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Abstract 

This research paper provides a detailed analysis of posthumanism in the Hulu 

adaptation of Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale, focusing on ethical issues and 

potential future scenarios. The paper draws ideas from various posthumanist perspectives, 

such as Rosi Braidotti’s critical posthumanism, Donna Haraway’s cyborg theory, and 

Katherine Hayles’ insights on the posthuman condition, to offer fresh interpretations of the 

series’ treatment of identity, agency, and technological control. It delves into key themes 

including reproductive rights, dehumanization, resistance, and their implications within a 

dystopian context, bridging theoretical discourse with practical ethical considerations. The 

narrative sheds light on Gilead’s manipulation of reproductive rights, depicting the 

commodification and surveillance of women’s bodies as posthuman ethical challenges. 

Characters like June Osborne navigate dehumanizing conditions, embodying resistance 

through their hybrid identities. The series' visual symbolism, especially the Handmaids’ red 

attire, serves as an ethical commentary on environmental degradation and authoritarianism. 

By projecting present socio-political trends into potential futures, The Handmaid's Tale 

encourages audiences to contemplate the ethical consequences of technological and 

ideological control. This paper underscores the necessity for ethical contemplation on the 

impacts of technology and ideology, contributing to ongoing conversations about 

posthumanism in media and society. 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Hulu's adaptation of Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale has garnered 

significant attention for its poignant depiction of a dystopian society where fundamental 

human rights, particularly those of women, are systematically stripped away. The series, 

grounded in the fictional totalitarian regime of Gilead, offers a chilling portrayal of a future 

where reproductive rights are severely restricted, and women's bodies are commodified and 

controlled by the state. This narrative, while firmly rooted in contemporary socio-political 

concerns, also opens up a broader discourse on posthumanism—a field that interrogates the 

boundaries of human identity and agency in an era increasingly dominated by technological 

and ideological transformations. 

Posthumanism challenges traditional humanist notions of the autonomous, self-

determined individual, suggesting instead that identity is a complex interplay of biological, 

technological, and cultural factors. In Gilead, these posthumanist themes are starkly evident: 

women are reduced to their reproductive functions, subjected to invasive surveillance, and 

stripped of personal agency. This paper explores these dimensions through the theoretical 

lenses of critical posthumanism, cyborg theory, and the posthuman condition, drawing on the 

works of scholars like Rosi Braidotti, Donna Haraway, and Katherine Hayles. 
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Rosi Braidotti’s critical posthumanism offers a framework for understanding the 

interconnectedness of humans with non-human entities, advocating for a shift away from 

anthropocentric perspectives. In The Handmaid's Tale, this interconnectedness is manifest in 

the way women's identities are reshaped and constrained by the socio-political and 

technological mechanisms of Gilead. Donna Haraway’s cyborg theory, with its emphasis on 

hybrid identities that transcend traditional boundaries between human and machine, provides 

a useful metaphor for understanding the Handmaids' roles within this dystopian society. 

Meanwhile, Katherine Hayles’ insights into the posthuman condition highlight the 

implications of technological surveillance and control, which are pervasive in Gilead and 

critical to the regime's maintenance of power. 

By integrating these theoretical perspectives, this paper seeks to offer a nuanced 

analysis of the ethical issues presented in The Handmaid's Tale. It examines how the series 

portrays the dehumanization of women, the commodification of bodies, and the implications 

of technological control, providing a critical commentary on current and potential future 

socio-political trends. Ultimately, this study aims to contribute to the broader discourse on 

posthumanism in media and society, emphasizing the importance of ethical reflection in an 

age where technology and ideology increasingly shape human experiences. 

 

Posthumanist Perspectives in The Handmaid's Tale 

Hulu's adaptation of The Handmaid's Tale offers a rich narrative tapestry that reflects 

and critiques contemporary socio-political issues through a posthumanist lens. This section 

delves into specific incidents and episodes from the series, applying the theoretical 

frameworks of Rosi Braidotti, Donna Haraway, and Katherine Hayles to analyze the 

depiction of identity, agency, and technological control in Gilead. 

Rosi Braidotti’s Critical Posthumanism 

Rosi Braidotti's critical posthumanism emphasizes the interconnectedness of humans 

and non-human entities, advocating for a reconceptualization of identity beyond 

anthropocentrism. In Gilead, this interconnectedness is forcibly reshaped into a hierarchy that 

subjugates women, particularly Handmaids, who are reduced to their biological functions. 

Season 1, Episode 1 ("Offred"). 

In the first episode, we are introduced to the ritualistic Ceremony, where Handmaids are 

inseminated by Commanders while lying between their Wives' legs. This scene starkly 

illustrates Braidotti's concept of forced hybridization, where the Handmaids' identities are 

conflated with their reproductive capabilities, rendering them as mere vessels for procreation. 

This dehumanization and objectification strip them of their individual identities, echoing 

Braidotti's critique of anthropocentric views that prioritize certain forms of life over others. 

Season 2, Episode 4 ("Other Women") 

This episode further explores the commodification of women's bodies through the 

character of Offred (June Osborne). After being captured, June is coerced into conformity, 

with her individuality subsumed under the identity of "Ofjoseph," signifying her ownership 

by Commander Joseph Lawrence. This renaming process is a clear manifestation of 

Braidotti’s argument that identity in posthuman contexts is fluid and often imposed by 

dominant powers, challenging traditional humanist notions of stable, self-determined identity. 

 

Donna Haraway’s Cyborg Theory 

Donna Haraway's cyborg theory posits that the boundaries between humans, 

animals, and machines are increasingly blurred, suggesting that hybrid identities, or cyborgs, 

emerge from these intersections. In The Handmaid's Tale, the Handmaids embody this cyborg 
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identity, as they are constructed through a complex interplay of biological, technological, and 

social controls. 

Season 1, Episode 6 ("A Woman's Place") 

In this episode, a state dinner in Gilead showcases the Handmaids as part of a 

performative spectacle for foreign dignitaries. They are presented not as individuals but as a 

collective embodiment of Gilead’s theocratic values, their identities carefully curated and 

controlled. This performance highlights the cyborg nature of the Handmaids: their existence 

is dictated by the technological and social apparatus of the state, blurring the line between 

human autonomy and systemic control. 

 

Season 3, Episode 10 ("Witness") 

The concept of cyborg identity is further emphasized when June, along with the other 

Handmaids, is subjected to constant monitoring through the use of the "Eyes," Gilead's secret 

police. This surveillance extends into their most intimate moments, such as during the 

Ceremony, where cameras observe them to ensure compliance. This invasive surveillance 

technology exemplifies Haraway's notion of the cyborg, where human bodies are interwoven 

with technological mechanisms of control, resulting in hybridized identities that resist and 

negotiate these impositions. 

 

Katherine Hayles’ Insights on the Posthuman Condition 

Katherine Hayles' exploration of the posthuman condition centers on the impact of 

technology on human consciousness and identity. Gilead’s extensive use of surveillance and 

control technologies encapsulates the invasive reach of technology into human lives, a 

hallmark of the posthuman condition. 

Season 2, Episode 1 ("June") 

In the season premiere, the oppressive reach of Gilead’s surveillance is starkly 

depicted as June, having escaped, hides in a derelict building, only to be constantly aware of 

the Eyes’ omnipresent threat. The state’s surveillance network penetrates every aspect of life, 

stripping individuals of their privacy and autonomy. This scenario reflects Hayles' concerns 

about the erosion of the boundaries between public and private spheres in a technologically 

mediated society, where human consciousness is continually shaped and monitored by 

external forces. 

Season 3, Episode 5 ("Unknown Caller") 

 

June's attempt to contact her husband Luke in Canada through a smuggled phone is 

intercepted, demonstrating the extent of Gilead's technological reach. The episode illustrates 

Hayles' argument that in the posthuman condition, technology not only mediates 

communication but also enforces power structures, raising critical questions about autonomy 

and the extent to which individuals can control their own narratives and identities. 

 

Justification of Theoretical Arguments 

The application of these posthumanist perspectives to The Handmaid's Tale provides 

a compelling framework for understanding the series' portrayal of identity, agency, and 

technological control. Braidotti's emphasis on the interconnectedness and fluidity of identity 

is vividly illustrated in the commodification and forced hybridization of the Handmaids. 

Haraway's cyborg theory finds resonance in the Handmaids' hybrid identities, constructed and 

constrained by technological and social systems. Hayles' exploration of the posthuman 

condition is exemplified in the pervasive surveillance technologies that shape and limit 

human experiences in Gilead. 
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These theoretical frameworks not only elucidate the ethical dilemmas presented in the 

series but also highlight the broader implications of technological and ideological controls in 

contemporary society. The dystopian vision of Gilead serves as a cautionary tale, prompting 

critical reflection on the trajectory of technological advancements and their potential to 

reshape human identities and societal structures in profound ways. 

 

 

Ethical Issues in The Handmaid's Tale 

Hulu's adaptation of The Handmaid's Tale is a powerful exploration of ethical issues, 

particularly concerning reproductive rights, dehumanization, and the implications of 

ideological and technological control. The series not only dramatizes these issues but also 

encourages viewers to reflect on the broader ethical and societal implications. 

Reproductive Rights and the Commodification of Bodies 

The commodification of women's bodies is a central theme in The Handmaid's Tale, 

where women, particularly Handmaids, are reduced to mere vessels for reproduction. This 

commodification is emblematic of a broader ethical concern about the treatment of bodies as 

commodities, challenging viewers to consider the moral costs of such dehumanization. 

Season 1, Episode 3 ("Late") 

In this episode, the "Ceremony" is depicted in stark detail, showcasing how 

Handmaids are systematically raped by Commanders while their Wives are present. This 

ritualistic act, justified by Gilead's theocratic laws, reduces women to their reproductive 

capabilities, stripping them of autonomy and dignity. The commodification is further 

highlighted when Aunt Lydia explains to the Handmaids that their primary function is to bear 

children, thus valuing them solely based on their fertility. This scene vividly illustrates the 

ethical implications of commodifying bodies, echoing concerns in posthumanist thought 

about the reduction of human beings to functional components within a societal system. 

Season 2, Episode 10 ("The Last Ceremony") 

In a particularly harrowing scene, June is subjected to a brutal Ceremony when it is 

believed that she is not conceiving quickly enough. This scene exemplifies the extent to 

which women's bodies are controlled and commodified, not just for reproduction but also as a 

means of exerting power and control. The ethical violation here is stark, as the series forces 

viewers to confront the implications of treating individuals as mere tools for reproduction. 

 

Dehumanization and Resistance 

The character of June Osborne (Offred) is central to the exploration of 

dehumanization and resistance in The Handmaid's Tale. Her journey underscores the tension 

between oppressive forces that seek to dehumanize individuals and the resilient spirit of 

resistance that persists despite such conditions. 

Season 1, Episode 1 ("Offred") 

From the outset, June's narrative is one of resistance. Even as she is indoctrinated into 

the Handmaid's role, she maintains a silent but powerful internal resistance, refusing to fully 

submit to the identity imposed upon her. This episode lays the groundwork for understanding 

how individuals navigate and resist dehumanizing conditions, highlighting the importance of 

internal agency even in the face of external control. 

Season 2, Episode 13 ("The Word") 

June's act of defiance by refusing to leave Gilead without her daughter Hannah is a 

potent demonstration of resistance. Her decision to stay, despite the personal risk, is a 

powerful assertion of agency and humanity against a regime that seeks to reduce her to a 



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

                                   An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal 

                                        Impact Factor: 6.292 (SJIF) 

 

 
 Vol. 10, Issue 4 (December 2024)   

Page 63 

                          Dr. Siddhartha Sharma 
                                 Editor-in-Chief 

  

mere reproductive tool. This act challenges the deterministic control Gilead imposes on its 

citizens, highlighting the resilience of human identity in oppressive systems. 

 

Visual Symbolism and Ethical Commentary 

The visual elements in The Handmaid's Tale, particularly the Handmaids' red attire, 

serve as potent symbols of both control and resistance, providing a visual commentary on the 

series' ethical themes. 

Season 1, Episode 5 ("Faithful") 

 

The red attire of the Handmaids, contrasted with the blue of the Wives and the gray 

of the Aunts, visually reinforces the stratification and control within Gilead. The color red, 

often associated with fertility and blood, underscores the Handmaids' role as reproductive 

vessels, while also symbolizing danger and defiance. This dual symbolism is evident when 

June and other Handmaids form a silent protest by kneeling together in public, using their red 

attire to draw attention to their plight and resist their objectification. 

Season 2, Episode 11 ("Holly") 

In this episode, June gives birth alone in an abandoned house, surrounded by nature. 

The visual contrast between the sterile, controlled environment of Gilead and the raw, natural 

setting of her childbirth highlights the inherent conflict between the regime's oppressive 

control and the natural, uncontrolled aspects of human life. This scene serves as a powerful 

commentary on the resilience of life and identity against authoritarian control, extending the 

symbolism of the Handmaids' attire to broader ethical issues like environmental degradation 

and authoritarianism. 

 

Projecting Future Scenarios: Technology and Ideological Control 

The Handmaid's Tale projects current socio-political trends into a dystopian future, 

offering a cautionary tale about the ethical consequences of technological and ideological 

control. 

Season 3, Episode 6 ("Household") 

This episode depicts Gilead's technological control through the extensive use of 

surveillance, not only to monitor the Handmaids but also to control the dissemination of 

information. The tightly controlled media and the state's monopoly on knowledge highlight 

the dangers of ideological control, reflecting concerns about the manipulation of truth and 

reality in contemporary societies. This portrayal prompts viewers to consider how current 

trends in technology and media might evolve, and the potential threats they pose to human 

rights and freedoms. 

Season 4, Episode 10 ("The Wilderness") 

The climax of the series shows June escaping to Canada, where she continues to 

struggle with the psychological and ideological scars left by Gilead's control. This final act 

underscores the long-lasting effects of living under a regime that employs both technological 

and ideological control, reminding viewers of the pervasive and enduring nature of such 

power structures. The series ultimately serves as a warning about the potential future 

scenarios that could arise if technological and ideological controls are allowed to proliferate 

unchecked. 

 

Conclusion 

The detailed exploration of Hulu's The Handmaid's Tale through the lens of 

posthumanism reveals profound ethical implications surrounding technology, ideology, and 

their impacts on human identity and agency. This analysis underscores the critical need for 
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ethical contemplation as we navigate the complexities of a posthuman world, where the 

boundaries between the human and the non-human, the organic and the technological, are 

increasingly blurred. 

 

The series provides a stark depiction of a dystopian society where reproductive 

rights are systematically stripped away, and women's bodies are commodified and controlled 

by a totalitarian regime. This commodification, vividly illustrated through the Ceremony and 

the objectification of Handmaids, challenges viewers to reflect on the moral costs of treating 

human bodies as mere vessels for reproduction. The series serves as a cautionary tale about 

the dangers of dehumanizing individuals by reducing them to functional roles, a concern that 

resonates deeply with posthumanist critiques of anthropocentric values. 

 

June Osborne’s journey exemplifies the tension between dehumanization and 

resistance. Her struggle to maintain a sense of self and assert agency within an oppressive 

regime highlights the resilience of human identity against systemic control. June's resistance, 

whether through covert acts of defiance or personal sacrifices, underscores the importance of 

maintaining one's autonomy and humanity even when faced with extreme forms of control. 

This resistance is emblematic of the broader posthumanist discourse on the fluidity of identity 

and the capacity for agency within restrictive systems. 

 

The visual symbolism of the Handmaids' red attire further enriches the ethical 

commentary of the series. The red dresses symbolize both the regime’s control over women 

and their potential for rebellion. This duality extends to broader ethical issues such as 

environmental degradation and authoritarianism, drawing parallels between Gilead's fictional 

society and real-world concerns about the impact of ideological and technological dominance 

on society and the environment. 

 

As The Handmaid's Tale projects current socio-political trends into a potential 

dystopian future, it serves as a powerful reminder of the consequences of unchecked 

technological and ideological control. The series prompts viewers to critically assess how 

present-day technologies and ideologies might evolve, posing significant threats to human 

rights and freedoms. By examining the intersections of posthumanism and ethics, this paper 

provides a framework for understanding the complex and often troubling implications of 

these advancements. 

 

In conclusion, the analysis of The Handmaid's Tale highlights the necessity for 

ongoing vigilance and critical reflection in the face of rapid technological and social 

transformations. As society continues to advance into the posthuman era, it is essential to 

consider the ethical dimensions of these changes and their impact on identity, agency, and 

control. This framework not only contributes to current discussions on posthumanism in 

media and society but also emphasizes the importance of ethical engagement in shaping a 

future that respects and preserves human dignity and autonomy amidst technological and 

ideological shifts. 
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