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Abstract 

Margaret Atwood is a Canadian writer, widely recognised for the exploration of themes such 

as gender equality, dystopia, and the intricacies of human relationships. Atwood’s most 

acclaimed work, The Handmaids Tale, has been adapted into various forms, like films and 

television series. In this novel, Atwood depicts a dystopian society set in the future, where 

fertility has drastically declined, as a result of which women are forced into reproductive 

servitude. Fertile women, known as Handmaids, are subjected to systematic control and 

exploitation by the government. The novel examines ways in which patriarchal structures use 

the female body as a site of power, subjugation, and political control. Through the lens of 

gender and body politics, it portrays the impact of this control on women's agency, identity, 

and relationships. This paper undertakes a comprehensive examination of body politics in 

Atwood's The Handmaid’s Tale, unraveling the multifaceted ways in which societal norms, 

power structures, and cultural ideologies manifest on and through the human body. The 

analysis delves into the harsh regulation of female fertility, epitomised by the role of 

Handmaids as vessels for reproduction, highlighting the body as a political apparatus. The 

study also delves into the physical punishments and mutilations inflicted upon bodies as 

means of enforcing obedience, illustrating the body as a site of punishment for those 

deviating from prescribed norms. The theme of resistance is explored through the protagonist 

Offred's acts reclaiming agency over her body, navigating the complex interplay of 

oppression and resistance. 

Keywords: Gender, Dystopia, Body politics, Authoritarianism, Reproductive rights, 

Resistance. 

 

 Margaret Atwood, a prominent figure in contemporary literature, has left an indelible 

mark on the literary landscape through her diverse and provocative body of work. Known for 

her keen insights into societal structures and human nature, Atwood's oeuvre spans across 

various genres, ranging from poetry to fiction, each work building upon and expanding the 

boundaries of her exploration of community structures, and the dystopian imagination. 

 Atwood's literary career unfolds as a tapestry of thematic evolution, as her early 

novels, such as The Edible Woman (1969) and Surfacing (1972), delve into themes of 

identity, gender roles, and the intersection of the personal with the political. These works lay 

the foundation for Atwood's incisive critique of patriarchal systems and societal norms, 

themes that define much of her later writing. In 1985, Atwood published The Handmaid’s 
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Tale, a seminal work that fetched her international acclaim. Set in the near-future dystopian 

society of Gilead, The Handmaid’s Tale explores themes of female oppression, religious 

fundamentalism, and the erosion of individual freedom. Atwood's chilling portrayal of a 

world where women are reduced to reproductive chattel struck a chord with readers and 

critics alike, cementing her reputation as a preeminent voice in the dystopian genre. In 

addition to her dystopian fiction, Atwood has also made significant contributions to other 

genres, including historical fiction (Alias Grace 1996) and speculative fiction (The Blind 

Assassin 2000). 

 The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood presents a rich tapestry of ideas, foremost 

among them being the exploration of power dynamics within a dystopian society. Atwood 

envisions the rise of Gilead, a totalitarian society, precipitated by the ascendancy of a 

fundamentalist regime. Atwood crafts a chilling dystopian narrative that unfolds against the 

backdrop of a society gripped by social and environmental crises, paving the way for the 

emergence of authoritarian rule. One of the central themes in Margaret Atwood's The 

Handmaid’s Tale is the exploration of body politics, a concept that permeates the narrative 

and shapes the experiences of the characters. 

 The representation of body politics in literature serves as a rich and multifaceted lens 

through which the complexities of power dynamics, identity formation, and societal norms 

are explored. From classical epics to contemporary novels, writers have interrogated the ways 

in which bodies are regulated, controlled, and politicised within various cultural contexts. At 

the heart of this exploration lies the recognition that the body is not simply a biological entity 

but also a site of social inscription, subject to the influences of ideology, gender, race and 

class. 

 In The Handmaid’s Tale Atwood employs a nuanced exploration of body politics, 

unraveling the intricate dynamics of control, and identity within the oppressive society of 

Gilead. Originating as a response to the societal crisis spurred by plummeting birthrates, 

Gilead's very foundation is predicated upon the imperative of reproductive control. This 

imperative permeates every facet of the state's structure, from its religious facade to its rigid 

political hierarchy, serving as the driving force behind the systematic subjugation of women's 

bodies. In Gilead, the government exercises strict control over reproduction, treating 

womens’ bodies as commodities and them as reproductive resources to be managed and 

exploited for the benefit of the state. Within this oppressive regime, a distinct class of women 

known as Handmaids occupies a particularly vulnerable position. These women, stripped of 

their individual identities, are reduced to mere vessels for reproduction, their names erased 

and replaced with possessive forms derived from the titles of the Commanders they serve. 

Offred, the protagonist, reflects on the loss of her family and former life, stating, “My name 

isn't Offred, I have another name, which nobody uses now because it's forbidden. I tell myself 

it doesn't matter, your name is like your telephone number, useful only to others” (Atwood, 

80). 

 Despite the regime's purported rhetoric of female empowerment, such proclamations 

ring hollow in the face of the pervasive dehumanisation and objectification experienced by 

women. Through the character of Offred, Atwood provides a poignant lens through which the 
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psychological toll of this systemic oppression can be examined. Offred's introspective 

reflections underscore the profound transformation of her self-perception, as she grapples 

with the erosion of her identity and autonomy in the face of totalitarian state control. No 

longer viewed as a multifaceted individual with desires and aspirations, Offred becomes 

reduced to a mere vessel, valued solely for her reproductive potential. 

 By considering various thematic elements, the intricacies of body politics emerge, 

offering insight into the ways in which individuals navigate and resist oppressive systems. 

From the biopolitical control exerted over women's reproductive capacities to the gendered 

power dynamics that privilege certain bodies over others, the novel illustrates how bodies 

become sites of struggle and resistance. Through the lens of medicalisation, surveillance, 

trauma, and embodiment, the novel explores the profound effects of bodily control on 

individual autonomy. 

 Atwood, in the text, highlights the dehumanising effects of biopolitical control 

through the prevalence of state engineered rape, institutionalised reproductive regulations, 

and the classification of women based on fertility. Commodification of women is 

underscored by the ritualised ceremonies wherein Handmaids are subjected to sexual 

servitude in the name of procreation, highlighting the dehumanising effects of a society that 

priorities reproductive function over individual agency. This ritual, known as “the 

Ceremony” serves as a mechanism of reproductive control, as its primary purpose is to 

impregnate the handmaids and ensure the continuation of the population. Offred, the 

protagonist, describes her experiences during the Ceremony, stating, “I used to think of my 

body as an instrument, of pleasure, or a means of transportation, or an implement for the 

accomplishment of my will... but now the flesh arranges itself differently” (Atwood, 72). This 

quote illustrates how the Ceremony reduces women's bodies to mere vessels for reproduction, 

stripping them of agency and autonomy. Women find themselves stripped of fundamental 

rights as they are relegated to the status of reproductive vessels devoid of agency or 

individuality. Their bodies become battlegrounds in the struggles over agency and integrity. 

 The notion of gendered bodies intersecting with power dynamics is intricately 

observed in The Handmaid’s Tale. One significant aspect of gendered bodies in the novel is 

the privileging of men's bodies over women's bodies, which is reinforced by the power 

structures of Gilead. Men hold positions of authority and control, while women are relegated 

to subordinate roles and subjected to male dominance. This power dynamic is exemplified 

through the relationship between Offred and the Commander, where Offred is forced to 

submit to the Commander's advances as part of the Ceremony, highlighting how the 

Commander's status affords him authority and control over Offred's body, underscoring the 

gendered power dynamics at play. Moreover, the novel explores how women's bodies are 

regulated and controlled through dress codes, grooming standards, and physical surveillance. 

Handmaids are required to wear uniform red dresses and white bonnets, symbolising their 

status as reproductive commodities and erasing their individuality. Offred describes the 

restrictive dress code enforced by the Aunts, stating, “We are containers, it's only the inside 

of our bodies that are important. The outside can become hard and wrinkled, for all they care, 

like the shell of a nut.” (Atwood, 92). Atwood extends this motif to encompass other female 
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roles within Gilead's stratified society. Marthas, tasked with domestic duties, are similarly 

subjected to uniform attire, often donning dull, utilitarian clothing that reflects their 

subservient status. Wives, positioned as symbols of privilege and status, adhere to a 

prescribed aesthetic of modesty and refinement. Even the formidable Aunts, wielders of 

authority and enforcers of patriarchal norms, adopt uniform attire that signifies their 

allegiance to the regime and their role in perpetuating its oppressive structures. Through this 

pervasive imposition of uniformity across diverse female roles, Atwood underscores the 

regime's relentless control over women's bodies and identities, illustrating how body politics 

are utilised as a tool of domination and subjugation within Gilead's hierarchical power 

dynamics. In chapter 23, Offred describes the bodies of handmaids as “… two-legged 

wombs, that’s all: sacred vessels, ambulatory chalices” (Atwood, 128), underscoring how 

women's bodies are objectified and commodified within Gilead's gendered hierarchy, 

reducing them to vessels for reproduction.  

 A fundamental human right that is severely restricted in the dystopian world of Gilead 

is that of women’s autonomy and agency over their bodies. One significant aspect of bodily 

autonomy in the novel is the loss of control over reproductive choices of women. The 

contrast between Offred's past autonomy and her current lack of control over her reproductive 

health, underscores the regime's systematic denial of women's bodily autonomy. Atwood 

further elucidates how the state instrumentalises medical practices to assert dominance over 

women's reproductive health. Gilead enforces strict regulations on contraception and 

abortion, denying women the right to make decisions. Offred reminisces about the pre-Gilead 

era when she had access to choosing if or when to have a baby. The medical establishment in 

Gilead becomes complicit in the regime's control over women's bodies, serving as a tool for 

surveillance and discipline. The Aunts, who oversee the handmaids, wield medical authority 

to enforce compliance with reproductive mandates. Handmaids are subjected to regular 

medical examinations and monitoring to ensure their fertility. If a handmaid fails to conceive 

after a certain period, she is deemed “unwoman” and sent to the Colonies to perform hard 

labor until she dies. The aunts serve as ideological enforcers, indoctrinating handmaids with 

the regime's patriarchal ideology and instilling obedience to its draconian rules through their 

positions of power within the Red Center, where handmaids are trained and conditioned.  

 In the novel, Atwood further undertakes a nuanced examination of the intricate 

dynamics surrounding motherhood and maternal bodies and scrutinises how the regime 

systematically commodifies motherhood, imposing rigid gender roles and reproductive 

imperatives. A salient focal point within the narrative lies in the regime's instrumentalization 

of women's reproductive capacities as a means of societal perpetuation. Handmaids, in 

particular, are valorised solely for their ability to bear offspring, relegated to the status of 

conduits for the ruling elite's progeny. Furthermore, the regime's enforcement of stringent 

maternal expectations serves to further entrench women within prescribed roles, constraining 

their identity and worth solely within the maternal domain and erasing avenues for self-

definition outside of prescribed roles. The narrative delves into the intimate experiences of 

pregnancy and childbirth, which is strictly regulated and controlled. After giving birth, the 

handmaid is separated from the child, who is raised by the Wife and Commander as their 



www.TLHjournal.com                       Literary  Herald                   ISSN: 2454-3365 

                                   An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal 

                                        Impact Factor: 6.292 (SJIF) 
 

 
 Vol. 9, Issue 5 (February 2024)   

Page 
318 

                          Dr. Siddhartha Sharma 
                                 Editor-in-Chief 

  

own. This separation is emotionally traumatic for the handmaid, who must relinquish her 

child and return to her role as a reproductive vessel.  

 In The Handmaid’s Tale, body is also used as a symbol to convey deeper themes of 

power, control, and resistance within the dystopian society of Gilead, highlighting its role as 

a site of struggle and defiance against oppressive forces. A salient instance of body as a 

symbol manifests in the standardised attire worn by handmaids which serves as a potent 

emblem of the handmaids' subjugation and objectification within the patriarchal regime. 

Offred poignantly elucidates the symbolic import of the handmaid uniform, remarking, 

“Everything except the wings around my face is red: the color of blood, which defines us” 

(Atwood, 12). This portrayal underscores how the red attire emblematically encapsulates the 

handmaids' identity as reproductive vessels, categorically defined by their fecundity for the 

elite ruling class. 

 Atwood further elucidates how the regime imposes rigid standards of beauty and 

modesty on women, reinforcing traditional notions of femininity and imposing of unrealistic 

beauty standards. Offred reflects on the regime's grooming standards, stating a latin phrase 

which translates to “Don't let the bastards grind you down”(Atwood, 266). This becomes a 

mantra of defiance for Offred, symbolising her resistance against the regime's attempts to 

control and degrade her.  

  Characters are also portrayed engaging in acts of resistance to reclaim agency over 

their own bodies and challenge the regime's attempts to impose patriarchal norms and 

gendered roles. These acts of resistance range from small gestures of defiance, such as 

Offred's covert pursuit of personal desires and connections, to more overt acts of rebellion, 

such as Moira's escape from the Red Center. Within The Handmaid’s Tale, Margaret Atwood 

skilfully renders the body as a locus of resistance, where characters subvert the oppressive 

dictates of the regime and assert their agency in subtle yet profound ways. Despite the 

pervasive surveillance and strict gender roles imposed upon her, Offred clandestinely engages 

in acts of self-expression and assertion of desire. 

 At its core, The Handmaid’s Tale serves as a powerful critique of patriarchal systems 

of oppression and the ways in which they deny women autonomy and agency. Through the 

plight of the Handmaids and the broader portrayal of women's experiences in Gilead, Atwood 

underscores the profound consequences of systems that seek to control and commodify 

women's bodies. The novel thus stands as a stark warning against the erosion of women's 

rights and the dangers of unchecked patriarchal power. In conclusion, Atwood’s portrayal of 

Gilead's governance serves as a stark indictment of the insidious nature of body politics, 

wherein the regulation and exploitation of women's bodies serve as tools of patriarchal 

control and societal manipulation. Through her incisive narrative, Atwood highlights the 

enduring relevance of body politics in shaping systems of oppression and resistance, urging 

readers to critically interrogate the intersections of power, gender, and embodiment within 

both fictional and real-world contexts. 

References 

Atwood, Margaret. The Handmaid’s Tale. Vintage Classics, 2017. 


