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Abstract: Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) serves as a
critical model for understanding contemporary contests over female bodily
autonomy, the weaponization of religious texts and various forms of resistance
that emerge under totalitarian conditions, which permits this article to examine
three interconnected dimensions of the text: the systematic manipulation of
scripture that buttresses the theocratic authority of the Republic of Gilead; the
biopolitical control exerted over female bodies through, what Foucault names the
‘administration of life’; and narrative, embodied and collective modes of feminist
resistance that persist despite systematic oppression. Drawing on recent
scholarship, this analysis demonstrates how Atwood’s ‘speculative fiction’
Jfunctions as a cautionary tale grounded in historical precedent and a prescient
critique of contemporary political developments; at the same time, it acts as a
symbol of global feminist protest, confirming its status of a laboratory of words
and images’ for international activism. In the end, this article argues
that alongside offering a dystopian vision of the contemporary world, The
Handmaid’s Tale provides a complex reflection on the relationship between
narrative and survival, the body and the state, as well as the possibility of
resistance within seemingly total systems of control.
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Introduction

Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) stands as one of the
most urgent and unsettling works of twentieth-century literature, being a
text, whose dark vision of theocratic totalitarianism has only gained
importance in the decades since its publication. While frequently
categorized as dystopian fiction, Atwood has consistently resisted this
designation, preferring instead the term ‘speculative fiction’ - a distinction
based on the grounding of the novel in historical precedent, rather than
fantastic invention. As Atwood elaborated in her collection In Other
Worlds: SF and the Human Imagination (2011), she distinguishes between
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science fiction, which deals with “things that could not possibly be true™,
and speculative fiction, which concerns “things that could have happened
but hadn’t yet happened”2. This taxonomic distinction is far from being a
mere authorial sophistry; rather, it constitutes a crucial hermeneutic key to
the political project of the novel, since Atwood’s insistence on the term
‘speculative fiction’ servesas a mechanism of “warning through
extrapolation”3. Hence, the power of the novel, indeed, derives from its
verisimilitude, from the uncomfortable recognition that every practice
depicted within the borders of Gilead has antecedents in human history.

This historical imagination functions as the foundational methodology
of the novel. Celeste Deale, in “When Dystopia Becomes Political Criticism:
Why Margaret Atwood Wrote The Handmaid’s Tale” (2025), observes that
Atwood’s “utilization of historical imagination enables us to think
differently about history, not as something that both started and ended in
the past, but as something current, omnipresent, and complex”4. It is for
this reason that Atwood drew upon diverse historical sources in
constructing Gilead: “biblical narratives from the Book of Judges and
Genesis, the practices of Puritan New England, the twentieth-century
Romanian dictatorship of Nicolae Ceausescu and the Nazi Lebensborn
program, among others”s, while the epigraph of the novel, comprising a
dedication to the author’s ancestor Mary Webster, who was hanged as a
witch in Puritan Massachusetts but survived, signals from the beginning
this entanglement of historical violence and female survival.

The contemporary pertinence of The Handmaid’s Tale has outdone
anything its author could have anticipated, since following the 2017 Hulu
adaptation of the novel and subsequent political developments, which
encompassed the rise of Christian nationalism, restrictions on reproductive
rights and the 2022 overturn of Roe v. Wade in the United States, the novel
has experienced, what Umberto Marzo and Sabino Di Chio describe in
“Controlling Bodies: The Handmaid’s Tale from Serialized Narrative to
Political Activism” (2025) as a remarkable renaissance, “permeat[ing]
contemporary political debate, becoming a laboratory of words and images
made available to international activism across a wide constellation of

t M. Atwood, In Other Worlds: SF and the Human Imagination, New York:
Doubleday, 2011, p. 6.

2 Tbid, p. 6.

3 M. Thaler, “Warning Through Extrapolation: On the Practical Aims of Dystopia”,
Utopian Studies, 33 (1), 2022, p. 95.

4 C. Deale, “When Dystopia Becomes Political Criticism: Why Margaret Atwood
Wrote The Handmaid’s Tale”, Swarthmore Undergraduate History Journal, 6 (1), 2025,
p-7.

5 Ibid, pp. 12-15.
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gender-related issues”. Above and beyond, the distinctive red robe and
white wings of the handmaid have appeared at legislative hearings,
international women’s marches and protests, transforming “an image of
discipline and subjugation into an emancipatory icon, overturning the logic
of power through the very aesthetics of repetition”” and, hence, confirming
that The Handmaid’s Tale has risen above its literary origins, so as to
become, what this article terms, an indispensable paradigm for
understanding our contemporary moment and recognizing and resisting
emerging forms of authoritarian control. For this reason, this article
explores three interconnected dimensions of Atwood’s influential text: first,
the systematic manipulation of scripture, which supports the theocratic
authority of the Republic of Gilead; second, the biopolitical control exerted
over female bodies through, what Michel Foucault termed in The History of
Sexuality (1978) the “administration of bodies and the calculated
management of life”8; and third, the forms of feminist resistance - narrative,
embodied and collective, which emerge despite, and perhaps because of,
this oppression. In doing so, the article draws upon recent scholarship by
Ann Jeffers, Hyun-Kyung Park, Nicolae Bobaru, Mangal Bahadur Thapa
and others to demonstrate the lasting relevance of the novel and its capacity
to bring light to contemporary political struggles.

Scriptural Manipulation and the Weaponization of Holy Text

The Republic of Gilead styles itself as a biblical theocracy or a political
order founded upon and legitimized by divine law, yet, from the very
opening pages of the novel, it becomes evident that Gilead’s relationship to
scripture is one of systematic appropriation and distortion, as the regime
engages in, what theologians term, ‘proof-texting’, denoting the practice of
extracting isolated verses from their narrative and historical contexts to
support predetermined political conclusions. The result is a mock-biblical
language that permeates daily life, from the pedagogical pronouncements of
the Aunts to the ceremonial readings of the Commander. Biblical scholar
Ann Jeffers, in the article “Biblical Palimpsests in Margaret Atwood’s The
Handmaid’s Tale” (2024), analyses the engagement of the novel with the
biblical Book of Judges and offers a sophisticated framework for
understanding this dynamic. Jeffers argues that the novel operates as a kind
of ‘palimpsest’, in which biblical narratives are continuously rewritten and

6 U. Marzo and S. Di Chio, “Il Controllo dei Corpi. The Handmaid’s Tale dalla
Narrazione Seriale All’attivismo / Controlling Bodies: The Handmaid’s Tale from
Serialized Narrative to Political Activism”, H-ermes. Journal of Communication, 29, 2025,
p.177.

7 Ibid, p. 177.

8 M. Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume I: An Introduction, Trans. R. Hurley,
New York: Pantheon Books, 1978, p. 140.
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reimagined by those in power, contending that “both narratives, the Book
of Judges and Atwood’s tale, contain elements of subversion and
deconstruction™. This palimpsestic structure manifests in the treatment of
specific biblical texts in the novel; to be specific, the name of the regime
itself, Gilead, derives from Genesis 31, in which Laban pursues Jacob
through the hill country of Gilead, and from Jeremiah 8, which asks
rhetorically, “Is there no balm in Gilead?”1°. The appropriation of this name
signifies the claim of the regime to territorial and spiritual legitimacy, while
simultaneously invoking the very texts that might undermine its authority,
since the novel “contains elements of subversion and deconstruction”,
which operate against the totalizing interpretive claims of the regime, while
the Bible contains seeds of resistance, which Gilead must actively suppress
- the relationship of the regime to scripture is, therefore, inherently
unstable, requiring constant policing and reinterpretation to maintain its
ideological coherence.

Yet, the most explicit and grotesque instance of scriptural
manipulation occurs in the Ceremony itself, functioning as the monthly
ritual, which is euphemistically termed ‘the Ceremony’, but constitutes, in
plain language, state-sanctioned rape for reproductive purposes. Before this
ritual, the Commander unlocks the Bible from its locked box, an act that
itself signifies the recognition of the dangerous power of the scripture by the
regime, and reads from Genesis 29-30, the story of Rachel and Leah, Jacob’s
two wives, and their handmaids Bilhah and Zilpah, describing how the
barren Rachel offers her handmaid to Jacob, saying, “Give me children, or
else I die”2. Offred recognizes the citation and reflects on its double
meaning: “There’s more than one meaning to it”3, since for her, the risk of
death in childlessness is literal - a matter of biological and political survival,
thus making an emphasis on the fact that “the biblical basis for this is
chillingly re-enacted through the set reading of Genesis 30:1-3 preceding
and legitimising the ritual rape of the household dedicated handmaiden”4.
Hence, the Rachel and Leah narrative compresses biblical views on women
and reproduction that Gilead seizes upon and amplifies by portraying
women as assets belonging to men, with their primary value lying in their
reproductive capacity, underlining the fact that “female consent is simply

9 A. Jeffers, “Biblical Palimpsests in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale”,
Religion and Literature, 56 (1), 2024, p. 47.

10 The Holy Bible: King James Version, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2017, Jeremiah 8:22.

1 A. Jeffers, “Biblical Palimpsests in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale”,
Religion and Literature, 56 (1), 2024, p. 47.

12 The Holy Bible: King James Version, Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2017, Genesis 30:1.

13 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 71.

14 A, Jeffers, “Biblical Palimpsests in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale”,
Religion and Literature, 56 (1), 2024, p. 48.
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not a consideration”5, culminating in, a Church Times reflection on
television adaptation of the novel, which observed that “it is this misuse of
scripture which we will find most shocking: Atwood’s brilliant warning
about where the extremes of American fundamentalism might lead in a time
of crisis™®. The review noted that the Ceremony scene depicts “all three
main characters [...] being abused; the most tender and intimate of acts
cheapened and coarsened into a loveless coupling, made all the more sordid
by the misuse of scripture to excuse what is taking place”?. This observation
underscores the theological complexity of the novel, since the Bible is
simultaneously the legitimating text of the regime and the site of its most
profound moral failure.

Furthermore, the manipulation of scripture extends to the very
accessibility of the Bible itself, as in Gilead, the scriptures are kept locked
away in a wooden box, accessible only to Commanders and, under
supervision, to Handmaids during the Ceremony. Offred reflects on this
practice with characteristic awareness, namely “It is an incendiary device:
who knows what we’d make of it, if we ever got our hands on it?”:8, thus
making the implication profound and paradoxical: the Bible, in its
unexpurgated form, might actually be a revolutionary text, and, if properly
read, it could undermine rather than underwrite the authority in Gilead.
This insight finds support in Jeffers’ analysis of the Book of Judges, which
she reads as containing “elements of subversion and deconstruction™,
resisting monolithic interpretation, and the biblical narrative itself, with its
accounts of female resistance of Jael and Deborah, its critique of
monarchical power and its complex treatment of divine justice, offering
resources for challenging theocratic absolutism. As a result, Gilead’s locked
box represents an attempt to contain this interpretive potential and to
foreclose the possibility that the Bible might speak against the regime that
claims to embody it. Yet, Offred and her fellow Handmaids engage in their
own forms of scriptural subversion, the most notable instance of which is
their transformation of the spiritual “There is a balm in Gilead”2° into the
revolutionary “There is a bomb in Gilead”2:. This linguistic play operates as,
what Nicolae Bobaru, drawing on Julia Kristeva’s theoretical framework,
terms in “Echoes of the Underworld: Myth, Voice, and Feminist Counter-
Narrative in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale” (2025) as ‘the

15 Ibid, p. 49.

16 Church Times, “Misuse of Scripture”, Church Times, 2 June 2017, p. 16.

17 Church Times, “Misuse of Scripture”, Church Times, 2 June 2017, p. 16.

18 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 97.

19 A, Jeffers, “Biblical Palimpsests in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale”,
Religion and Literature, 56 (1), 2024, p. 47.

20 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 230.

21 Tbid, p. 230.
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semiotic’, or a “bodily rhythm that disrupts the symbolic order of Gilead’s
authoritarian discourse”22. Hence, by substituting ‘bomb’ for ‘balm’, the
Handmaids enact a symbolic resistance, recovering the critical potential,
embedded within the very texts the regime seeks to control.

In a similar fashion, the Aunts, those terrifying enforcers of Gilead’s
ideology, serve as the primary agents of scriptural indoctrination, with their
pedagogical methods exemplifying the approach of the regime to biblical
interpretation. Thus, early in the novel, Offred recounts how the Aunts justify
their violence against the Handmaids: “They can hit us. There’s scriptural
precedent”23, where the phrase ‘scriptural precedent’ captures Gilead’s
hermeneutic, in which the Bible functions as a legal code to be mined for
justifications of pre-existing power arrangements and extending to daily rituals
- at meals, the household is read the as-if Beatitudes from the Bible: “Blessed
are the silent”24, yet even Offred, who admits she never paid much attention to
scripture in her previous life, recognizes the falsification: “I know she made
that up”25. This moment reveals the willingness of the regime to alter scripture
to suit its purposes and the concurrent impossibility of completely controlling
meaning, with Offred’s recognition of the interpolation constituting a small but
significant act of hermeneutic resistance.

Hyun-Kyung Park in “The Distorted Bible and the Totalitarian Pseudo-
Theocracy: Dystopian Sex and Birth in The Handmaid’s Tale and The
Testaments” (2024) offers a further critique of the treatment of biblical
themes in the novel, contending that “Atwood herself complicates her
message through her subjective interpretations of biblical themes,
unintentionally reinforcing the very misreadings she critiques”™¢. This
observation points to an underlying tension in the theological project of the
novel, given that in exposing the dangers of scriptural manipulation,
Atwood engages in her own acts of interpretation, with all the risks that it
entails. Park maintains that while Atwood reveals “the dangers of misusing
the Bible, which result in a hopeless, loveless and faithless society [she also
demonstrates] the tendency to distort and misinterpret the meaning of the
Bible through subjective interpretation”7. This ambivalence and
recognition that scripture can be both a weapon and a wound, an instrument

22 N. Bobaru, “Echoes of the Underworld: Myth, Voice, and Feminist Counter-
Narrative in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale”, Annales Universitatis Apulensis
Series Philologica, 26 (3), 2025, p. 100.

23 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 26.

24 Tbid, p. 98.

25 Ibid, p. 98.

26 H. K. Park, “The Distorted Bible and the Totalitarian Pseudo-Theocracy: Dystopian
Sex and Birth in The Handmaid’s Tale and The Testaments”, Literature and Religion, 29

(4), 2024, p. 1.
27 1bid, p. 1.



192 Vol. XVIII, no. 2/June, 2026 7

of oppression and a resource for resistance, is central to the theological
complexity of the novel, suggesting that The Handmaid’s Tale “offers a
nuanced exploration of how sacred texts become entangled with political
power and how they might be recovered for liberatory purposes”28. This
hermeneutic complexity finds expression in Offred’s own relationship to
scripture, as despite her alienation from the biblical justifications of the
regime, she retains a residual connection to the religious language of her
past, remembering fragments of prayers, echoes of hymns, the rhythms of
liturgical language. As a consequence, this ambivalent inheritance, neither
fully embraced nor entirely rejected, mirrors the theological stance of the
novel, which may be characterized as “simultaneously critical and
engaged”29.

Biopolitics and the Female Body as Territory

The concept of biopolitics, developed largely in Michel Foucault’s The
History of Sexuality (1978), provides an indispensable context for
understanding the mechanisms of control that operate in Gilead, in which
Foucault defined biopower as the set of mechanisms through which human
biological processes, comprising birth, death, reproduction, illness, aging,
are brought within the purview of state calculation and management. Unlike
sovereign power, which exercises the right to “take life or let live”so,
biopower administers life itself, fostering and regulating populations
through a selection of disciplinary and regulatory technologies: “In every
regime, the body is never a biological matter; it is a point of intersection
between knowledge, norms, and power. The Handmaid’s Tale radicalizes
this insight by depicting a dystopian society in which sexuality is produced
as an instrument of governance”3!. This biopolitical framework reduces the
Handmaids’ bodies to mere biological function, stripping them of personal
meaning and social identity, while “the act of divorcing sexuality from
reproduction serves as an essential tool for perpetuating and exacerbating
women’s oppression, effectively confining them to mere vessels for
reproduction and subjecting them to a multitude forms of control and

28 Tbid, p. 17.

29 A. Jeffers, “Biblical Palimpsests in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale”,
Religion and Literature, 56 (1), 2024, p. 52.

30 M. Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume I: An Introduction, Trans. R.
Hurley, New York: Pantheon Books, 1978, pp. 138-139.

31 U. Marzo and S. Di Chio, “Il Controllo dei Corpi. The Handmaid’s Tale dalla
Narrazione Seriale All’attivismo / Controlling Bodies: The Handmaid’s Tale from
Serialized Narrative to Political Activism”, H-ermes. Journal of Communication, 29, 2025,

p. 177.
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exploitation”32. This perception illustrates the paradoxical logic of the
reproductive regime in Gilead, as by severing sexuality from its personal,
affective, sentimental and relational dimensions, the state renders it
available for purely instrumental purposes.

Similarly, the erasure of personal identity is literalized in the
Handmaids’ uniforms, as in Offred’s description: “Everything except the
wings around my face is red: the colour of blood, which defines us”33.
Indeed, the red of the Handmaids’ uniforms symbolizes menstrual blood,
emphasizing their fertility as their sole defining characteristic, with them
being, in Offred’s chilling phrase, “two-legged wombs, that’s all: sacred
vessels, ambulatory chalices”34. In Publication to Protests: A Geographical
Exploration of Power and Resistance in The Handmaid’s Tale (2020),
Georgia Silva offers a sophisticated reading of the function of the uniforms,
observing that the role of the wings as restrictive “blinkers”ss, physically
impeding Handmaid’s vision operates as a technology of control that shapes
the way how Handmaids are seen and how they see. Drawing on Foucault’s
concept of “technologies of the self”3¢, Silva argues that the uniform enforces
a particular way of seeing that Handmaids internalize, while Offred’s
comment that “I'm a cloud, congealed around a central object”3” reveals how
“by metaphorically reducing her sense of self to a cloud Offred dissociates
herself from her body, revealing her internalisation of the dominant ‘docile
bodies’ ideology, confirming how clothing can act as a ‘technology of self’”38.
This analysis brings to the fore the dual operation of biopower in Gilead, as
it works simultaneously from without, through spatial restrictions and
sartorial regulation, and from within, through the internalization of
dominant ideologies. As a consequence, the Handmaid’s body becomes a
body that “may be subjected, used, transformed, and improved”39 through
the meticulous application of disciplinary techniques.

32 P. Chan, From Compulsory Motherhood to Compulsory Contraception: A
Comparative Analysis of The Handmaid’s Tale and Brave New World, Unpublished
Undergraduate Dissertation, Lingnan University, Hong Kong, 2024, p. 23.

33 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 8.

34 Tbid, p. 146.

35 Ibid, p. 30.

36 M. Foucault, “Technologies of the Self”, in Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with
Michel Foucault, Eds. L. H. Martin, H. Gutman and P. H. Hutton, Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1988, p. 16.

37 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 73.

38 G. Silva, “Publication to Protests: A Geographical Exploration of Power and
Resistance in The Handmaid’s Tale”, Gender and Feminist Geographies Research Group,
University of Nottingham, 2020, para. 7.

39 M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Trans. A. Sheridan,
New York: Vintage Books, 1979, p. 136.
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The biopolitical regime in Gilead operates through direct bodily
regulation alongside the organization of space itself, which is permeated
with power relations. So, by “assigning citizens to particular places and
limiting access to public spaces, [the regime] supervises its citizens’ mobility
and converts place into extensions of authority”4°. This spatial control is
evident in Offred’s description of her daily walk to the shops: “We smile and
move off, in tandem, travelling smoothly along our daily track [...] Aratin a
maze is free to go anywhere as long as it stays inside the maze”4t, in which
the phrase ‘in tandem’ recognises how Handmaids are assigned ‘walking
partners’, as they are disallowed to travel “except in twos”42. This
incarcerates Handmaids into the surveillance state as “she is my spy, as I
am hers”43, in this way creating a system of ultimate control and isolation.
Furthermore, the fact that the Handmaids are walking signifies their
inferior status, because “you don’t see Commanders’ Wives on the
sidewalks, only in cars”4 — an important detail, which “reveals the
intersectional, tiered nature of female hierarchies as the ability to get
somewhere quickly is associated with exclusivity”45. What is more, the
phrase ‘daily track’ recognizes this movement as “a habitual spatial
behaviour, somewhat of a ‘time-space routine’ or ‘body ballet’ timetabled
into Handmaids’ everyday routine as a form of control”4, while the
metaphor ‘rat in a maze’ renders Handmaids immobile, since “their
movement is watched, scheduled and routed in a ‘tunnelling effect’”47.
Hence, this spatial analysis reveals how biopower operates through the most
mundane aspects of daily existence and shapes movement, perception, as
well as social interaction in ways that naturalize the authority of the regime.

Mangal Bahadur Thapa, in “Violence on Womb and Selfhood in
Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale” (2025), focuses specifically on the
regulation of the womb as the central site of biopolitical control and argues
that “capturing of women’s womb under fundamentalist regime indicates
complexity accompanying gender deterioration due to the historical
silencing of women on the one hand and on the other, it shows humanity’s

40 G. Silva, “Publication to Protests: A Geographical Exploration of Power and
Resistance in The Handmaid’s Tale”, Gender and Feminist Geographies Research Group,
University of Nottingham, 2020, para. 4.

41 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 165.

42 Ibid, p. 19.

43 Ibid, p. 19.

44 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 24.

45 G. Silva, “Publication to Protests: A Geographical Exploration of Power and
Resistance in The Handmaid’s Tale”, Gender and Feminist Geographies Research Group,
University of Nottingham, 2020, para. 5.

46 Tbid, para. 5.

47 Ibid, para. 5.
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failed attempt to understand women’s body, particularly the womb”48. This
focus on the womb as political territory illuminates the logic of the
reproductive regime in Gilead, where the interest of the state in Handmaids
begins and ends with their uteri, while their minds, their desires, their
personal histories are irrelevant to their political function. Offred describes
her experience of bodily dissociation with devastating clarity: “I avoid
looking down at my body, not so much because it’s shameful or immodest,
but because I don’t want to see it. I don’t want to look at something that
determines me so completely”49, turning her body into something alien to
her, a thing that ‘determines’ her existence, rather than an integral part of
her selfhood. The Ceremony itself is the ultimate expression of this
biopolitical logic, which makes Offred reflect: “It has nothing to do with
passion or love or romance or any of those other notions we used to titillate
ourselves with”s0. Likewise, sex has been stripped of all personal meaning
and reduced to its bare reproductive function, with the state mandating
intercourse not for pleasure, not for connection, but for the production of
children, children who belong to the state and its elite. In another passage,
Offred reflects on the prohibition of intimacy between Handmaids: “Kissing
is forbidden between us. This makes it bearable”s! - hence, even the smallest
gestures of affection are regulated, their prohibition serving to foreclose the
possibility of solidarity and resistance.

Atwood’s insistence on the historical grounding of her fiction finds
unsettling confirmation in the parallels between the reproductive regime in
Gilead and historical practices of state-controlled reproduction. In this
connection, Zhaojuan Liu, in “The Handmaid’s Tale: A Dark Warning”
(2018), draws overt connections between the novel and the Nazi
Lebensborn program, noting that “in Nazi Germany, due to declining birth
rates since the early 20th century, in 1935, under the push of Nazi leader
Heinrich Himmler, Hitler decided to implement the ‘Lebensborn’ racial
breeding program [establishing] ten ‘Lebensborn homes’, actually
population reproduction factories, where women used pseudonyms to give
birth and then ‘dedicated’ their children to the Fiihrer”s2. This historical
precedent confirms Atwood’s claim that “there’s a precedent in real life for
everything in the book”s3 and demonstrates that the instrumentalization of

48 M. Thapa, “Violence on Womb and Selfhood in Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale”,
Pragnya Sarathi, 23 (1), 2025, pp. 133.

49 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 63.

50 Ibid, p. 94.

5t Ibid, p. 103.

527. Liu, “The Handmaid’s Tale: A Dark Warning”, China Writers Network, 16 March
2018, p. 3.

53 M. Atwood, “Margaret Atwood on Why The Handmaid's Tale Resonates in the
Trump Era: It’s ‘No Longer a Fantasy Fiction™, People, 4 May 2017, para. 6.
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female reproductive capacity for state purposes is a recurring feature of
totalitarian regimes, rather than an invention of a dystopian fantasy.

The fertility crisis, as such, which enables the rise of Gilead, is never
fully explained in the novel, but its effects are everywhere, since the novel is
set “in the near future, when low fertility has reached a critical point. The
solution provided by the Bible-based totalitarian regime in Gilead is to offer
‘handmaids’ as surrogate mothers to members of the ruling elite”s4. Hence,
the question that the novel poses is what solutions our own societies might
devise, and at whose expense? This question has acquired renewed urgency
in light of contemporary demographic concerns, when declining birth rates
in developed nations have prompted policy responses ranging from the
benign, based on parental leave policies and childcare subsidies, to the
potentially coercive, employing pronatalist propaganda and restrictions on
contraception and abortion. In this connection, Celeste Deale situates the
novel within this contemporary context, arguing that Atwood’s “use of
historical imagination helps us think differently about history, not as
something that both started and ended in the past, but as something
current, omnipresent, and complex”ss, turning the fertility crisis that
enables the rise of Gilead not into an amplified version of challenges facing
contemporary societies.

Feminist Resistance and the Power of Narrative

Against the totalizing claims of the biopolitical regime of Gilead,
Atwood insists on the possibility, indeed the necessity, of resistance, with
the most fundamental form of this resistance being Offred’s narrative itself,
telling us: “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”s®. Hence, storytelling becomes survival, as by
constructing a narrative, by ordering experience into language, Offred
asserts her existence against a regime that seeks to reduce her to a mere
function. Nicolae Bobaru offers a sophisticated theoretical framework for
understanding this dynamic, arguing that Offred’s fragmented narration
constitutes a powerful form of resistance, based on “the works of Héléne
Cixous, Julia Kristeva, and Judith Butler. Her disrupted narrative enacts
‘écriture féminine’, resisting coherence through memory, sensation, and
affect. Kristeva’s concept of the semiotic reveals a bodily rhythm beneath

54 A. Jeffers, “Biblical Palimpsests in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid'’s Tale”,
Religion and Literature, 56 (1), 2024, p. 47.

55 C. Deale, “When Dystopia Becomes Political Criticism: Why Margaret Atwood
Wrote The Handmaid’s Tale”, Swarthmore Undergraduate History Journal, 6 (1), 2025,
p.7.

56 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 39.
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Gilead’s symbolic order, while Butler’s theory of performativity exposes how
Offred inhabits her assigned role subversively, destabilising power from
within”s7. This stance is important for understanding the political
significance of Offred’s narrative style, arising from the fact that her story is
deliberately fragmented, uncertain and self-contradictory, warning us that
“it’s impossible to say a thing exactly the way it was, because what you say
can never be exact, you always have to leave something out, there are too
many parts, sides, crosscurrents, nuances; too many gestures, which could
mean this or that”s8. This very fragmentation, this refusal of fixed meaning,
becomes a form of resistance, destabilizing the authoritarian discourse that
insists on absolute certainty, on single meanings, on the finality of
interpretation. Bobaru’s invocation of Kristeva’s ‘semiotic’ is particularly
illuminating, as it refers to the pre-linguistic, bodily dimensions of meaning
that persist beneath and within symbolic language, such as a “distinctive
mark, trace, index, precursory sign, proof, engraved or written sign, imprint,
trace, figuration”9. As a result, Offred’s narrative, with its attention to
bodily sensation, its disruptions of linear chronology and its affective
intensity, gives voice to this semiotic dimension, insisting on the body as a
site of meaning, memory and resistance against the attempt of Gilead to
reduce the body to a mere biological function.

Even the smallest acts of defiance carry meaning in the totalizing
system of Gilead. Thus, Srushti Kamble, in “The Normalization of Female
Subservience in The Handmaid’s Tale: A Critical Study” (2025), examines
how “the Republic of Gilead normalises female subjugation through three
key mechanisms: language and renaming, religious indoctrination, and
social surveillance”®°, maintaining that “the novel demonstrates how
erasing personal identities, manipulating faith to justify oppression, and
encouraging women to police each other reinforce patriarchal control”e:.
Yet, even within this system of total control, Kamble identifies possible
spaces of resistance: “Oppression becomes most dangerous when it is
internalised as normal”¢2, justifying Offred’s refusal to fully internalise this
normalization, which constitutes her fundamental act of resistance. For this
reason, the Handmaids maintain private ceremonies of their own, with

57 J. Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, Trans. M. Waller, New York: Columbia
University Press, 1984, p. 100.

58 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 134.

59 J. Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, Trans. M. Waller, New York: Columbia
University Press, 1984, p. 25.

60 S. Kamble, “The Normalization of Female Subservience in The Handmaid’s Tale:
A Critical Study”, International Journal of Language, Literature and Cultures, 5 (2), 2025,
p. 51.

61 Tbid, p. 51.

62 Ibid, p. 51.
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Offred disclosing their details: “As long as we do this, butter our skin to keep
it soft, we can believe that we will some day get out, that we will be touched
again, in love or desire. We have ceremonies of our own, private ones”63.
These small acts of self-care, these rituals of humanity, become assertions
of selthood against the dehumanization of the regime, preserving the
possibility of a future, in which the body might be ‘touched again, in love or
desire’, a future beyond the instrumentalization of bodily life by the regime.
Equally, the phrase that has become perhaps the most famous symbol of
resistance in the novel is the Latin mock-phrase carved into Offred’s closet:
“Nolite te bastardes carborundorum”®4, roughly translatable as ‘Don’t let the
bastards grind you down’, represents a form of resistance through language
itself, being a private joke, a secret code, a message from a previous
occupant of Offred’s room that reaches across time to offer solidarity to
become part of the broader cultural vocabulary of feminist resistance.
Albesha Suna, in “Posthuman Identity and the Regulated Body in
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale” (2025), constructs an important
paradigm for understanding the complex agency that Offred exercises,
contending that “posthumanism offers a useful lens for examining how
human identity is reshaped under systems of power and institutional
control. In dystopian fiction, posthuman conditions often emerge not
through advanced technology alone, but through social practices that
redefine the body and limit agency”%5. Suna further argues that “Atwood’s
dystopia represents posthumanism as a condition of constrained agency,
where survival occurs within systems that redefine what it means to be
human. In doing so, the novel presents posthumanism not as futuristic
speculation, but as an extension of existing power structures”¢, in this way
helping the reader understand Offred’s complex position, comprised in the
fact that she is simultaneously determined by her body and capable of
asserting agency through narrative, turning her storytelling into an
assertion of humanity against a regime that would otherwise reduce her to
meagre biological function. At the same time, Suna’s concept of ‘constrained
agency plays a significant role in avoiding two inadequate readings of the
novel: on the one hand, it resists the temptation to see Offred as a purely
passive victim, stripped of all capacity for meaningful action; on the other,
it avoids the opposite error of overstating her agency, of celebrating
resistance in ways that obscure the overwhelming power of the regime that

63 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 204.

64 Ibid, p. 105.

65 A. Suna, “Posthuman Identity and the Regulated Body in Margaret Atwood’s The
Handmaid’s Tale”, International Journal of English Literature and Social Sciences, 10 (6),

2025, p. 492.
66 Tbid, p. 492.
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constrains it. Therefore, Offred’s agency is real but limited, exercised within
and against systems of control, which by far exceed her capacity to
transform them.

The most remarkable development in the reception history of The
Handmaid’s Tale is its transformation from a literary text to an activist
symbol, since “the red dresses of the Handmaids have become a tool of
widespread performance: protests have transformed an image of discipline
and subjugation into an emancipatory icon, overturning the logic of power
through the very aesthetics of repetition”7. This transformation is
paradoxical but powerful, transforming the uniform designed to mark
Handmaids as property, to render them indistinguishable and, therefore,
powerless, into a symbol of collective power. As a consequence, when
women dress as Handmaids at legislative hearings on abortion rights, at
international women’s marches, in countries as diverse as Argentina,
Ireland, Poland, and the United States, they reclaim the uniform as a sign of
solidarity rather than subjugation, which might be described as
“performative activism”®8, standing for the use of symbolic action to make
visible otherwise abstract threats to the autonomy of women. Georgia Silva’s
geographical analysis extends this comprehension, examining how “how
successfully [The Handmaid’s Tale] has been mobilised to disturb the
boundaries between ‘reality’ and ‘fiction’”%9, observing that it has been
globally used “as a cultural vehicle with which to conceptualize, and
formulate a resistance to social change, with public protesters dressing up
as Handmaids buoyed by viral notions of hashtag activism”70. This
phenomenon confirms what Silva terms “the importance of geographical
explorations of representations from imaginative sources because of the
profound impact they have on the material world”7:, endowing the global
appropriation of the Handmaid’s uniform with a mark of a protest symbol,
in this way demonstrating the material impact of imaginative literature on
political activism.

Conclusion
The remarkable resurgence of The Handmaid's Tale in recent years
demands explanation, particularly, provided that this novel, published

67 U. Marzo and S. Di Chio, “Il Controllo dei Corpi. The Handmaid’s Tale dalla
Narrazione Seriale All’attivismo/Controlling Bodies: The Handmaid’s Tale from Serialized
Narrative to Political Activism”, H-ermes. Journal of Communication, 29, 2025, p. 177.

68 Tbid, p. 180.

69 G. Silva, “Publication to Protests: A Geographical Exploration of Power and
Resistance in The Handmaid’s Tale”, Gender and Feminist Geographies Research Group,
University of Nottingham, 2020, para. 7.

70 Tbid, para. 7.

7t 1bid, para. 8.
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nearly four decades ago, has acquired such a pressing contemporary
salience. The answer lies in its uncomfortable alignment with multiple
contemporary political developments. First, the global fertility crisis, which
forms the backdrop of the rise of Gilead, has become a subject of genuine
demographic concern in many developed nations. Declining birth rates have
prompted policy responses, ranging from the benign to the coercive, and
Atwood’s novel asks us to consider where such responses might lead if
coupled with religious fundamentalism and authoritarian politics,
imagining a future “when low fertility has reached a critical point”72 and the
solution of the regime is to instrumentalize female bodies for reproduction.
Second, the rise of Christian nationalism worldwide has given new urgency
to the critique of politicized conventions in the novel. Hyun-Kyung Park’s
analysis of “the distorted interpretation of the Bible and the totalitarian
pseudo-theocracy of Gilead”73 speaks directly to contemporary concerns
about the fusion of religious and political authority, based on Atwood’s
revelation of “the dangers of misusing the Bible, which result in a hopeless,
loveless, and faithless society”74, a symbolical warning that resounds in
contexts, in which religious language is deployed to justify restrictions on
reproductive rights, LGBTQ+ equality, as well as other forms of personal
autonomy. Third, the erosion of reproductive rights in multiple
jurisdictions, most dramatically the 2022 overturn of Roe v. Wade in the
United States, returning the power to regulate or ban abortion to the
individual state legislatures, has lent the novel an eerie prescience, “warning
of the potential consequences, when an unchecked patriarchy reduces
women’s freedom of choice”7s.

Yet, The Handmaid’s Tale offers no easy resolutions, as the reader
never learns Offred’s true name and never discovers whether she escapes,
whether she is recaptured, or whether she survives. The “Historical Notes”
section that follows her narrative represents a transcription of an academic
symposium held in the year 2195 and provides both distance and
discomfort, as literary critics, who analyse Offred’s story, dissect it with the
detachment of an academic inquiry, while remaining oblivious to its human
cost. This ambivalent ending seems to be deliberate, emphasising Atwood’s
refusal to give one the comfort of closure, insisting, instead, that the reader

72 A. Jeffers, “Biblical Palimpsests in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid'’s Tale”,
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74 Ibid, p. 15.
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16 Cagite - Multidisciplinary Research Journal 201

remains with the questions her novel raises, namely, how do societies evolve
from democracy into theocracy, or how do ordinary people become
complicit in extraordinary evil? What does the human spirit experience
under conditions of systematic degradation? And, perhaps, most
importantly: Could it happen here, in this very country? The answer
Atwood’s novel suggests is not really reassuring, and it is Offred herself who
reflects at one point: “We lived, as usual, by ignoring. Ignoring isn’t the same
as ignorance, you have to work at it”7¢. The work of ignoring is the work of
complicity, hence the novel calls one instead to the harder work of seeing,
of recognizing the signs, of attending to the warnings, of resisting the
seductions of authoritarian certainty. At the same time, Atwood’s tale
“contain[s] elements of subversion and deconstruction”77, which means that
no text, no matter how seemingly oppressive, is immune to reinterpretation,
and no regime, no matter how totalitarian, can completely control the
meanings its subjects generate - this is the hope that Offred’s narrative
embodies, namely that stories escape their tellers, that words outlast their
suppressors, that meaning cannot be permanently locked away.
Consequently, the enduring power of the novel lies in its refusal of
despair, as despite the overwhelming oppression it depicts, despite the
apparently total control of the regime, despite the suffering and death that
intersperse its pages, The Handmaid’s Tale insists on the possibility of
resistance. Offred’s narrative is itself evidence of this possibility, emerging
as a story that survives its teller and a voice that speaks across time to
readers, who might never have existed in her imagined world: “Atwood’s
utilization of historical imagination enables us to think differently about
history, not as something that both started and ended in the past, but as
something current, omnipresent, and complex”78. This is, perhaps, the most
important lesson of the novel, since history is not safely behind us; it is alive
in the present, shaping our institutions, our bodies with our possibilities.
The task of the present is, therefore, to recognize historical patterns before
they repeat, to resist the seductions of authoritarian certainty and to
preserve the narrative and communal spaces, in which alternative futures
might be imagined. To conclude, it seems logical to employ Offred’s own
reflection on her storytelling, which is also a reflection on survival itself:
“I'm sorry there is so much pain in this story. I'm sorry it’s in fragments, like
a body caught in crossfire or pulled apart by force. But there is nothing I can

76 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, New York: Fawcett Crest, 1986, p. 56.

77 A. Jeffers, “Biblical Palimpsests in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale”,
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do to change it”79 apart from telling the story, and in telling it, passing on to
us the responsibility to remember, to resist and, above and beyond, to
ensure that such stories remain fiction.
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