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ABSTRACT 
     Margaret Atwood's "The Handmaid's Tale" offers a profound 
exploration of feminist issues inside a dystopian framework, seriously 
analysing the intersectionality of oppression, the dynamics of power and 
resistance, and the effect of narrative strategies on portraying gender 
oppression. This paper delves into the roles and representations of key 
characters such as Offered, Serena Joy, Moira, and Aunt Lydia, 
highlighting their contributions to the unconventional exploration of 
feminist topics. Through an in-depth evaluation, they examine how 
Atwood utilizes first-person narration, flashbacks, and historical notes to 
elicit empathy and critique modern societal norms. Furthermore, the 
paper discusses the significant cultural impact of "The Handmaid's Tale" 
on famous lifestyles and its role in mobilizing discussions and activism 
around women's rights and reproductive freedom. The model of the 
novel into a TV series and its symbolic use in political protests 
underscore its relevance and potency as a tool for social observation 
and advocacy within the ongoing struggle for gender equality. The 
findings underscore the novel's enduring relevance and its capability to 
encourage reflection, discussion, and action on essential troubles of 
gender, autonomy, and resistance. 
Keywords: Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid's Tale, feminist 
themes, dystopian literature, intersectionality, narrative technique, 
popular culture, women's rights, reproductive freedom, gender 
oppression, power dynamics, cultural impact. 

Lecturer Dr. Basim Saadoon Muttair  
Basimsaadoon1978@gmail.com 

General Directorate of Education in Thi-Qar, Ministry of Education, Iraq. 
 

Exploring Feminist Themes in Margaret Atwood's 'The 
Handmaid's Tale 

 



Nasaq Journal                                              V0L (42)  No.(1) June  2024-1445 h 

 1281 

 استكشاف المواضيع النسوية في رواية مارغريت أتوود "حكاية الخادمة
 الملخص :

يقدم كتاب "حكاية الخادمة" لسارجريت أتهود استكذافًا عسيقًا لمقزايا الشدهية داخل إطار      
بائس، ويحمل بجدية تقاطعات الاضطهاد، وديشاميكيات القهة والسقاومة، وتأثير الاستراتيجيات 
الدردية عمى ترهير الاضطهاد بين الجشدين. تتعسق هذه ، مع تدميط  الزهء عمى 

ليديا ,مهيرا ,سيريشا جهي واوفرد(  في أدوار وتسثيلات الذخريات الرئيدية الذخريات )انت 
مثل   مداهساتهم في الاستكذاف غير التقميدي لمسهضهعات الشدهية. من خلال تقييم متعسق، 
يدرسهن كيفية استخدام أتهود لمدرد بزسير الستكمم، وذكريات الساضي، والسلاحظات التاريخية 

قاد الأعراف السجتسعية الحديثة. علاوة عمى ذلك، تشاقش الدراسة التأثير لإثارة التعاطف وانت
الثقافي الكبير لـ "حكاية الجارية" عمى أنساط الحياة الذهيرة ودورها في تعبئة الشقاشات والشذاط 
حهل حقهق السرأة والحرية الإنجابية. إن تحهيل الرواية إلى مدمدل تمفزيهني واستخدامها الرمزي 

تجاجات الدياسية يؤكدان أهسيتها وفعاليتها كأداة لمسراقبة الاجتساعية والدعهة في إطار في الاح
الشزال السدتسر من أجل السداواة بين الجشدين. تؤكد الشتائج عمى أهسية الرواية الدائسة وقدرتها 

ل عمى تذجيع التفكير والسشاقذة والعسل بذأن السذاكل الأساسية الستعمقة بالجشس والاستقلا
 والسقاومة .                                                                                                

مارغريت أتهود، حكاية الخادمة، مهضهعات ندهية، الأدب البائس،  :الكلمات المفتاحية 
بية، الاضطهاد بين الجشدين، التقاطعية، تقشية الدرد، الثقافة الذعبية، حقهق السرأة، الحرية الإنجا

 ديشاميات الدمطة، التأثير الثقافي.
 Introduction 
     Margaret Atwood's "The Handmaid's Tale," published in 1985, takes 
the position of literature as one of the pioneering texts raking in gender 
feminist views. Then it sweetens the plot by introducing dystopian 
concepts to critique the systematic male dominance and rub against the 
thorny complexities of gender and power. Gilead's Republic, a 
totalitarian state that rose on the ruins of the U.S. administration, is 
where the book takes place. The society portrayed in the storyline is 
one in which women are stripped of all their fundamental rights, 
including the ability to take an active part in decisions that will affect 
their lives. Women in this society are reduced in their ability to 
reproduce. Atwood's novel is narrated from the perspective of Offered, 
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the main character, and its disturbing view into power and oppression 
mechanics makes it a chilling book and a demonstration of the human 
spirit's resistance(Menegotto,2022). 
Similar to this, Atwood`s work is not sentimentally sad but a systematic 
analysis of the societal norms through the gender roles and power 
structures behind those societal norms. Atwood channels a fiction that 
takes us through speculations about contemporary issues, including 
growing conservative politics, environmental degradation, and women's 
rights issues, which are then portrayed in a future scenario that serves 
to wake us up from slumber. "The Handmaid's Tale" in this way serves 
as a compound-looking glass that, through the mirror, warns us of the 
outcomes of unrestrained control of patriarchal dominance and the 
significance of being ever vigilant in the protection of women's freedom 
and rights(Snaith,2017). 
As for feminist issues, they are woven like threads through the entire 
novel. Through her impressive writings, the author focuses not only on 
the subjugation of women but also on the different ways in which 
women navigate and, at some point, overcome their oppression. The 
narrative gets into the specifics of the myriad of issues posed by 
sisterhood, complicity, and survival in a system inherently divided from 
female to female. Moreover, feminine characters are drawn as richly as 
that only proves that women's experiences are so individual and that life 
and its movements have many dimensions. 
  This paper aims to explore the multifarious feminist themes 
present in "The Handmaid's Tale," examining how Atwood's portrayal of 
gender, power, and resistance contributes to the broader discourse on 
feminism and dystopia. By delving into the narrative structure, character 
development, and thematic concerns, this analysis seeks to underscore 
the enduring relevance of Atwood's work in the contemporary feminist 
movement and literary studies. 
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Background  
Margaret Atwood's "The Handmaid's Tale" was written against the 
backdrop of the mid-1980s, a period marked by significant political, 
social, and technological change. The rise of conservative politics in the 
United States and Canada, coupled with growing concerns over 
reproductive rights, environmental degradation, and the escalation of the 
Cold War, provided fertile ground for Atwood's dystopian vision. The 
novel, thus, can be seen as a response to the socio-political climate of 
its time, reflecting anxieties about the erosion of women's rights and the 
potential for government overreach(Alwan, 2023). 
Within the feminist literary canon, "The Handmaid's Tale" stands as a 
critical work that bridges the gap between second wave and third-wave 
feminism. Second-wave feminism, with its focus on equality and the 
critique of patriarchy, had paved the way for discussions about the 
intersectionality of oppression—a theme that Atwood engages with 
deeply in her novel. The book includes an exploration of female bodies 
as a political tool as they mirror feminist advocacy for self-governance 
over their bodies, and its show of female coalition and resistance tells us 
that feminism went through a third wave, emphasizing diversity and 
individual authority.”  
The Handmaid's Tale" continues the tradition of dystopian literature by 
following in the footsteps of earlier works such as Orwell's "1984" and 
Huxley's "Brave New World." The only difference by all is the centre of 
her attention: gender politics and reproductive rights, which makes "The 
Handmaid's Tale" a seminal piece in the exploration of Through its 
portrayal of the faulty social order leading to a bleak world, the novel 
does more than just demonstrate how such patterns are impossible to 
fight; it also takes the reader further toward a better understanding of 
power, personality, and dominance within the context of utopia and 
dystopia. 
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Brief overview of feminist literary criticism principles. The evolution 
of feminist literary theory from the second wave to the present 
Feminist literary criticism, which is one of the major pieces of feminism 
theory, employs this theory of feminism in analysing literature. It studies 
how literary works address/show/illuminate/reflect the patriarchal/status-
quo gender dynamics. Emerging prominently in the late 1960s and early 
1970s alongside the second wave of feminism, this criticism began by 
highlighting the underrepresentation and misrepresentation of women in 
literature, both as characters and as authors. Its foundational aim was to 
recover women's writings and reassess literature from a gendered 
perspective, questioning the patriarchal norms that had long governed 
literary scholarship and canon formation(Singh, 2022). 
At its core, feminist literary criticism posits that literature both mirrors 
and melds the societal roles of genders, contributing to the perpetuation 
of gender inequality when it goes unchallenged. Early feminist critics 
sought to unearth the ways in which language and narrative techniques 
were complicit in maintaining gender biases. They introduced the 
concept of the "male gaze" to literary analysis, arguing that much of 
literature was written from a male perspective, with female characters 
often depicted through a lens that objectified them or relegated them to 
stereotypical roles. This phase of feminist criticism was characterized by 
its focus on literature written by women, aiming to give voice to the 
female experience and to identify a distinct female literary 
tradition(Quintana, 1996). 
As feminist theory evolved, so too did feminist literary criticism, 
expanding its focus beyond the visibility and interpretation of women's 
literature to question the very foundations of literary criticism itself. This 
period saw the emergence of various strands of feminist criticism, each 
bringing a different perspective to the analysis of literature. Marxist 
feminist writers unveiled aspects of class and gender in literature, while 
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psychoanalytic feminist writers dug deep into the unexploited workings of 
the mind to show how that can influence the way gender is depicted in 
literature. However, French feminists like Hélène Cixous and Luce 
Irigaray studied the role of words in shaping orders of gender, where the 
acritude feminine, a solely feminine mode of writing that could allow to 
break the establishment of the male-dominated historical literary 
tradition, was advocated (Lim, 2016). 
In the late 1980s and 1990s, the third wave of feminism became 
dominant as a means of exploring subjectivity and complex forms of 
identity. It emphasized the concept of intersectionality, which asserts 
that a person's various identities (such as gender, race, class, sexual 
orientation, etc.) affect and shape how that person experiences the 
world. The later tendency focuses on a wide spectrum of women's 
experiences; therefore, factors like race, class, sexuality, and nationality 
gain importance and serve as the determinants of women's life journeys 
and the works of literature that portray the experiences of women. 
Third-wave feminist critics broke the myth of the universal female 
experience by stating that this womanly commonality had already been 
criticized by those conversant in intersectionality, that the myriads of 
oppressions have intertwined and overlapped, and it's quite possible that 
could make women oppressed and held back in several aspects. 
Feminist criticism in that era became more nuanced as a result of the 
growing interest in the analysis of pop culture. Third-wave feminists 
thought that it was possible to find feminist significance in texts, whether 
they were conventional or uncommon. 
Today, feminist literary criticism is undergoing a change; rather than 
focusing on the simpler concepts of gender and identity, it is becoming 
much more complex. Feminist critics of the present employ different 
theoretical approaches—whether they be postcolonial theory or queer 
theory—to crack open a many-sided meaning in books by revealing 
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power relations and gender constructions. But then the scope of the 
studies has increased to include not only the presence of women and 
their opinions about feminism but also the idea of manhood, the 
gendering of language, and the way gender intersects with other items. 
Marxist feminist writers unveiled aspects of class and gender in 
literature, while psychoanalytic feminist writers dug deep into the 
unexploited workings of the mind to show how that can influence the 
way gender is depicted in literature. However, French feminists like 
Hélène Cixous and Luce Irigaray studied the role of words in shaping 
orders of gender, where the scripture feminine, a solely feminine mode 
of writing that could allow to break the establishment of the male-
dominated historical literary tradition, was advocated (Lim, 2016). 
Margaret Atwood's position within feminist literature. Historical and 
cultural influences on Atwood’s work 
Margaret Atwood occupies a unique and distinguished position within 
feminist literature, bridging the realms of speculative fiction and feminist 
dystopia with her seminal work, "The Handmaid's Tale." Published in 
1985, this novel cements Atwood's status as a pivotal figure in feminist 
literary circles, contributing significantly to the genre's evolution. 
Atwood's exploration of dystopian themes is deeply intertwined with her 
feminist ideology, presenting a foreboding world that extrapolates the 
contemporary anxieties of her time into a future where feminist concerns 
are magnified into systemic oppression. Her work not only critiques the 
societal and political mechanisms that facilitate gender inequality but 
also delves into the psychological and emotional landscapes of her 
characters, offering a multifaceted examination of resistance, complicity, 
and survival within patriarchal structures(Snaith, 2017). 
Atwood's foray into feminist dystopia is not an arbitrary choice but a 
calculated reflection of the historical and cultural milieu that influenced 
her writing. The 1980s were marked by a resurgence of conservative 
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politics in the Western world, notably in the United States under the 
Reagan administration and in the United Kingdom under Margaret 
Thatcher. This period saw a reactionary shift against the gains made by 
the feminist movement during the 1960s and 1970s, with growing 
attacks on women's reproductive rights, environmental concerns, and the 
Cold War's looming threat, all of which find echoes in "The Handmaid's 
Tale." Atwood's Gilead—a totalitarian regime that strips women of their 
autonomy and reduces them to their reproductive functions—is a direct 
response to the era's political climate, serving as a cautionary tale about 
the fragility of women's rights and the perils of complacency(Backhouse 
& Flaherty, 1992). 
Not only that, but the basis of Atwood's works is her deep stock of 
literary tradition, with great attention to the details of social trends. She 
derives her influences from two threads: the true stories of women's 
oppression and the dystopian possibilities of science fiction and 
speculative fiction. Placing "The Handmaid's Tale" within the speculative 
fiction genre has allowed Atwood to use dystopia as a platform for social 
criticism that magnifies the feminist thought in a way that calls to the 
contemporary audience's fears and anxieties. It is not only a 
foreshadowing of an unbearable future but also a mirror of current 
issues around women’s rights, making a parallel between a fictional 
world called Gilead and real black-and-white cases of women's 
subjection (Kaur & Khanna, 2023). 
The influence of Margaret Atwood in feminist literature as well as "The 
Handmaid’s Tale" does not finish there at all. The body of her work, 
made of poetry, short stories, and novels, brought gender, power, and 
identity issues to the centre, making her the leading character in feminist 
literary discourse. On the other hand, she grasped the responsibility of 
representing the dystopia, and thus she managed to engage the new 
authors in space exploration through which the traditions of women were 
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discussed. Atwood's talent for exploring complicated stories with 
implications for the psyche of women, especially what the social and 
political trends are, has placed her work among those that are 
imperative reads for feminist works around the world (Kaur & Khanna, 
2023). 
The cultural influence of the tale "The Handmaid's Tale" has been 
furthered by reshaping the book into a sensational TV series which has 
brought many more audiences to Atwood's dystopian depiction. This 
massive revival of Atwood's writing has instigated the renewal of the 
conversations about the importance of the dystopias of feminism 
nowadays, including but not limited to the struggles on the topic of 
abortions, equal rights for women and the changing political state. The 
reason George Orwell's novel lasts despite time is its evoking of a dual 
function: as a mirror in which the readers discover meanings and as a 
warning of dangerous consequences for mankind when people ignore 
the signs of growing oppression (Menegotto, 2020). 
Comparison with other feminist dystopian works 
Feature The 

Handmaid's 
Tale (Margaret 
Atwood) 

Herland 
(Charlotte 
Perkins Gilman) 

The Hunger 
Games 
(Suzanne 
Collins) 

Publication 
Year 

1985 1915 2008 

Setting The Republic of 
Gilead, a 
dystopian future 
where the US 
government has 
been 
overthrown. 

An isolated 
society 
composed 
entirely of 
women who 
reproduce via 
parthenogenesis. 

Panem, a 
dystopian future 
society in what 
was once North 
America. 
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Theme Gender 
oppression, 
surveillance, and 
the loss of 
individual rights, 
focusing on the 
subjugation of 
women. 

Gender equality 
and criticism of 
patriarchal 
society, 
imagining a 
utopia where 
women live 
without men. 

Class 
oppression, 
surveillance, 
and the 
spectacle of 
violence, with a 
focus on the 
resistance of 
the oppressed. 

Narrative 
Perspective 

First-person 
narrative from 
the perspective 
of Offred, a 
Handmaid. 

Third-person 
omniscient, 
presenting the 
exploration of 
Herland by three 
male outsiders. 

First-person 
narrative from 
the perspective 
of Katniss 
Everdeen, a 
participant in 
the Hunger 
Games. 

Feminist 
Themes 

The control and 
commodification 
of women's 
bodies, the 
power of female 
storytelling and 
memory. 

The possibility of 
a peaceful and 
cooperative 
society run by 
women, critiquing 
traditional gender 
roles. 

The role of 
women in 
rebellion and 
resistance, 
critique of 
societal norms 
through the 
lens of a female 
protagonist. 

Societal 
Structure 

A theocratic 
dictatorship that 
enforces rigid 
gender roles and 

A harmonious 
and egalitarian 
society without 
conflict, illness, 

A totalitarian 
regime that 
divides society 
into districts 
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uses religion as 
a means of 
control. 

or war, 
emphasizing 
communal living 
and 
environmental 
sustainability. 

with varying 
degrees of 
poverty, using 
the Hunger 
Games as a 
control method. 

Critical 
Reception 

Widely praised 
for its thought-
provoking 
exploration of 
dystopian 
themes and its 
critique of 
patriarchal 
society. 

Celebrated for its 
innovative 
exploration of a 
female-only 
utopia, but 
critiqued for its 
utopian idealism. 

Acclaimed for 
its compelling 
narrative and 
critique of 
violence and 
spectacle in 
media, though 
debated for its 
portrayal of 
gender. 

Cultural Impact Has become a 
symbol for 
women's rights 
movements, 
especially in 
discussions of 
reproductive 
rights. 

Influential in 
early feminist 
literature and 
movements, 
inspiring 
discussions on 
gender and 
utopian society. 

Sparked a 
major franchise 
and contributed 
to discussions 
on youth 
rebellion, 
societal 
surveillance, 
and the ethics 
of 
entertainment. 

Example/Case 
Study 

The Ceremony 
in "The 
Handmaid's 

The education 
system in 
Herland, which 

The character 
arc of Katniss 
Everdeen, who 
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Tale" illustrates 
the extreme 
control over 
women's bodies, 
as Handmaids 
are forced into 
procreation. 

emphasizes 
collective welfare 
and the 
eradication of 
war and 
violence, 
showcases a 
utopian vision of 
a society without 
men. 

becomes a 
symbol of 
resistance 
against the 
Capitol, 
highlights the 
theme of 
female 
empowerment 
and rebellion 
against 
oppressive 
systems. 

Gender and Power Dynamics in Gilead Analysis of the hierarchical 
structure of Gilead and its impact on women. 
The fictional state of Gilead from Margaret Atwood's famous work by the 
name of "The Handmaid's Tale" provides the world with an ominous 
portrait of totalitarianism, where the state completely controls women's 
bodies and general vice in society. This is a profound demonstration of 
the restrictive, hierarchical structure that only considers women on the 
basis of their reproductive abilities and their subordination to men. This 
is often an extension of the real-life anxieties that address the issue that 
women's rights are being eroded (Rintoul, 2003). 
At the top of the pyramid of power belong the commanders, the 
patriarchal ruling elite that control every aspect of Gilead, acting as 
public and domestic deities. Under them, the social order is strictly 
divided along gender lines, with women assigned specific roles that 
enforce their subservience: Mrs. Betsy, Pride and Prejudice, Daughters, 
Handmaids, Marthas, and Aunts. All these categories are the cogs in 
the thesis gear of Gilead's theocratic dictatorship, built to eliminate 
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women's individualism and personal freedom. The Handmaids personify 
control: they are conscripted into yielding to sexual acts, and the 
artificial religious sanctioning of the crime of an inability to bear children 
is criticized. By means of the character of Offred, Atwood portrays the 
psychological and physical implications of free will elimination in Gilead, 
thus explaining how women's bodies get disregarded and treated as 
commodities in the new state (Bouaffoura, 2012). 
Gender and power dynamics in Gilead become explicit as the ceremony, 
government-dumped forced rape, a process that handmaids must go 
through with the commander they have been chosen to, and thus a 
mockery of what should be like an intimate moment. The action of 
Commander's Wife reveals the true nature of women in Gilead—a 
blatant seller of their only purpose, their reproductive organs 
(McCormack, 2021). Offred's silent curses throughout the ceremony 
narrate her weathered sense of violation and loss of self-identification 
with the extreme female objectification and control practice. 
Apart from the Aunts, who also play a very important role, though they 
embody the paradox of puppets who perpetuate patriarchal order in 
battle, dealing with instilling Gilead's ideology into the Handmaids, the 
Aunts, with Aunt Lydia at the forefront, they possess a standing of 
power that is at once complicit and resistive within the system. Not only 
that, it reflects an issue that is frequently overlooked: how women can 
be the ones oppressing the weaker gender. Aunt Lydia's lessons and 
the profound discipline she dispenses become the means for preserving 
the order. This is how she makes the oppressive system work, showing 
us the sly way in which those in power turn people into their own 
oppressors (Gabriele, 1998). 
The use of religious and political symbolism to enforce gender 
roles. 
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In the Republic of Gilead in Margaret Atwood’s "The Handmaid’s tale", 
religious and political symbols fill a prominent role for the enforcement of 
male rule on the female gender. The reality is that this sinister theocracy 
is based on a distorted reading of Biblical teaching that becomes the 
foundation for their caste system and suppressing women. It is the 
regime's contortion of sacred texts that serves not only to legitimize the 
oppression of women but also to instil fear of divine punishment behind 
the rigid law controls of their lives. 
The handmaids' naming convention is an exaggerated, powerful 
example of how symbolisms take on a literal, tangible meaning. The 
main character and a female are Offred (means of Fred). Hence, it is a 
first sign that women are not masters of their own body but considered 
to be the property of men. The practice refers to Biblical patriarchy 
norms through this use of names, indirectly suggesting that women are 
mere extensions of men who they serve. It is a misuse of names that 
eliminates women from their identity and equates them to the 
reproductive function of the household that borders on their male 
guardians. As a consequence, these names serve as mechanisms for 
further enhancing their vulnerable status (Templin, 1993) 
Gilead relies largely on its political structure, which is directly related to 
its religious symbolism, in a bid to centralize its authority. The 
Ceremony, a formal abuse of Handmaids by their Mystics, is 
represented as a consecrated thing, supposedly based on the story of 
the Apotheosis of Rachel and Leah from the Bible. By presenting this 
act of violence as a religious obligation, Gilead obscures its brutality 
under the veneer of divine command, making resistance not just a 
rebellion against the state but an act of blasphemy. This blending of 
political power and religious duty creates an environment where dissent 
is not only dangerous but sacrilegious, further entrenching the gender 
hierarchy(Banerji, 2008). 
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Moreover, the architectural symbolism within Gilead, such as the Wall, 
where the bodies of executed dissenters are displayed, serves as a 
constant, grim reminder of the regime's power and the consequences of 
defiance. The Wall not only signifies the physical boundaries of Gilead's 
control but also represents the psychological barriers imposed on its 
citizens, particularly women, who are reminded daily of their place within 
this oppressive society(Siham & Souad, 2018). 
The Aunts, particularly Aunt Lydia, embody the regime's use of religious 
and political symbolism to enforce gender roles. Tasked with 
indoctrinating the Handmaids, the Aunts wield phrases like "Blessed be 
the fruit" and "May the Lord open," embedding religious language into the 
fabric of daily life and reinforcing the idea that women's primary value 
lies in their fertility. Through their teachings, the Aunts instil fear and 
obedience, using religious justification to normalize the atrocities 
committed by Gilead(Morakabati, 2022). 
Comparison with historical and contemporary examples of 
patriarchal control 
Feature The 

Handmaid's 
Tale (Margaret 
Atwood) 

Historical 
Examples 

Contemporary 
Examples 

Patriarchal 
Structures 

Gilead is a 
theocratic 
dictatorship 
where men hold 
all power, and 
women are 
subjugated. 

Feudal societies 
often had clear 
hierarchies with 
men holding 
power and 
women having 
limited rights. 

Certain 
countries today 
enforce laws 
that restrict 
women's 
rights, such as 
driving bans or 
dress codes. 

Control Over Handmaids are Historical Modern 
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Reproduction forced into 
reproductive 
servitude to 
address a 
fertility crisis. 

practices of 
arranged 
marriages and 
dowries were 
partly to control 
women's 
reproductive 
rights. 

debates over 
reproductive 
rights, 
including 
abortion and 
contraceptive 
access, reflect 
ongoing 
control issues. 

Surveillance 
and 
Enforcement 

The Eyes 
monitor citizens, 
and the Aunts 
indoctrinate and 
discipline 
women. 

The use of 
religious and 
community 
watchdogs to 
monitor 
women’s virtue 
and obedience 
in various 
societies. 

The use of 
technology and 
laws to surveil 
and control 
women's 
bodies and 
behaviours in 
some regions. 

Use of 
Religious 
Justification 

Biblical 
references are 
used to justify 
the subjugation 
of women. 

Witch trials and 
the Inquisition 
used religious 
justification to 
control or 
punish women. 

Certain groups 
and 
governments 
still use 
religious 
interpretations 
to justify 
gender 
inequality and 
restrictive 
laws. 

Resistance and Offred and other Suffragette Modern 
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Rebellion characters find 
ways to resist 
Gilead’s control, 
illustrating the 
resilience of the 
human spirit. 

movement and 
women's 
liberation 
movements 
have historically 
fought against 
patriarchal 
control. 

feminist 
movements 
and protests 
against 
gender-based 
laws and 
practices 
showcase 
continued 
resistance. 

Examination of the roles women play in enforcing Gilead’s 
oppressive regime. Acts of resistance by female characters: overt 
and covert forms. 
The ambivalence of a woman's stance between resistance and 
cooperation under the regime of Gilead, as shown in Margaret Atwood's 
"The Handmaid's Tale," is the central theme of the novel, which offers a 
complex portrayal of female strategies to gain survival and dignity under 
the inhumane regime. In Gilead, women survive in a harsh society that 
is run by a power structure where the subjugation of the group is 
perpetuated to them by other members of the society most of the time; 
in this way, oppressive tactics at the systemic level, rooted in patriarchal 
structures or authoritative power systems, will be democratized, and 
women will internalize such a system's subjugation tactics. 
Aunt Lydia, as well as the other aunts, incarnate the lives of women in 
support of and in obedience to the imaginary state’s dictatorship. The 
aunts assigned to handmaids are responsible for indoctrinate the latter 
into the Jordanian ideological system adopted by the state. They 
accomplish this objective through a combination of religious rhetoric, 
mental manipulation, and even physical punishment as means of 
conformity. Aunt Lydia, with her sentences like “Gilead is within you,” is 
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the representative of internal oppression; therefore, we have shown how 
Gilead’s control extends from the physical to the mental, which is 
possible through the psyche of subjects. This self-induced oppression is 
a form of collusion, an invisible social engineering that makes women 
self-police and comply with the regime's determinants, where most often 
the reasons are claimed by God or for the sake of survival (Miguel, 
2015). 
The complex, to include women, is also seen to use a form of complicity 
from a vantage point of a slight exclusive slot in the societal 
hierarchy. The Commander's Wife, namely Serena Joy, plods along the 
path where she spares no mercy in espousing her views to Offred, but 
the interactions only enhance her ceaseless quest for power and 
authority. Yes, Serena has the last word and everything it means: she's 
definitely a powerful figure whom Offred must respect. Yet, her power is 
not always at the service of the society in which she lives; for instance, 
when she manipulates Offred, who becomes Night's lover, hoping to 
eventually have a child. Through her conduct, we see that power and 
resistance coexist and interact in a web of complexities. 
On the contrary, the novel also illustrates different kinds of rebellions 
among women in terms of overt protestation and more refined 
manifestations of defiance. Moira’s tunnel out of the miserable Red 
Center turns into an active act of disobedience, which, therefore, is a 
clear declaration of independence showing an unwillingness to do what 
the state orders. Moira's insurgency becomes an example of defiance 
for Offred, which symbolizes compatibility with resistance and the spirit 
of humans. 
Covert resistance is more intricate and is executed at a lower level, as 
opposed to the overt methods that the handmaids utilized. The Mayday 
network, for example, was clandestine, and covert information from 
Handmaids was exchanged between members of the network. Offred, 



Nasaq Journal                                              V0L (42)  No.(1) June  2024-1445 h 

 1298 

even though it all, decides against the rules and engages in acts of 
passive resistance that include her secret relationship with Nick, which 
undermines the state's authority over her sex and reproduction rights. 
However, in this case, the personal and insignificant gestures have the 
same power of overburdening Gilead's intention to wipe out any of the 
individual’s attempts at illicit expression.  

Detailed analysis of key characters (Offred, Serena Joy, Moira, 
Aunt Lydia) and their contributions to feminist themes. 

Character Analysis 
Offred Offred, the main character, is the 

supporter of the battle for identity 
and control in a system that 
developed to crush individuality. 
Through her inner dialogue, she 
uncovers the extraordinary capacity 
of the soul to endure even the 
greatest odds. Offred’s defiance 
acts which include having an illicit 
relationship with Nick or telling her 
story are to challenge the Gilead’s 
authority and demonstrate the 
power of memory and storytelling 
to defiance. Her point of view 
sheds light on the individual facet 
of feminist struggle by focusing on 
the sovereignty, right to love, and 
the force of narrative. 

Serena Joy The character of Serena Joy in the 
novel symbolizes the contradictory 
realities of subjugation and power 
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in patriarchy. The Woman who had 
earlier been an active supporter of 
conventional belief system that 
ultimately led to the Gilead does 
today hold the position of a 
Commander's wife and thus 
possesses a degree of power 
which she uses by dominating 
Offred. Nonetheless, her infertility 
leads her back to the same regime 
she fought for, which in turn 
exemplifies the idea that women’s 
bodies are battlegrounds for power 
and control. Through Serena Joy’s 
conversations with Offred—from 
harshness to the extremities of 
female connections in a male 
dominated world and the intricate 
ways in which women navigate in 
systems of oppression. 

Moira Moira represents the open defiance 
and not being subservient to 
anybody. Her disobedience and 
run-away from the Red Centre and 
more active lifestyle at Jezebel 
symbolize different aspects of 
dissidence against the oppressive 
regime. Moira’s character may 
help us upset a notion of 
victimhood and to look at 
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complexity of surviving in Gilead. 
She gives hope to Offred, stirs 
rebellious thoughts, and becomes a 
source of commentary on the 
power of protest in a totalitarian 
regime. This example shows the 
importance of female friendship 
and togetherness for resistance. 

Aunt Lydia Aunt Lydia is the one who ensures 
that the Gilead ideology is intact 
and thereby represents that 
paradoxical situation of women 
holding power in patriarchal 
systems. The method of 
brainwashing and indoctrination 
that she used to instruct the 
Handmaids into Gilead’s ideologies 
strengthens the concept of 
complicity and the issue of female 
involvement in the establishment of 
male dominance. The distortion of 
a religious and morally based 
thought on conforming women to 
the practices of the regime is a 
form of control through the 
manipulation of ideology which is 
witnessed in Mrs. Lydia’s 
speeches. Yet, this character 
embodies the paradox of power 
too, trying to suggest that her 
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position and the actions to be 
undertaken, might be associated 
with the survival mentality, hence 
allowing her to keep a position in 
the system. Homily of Aunt Lydia 
encourages inquisition concerning 
the role of women in enforcing 
social norms and switch over 
power and more tolerance. 

The negotiations of the differences in women's oppression in 
Gilead while considering the classes and the races of women. 
In Margaret Atwood's "The Handmaid's Tale," she constructs a dystopian 
image of Ailleadh, a state that demands extremely rigid enforcement of 
gender roles to safeguard its authoritarian regime that is based on 
theology. Although the novel focuses on the enslavement of women 
through the mechanism of gender oppression, it also reveals in an 
implied manner that the intersection of their subjugation and other 
factors such as class and race further heighten women’s experiences in 
Gilead. The attitudes that are composed of oppression are a 
fundamental approach employed to examine the storyline of the novel 
because they emphasize the different and complex ways women interact 
with the social hierarchy in a dystopian society (Kaur & Khanna, 2023). 
Women in Gilead are mostly valued for fertility, and the ones in 
leadership positions are somewhat unjust in their treatment. The wives 
of commanders are placed at the highest position within the female 
social hierarchy in Gilead, and they are given certain advantages 
because of their social status and arguably because of one's race, in 
which Gilead society seems to promote the homogeneity of the race. It 
is only through our understanding of this privilege that we are able to 
see that these ladies are immersed in the patriarchal characteristics of 
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society, highlighting the intricate ways in which class and gender work 
together to create different layers of power and subjugation. A perfect 
example would be Serena Joy. In spite of her high status, she is in no 
position to escape disempowerment, and her emotions become as 
stagnated as the whole system of reproduction. She is merely a 
bystander in all this, so we can clearly see that the best place is nothing 
(Barco Cuesta, 2018). 
The handmaids, who have the primary role of giving birth to children, 
suffer a more direct type of oppression in this way, and we see just how 
class and gender link to belittle and vilify. Offred's narrative provides 
insight into this experience, highlighting the loss of autonomy and 
identity faced by Handmaids. However, the novel hints at deeper layers 
of intersectional oppression, suggesting that non-white women, referred 
to as the Children of Ham, and other minorities face additional layers of 
marginalization, though this aspect is not deeply explored in the 
text(Browning, 2021). 
The Martha’s and Econowives represent other facets of Gilead's class-
based oppression. Marthas, responsible for domestic labour, occupy a 
lower social tier, and their roles underscore the intersection of gender, 
class, and possibly race, as they are relegated to servitude. 
Econowives, who perform the combined roles of Wife, Martha, and 
Handmaid for lower-ranking men, exemplify the impact of 
socioeconomic status on women's roles and rights in Gilead, revealing 
how class further stratifies the experiences of oppression(Acher, 2011). 
The power of narrative sacrifice of individuation and revelation of 
interpersonal connections on which the entire oppression depends.  
One of the successful writing techniques in "The Handmaid's Tale" by 
Margaret Atwood is the first-person account that she retains throughout 
the story, coupled with the use of flashbacks and notes to strengthen 
the display of feminist issues that are included, such as the personal 
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dimensions of oppression and a critique of presently existing realities. 
(Glenn, 2012). 
The narrative style in "The Handmaid's Tale" is significant because, by 
focusing on Offred directly, readers are emotionally immersed in her 
adventures, thoughts, and emotions. In this fiction, the reality of Gilead 
is rolled up in the viewers' eyes. The text-to-speech conversion is an 
example of a narrative device that skilfully sparks sympathy, impelling 
the readers right into the midst of Offred`s fearful and continuous 
"censorship." The types of speeches that she has in her head to cope 
with this repression of the regime’s control over their bodies and 
freedom are evident in her dialogues (Caffè, 2020). These render the 
misery of Gilead more profoundly real. Through this device, the personal 
aspects of oppression concerned are what the political religion rhetoric 
of the Gilead-underlined regime hides—destinies of which victims, 
people who are resisting, and those who are resilient often encounter. 
For instance, Offred’s narration about her separation from her daughter 
and husband brings into light the losses that the regime inflicted on the 
citizens, giving a realistic personal touch to the otherwise cruel system. 
One more ingenious development the author uses for the purpose of 
critique and feminist exploration is the flashback, a rather old trick that is 
revived set against current realities. Offred's reminiscences about her 
past life, prior to the eclipse of Gilead, as somewhat of a backdrop to 
her current predicament which brings out sharply her worst fears of 
personal freedoms loss and everything that can happen in such short 
time if a community becomes, again, a dictatorship. The presentations of 
flashbacks, in turn, not only serve as history and give us a cemented 
opinion about the main character but also, they are like a warning 
message in an occurrence of suppressive ideologies that are placed into 
a society and through this we lose rights, particularly women are the 
ones who lose theirs. By means of Offred's diary immersion in her 
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memories of being free, Atwood criticizes the modern social problems 
such as inequality between men and women, woman's reproductive 
rights, and political mechanisms that denote totalitarian world (Maratta, 
2018). 
The impact of "The Handmaid's Tale" on popular culture and its 
contribution to discussions on women's rights and reproductive 
freedom. 
Since its publication in 1985, Margaret Atwood's "The Handmaid's Tale" 
has left an indelible mark on popular culture and has significantly 
contributed to discussions on women's rights and reproductive freedom. 
Its effect reaches outbreaking to the screen world, thereupon making 
echoes the novel, not only in the movies but also to demonstrations 
teams as well. 
A television series based on "The Handmaid's Tale" by Atwood which 
won numerous accolades premiered in 2017. This was not just a revival 
of interest in this author's narrative but also faithfully brought these 
themes to a new generation and made them more urgent than they 
were before. The image of Gilead took hold with its overwhelmingly 
good visual representation, with the iconic red cloaks and white bonnets, 
to become a powerful symbol for the feminist sanction against policies 
thought to be detrimental to the women and their rights. The borrowed 
visual of Handmaid's gets integrated everywhere by the activists around 
the world as they wear handmaid's attire during protests to emphasize 
the issues like limiting abortions, diminishing reproductive rights and 
danger of authoritarian governments. The representation of Handmaid's 
in political protests reiterates that the popularity of the novel’s image 
remains intact, and it can be used for political commentaries (Sohal, 
2020). 
How Atwood provides a warning picture of a controlled society, which is 
strongly founded on male supremacy and makes all women merely 



Nasaq Journal                                              V0L (42)  No.(1) June  2024-1445 h 

 1305 

child-producing slaves, causes a horror of what demonstrates such 
brutal power on earth. Through affirming Offred's story, readers perceive 
the quality of women’s rights, including the case of the rollback of some 
contraception devices in some countries just like what has been 
observed around. This novel has inspired people to dwell on the 
necessity of remaining vigilant in protecting the mentioned rights, as the 
risks of progress being unwound can hide under the cover of protecting 
the social order from violation or under the pretext of moral uprightness. 
For one, "The Handmaid's Tale" has propelled many debates in the field 
of women's rights as it makes the readers question whether motherhood 
and fertility are the only functional characteristics that can define 
women. Offred's life in Gilead, where she was identified by her ability of 
conception, showed the message that women could not be evaluated 
solely by their roles in society. This critical feature of the novel, 
however, provides the opportunity for us to introspect about such 
problems existing in our society, for example, infertility stigma, women's 
body commodification, and the continuous struggle for women's 
reproductive freedom and gender equality. 
The story of Nineteen Eighty-four focuses on surveillance, policing of 
women's bodies, and religious justification for the atrocious laws as the 
main theme, which has a powerful connection to the modern period 
where technological advancement brings about war and chaos between 
people who have different political views. "The Handmaid's Tale" is 
where such fears come true, and it is such a masterfully executed story 
that it makes it a focal point in discussions by today's mankind about the 
intertwine of gender, politics, and power. 
Conclusion 
The exploration of Margaret Atwood's The "Handmaid's Tale" through its 
multifaceted portrayal of feminist subject matters, narrative strategies, 
and its effect on popular way of life and discussions of women’s rights 
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reveals the enduring relevance and electricity of the radical in cutting-
edge society. Atwood's dystopian vision of Gilead serves no longer best 
as a cautionary tale approximately the fragility of freedoms and rights 
but additionally as a compelling critique of the patriarchal systems that 
are trying to manipulate women’s bodies and selections. Through the 
exact analysis of characters like Offered, Serena Joy, Moira, and Aunt 
Lydia, the radical examines the dynamics of electricity, resistance, and 
complicity, supplying a nuanced perspective on the complexities of 
gender oppression and the resilience of the human spirit. The narrative's 
effective use of first-person attitude, flashbacks, and historical notes 
enriches its feminist critique, making the personal political and 
highlighting the importance of storytelling within the resistance against 
tyranny. 
The cultural impact of “The Handmaid's Tale,” magnified through its 
variation right into a TV collection, has solidified its fame as a symbol of 
protest against infringements on women's rights and reproductive 
freedom around the globe. The Handmaid's imagery in activism 
underscores the radical's function in galvanizing discussions and moves 
surrounding gender equality and autonomy. As a result, "The 
Handmaid's Tale" is no longer most effective but remains a vital work 
within feminist literary discourse; however additionally serves as a 
rallying cry in the ongoing battle for women's rights across the globe. Its 
issues of surveillance, the commodification of ladies' bodies, and the 
manipulation of spiritual and political ideologies for management 
resonate deeply in modern-day debates, putting forward Atwood's 
masterpiece as a timeless mirrored image of the risks of complacency 
and the vital of vigilance in safeguarding character freedoms and rights. 
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