove themselves from familiar surroundings, but take advantage of the fear that can be 

induced by illustrating with gruesome detail the generalized (alleged) utopian societies 

and their tendency to displace certain groups within them.  Because Atwood masterfully 

blends the dystopian setting with familiar—even mundane—physical places, her work 

stands out as brilliant and terrifying and so possible that the reader imagines the 

consequences of current actions and, perhaps, attempts to change the bleak future. 

The Handmaid’s Tale, now considered a classic, depicts a future New England 

setting (specifically the greater Boston area) controlled by an extreme religious group 
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with Judeo-Christian roots.  The circumstances that bring this group to power and cause it 

to rename the United States The Republic of Gilead center around a large portion of 

humanity’s inability to reproduce.  While it seems that both men and women in Gilead 

are infertile, Atwood explains, “There is no such thing as a sterile man anymore, not 

officially. There are only women who are fruitful and women who are barren, that's the 

law” (69).  The staunchly traditional religious beliefs of the leaders of Gilead have led to 

a backlash against feminism—a backlash that places men in positions of leadership and 

women in positions of submission.  In order to attempt to aid in the reproduction of 

humans, Gilead detains all fertile women, called Handmaids, and assigns them to a man 

in power who is allowed to rape them.  The purpose of the Handmaids is solely to 

conceive children, and failure to do so results in various types of punishment, including 

execution.   

 Atwood’s narrative is told in the form of a diary of a particular Handmaid called 

Offred (Of-Fred, after the man she is forced to serve). Through Offred’s writing (which 

she is not supposed to do), Atwood paints a starkly realistic and terrifying picture of a 

possible future, which includes a horrifying juxtaposition of images.  Utopia becomes 

dystopia for the Handmaids—and women in general—who lack almost any societal 

power. Concrete settings that stand as symbols of knowledge and power are eerily turned 

upside down, into emblems of oppression and silence. 

In Oryx and Crake, Atwood performs a similar reversal.The story focuses on 

Jimmy (also called Snowman)  and his relationship with his best friend Crake and with 

Oryx, a young woman he and Crake meet after seeing her in pornographic films.  While 

some of the plot focuses on Crake’s creation of Crakers (child-like creatures) and his 
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destruction of civilization, the early parts of the novel center around Jimmy’s childhood.  

Jimmy grows up with his dysfunctional parents—both geneticists—in corporate 

compounds.  While the compounds are idyllic in some ways, Jimmy observes many 

strange occurrences within their walls, such as the genetic modification and creation of 

animals meant specifically to grow spare human organs for wealthy patrons of the 

company.  Jimmy feels very alone within the compound and is only able to relate to 

various animals such as his pet rakunk and the pigoons used in experiments.  Eventually, 

Jimmy’s mother abandons him and his father, stealing Jimmy’s pet. 

While much of the goings-on inside both the OrganInc and HelthWyzer 

compounds are utopian in purpose (growing of organs, research of disease cures, etc), 

Jimmy’s perspective shows the reader something different: the dystopian elements of 

such a generalized utopian setting.  Because he cannot fit in with the scientists and their 

children, Jimmy becomes a displaced observer existing within the walls of the perfect 

society.  And although Atwood never names these places as real-world locations, they 

clearly resemble many modern fenced-in edge cities common throughout the United 

States. 

 Constructions such as these edge cities are frequently used in utopian attempts 

throughout contemporary American society.  America itself could be called a utopian 

attempt, so it makes sense that smaller versions of these idealized communities might 

spring up within her boundaries. But Atwood’s utopias clearly become dystopian through 

the generalization of the ideas and the subsequent displacement of certain groups living 

within the community. In these novels, it becomes clear that utopia is not a one-size-fits-

all reality. 
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 This is the backbone of the effectiveness of Atwood’s work: the creation of terror 

at the thought of a future dystopia by way of familiar settings. Efraim Sicher and Natalia 

Skradol explore how “the afterimage of the disaster that has actually occurred affects our 

reading in the would-be anterior future” of fictional dystopian spaces (152).  In their view 

“What 9/11 has shown is that the relationship of the real and the imagined in dystopian 

fiction has been reversed,” meaning that the “end” or disaster has already happened in 

real life, and our reading of dystopian texts is altered (153).  Dystopian fiction is “no 

longer a cautionary tale of the imagination” but becomes a reflection of the real (151).  

Although Sicher and Skradol do note that  “if there has been a change in our reading of 

literature and film since 9/11, this change may not be quantifiable,” they assert that “the 

intrusion of the real” (past or present) does influence our reading of the fictional future 

(151).  But I contend that it is not even necessary to look at mega-disasters for the 

“intrusion of the real,” because the intrusion has appeared in increments.  Margaret 

Atwood’s fiction represents this incremental change by illustrating the possible reality of 

groups displaced by dystopian authorities in both The Handmaid’s Tale and Oryx and 

Crake.   

Science fiction—and especially the dystopian subgenre—seeks to explore the 

possibilities of the future or in worlds other than the concrete one which we inhabit.  In 

contemporary Western culture, the success of The Hunger Games (2006), Ender’s Game 

(1985), Never Let Me Go (2005), and even popular television programs such as The 

Walking Dead (2010) and Firefly (2003) shows the appeal of the dystopic.  The purpose 

of such work, according to Patrick Murphy, is to separate sublimation from cognition, 

with an emphasis on creating a sense of the latter in the reader (26).  Cognition occurs in 
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the mind of a reader of science fiction and causes us to “know ourselves and our 

existential situation” and perhaps move us to social action so that the dystopian elements 

are never realized (26).  Imperative to this idea is the need to “reduce the dystopian 

distance between tenor and vehicle,” meaning that in order to involve the reader enough, 

the work of dystopian fiction must be realistic, so that a reader within our concrete, 

present world can imagine the dystopian world as a real possibility (25).  

In this thesis, I build from Murphy’s  assertions to argue that Atwood attempts to 

move her readers into sublimation and then to cognition (perhaps resulting in social 

action) by instilling in them a sense of familiar fear—specifically, the type of fear 

explained in Sigmund Freud’s notion of “The Uncanny.” Murphy asserts that Atwood’s 

use of “pseudo-documentary framing” (27) in the form of a “woman’s-diary genre and 

near-future setting” is the most important aspect of the novel that allows cognition to be 

created in the reader’s mind (33).  The Handmaid’s Tale is told from a first-person 

perspective and is in the form of a diary; these aspects make the novel seem as though it 

could be a real diary written by a real person existing in this possible future, and that 

connection to reality is important to cognition. But while Murphy’s assertion is that the 

narrative perspective is the most important device for creating cognition, I believe the 

“near-future setting,” coupled with that displacement that occurs within it, is the real 

vehicle that moves the reader of The Handmaid’s Tale and Oryx and Crake to social 

action (33). 

Displacement is a concrete aspect of this type of speculative dystopian fiction in 

real North American settings.  It generally occurs when a utopia is formed within 

society—or at least, societies that are familiar to us.  For example, in Thomas Mores’s 
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Utopia, the issue of displacement is not really dealt with, because the island of Utopia is 

removed from Western society.  (This is not to say that Western society is the only 

society capable of creating utopian and dystopian spaces and literature, but that this paper 

will examine these genres from the Western perspective.)   

In utopian or dystopian fiction, problems often occur when a utopia is attempted 

within an already functioning Western society.  The setting for Atwood’s novels is a 

perfect example, because in The Handmaid’s Tale, The Republic of Gilead is formed by 

demolishing the previous government of the United States.  Likewise, Crake’s world in 

Oryx and Crake equally displaces certain groups, as do the corporate communities in 

which Snowman (Jimmy) grows up.  In both of these settings, the society is already in 

place but is drastically altered by the new standards of authority.  When the society 

changes, or when a utopia is attempted within the society, rules are imposed and these 

rules, in order to keep the utopian vision protected, generally require the separation of 

people—the inclusion of some and the exclusion of displaced groups.  The level of 

inclusion or exclusion can vary.  For example, as I will later explain in further detail, 

Atwood clearly portrays Handmaids as a displaced group within Gilead even though they 

are not completely banished by the dystopian regime as many of the outlying religious or 

racial groups are. 

 This type of displacement is relatively easy to locate within science fiction.  It 

means little if bound within those confines.  What do we care if fictional Handmaids in a 

fictional setting are forced to bear the children of those in positions of fictional authority?  

This is where cognition comes in.  Science fiction is not just a form of entertainment; it is 

often a genre meant to move readers to action, or at least to think about the present.  As 
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Murphy puts it, the dystopian distance must be reduced; the reader must recognize in the 

text disturbing patterns that occur in her or his own environment.  The text must cause 

“discomforting reading and social action through implicitly or explicitly commenting on 

the reader’s contemporary predicament” (26). Only then can action be taken to prevent 

these types of scenarios.  Without such action, precautionary tales have no purpose.   

Atwood accomplishes this in her fiction.  The situations, characters, and settings 

within the text evoke emotion, which leads to understanding that action must be taken 

within our own environment in order to stop future social problems.  When Atwood 

presents the types of dystopian future fiction that prompts Murphy’s idea of cognition—

the idea that science fiction can illustrate a bleak future—we are emotionally distressed 

and understand that this dystopian world could actually come to pass.  This leads the 

reader from being a passive observer who understands the possible dystopian 

consequences of certain present actions to being someone who takes action against these 

practices.  In Oryx and Crake and The Handmaid’s Tale, that emotion is horror at what is 

taking place within Atwood’s fictional realms, which is not only plausible, but may 

already be in progress in the reader’s world.  To fully understand Atwood’s use of horror 

to reduce the distance between the reader and the dystopian landscape, I will discuss a 

foundation supplied by Freud’s The Uncanny in 1919. 

Freud’s argument regarding the uncanny discusses doubles that can also 

contradict themselves.  Freud explains, “What interests us the most … is to find that 

among its different shades of meaning the word heimlich (familiar) exhibits one which is 

identical with its opposite, unheimlich (unfamiliar).  What is heimlich thus comes to be 

unheimlich” (4).  Both words, according to Freud’s comparison of diction, in some 
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contexts, have the same meaning despite also being opposites.  Unheimlich, or uncanny,  

means “belong[ing] to all that is terrible—to all that arouses dread and creeping horror,” 

but because unheimlich also means the same thing as heimlich, that means that they both 

convey a sense of horror (1).   The word itself is a double, meaning both heimlich and 

unheimlich—familiar and terrifying.  This contradiction may seem irreconcilable, but 

Freud explains that “the familiar can become uncanny and frightening” when it is linked 

to repression (2).  When someone sees a repressed fear coming to light, the result is the 

ultimate fear.  This parallel can also be drawn between the ideas of the utopia and the 

dystopia. 

 In nearly every utopian attempt within an established society, some behavior is 

forbidden; this means, of course, that the utopia is not so utopian for those who become 

displaced.  Many times the displaced groups are physically excluded and literally not 

allowed to exist.  However, this is not always the case.  Some groups are still allowed to 

exist within the physical space.   

In Atwood’s fiction this usually happens to groups within a utopia who are given 

a superficial amount of power (the Handmaids or Jimmy’s scientist parents).  Yet, as that 

power is superficial and has no real consequence, the characters or groups eventually 

begin to realize that they are trapped within the rules of the utopia without any real 

agency.  They are permitted to physically exist within the alleged utopian space, yet they 

are excluded from the true balance of power within the space.  Just as unheimlich means 

its exact opposite as well as its original definition, the utopia becomes a dystopia when 

groups are displaced within its boundaries.  When a utopia becomes a dystopia, we have 

something, in Freud’s terms, unheimlich. 
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Of course, a supposed utopia being perceived as a dystopia by certain groups 

within it is nothing new. Both utopias and dystopias must portray a situation similar to 

reality, which causes the reader to recognize such similarities and take action to ensure 

they do not worsen in the future.  To truly achieve this, a text must also evoke an 

emotional response.  The reader of dystopian fiction must be so disgusted by the twisted 

ethics of the futuristic setting that he or she decides it must not be allowed to come to 

pass.  That feeling of the uncanny makes Atwood’s fictional utopias so powerful and so 

disturbing that they have inspired critical acclaim. Through the use of the uncanny, 

Atwood is able to create terrifying dystopias that are so familiar to us that recognition and 

action become all but inevitable. 

Freud’s insistence that the uncanny is “that class of terrifying which leads back to 

something long known to us, once very familiar,” is the first key to unlocking the 

effectiveness of Atwood’s prose (2).  But because the uncanny also requires “extreme 

delicacy of perception,” this familiarity may not be immediately apparent to readers (1).  

In Oryx and Crake and The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood creates radical futuristic settings 

that, upon first glance, seem completely foreign.  Yet, a closer examination of the utopian 

settings in these novels reveals concepts and even geographies that will be familiar.  The 

Handmaid’s Tale and Oryx and Crake are both familiar and uncanny, and both utilize 

doubles which lead to displacement within the fictional dystopia. 

By incorporating strange yet familiar details, Atwood seals the settings’ dystopian 

status.  These are places that we know, but that have become something different from 

what we think we recognize.  Just as the characters become displaced from the alleged 

utopia in which they live (and therefore the utopia becomes a dystopia), the reader also 
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becomes displaced from the utopian setting of his or her own life.  Since the fictional 

dystopias are so familiar, reality also becomes uncanny.  Religious utopias that can easily 

be interpreted as dystopian for some residents actually exist in our world. Gated suburban 

communities controlled by corporations do exist.  These environments exclude certain 

groups, however, turning the communities into dystopias.   

Freud claims that “the idea of the ‘double’ in every shape and degree 

[corresponds] with persons… who are to be considered identical by reason of looking 

alike” (9).  But with Atwood it is not people but the environments that are doubles.  

Atwood’s linking these settings to real places causes these environments to become truly 

uncanny, or as Freud describes it, the settings reveal “constant recurrence of similar 

situations” (9). 

Atwood’s recognition of the uncanny as truly horrifying gives her fiction its 

poignancy.  In order for speculative fiction to achieve the desired effect, the reader must 

be moved to cognition and even action.  While Murphy asserts that Atwood achieves this 

goal through “pseudo-documentary framing” (25),  I contend that Atwood’s fiction 

moves readers through the use of uncanny horror.  By presenting worlds so similar to 

ones we recognize—doubles of our own environments—and illustrating the terrifying 

aspects of those worlds that result in the displacement of groups within the utopian space, 

Atwood’s novels achieve a truly frightening image of a possible future. 
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II. The Handmaid’s Tale: Familiar Doubles In Dystopia

In The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood expertly blends the attempt at utopian society 

with the horrifying details of what becomes for the characters (specifically the displaced 

groups of women) a horrifying dystopia.  She reveals what would happen if The Republic 

of Gilead, or some similar state, actually came into being.  In this fictional future, Gilead 

has made a “return to traditional values” of its new utopian regime, and these values refer 

specifically to Biblical values (7).  Although the denomination is not specified, the 

conservative Christian ideals of the regime in power become obvious throughout the text.  

Although many Americans may not consider themselves strictly religious, the country’s 

Judeo-Christian roots that have continued to privilege such values cannot be ignored.  

Because of this history, most Americans are taught these “traditional values” from birth, 

or are at least familiar with them (7).  The uncanny occurs in the familiarity of these 

Judeo-Christian values, in the portrayal of the home, and even in the setting of 

Cambridge, Massachusetts.    

But Atwood is not just concerned about the fictive particulars of her novel.  By 

illustrating the horrors of Gilead, a utopia gone very wrong, and examining in detail the 

trials found by the women in this new (ideal) state, she links the real with the fictional; 

she asserts that attempts at utopian society (whether in a microcosm of a larger society or 

a macrocosm) cause problematic displacement.  She draws on the familiar events in 

Western society that have already happened in real life in order to create this effect.  The 

Handmaid’s Tale is a disturbing work of dystopian fiction, but it also parallels American 
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utopian attempts.  Like many contemporary dystopian texts, it warns about anti-feminist 

backlash and its possible consequences.  

In order to draw the parallel between Atwood’s work and North American 

society, one must also examine particular cases of displacement.  In The Handmaid’s 

Tale, a large-scale political revolution has occurred and is still occurring, as we come to 

find out throughout the novel, but Atwood’s focus is not on regime change, such as the 

banishment from Gilead of all blacks (or Children of Ham) or Jews (also called Children 

of Jacob in the book).  Her focus is on those who do not seem to be displaced because 

they remain physically within the utopian society or are so nearby that their dystopian 

displacement often interacts with the “ideal” state.   

Yet even Atwood’s illustration of the specified groups in The Handmaid’s Tale 

explains the political climate. She brings the political consequences down to a small 

scale: the commander’s home (and even its specific rooms), the grocery markets, even 

the churches.  Using the familiar strikingly illustrates the plight of the displaced groups 

within the narrative and allows the dystopian horror to be felt by the reader. This occurs 

not necessarily because of a real-life disaster such as Sicher and Skradol discuss, but 

because of familiar dystopian aspects of Western society that create what Freud calls an 

“uncanny” sensation (1).  Just as Sicher and Skradol explain that when we view 

dystopian fiction after a disaster, we find that “Superimposed on our interpretation is the 

disaster having already happened” the finding of familiar people and spaces within 

dystopian fiction causes a similar effect (153).  When we read The Handmaid’s Tale and 

see that the disaster of the dystopian Gilead has happened to Cambridge and the entire 

United States, our real-life view of these places becomes transformed.  This time, 



 13 

however, it is not the “intrusion of the real” upon the fiction, but the intrusion of the 

uncanny world of fiction projected onto the real places, as described by Sicher and 

Skradol (151). 

In both The Handmaid’s Tale and Oryx and Crake Atwood creates the terror of 

her near future fiction using a series of doubles; these are especially apparent in The 

Handmaid’s Tale, since the plot takes place in specific settings within the United States.  

In order to fully understand why the setting of The Handmaid’s Tale is effective, it is 

imperative to examine several sets of doubles on different levels.  The numerous levels of 

doubling—the double of the physical setting and the double of the conceptual setting—

are what really gives this novel its horror.  To clarify the levels: the physical setting is 

Harvard University in New England.  The conceptual setting is the religious utopia of the 

Republic of Gilead.  While Gilead does not truly exist, the religious concepts on which it 

is based do exist.  The Judeo-Christian ideals that form the basis for Gilead are real and 

concrete (in the form of religious writings). These multiple layers of doubling emphasize 

the uncanniness of the novel’s setting, which leads the reader to action. 

As mentioned, the most prevalent physical double is Atwood’s use of Harvard 

University.  Although much of the work takes place within the home of the Commander, 

many important plot events happen inside or near Harvard.  Atwood never actually uses 

the name of the school, but its reputation is so prestigious that the clues to its identity are 

almost impossible to miss.  First, the novel’s general setting of Cambridge, combined 

with Offred’s comments regarding the large campus of red brick buildings (“we used to 

be able to walk there freely, when this was a university”) inform the reader that this 

former institution of learning must be the former Harvard campus (165).  While the sight 
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of the institution, at first, might suggest that Gilead has not changed, it quickly becomes 

distorted and uncanny: “Doctors lived here once, lawyers, university professors.  There 

are no lawyers anymore and the university is closed” (23).  Since The Republic of Gilead 

has established its allegedly utopian government within the city, the university has 

closed, and those who were among the most educated no longer exist.  The emphasis 

Offred places on lawyers, mentioning them twice in this passage, suggests their absence 

is more disturbing than that of the doctors and professors, perhaps because lawyers could 

call into question the legality of Gilead’s oppressive utopia.  With no lawyers to protect 

the rights of the women—particularly Handmaids in this case—the campus of Harvard, 

as well as the entire greater Boston area, has become a twisted, unheimlich version of the 

actual place.  In Freud’s view “the familiar can become uncanny and frightening” (2) 

when it is “established in the mind that has been estranged only by the process of 

repression” (13).  In The Handmaid’s Tale, the setting acts as a repressed double—one 

that exists in place of the concrete world readers know.  The uncanny dystopian setting is 

a speculative possibility—one that has not been thought of until Atwood forces the reader 

to consider it. Since we know that much of the uncanny comes from, in Freud’s words, 

“something which ought to have been kept concealed but which has nevertheless come to 

light” (13), Atwood’s insistence on these dystopian yet familiar settings creates a sense of 

possible terror in the mind of the reader. 

The grotesque nature of Atwood’s Harvard, however, becomes even more intense 

as the novel progresses.  Offred and the other Handmaids often pass by the outer edge of 

the campus, which they call the Wall:  
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The Wall is hundreds of years old, too; or over a hundred at least.  Like 

the sidewalks, it’s red brick, and must once have been plain but handsome. 

Now the gates have sentries and there are ugly new floodlights mounted 

on metal posts above it, and barbed wire along the bottom and broken 

glass set in concrete along the top. 

 No one goes through those gates willingly. The precautions are for 

those trying to get out…. Beside the main gateway there are six more 

bodies hanging, by their necks, their hands tied in front of them, their 

heads in white bags tipped sideways onto their shoulders. (31) 

The campus wall’s transformation from “plain but handsome” to horror is obvious (31).  

What once was a simple, brick border of the Harvard campus is now the perimeter of a 

fortress with “sentries,” “floodlights,” “barbed wire,” and “broken glass” (31).  Offred 

notes that the wall is “hundreds of years old,” implying that even though readers are not 

told exactly in what year the story takes place, the wall, and the entire campus, precede 

the Gilead regime, which is relatively new.  Offred often discusses life before Gilead took 

power and her firsthand experiences (31).  Likewise, her assertion that the wall was once 

“plain” implies that she knows that the escape deterrents were not always part of the 

structure.   

Without the familiarity of the old wall, the addition of barbed wire, etc. would not 

seem as disturbing.  Freud explains that in order for something to be uncanny, it must 

originate from something “long known to us, once very familiar” (1).  Any wall with 

barbed wire on it (although a symbol of a prison) may not be as shocking to the reader as 

one that the reader confidently knows was not always decked out with such sinister 



 16 

accessories.  Atwood specifically chooses a grotesque reflection of a wall the reader will 

already know to create an unheimlich double.   

Harvard is no longer a university but a prison, since the modifications to the wall 

are “for those trying to get out” (Handmaid’s Tale 31).  Additionally, Offred describes 

dead bodies hanging along the side of the wall by hooks that look like “steel question 

marks, upside down and sideways” (31).  Later in the same passage, Offred argues that 

“It’s the bags over the heads that are the worst, worse than the faces themselves would 

be.  It makes the men like dolls” (31).   

When explaining the unheimlich, Freud addresses the works of Ernst Jentsch, 

who, Freud says, claims that “in telling a story, one of the most successful devices for 

easily creating uncanny effects is to leave the reader in uncertainty whether a particular 

figure in the story is a human being or an automaton” (5).  Though Freud dismisses much 

of Jentsch’s theory and argues that it is not intellectual uncertainty that causes the feeling 

of the uncanny, he does explore Jentsch’s assertion of doll-like figures and the horror 

they induce.  There is a connection of the unheimlich fear with dolls, but it does not 

reside in one’s doll coming to life, since, as Freud notes, a child “might even have 

desired” such an outcome (9).  The source, claims Freud, that makes dolls produce a 

feeling of uncanniness is the familiarity of them as toy.  The true horror would come if a 

doll were to come alive, as an adult would realize that childhood wishes are coming to 

life.  The familiar thus becomes strange. Offred’s equation of the hanged men to dolls is 

meant to bring to the reader “themes of uncanniness which are most prominent, [which] 

we can fairly then trace back to infantile sources” (9).  Even though Offred knows these 
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men are dead, their previous status as a living being is brought to her mind because their 

faces are covered.  

Yet in The Handmaid’s Tale, it is not just men who are in danger here.  Gilead 

itself is supposed to be a utopian society specifically for the protection of women.  

However, as Atwood illustrates clearly through Offred’s descriptions, the very regime 

that is supposed to create a utopia for women actually creates their dystopia. This is 

perhaps the most obvious in Atwood’s portrayals of Offred.   

Most disturbing is Offred’s displacement from her own body.  When Offred takes 

a bath, it becomes clear that she is disturbingly disconnected from her own body.  She 

used to believe her body was an “implement for the accomplishment of [her] will,” but 

once she begins to be trained as a Handmaid, she learns that her physical space is 

“Treacherous ground” (73).  Soon, Offred comes to think of her physical self as “a cloud, 

congealed around a central object” (73).  The object is not specified; it becomes 

unimportant as her body goes from a useful implement, over which she has complete 

control, to an empty vessel, a dystopian shell of what it was before Gilead.   

Interestingly, Offred seems to find comfort in the displacement of her mind from 

her physical self.  After hearing of a fellow Handmaid’s suicide, she decides to fully turn 

herself over the the doctrines of Gilead, claiming “I don’t want to be a dancer with my 

feet in the air, my head a faceless oblong of white cloth.  I don’t want to be a doll hung 

up on the wall…. I want to keep on living, in any form.  I resign my body freely to the 

use of others” (285-286).  In becoming displaced from her own body, Offred becomes a 

double of herself.  However, it is clear that Offred views the surrender of her physical 

form as the only way to avoid becoming something truly uncanny: a dead body hanging 



 18 

from the Wall.  In using the image of a grotesque doll, Atwood evokes the uncanny for 

her readers, leading them to cognition. 

Atwood’s close examination of the home environment is another double within 

the novel and a source of displacement for Offred.  The outside of the Commander’s 

home is used to draw attention to marginalized groups.  Even the gardens are seen as “the 

domain of the Commander’s Wife” and a space Offred is not welcome to inhabit, though 

she must pass through it often and can observe it from her bedroom (12).  But the inside 

of the house is also fraught with imagery and description of displacement for the 

Handmaid.   The bedroom Offred inhabits is of particular interest, because she spends so 

much time in it; even though it is clearly a bedroom by our standards, the room represents 

not possession or privacy but “Rented license” (50).  The bedroom has “shatterproof 

glass” and has had many of its objects removed (such as the chandelier or any print that 

can be read except for the word “faith” embroidered on one pillow), making it a strange 

space.  Yet it also seems to change its meaning throughout the day (12, 57).  The room 

“is a waiting room” for Offred much of the time, but she also states that “When I go to 

bed, it’s a bedroom” (50).  The fluidity of the room’s meaning for Offred is in contrast to 

her desperate desire to have a space she can “claim as mine,” which she attempts to do 

throughout the novel (50).  Offred knows the room is not hers, no matter how much she 

wants it to be, for she is not allowed to have anything to read or any of her own 

possessions and must always have the door slightly open.  Even within the house that is 

supposed to be her home in the new utopia of Gilead, Offred is denied her own space.  

Her description of the bedroom as a “waiting room” emphasizes this point and transforms 

her into someone displaced from all space in the supposedly utopian environment.  She 
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simply occupies the space without being a real part of it.  Just as urban redevelopment 

often displaces residents of the area to nearby, and sometimes dystopian spaces, so 

Offred has become part of the displaced women existing in close proximity to the new 

utopian attempt and yet must look in from the outside.  Even though Offred is supposed 

to be part of the privileged in Gilead, she is someone who is always waiting on the 

outskirts, unable to take part in any of the utopia the new society is supposed to provide.  

The familiarity of the bedroom being twisted into a dystopian, in-between space 

highlights the displacement and brings attention to the Handmaids as a marginalized 

group. Here, the transformation from comfortingly familiar to uncanny has, at its core, 

the displacement of many of the women residing within the attempted utopia.  Yet 

because some are excluded from a community that is supposed to be paradise for all, the 

space cannot truly be a utopia.  Instead, it becomes a dystopia.  The utopia doubles as a 

dystopia, and—on a more concrete level—functions as a double for our own world, 

which likewise marginalizes women. 

Atwood’s utopia/dystopia of Gilead is expertly written.  Since its publication in 

the mid-1980s, The Handmaid’s Tale has enthralled readers.  The reason for the story’s 

long-lasting hold on its audience, I contend, is not its close framing, as Murphy would 

argue, but its adept treatment of a utopian-becomes-dystopian space through the uncanny. 
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III. Oryx And Crake: Uncanny Science In The Home 

 According to Freud’s thesis on the uncanny, in order to be terrifying, the uncanny 

must be something “we can fairly trace then also back to infantile sources” and many of 

these things come to life in the form of “the idea of a ‘double’ in every shape and degree” 

(9).  As in The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood drives the reader towards social action by 

relying heavily on this idea of the terrifying double in Oryx and Crake.  While the 

environment serves as a distorted double for many of our real-world places and as a 

source of the uncanny throughout the novel, the clearest instance of this doubling occurs 

in Atwood’s invented animal characters. 

While living inside the corporate compounds of both HelthWyzer and OrganInc, 

Jimmy (Snowman) recalls encounters with different types of animals that readers can 

recognize as strangely familiar even though they do not exist outside the pages of 

Atwood’s prose. The most striking example is that of the pigoons, which are “much 

bigger and fatter than ordinary pigs” (25), with Jimmy describing the adults as “slightly 

frightening” (26). The most disturbing thing about the animals, however, is not their 

appearance but the fact that they are used for growing and harvesting organs for humans. 

This obvious commodification of the animals separates them distinctly from the humans 

living in the Compound, who control the utopia.  Even though the pigoons grow organs 

for humans, they are displaced from the utopia because they are seen as simple animals—

a lower form of being.  Especially interesting is Jimmy’s assertion that the pigoons 

“glanced up at him as if they really saw him” and that he is their friend because he sings 
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to them (26).  Atwood very clearly associates Jimmy with the animals as opposed to the 

human scientists. Even though they live within the walls of the Compounds and provide 

organs for humans (which may even make them part human themselves), they are forced 

to “lie around in poop and pee” (26).  In the intentional community, Jimmy finds that he 

and the pigoons are displaced and in their own dystopia, because “neither he nor they had 

a lot of say in what was going on” (24). 

The mere existence of the pigoons adds to the novel’s uncanny horror.  The fact 

that these animals are used to grow human organs is strange enough, but when Freud’s 

ideas regarding the uncanny are applied, they become terrifying. The pigoons are clearly 

meant to be familiar to readers, recalling the pig.  Freud argues that the double becomes 

“a vision of terror” when it recalls something with which the observer or reader has been 

long familiar (10).  Freud also examines the ideas of another theorist, Lewis Saunders, 

regarding the uncanny; Saunders’s main thesis for the origin of the unheimlich is that 

“everything is uncanny that ought to have remained hidden and secret yet comes to light” 

(4), or something that is “concealed, [is] kept from sight so that others do not know about 

it” (3).  This is especially relevant in Atwood’s Oryx and Crake when examining 

Jimmy’s questions about the pigoons, including his inquiry as to whether any of the 

“defunct pigoons ended up as bacon and sausages,” because “no one would want to eat an 

animal whose cells might be identical with at least some of their own” (23-24).  Although 

those in charge of the compound claim that none of the pigoons are made into food, 

Atwood states that as “meat became harder to come by, some people had their doubts” 

(24).  The idea that the residents of the compound could be eating partially human Pigoon 

meat adds to the dystopian aura.  The pigoons are doubles of the swine known in the 
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concrete world, but they also become doubles of humans because they grow human body 

parts.  The uncanniness of the double increases, and the horror becomes apparent.  

Experiments like those with the pigoons do exist in our world and are being 

carried out in similar environments.  These processes, called chimera experiments, 

involve injecting animal fetuses (specifically those of sheep and pigs) with human stem 

cells, “with the goal of creating hearts, livers, or other organs needed for transplants” 

(Regalado 22).  This may strike laymen with an uncanny sensation, which, although 

difficult to define, is “recognized without hesitation by most people” (Freud 1).  In fact, 

Regalado even admits that no animal-human hybrid fetuses have been allowed to be born 

yet, because many scientists “worry that the animals might turn out to be a little too 

human for comfort” (22).  A similar emotion of discomfort makes Atwood’s fiction 

uncanny.  Not only is the organ-growing experiment on the fictional pigoons strangely 

similar to the ones outlined in Regalado’s article that are actually happening, but the 

results of the experiments—even if they are not yet concrete—are terrifying. 

 The pigoons in the fictional compounds (and the actual pigs being used in these 

real-life experiments) are disturbing doubles of our farm animals, and, as mentioned, can 

also double as ourselves.  The thought of an animal with human organs and stem cells 

and even brain cells becoming “too human” is indeed frightening and produces uncanny 

sensations (22).  As Regalado even admits, just “The specter of an intelligent mouse 

stuck in a laboratory somewhere screaming 'I want to get out' would be very troubling” 

(22).  The emphasis on “the spectre” in this example further proves the effectiveness of 

the uncanny in speculative fiction; the terror does not have to exist for it to be imagined.  

According to Regalado, scientists, so far, are only allowed to collect and study fetuses for 
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these experiments, because even though “the contribution by human cells to the animals' 

bodies appears to be small” if a larger percentage of human cells appeared in one of these 

experimental animals, “we'd have to do something about that” (22).   

Why are the scientists stopping their own research?  Why are they so cautious 

even though the chances of an animal developing a large percentage of human cells is 

highly unlikely?  The answer is offered by Freud.  In his discussion of doubles, Freud 

claims that the true nature of terror “is concerned with the idea of a ‘double’ in every 

shape and degree” (9). More specifically relevant to the pigoon experiment is an idea of 

“telepathy” that Freud discusses:  

This relation [works] by transferring mental processes from the one person 

to the other—what we should call telepathy—so that the one possesses 

knowledge, feeling and experience in common with the other, identifies 

himself with another person, so that his self becomes confounded, or the 

foreign self is substituted for his own—in other words, by doubling, 

dividing and interchanging the self. (9) 

In both the real-life studies of pigs used to grow human tissue and in Atwood’s fictional 

portrayals of such experiments, the uncanny lies in Freud’s idea of  the “knowledge, 

feeling and experience in common,” which allows humans to not just empathize with 

other humans, but to make animals so similar to humans that the reader’s identity 

“becomes confounded, or the foreign self (the animal) is substituted for his own” (9).  

This imagined transference is the backbone of the uncanny.  Freud explains that the 

double was originally seen by man as “insurance against destruction to the ego” and that 

the first instance of doubling was probably the “immortal soul” (9).  Pigoons are specially 
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modified animals bred, as mentioned, for the specific purpose of growing human organs.  

This, in turn, allows those who can afford to buy extra organs to live longer.  Yet the 

client who receives the organs must face himself doubled in the form of a disfigured pig.  

These human parts make this telepathic link between the two a seamless connection.  The 

unnatural animal meant to help the human becomes a distorted double of the psyche.  

Jimmy also grants readers a look into the uncanniness of the pigoons and their 

human organs by his relation to the animals; he engages in his own transferable telepathy 

with the test subjects.  Although he finds the pigoons disturbing, Jimmy relates to them 

and often sings to them (Oryx and Crake 26).   Jimmy is afraid that he might accidentally 

ingest pigoon meat because “pigoons [are] creatures much like himself” (24).  Although 

Jimmy is a human child and the pigoons are animals used for scientific experiments, 

Jimmy identifies with the creatures.  By realizing that both he and the pigoons have very 

limited choices, Jimmy finds doubles for himself.  However, the dissimilarities between 

the two, combined with the similarities, make this an eerie comparison.  Jimmy’s self 

becomes compounded; he becomes part pigoon, just as the pigoons are literally part 

human because of their human organs.  This type of doubling is at the root of Freud’s 

idea of the uncanny, and the reader cannot escape Atwood’s employment of such terror in 

her fiction because she links it to scientific work already underway. 

 Atwood’s introduction of the uncanny, though, is much more subtle with her 

creation of Killer the rakunk.  Rakunks, which seem to be a combination of raccoons, 

skunks, and maybe even cats, are the result of genetic splicing—what the OrganInc 

scientists call “create-an-animal” (51).  These creatures are mostly harmless and have 

“caught on as pets” within the compound.  Jimmy is given one for his tenth birthday (51).  
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The idea, of course, that scientists inside the compound are creating animals—an activity 

which makes them “feel like God”—is quite uncanny.  A pet that serves as a companion 

and a responsibility for a child can indeed be traced back to early memories, as Freud 

states all uncanny things do.  But, for Jimmy—and even for the reader—the most 

uncanny aspect of this creature is its relation to Jimmy’s mother, for the animal does 

indeed serve as her double. 

When Jimmy’s father presents his son with the rakunk as a gift, Sharon (Jimmy’s 

mother) scoffs because “she didn’t like it when [Jimmy] warmed up to anything his father 

gave him” (52).  However, as the story progresses, many parallels between Sharon and 

Killer become apparent.  Although Jimmy gives the rakunk the name Killer, the animal is 

actually sweet and becomes Jimmy’s “secret best friend” because she “always forgave 

him” (58).  This behavior is very unlike that of his actual human mother, who is often 

“detached… matter-of-fact, and deliberate” (52).  There are some instances, though, 

when Jimmy does see a caring side of his mother and she becomes “like a real mother” 

(30).  These episodes are a comfort for Jimmy, but also a source of anxiety, because as 

they become fewer, he becomes distressed by his inability to win her approval.  With 

Killer, though, he has an uncanny substitute.   

This parallel strengthens when Jimmy replays the trauma of his parents’ fights 

within the home by naming his hands “Evil Dad” and “Righteous Mom” and creating a 

puppet show for his fellow students, but he feels guilty about bringing their home secrets 

to light (60).  Instead of confessing this to his parents or receiving any kind of praise or 

support from them, he tells Killer of his misdeeds and asks her “Was that out of line?” to 

which the pet responds by lovingly licking his nose (60).  Not only is Jimmy creating 
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doubles of his parents by acting out their troubles with his hands, he then reconciles this 

behavior by using Killer as an audience for his confession.  Jimmy sees his mother as 

“real, strange, insufficient, [and] miserable” and not someone he can approach with his 

anxieties (67).  Killer, however, serves as a surrogate and helps comfort Jimmy.  

Although this particular double may not seem to include much uncanny horror at first, a 

closer examination brings to light some disturbing aspects of the relationship.  Since 

Jimmy feels he cannot share a true emotional connection with his mother, he connects 

instead with the rakunk, an animal that cannot reciprocate.     

 The uncanny horror in Oryx and Crake may originate chiefly from its animal 

doubles, but it is important to realize that these doubles originate from and exist within 

the dystopian walls of the corporate compounds of Helthwyzer and OrganInc.  Like The 

Republic of Gilead in The Handmaid’s Tale, these compounds are supposed to be utopian 

spaces that turn out to be dystopian through the displacement of many of their residents, 

including animals.  As the displaced groups within these allegedly utopian compounds 

come to recognize themselves as displaced, the readers also recognize themselves in 

these characters—or, at least, recognize real-world dystopian circumstances portrayed 

within the fictional compounds.  This is what makes these compounds the source of the 

uncanny.  Through Atwood’s use of Freud’s sense of familiar horror, the readers see 

doubles of circumstances in their own lives within the fictional dystopian realm. 

 

 



 27 

IV. Conclusion: Dystopian Doubles And The Real World

Utopia is always out of reach for humanity.  In The Handmaid’s Tale and Oryx 

and Crake the main center of power ignores or eliminates those who become displaced 

by a new social order.  Both novels also illustrate Freud’s point that the uncanny is 

“something in the mind that has been estranged only by the process of repression” (13).  

Outcasts are repressed, but they double as the readers.  Then through reading, we 

experience a sense of the uncanny.   

Freud’s idea of the uncanny stemming from something repressed in childhood 

may share roots with an imperative aspect of utopian theory.  The book Ethics and 

Politics in Early Childhood Education by Gunilla Dahlberg and Peter Moss (2005) 

promotes the idea of utopia for children in the form of “a perfect preschool featur[ing] an 

ethic of care, democratic principles and an image of the child as  citizen with a right to 

educational spaces seen as a series of ethical encounters” (Bone 2).  In her own article, 

however, Bone argues that in science and speculative fiction, images of “a monstrous 

child” persist, because these images are familiar, despite the call for “new stories” (2).  

While there may be a new call for “neoliberal childhood,” many infantile memories that 

are often utopic or focusing on wish fulfillment are the basis for uncanny horror later in 

life (2).  Of course, we know that many of the images we associate with childhood are 

“cleansed, and unpolluted scenarios” (2) and Freud notes that a child has “no fear of its 

doll coming to life” (9).  But in these ideas lies a disturbing trend.  While Bone argues 

that children are raised with dystopian thinking, I believe her claim that “unproblematic, 
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cleansed and unpolluted scenarios [are] usually imagined in connection with childhood” 

actually is untrue.  As children grow, they begin to consume and make popular dystopian 

stories, such as The Hunger Games (2006), Divergent  (2011), The Maze Runner (2009), 

The Giver (1993), that may “reflect the anxieties about… fear of the future” (Bone 2).   

But where does this fear come from?  And why are fictive representations of these 

horrific future scenarios so popular?  Many scholars (and, it seems, many readers) agree 

that the power of dystopian fiction lies in its “send[ing] out danger signals to its readers” 

(Bone2).  Murphy asserts that authors who “want their work to touch immediately the life 

of the reader benefit greatly from the utilization of spatial and historical distance to 

fabulate a utopia or dystopia; also face the danger of having that same distance sever the 

didactic signals of their chosen genre” (25).  The difference, though, is in the vehicle that 

leads us to cognition at the end of this distance.  For Murphy, the power to traverse this 

distance between reader and fictional utopia/dystopia in Atwood’s fiction comes from her 

choice of perspective, writing the story as a “pseudo-documentary” in which the reader 

can place herself in the shoes of Offred (25).  However, I believe the reduction of the 

dystopian distance comes not from the novels’ perspective, but from its appeal to the 

uncanny. 

Through this appeal, environments that appear not only in fictional works but in 

the far future become terrifyingly realistic and familiar.  Freud explains the apparent 

contradiction in his theory of the uncanny by claiming “we are tempted to conclude that 

what is ‘uncanny’ is frightening precisely because it is not known and familiar” but that 

“Something has to be added to what is novel and unfamiliar to make it uncanny” (1).  Of 

course, as the theorist asserts, the thing which must be added is the familiar itself, which 
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leads to sensations of a double.  Just as Freud observes a parallel between these 

seemingly opposite words and ideas, the reader can observe the same seeming 

contradiction turned parallel between Atwood’s fictional settings.  The Republic of 

Gilead and the corporate communities of HelthWyzer and OrganInc are both familiar and 

unfamiliar.  They are both fictional and grounded in the real.  This is what makes them a 

terrifying harbinger of that could happen if the reader allows society to reach a dystopian 

reality. 

As I have shown, Freud’s idea of the double, familiar but somehow distorted, one 

source of uncanny fear is prevalent throughout these two novels, especially in their 

setting.  Gilead can be traced directly to its real-world setting of Cambridge, but also 

reflects real-world, religious communities, such as the Fundamental Church of Latter Day 

Saints community of Colorado City-Hildale.  Similarly, the OrganInc and HelthWyzer 

compounds, which seem a distant dystopian dream, are doubles of common real-world 

edge cities and of real-world scientific compounds focused on the creation of new human 

organs.  Because such specific parallels can be drawn between real-world places and 

these fictional dystopias, the uncanny permeates the pages. The familiarity of these places 

becomes too strong and terrifying to ignore.   

While many writers of dystopian fiction emphasize their warnings of future 

violence and destruction, Atwood’s expertise in this area is truly what drives her readers 

across that dystopian distance into the realms of sublimation and cognition. She puts 

readers in another dimension—an upside down place that we recognize as our own 

common surroundings, though in a terrifying and distorted way.  The recurrence of 

doubles throughout these novels serves as the catalyst for the uncanny and for the 
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movement into social action, which is one purpose of speculative fiction. By examining 

these settings and the displaced groups caused by these utopian attempts, readers feel the 

fear of the repressed, displaced groups within the dystopian future and the repressed 

emotions and fears we ourselves feel when confronted with what could become of us.   
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