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Abstract 

This paper examines the institutionalized oppression of women through the manipulation of 

reproductive responsibility in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. It explores how the dystopian 

regime of Gilead weaponizes the maternal role by reducing women to their reproductive capacities, 

employing surveillance, commodification, and religious manipulation to control their bodies and 

identities. The analysis delves into the mechanisms by which the state sustains its patriarchal power, 

such as ritualized sexual violence, forced surrogacy, and the distortion of Biblical narratives, to justify 

its exploitation of women. The paper investigates acts of resistance and reclamation of autonomy by 

the female characters, revealing how small acts of defiance and solidarity challenge Gilead’s 

oppressive structures. Atwood’s narrative is argued to be a critique not only of the fictional society but 

also of contemporary real-world issues surrounding reproductive rights, gender inequality, and bodily 

autonomy. Ultimately, the novel serves as both a warning against the erosion of rights and a call to 

resist patriarchal systems that seek to control and commodify women’s bodies. 
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1. Introduction 

Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale is more 

than just a dystopian narrative; it is a profound 

exploration of how reproductive roles can be 

manipulated and distorted within a patriarchal 

society to serve as tools of systemic control and 

oppression. Set in the totalitarian theocracy of 

Gilead, the novel offers a harrowing depiction of 

a world where women’s bodies and their 

capacity for childbirth are strictly monitored, 

regulated, and ultimately commodified. In this 

regime, fertility is a scarce resource, and women 

are classified based on their reproductive 

capabilities, reduced to the singular function of 

bearing children. Atwood’s work reimagines the 

maternal role—often idealized in society as a 

symbol of nurturing and familial 

connection—into a stark, utilitarian function that 

serves the state’s interests rather than the 

individual’s desires or autonomy. The institution 

of motherhood is weaponized, with Handmaids 

like Offred coerced into a life of sexual servitude 

under the guise of religious duty, where 

ritualized rape, enforced through the ceremonial 

act known as “The Ceremony,” strips women of 

their bodily autonomy and human dignity. This 

Journal of Research in Social Science 

and Humanities  

ISSN 2709-1910 

www.pioneerpublisher.com/jrssh 

Volume 3 Number 9 September 2024 

 



 Journal of Research in Social Science and Humanities 

23 
 

transformation of motherhood into a 

compulsory duty is further entrenched by the 

state’s use of religious ideology to justify its 

control, selectively interpreting Biblical texts to 

promote the subjugation of women and 

naturalize their oppression. Atwood critiques 

this appropriation of women’s reproductive 

roles by emphasizing the pervasive surveillance 

that dominates their lives—from the Eyes, a 

secret police force, to the Aunts, women turned 

enforcers of the regime, who police even the 

smallest bodily function. The novel draws 

attention to the broader implications of such 

state-imposed control: the reduction of women 

to their reproductive value, the fragmentation of 

female solidarity through enforced hierarchies, 

and the commodification of fertility itself. This 

essay examines how Atwood’s narrative exposes 

the dangers of a system where reproductive 

responsibility becomes a measure of worth, 

arguing that in Gilead, the institutionalized 

oppression of women’s reproductive rights is 

both a means of maintaining patriarchal power 

and a commentary on real-world struggles for 

bodily autonomy and gender equality. Atwood’s 

vision is a stark reminder of how deeply 

embedded patriarchal structures can shape, 

define, and ultimately distort the essence of 

womanhood by controlling the most 

fundamental aspects of their existence—their 

bodies, their sexuality, and their right to choose. 

2. Reproductive Responsibility as a Tool of 

Oppression 

In Gilead, the enforcement of reproductive 

responsibility serves as a central mechanism of 

control, a means by which the state enforces 

strict gender hierarchies and subjugates women. 

The very foundation of Gilead’s social order 

hinges on the exploitation of fertile women, or 

Handmaids, whose roles are dictated solely by 

their capacity to reproduce. This exploitation is 

evident in how the state strips these women of 

their identities, reducing them to their biological 

function. The protagonist, Offred, becomes a 

powerful symbol of this reduction; even her 

name, a possessive “of Fred,” signifies her 

existence as property, an extension of her male 

Commander. This renaming erases her former 

self, reinforcing a state-imposed identity that 

revolves entirely around her reproductive duty. 

By denying women any sense of individuality 

beyond their fertility, Gilead transforms them 

into vessels for childbearing, systematically 

dehumanizing them in the process. 

The institutionalization of reproductive 

responsibility is further demonstrated through 

the ritual of “The Ceremony,” which epitomizes 

the state’s method of control. This ritual, cloaked 

in the language of religious observance, is a 

state-sanctioned act of sexual violence where 

Commanders attempt to impregnate 

Handmaids. The Ceremony serves several 

functions: it conflates the sacred with the 

profane, turning an act of coercion into a 

supposed moral duty, and it legitimizes rape as 

a necessary part of the social order. For the 

Handmaids, participation in this ritual is not a 

choice but an obligation; failure to comply could 

result in severe punishment, exile to the toxic 

Colonies, or even death. This coerced 

participation reflects how Gilead uses 

reproductive responsibility as a form of control, 

manipulating the very concept of motherhood 

into a transactional process devoid of personal 

agency, emotional connection, or familial bonds. 

Gilead’s appropriation of reproductive 

responsibility goes beyond the personal and 

becomes institutional, evident in the complex, 

hierarchical social structure designed to enforce 

fertility. The Commanders, as the primary 

beneficiaries of the state’s reproductive policies, 

wield immense power over the Handmaids, 

supported by their Wives, who play complicit 

roles in this system of oppression. The Wives, 

despite their higher status, are also subject to the 

state’s reproductive ideology, as they must rely 

on the Handmaids to fulfill their own maternal 

roles, further entrenching the hierarchy that 

divides women and aligns them with the state’s 

interests. This division prevents any sense of 

solidarity or resistance among women, 

reinforcing the patriarchal power structure that 

the state seeks to maintain. 

The use of language and ritual in enforcing 

reproductive responsibility is critical in Gilead. 

The Handmaids are indoctrinated with phrases 

such as “Blessed be the fruit,” a seemingly 

innocuous greeting that reinforces their primary 

function as bearers of children. This language 

normalizes their subjugation, transforming their 

oppression into a perceived divine mandate. The 

ritual of the Ceremony is reinforced through 

elaborate religious justification, such as the 

misappropriation of Biblical narratives like that 

of Rachel and Leah, whose desperate desire for 

children is used to validate the forced surrogacy 

of the Handmaids. By co-opting religious texts, 

Gilead’s rulers mask the brutality of their 
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practices, presenting them as divinely 

sanctioned duties rather than as human rights 

abuses. This selective interpretation of scripture 

serves to naturalize and legitimize the 

Handmaids’ subjugation, embedding their 

oppression within a framework that appears 

morally unassailable. 

The subjugation of the Handmaids is also 

maintained through constant surveillance and 

fear. The Eyes, Gilead’s secret police, monitor the 

Handmaids’ every movement, ensuring 

compliance with their reproductive roles. Public 

displays, such as the “Particicution,” where 

Handmaids are forced to participate in the 

execution of those deemed enemies of the state, 

further reinforce the environment of fear. These 

acts of public punishment serve as stark 

reminders of the consequences of dissent, 

maintaining a culture of submission and 

obedience among the Handmaids. The constant 

surveillance effectively transforms reproductive 

responsibility into a form of social control that 

extends beyond the body, encompassing every 

aspect of a woman’s existence. 

In Gilead, reproductive responsibility is not just 

a personal obligation but an institutionalized 

form of oppression that is central to the regime’s 

governance. The state’s control over 

reproduction becomes a means of sustaining its 

power, establishing a rigid social order where 

women are valued solely for their biological 

function. By turning motherhood into a 

state-enforced duty, Atwood reveals how 

patriarchal systems manipulate reproductive 

roles to maintain control, suppress dissent, and 

perpetuate inequality. The novel challenges 

readers to consider the implications of such 

control in real-world contexts, where debates 

over reproductive rights continue to highlight 

the intersection between bodily autonomy, 

gender inequality, and state power. Atwood’s 

portrayal of Gilead serves as a stark warning 

against the dangers of allowing any political or 

religious system to dictate women’s 

reproductive choices, ultimately exposing the 

extent to which reproductive responsibility can 

be weaponized as a tool of oppression. 

3. The Commodification of Motherhood 

The commodification of motherhood is a central 

theme that underscores the oppressive 

mechanisms of Gilead’s patriarchal society. The 

regime’s valuation of women is directly tied to 

their reproductive capacity, reducing them to 

mere commodities whose worth is determined 

by their ability to conceive and bear children. 

This commodification is vividly illustrated 

through the Handmaids, who are stripped of all 

personal rights and reduced to their biological 

function. They are subjected to a brutal system 

where their bodies are constantly scrutinized, 

monitored, and assessed for fertility. Frequent 

medical examinations—often invasive and 

dehumanizing—are conducted not for their 

health but to ensure that their bodies remain 

viable for reproduction. Through these practices, 

Atwood demonstrates how the state 

appropriates female bodies, turning them into 

state-owned assets whose primary purpose is to 

sustain Gilead’s rigid social and political order. 

The Handmaids’ value fluctuates based on their 

ability to produce offspring, and this variability 

is maintained through a system that rewards 

and punishes women according to their 

reproductive success or failure. For example, 

Handmaids who fail to conceive are publicly 

shamed, labeled as “unwomen,” and threatened 

with exile to the toxic Colonies, where they face 

a slow death. Those who succeed in giving birth 

are granted temporary privileges, such as 

improved living conditions or reduced 

surveillance, yet their status remains precarious 

and entirely dependent on their continued 

reproductive function. This dynamic reflects 

how motherhood is commodified into a form of 

currency; a woman’s worth is constantly 

negotiated and contingent on her fertility, 

reinforcing a dehumanizing system where she is 

valued only for what her body can produce. 

Atwood further explores this commodification 

through the relationship between the 

Handmaids and the Wives, exposing the deep 

contradictions and complexities within Gilead’s 

hierarchical society. While the Wives are infertile 

and occupy a superior social status, they remain 

entirely dependent on the Handmaids to fulfill 

their societal expectations of motherhood. This 

dependency creates a paradox where the Wives, 

who ostensibly hold power, are nevertheless 

powerless to fulfill their prescribed roles 

without the Handmaids. The Handmaids, 

meanwhile, although subjugated and stripped of 

autonomy, hold a certain leverage due to their 

fertility, which is both coveted and resented by 

the Wives. This tension between the two groups 

illustrates how Gilead’s system of 

commodification not only subjugates all women, 

regardless of their rank, but also fosters division 
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among them, ensuring that their shared 

oppression does not translate into solidarity or 

resistance. 

The commodification of motherhood is also 

evident in the transactional nature of surrogacy 

in Gilead, where children are seen as state 

property rather than individual members of a 

family. After birth, Handmaids are immediately 

separated from their babies, who are then given 

to the Wives. This separation is a deliberate act 

to prevent any emotional bonds between the 

biological mother and the child, emphasizing 

that the Handmaid’s role is purely functional, 

devoid of any personal or emotional significance. 

The state’s enforcement of this separation 

underlines the extent to which motherhood has 

been commodified: it is not a relationship but a 

process that is owned, regulated, and controlled 

by the state. Atwood uses this institutionalized 

surrogacy to critique how societies can exploit 

reproductive labor while denying the rights and 

emotional needs of those who provide it. 

Atwood’s depiction of the Aunts, women who 

enforce Gilead’s rules upon the Handmaids, 

adds another layer to the commodification of 

motherhood. The Aunts use propaganda and 

psychological manipulation to indoctrinate the 

Handmaids into believing that their sole 

purpose is to bear children for the state. 

Through rituals, lectures, and punishments, they 

reinforce the idea that a Handmaid’s worth is 

intrinsically linked to her reproductive 

capabilities. The Aunts themselves are a 

paradox—they wield authority, yet their power 

comes from enforcing the very system that 

commodifies their gender. By positioning the 

Aunts as agents of oppression, Atwood critiques 

the internalized misogyny that arises in 

patriarchal societies where women, often as a 

means of survival, become complicit in their 

own and others’ oppression. 

Atwood also highlights the commodification of 

motherhood by contrasting the Handmaids’ 

experiences with the rare phenomenon of the 

Econowives—women of lower social status who 

are expected to perform all female roles, 

including childbirth, without any state support 

or recognition. Unlike the Handmaids, 

Econowives do not benefit from the protection 

of the state’s reproductive apparatus, and their 

value is similarly reduced to their ability to 

perform multiple roles, yet without the focused 

institutional support that Handmaids receive for 

reproduction. This comparison illustrates how, 

in Gilead, the commodification of women’s roles 

varies by class and social status, but the 

underlying principle remains the same: women’s 

bodies are tools for production, whether for 

offspring or domestic labor. 

By presenting a society where motherhood is 

commodified, The Handmaid’s Tale critiques the 

ways in which women’s reproductive capacities 

have been historically and culturally exploited. 

Atwood warns against the dangers of reducing 

women to their biological functions, 

highlighting the dehumanizing effects of a 

system that views children not as individuals 

but as commodities necessary for the 

continuation of a social order. The novel urges 

readers to question the ways in which modern 

societies commodify women’s bodies and labor, 

drawing attention to the persistent inequalities 

and power dynamics that shape reproductive 

rights and gender roles. Atwood’s portrayal of 

Gilead serves as a chilling reminder of how 

easily a society can slip into a regime where 

women’s bodies are not their own, where 

motherhood becomes a state-controlled 

commodity, and where the personal becomes 

political in the most intimate and invasive of 

ways. 

4. Surveillance and the Policing of Female 

Bodies 

In The Handmaid’s Tale, surveillance and the 

policing of female bodies are central tools used 

by the regime of Gilead to maintain control and 

enforce its strict reproductive policies. This 

pervasive surveillance operates at multiple 

levels—both overt and covert—and is designed 

to ensure that women remain compliant, 

subservient, and primarily focused on their 

reproductive roles. At the heart of this system is 

the omnipresent secret police force known as 

“the Eyes,” who embody the constant gaze of 

the state, maintaining an atmosphere of fear and 

paranoia. The Eyes are tasked with monitoring 

not only the physical movements of women but 

also their social interactions, thoughts, and 

behaviors. Every action of the Handmaids is 

under scrutiny; even a furtive glance or 

whispered conversation can be construed as 

rebellion, subjecting them to severe punishment 

or death. This intense surveillance apparatus 

extends to every facet of a Handmaid’s life, 

ensuring that she remains constantly aware of 

her subjugated status and the consequences of 

any form of dissent. 
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The policing of female bodies in Gilead is 

enforced through both human agents and a 

carefully structured social system. The Aunts, 

women who have been indoctrinated and given 

power by the regime, play a crucial role in this 

surveillance network. They are responsible for 

indoctrinating the Handmaids into accepting 

their subjugation and enforcing strict discipline. 

The Aunts use a combination of psychological 

manipulation, shaming, and physical 

punishment to ensure compliance, embodying 

the internalized misogyny that supports the 

patriarchal system. By employing women to 

control other women, the regime effectively 

co-opts potential allies for resistance, instead 

turning them into instruments of their 

oppression. The Aunts’ control extends beyond 

physical surveillance; they police thoughts and 

emotions, teaching Handmaids to suppress any 

feelings of individuality, desire, or resistance. 

This internalized surveillance is reinforced by 

ritualistic practices such as the “Salvagings” and 

“Particicutions,” where women are forced to 

publicly participate in the punishment or 

execution of those who defy the state’s rules, 

thereby binding them further into complicity 

and reinforcing a culture of mutual distrust and 

fear. 

In Gilead, even the most natural biological 

functions of women, such as menstruation, 

pregnancy, and childbirth, are subject to 

surveillance and regulation. Pregnancies, for 

example, are highly public matters, with 

Handmaids who conceive receiving ritualistic 

praise while those who suffer miscarriages or 

fail to conceive are met with suspicion, blame, 

and often punishment. This reproductive 

policing transforms a woman’s body into a 

battleground, where her every bodily function 

becomes a site of state control and public 

scrutiny. The state’s relentless policing of 

reproductive success serves to reinforce the 

ideology that a woman’s worth is entirely 

dependent on her fertility and ability to produce 

healthy offspring. Miscarriages, stillbirths, and 

other complications are not seen as natural 

occurrences but rather as personal failures, a 

breach of duty, or even as signs of moral or 

ideological deviance. This brutal reduction of a 

woman’s body to its reproductive capabilities 

eliminates any sense of bodily autonomy or 

privacy, and it cultivates an environment where 

women internalize the state’s gaze, policing their 

own behaviors to avoid suspicion and 

punishment. 

Gilead’s use of surveillance extends beyond 

physical control to psychological manipulation, 

turning women into both the watched and the 

watchers. This psychological surveillance creates 

an atmosphere of constant tension, where 

Handmaids, Wives, and Marthas are 

encouraged to spy on one another. Women are 

trained to report even minor deviations from the 

regime’s rules, fostering a culture of fear and 

suspicion that effectively prevents the formation 

of any bonds of solidarity or trust. For example, 

Offred constantly worries about being betrayed 

by her fellow Handmaid, Ofglen, who might be 

a loyalist to the regime or a member of the 

underground resistance. This duality of 

roles—where every woman could be an enemy 

or an ally—highlights the paranoia induced by a 

society under constant surveillance, where the 

personal is always political, and privacy is a 

luxury no one can afford. 

The enforcement of surveillance in Gilead is also 

ritualized in public events that further assert the 

regime’s control over women’s bodies and minds. 

The “Birth Days,” where Handmaids are forced 

to attend and witness a childbirth, serve as a 

public spectacle of reproductive success, 

reinforcing the idea that the sole purpose of a 

woman’s existence is to give birth. During these 

events, the Handmaids are coerced into 

performing displays of unity and joy, despite 

their personal feelings, masking the underlying 

fear and anxiety that such reproductive 

responsibilities entail. This spectacle is a form of 

performative surveillance where women must 

publicly display their complicity and 

enthusiasm for the regime’s goals, even if they 

privately harbor resentment or fear. 

The use of constant surveillance is reflected in 

the regime’s spatial organization, particularly in 

the design of living spaces that facilitate 

monitoring and control. The Handmaids live in 

designated quarters where their movements are 

restricted, and they are forbidden from reading, 

writing, or engaging in any activity that might 

foster intellectual or emotional independence. 

Mirrors are removed, and windows are small 

and covered, symbolizing the lack of 

self-reflection or agency. Their bodies and minds 

are meant to be focused solely on the act of 

reproduction, with no room for self-expression 

or identity. This architectural surveillance 

extends the reach of Gilead’s control, creating a 

physical environment that mirrors the 
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psychological constraints imposed on the 

women, perpetuating their subjugation and 

reinforcing the internalization of state control. 

Atwood’s depiction of surveillance in The 

Handmaid’s Tale is a critical commentary on the 

ways in which modern societies monitor and 

regulate women’s bodies, both overtly and 

covertly. By presenting a world where 

surveillance is pervasive and reproductive 

policing is a normalized state function, Atwood 

draws attention to real-world parallels where 

women’s reproductive rights and bodily 

autonomy are continually challenged and 

monitored by political, social, and religious 

institutions. The novel critiques how 

surveillance, in both its physical and 

psychological forms, becomes a tool of 

oppression, maintaining a patriarchal order that 

systematically diminishes the agency and 

humanity of women. Atwood’s narrative thus 

serves as a cautionary tale, warning of the 

dangers inherent in any society that seeks to 

control women by policing their bodies and 

their choices, ultimately exposing the fragility of 

rights and freedoms that can so easily be eroded 

under the guise of moral or political 

imperatives. 

5. The Manipulation of Religious Ideology 

Margaret Atwood intricately illustrates how 

religious ideology is manipulated to justify and 

perpetuate an oppressive patriarchal system. 

The totalitarian regime of Gilead constructs its 

authority and moral rationale by selectively 

interpreting Biblical texts, repurposing religious 

narratives, and distorting religious symbols to 

support its draconian reproductive policies. By 

appropriating religious language and scripture, 

Gilead transforms motherhood from a personal 

and biological experience into a state-imposed 

divine obligation. This manipulation of religious 

ideology not only serves to mask the regime’s 

exploitative practices but also presents them as 

sanctified, inevitable, and beyond reproach. 

Central to this manipulation is the regime’s 

selective use of Biblical figures and stories to 

naturalize the Handmaids’ role as surrogate 

mothers. The narrative of Rachel and Leah, 

drawn from the Old Testament, is frequently 

invoked to legitimize the forced surrogacy 

imposed on the Handmaids. In the Biblical 

account, Rachel, who is barren, offers her maid 

Bilhah to her husband Jacob to bear children on 

her behalf, which is framed as a pious act of 

devotion and duty. Gilead’s leaders use this 

story to provide a theological precedent for the 

practice of surrogacy, portraying the 

Handmaids’ enforced childbearing as a 

continuation of a long-standing, divinely 

sanctioned tradition. However, in appropriating 

this narrative, the regime conveniently ignores 

the context, complexities, and consent involved 

in the original story, instead reducing it to a 

simplistic scriptural endorsement of 

reproductive subjugation. This deliberate 

omission underscores the state’s selective 

interpretation of religious texts to serve its 

ideological ends, framing the Handmaids’ 

suffering and exploitation as morally righteous. 

The state further exploits religious ideology by 

adopting the figure of Mary, the Virgin Mother, 

as a model for the Handmaids to emulate. Mary 

is revered in Christian doctrine for her purity, 

obedience, and selfless acceptance of her role as 

the mother of Jesus. Gilead twists this image, 

promoting it as the epitome of feminine virtue 

and expecting the Handmaids to embody 

similar qualities of submission, passivity, and 

unquestioning acceptance of their roles as 

bearers of children for the ruling elite. This 

manipulation serves a dual purpose: it 

reinforces the regime’s patriarchal values by 

setting an unreachable standard of purity and 

submission while also shaming any deviation 

from this ideal as sinful or unnatural. In doing 

so, Gilead weaponizes religious figures to 

enforce compliance and suppress any form of 

dissent or resistance, effectively using religion as 

a tool for social control. 

The use of religious rhetoric in Gilead reveals 

the profound irony and hypocrisy embedded 

within the regime’s patriarchal system. 

Although the regime claims to uphold and 

protect “traditional family values,” it 

systematically undermines the integrity of the 

family unit by tearing children away from their 

birth mothers and enforcing surrogate 

motherhood. The coerced separation of 

Handmaids from their babies at birth is justified 

by the regime as a necessary sacrifice for the 

greater good, yet it starkly contradicts the 

Biblical emphasis on familial bonds, love, and 

nurturing. This hypocrisy exposes the 

underlying fallacy of Gilead’s religious 

justification: while it purports to be upholding 

divine law, it actually distorts religious doctrine 

to serve its own totalitarian purposes. Through 

this lens, Atwood critiques the often 
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unquestioned intertwining of religion and state 

power, highlighting how religious narratives can 

be distorted and reinterpreted to perpetuate 

systemic oppression and legitimize state 

violence. 

The manipulation of religious ideology in Gilead 

is further illustrated through its use of language, 

rituals, and symbols that are deeply rooted in 

Christian tradition but are repurposed to 

support the regime’s oppressive agenda. 

Common greetings such as “Blessed be the 

fruit” and responses like “May the Lord open” 

are not merely religious expressions but are 

designed to reinforce the Handmaids’ 

reproductive function, reminding them 

constantly of their role and value in society. This 

pervasive use of religious language serves to 

normalize their subjugation, embedding the 

state’s reproductive policies into the very fabric 

of everyday communication. It transforms the 

Handmaids’ experience of womanhood into a 

continuous religious ritual where their bodies 

are temples, not of personal spirituality, but of 

state control. 

The appropriation of religious symbols and 

practices is also evident in the ritualized events 

that mark the Handmaids’ lives. The 

“Ceremony,” for instance, is cloaked in religious 

language and is conducted as a form of 

communal worship, with readings from the 

Bible preceding the act of ritualized rape. By 

framing the Ceremony as a sacred duty, Gilead 

blurs the lines between spiritual devotion and 

sexual violence, presenting the exploitation of 

the Handmaids as a divinely mandated act 

rather than a violation of their bodily autonomy 

and human dignity. This conflation of religious 

ritual with state-sanctioned rape reveals how 

religious ideology is perverted to serve as a tool 

of control, where even the most brutal and 

dehumanizing acts are presented as expressions 

of faith and obedience to God. 

Atwood’s narrative also draws attention to the 

ways in which religious texts are selectively 

edited and manipulated to reinforce Gilead’s 

power structure. The Bible, the central religious 

text of Gilead, is kept under lock and key, 

accessible only to the male Commanders, who 

use it to justify their authority and control. 

Women are forbidden from reading it or 

interpreting it for themselves, thereby denying 

them any direct access to the sacred texts that 

dictate their lives. This monopolization of 

religious knowledge by men highlights the 

regime’s deliberate effort to maintain 

interpretive authority, ensuring that religious 

ideology remains a one-sided discourse that 

serves to uphold patriarchal power. By 

controlling who has access to religious texts and 

how they are interpreted, Gilead reinforces its 

own legitimacy while simultaneously stripping 

women of any spiritual autonomy or voice. 

Through these depictions, Atwood critiques the 

dangers of allowing religious ideology to be 

co-opted by authoritarian regimes to justify the 

subjugation of marginalized groups. She 

exposes how religious doctrines, when 

manipulated and selectively interpreted, can 

become tools of oppression that enforce 

conformity and silence dissent. Atwood’s 

portrayal of Gilead serves as a powerful warning 

against the potential for any state to misuse 

religious narratives to validate its policies, 

emphasizing the need for vigilance in 

maintaining the separation of religious beliefs 

and state governance. Her narrative urges 

readers to recognize how the manipulation of 

religious ideology can be used to perpetuate 

inequality, dehumanize individuals, and 

legitimize systemic abuses of power under the 

guise of divine authority. 

6. The Manipulation of Religious Ideology 

Margaret Atwood explores the manipulation of 

religious ideology as a powerful tool of control, 

used by the regime of Gilead to justify and 

perpetuate a deeply oppressive social order. The 

state selectively interprets Biblical texts, 

appropriating religious figures, narratives, and 

symbols to construct a moral and divine 

rationale for its draconian reproductive policies. 

This selective scriptural interpretation is 

designed to present Gilead’s practices, including 

forced surrogacy and the subjugation of women, 

as divinely mandated, thereby masking the 

regime’s exploitative nature under a guise of 

piety, moral duty, and religious devotion. By 

distorting religious doctrine in this way, Gilead 

turns motherhood from a personal and 

biological choice into a state-imposed obligation, 

effectively weaponizing faith to legitimize and 

sustain systemic oppression. 

At the core of this manipulation is the regime’s 

use of Biblical figures such as Rachel, Leah, and 

Mary, who are strategically invoked to 

naturalize the role of the Handmaids as 

surrogate mothers. In the Old Testament, Rachel 

and Leah, both wives of Jacob, provide their 
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handmaids to him to bear children on their 

behalf when they themselves struggle with 

fertility. Gilead uses this narrative to normalize 

the practice of forcing fertile women to bear 

children for the ruling elite, presenting it as a 

continuation of a sacred tradition. However, this 

interpretation strips the original story of its 

complexities, consent, and cultural context, 

reducing it to a simplistic endorsement of 

reproductive subjugation. This selective retelling 

erases the nuances of the Biblical text, such as 

the personal agency of the women involved and 

the historical realities of their time, instead 

reducing it to a divine command that must be 

followed unquestioningly in Gilead. This not 

only legitimizes the Handmaids’ suffering but 

also frames it as a form of spiritual obedience, 

reinforcing the regime’s control over their bodies 

and lives. 

The regime’s co-optation of the figure of Mary, 

the Virgin Mother, is equally significant in 

reinforcing its control over women. Mary is 

revered in Christian doctrine for her purity, 

submission, and selflessness, and Gilead 

manipulates this image to establish an ideal of 

feminine virtue that the Handmaids are 

expected to emulate. By promoting Mary as a 

model, the regime glorifies the notions of 

chastity, silence, and unquestioning acceptance 

of one’s role, thereby encouraging Handmaids to 

see their enforced childbearing as a holy duty. 

This idealization of Mary serves a dual purpose: 

it sanctifies the Handmaids’ suffering as a 

pathway to divine favor while simultaneously 

shaming any resistance or deviation from this 

imposed role as sinful or morally corrupt. In this 

way, Gilead uses the figure of Mary not only to 

enforce compliance but also to suppress any 

sense of personal agency, dissent, or autonomy 

among the women under its rule. 

The manipulation of religious ideology in Gilead 

is deeply ironic and hypocritical, revealing the 

contradictions within the regime’s patriarchal 

system. While Gilead claims to uphold 

“traditional family values,” its practices directly 

undermine the integrity of the family unit by 

enforcing surrogate motherhood, tearing 

children away from their birth mothers, and 

denying women any say in the matter. The 

regime’s policy of forcibly separating 

Handmaids from their babies immediately after 

birth—handing the children over to the 

Commanders’ Wives—is justified as a necessary 

act to maintain social order and ensure that 

children are raised within the so-called “proper” 

structure of a family. However, this policy 

blatantly contradicts the Christian emphasis on 

the sanctity of the family, the bond between 

parent and child, and the importance of love and 

nurturing in human relationships. Gilead’s 

actions expose a fundamental hypocrisy: while it 

publicly venerates family values, it 

simultaneously dismantles and perverts the very 

concept of family to maintain its control and 

power. 

Gilead’s manipulation of religious texts and 

symbols extends beyond its selective use of 

Biblical narratives; it also involves the 

monopolization and reinterpretation of sacred 

texts. The Bible, central to the religious and 

cultural life of Gilead, is kept under strict control, 

accessible only to male Commanders who use it 

to justify their authority. Women are forbidden 

from reading the Bible or interpreting its 

teachings for themselves, ensuring that the 

regime maintains absolute control over religious 

discourse and its application. This denial of 

access to sacred texts prevents women from 

challenging the regime’s narrative or forming 

alternative interpretations that might empower 

them or expose the fallacies in Gilead’s religious 

justification. By controlling who can read and 

interpret the Bible, Gilead ensures that its 

particular brand of religious ideology remains 

unquestioned and unchallenged, solidifying its 

power and the subordination of women. 

Gilead employs religious rhetoric to normalize 

its practices, embedding its oppressive 

ideologies into the daily lives and language of its 

citizens. Common greetings such as “Blessed be 

the fruit” and responses like “May the Lord 

open” are more than mere expressions of faith; 

they are carefully crafted phrases designed to 

reinforce the Handmaids’ role as bearers of 

children. This religious language permeates 

every aspect of life in Gilead, creating a culture 

where women’s subjugation is constantly 

reinforced as a natural and divinely ordained 

condition. The use of such language serves to 

erase any sense of individuality or autonomy, 

turning the personal experience of faith into a 

state-controlled ritual that justifies and 

maintains the regime’s reproductive policies. 

The rituals that define life in Gilead, such as 

“The Ceremony,” are similarly manipulated to 

blend religious observance with state control. 

The Ceremony is presented as a sacred duty, 

with readings from the Bible preceding the 
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ritualized rape of the Handmaids by the 

Commanders. By framing this act as a religious 

rite, the regime blurs the distinction between 

devotion and coercion, presenting its 

exploitation of the Handmaids as a holy act 

rather than a violation of human rights. This 

conflation of religious ritual with state policy 

exemplifies how Gilead uses religious ideology 

to mask its authoritarianism, turning acts of 

violence and domination into purported 

expressions of faith and divine will. 

Atwood’s exploration of the manipulation of 

religious ideology in The Handmaid’s Tale serves 

as a powerful critique of how religion can be 

used to perpetuate systemic inequality and 

control. The regime’s selective use of religious 

narratives and its monopolization of religious 

discourse reveal the dangers of intertwining 

religion with state power, particularly when 

religious beliefs are co-opted to justify policies 

that fundamentally violate human rights and 

dignity. Atwood warns against the potential for 

any society to distort religious doctrine to serve 

its own interests, using faith as a tool to 

maintain control, suppress dissent, and 

legitimize the exploitation and subjugation of 

marginalized groups. Her narrative exposes the 

fragility of rights and freedoms in the face of 

such manipulations, urging readers to remain 

vigilant against the co-opting of religion by 

authoritarian regimes and to recognize the 

profound impact of such distortions on 

individual autonomy and social justice. 

7. Resistance and the Reclamation of the 

Maternal Role 

Resistance and the reclamation of the maternal 

role emerge as vital acts of defiance against 

Gilead’s oppressive regime. Even within the 

tightly controlled, authoritarian state that 

systematically reduces women to their 

reproductive functions, Atwood depicts subtle 

yet profound forms of resistance that challenge 

the regime’s total control over women’s bodies 

and identities. The maternal role, manipulated 

and commodified by Gilead, becomes a site of 

both oppression and potential empowerment. 

Through characters such as Offred, Moira, and 

others, Atwood illustrates how women reclaim 

aspects of their identities, resist dehumanization, 

and subvert the regime’s efforts to dictate their 

maternal roles. This resistance is not always 

overt; it is often nuanced, embedded in acts of 

quiet defiance, personal memory, and 

subversive solidarity. 

Offred, the novel’s protagonist, embodies the 

complexities of resistance within Gilead’s 

restrictive social structure. Though outwardly 

compliant, Offred engages in numerous small 

but meaningful acts of defiance that reflect her 

efforts to reclaim her identity and agency, 

particularly in relation to her maternal role. She 

repeatedly recalls her daughter from her 

previous life, keeping alive the memory of their 

bond despite the regime’s attempts to erase her 

past and redefine her solely as a reproductive 

vessel. These memories serve as a powerful form 

of resistance, allowing Offred to maintain a 

sense of self that is separate from the identity 

imposed upon her by Gilead. Her silent acts of 

remembering become a means of preserving her 

humanity and rejecting the state’s narrative that 

she is nothing more than a Handmaid, a 

“two-legged womb.” By holding onto these 

memories, Offred quietly subverts the regime’s 

control over her mind and spirit, demonstrating 

that the maternal role, stripped of its emotional 

and personal dimensions by Gilead, still carries 

the potential for individual empowerment and 

resistance. 

Offred also resists the regime’s control through 

her relationships with others, particularly 

through her secret affair with Nick, the 

Commander’s chauffeur. This affair, which 

begins as a strategic move orchestrated by 

Serena Joy to increase Offred’s chances of 

conceiving, becomes an act of rebellion against 

Gilead’s reproductive policies. By engaging in a 

sexual relationship that is outside the sanctioned 

“Ceremony” and driven by personal desire 

rather than state mandates, Offred reclaims a 

measure of control over her body and sexuality. 

This relationship allows her to experience a 

semblance of intimacy and emotional connection, 

which is strictly forbidden under Gilead’s laws. 

Through this defiance, she challenges the 

regime’s reduction of sex to a purely functional 

act for reproduction, thereby asserting her right 

to pleasure and agency over her own body. This 

personal rebellion highlights how the 

reclamation of the maternal role can intersect 

with other aspects of identity, including sexual 

autonomy, to resist the dehumanizing forces of 

Gilead. 

Moira, another key character, represents a more 

overt form of resistance against Gilead’s 

appropriation of the maternal role. Moira’s 

escape from the Red Center, where Handmaids 

are indoctrinated, serves as a powerful act of 
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defiance against the state’s attempt to control 

female bodies and minds. Moira embodies the 

spirit of rebellion and refuses to accept the role 

that Gilead has assigned to her. Her escape is an 

assertion of autonomy, a rejection of the regime’s 

coercive control over her reproductive capacities, 

and a refusal to be reduced to a mere tool for 

childbearing. Even after her recapture and 

forced placement at Jezebel’s—a state-sanctioned 

brothel—Moira continues to resist in subtle 

ways, refusing to fully assimilate into the 

oppressive system. Her story inspires others, 

including Offred, to consider the possibilities of 

resistance, however limited they may appear. 

Through Moira, Atwood highlights that the 

maternal role, when reclaimed as part of a 

broader struggle for freedom, becomes a site of 

resistance against the dehumanization and 

commodification imposed by the state. 

Atwood also explores resistance through 

collective action and solidarity among women, 

which is a significant means of reclaiming the 

maternal role. Despite Gilead’s efforts to isolate 

and divide women, fostering distrust and 

competition, small acts of solidarity emerge as 

forms of resistance. The underground network 

known as “Mayday” symbolizes a form of 

organized resistance against Gilead, providing 

hope for the possibility of overthrowing the 

oppressive regime. Although much of this 

resistance is conducted in secret and involves 

considerable risk, it represents a form of 

collective resistance that transcends individual 

survival. Women within this network share 

information, provide escape routes, and support 

each other in subtle ways that undermine the 

state’s attempts to control them. This solidarity 

challenges Gilead’s strategy of using the 

maternal role as a tool for oppression by 

demonstrating that women can still find ways to 

resist collectively, reclaiming their autonomy 

and asserting their identities beyond the 

constraints imposed by the state. 

The reclamation of the maternal role is further 

exemplified in the quiet yet potent acts of 

subversion by characters like Janine, who 

initially appears broken by Gilead’s coercive 

tactics but later exhibits moments of defiance. 

Janine, who has been psychologically 

manipulated by the Aunts and subjected to 

intense public shaming, initially conforms to 

Gilead’s expectations, even embracing her role 

as a Handmaid. However, after her child is 

taken from her, she begins to display signs of 

rebellion, refusing to participate in the state’s 

rituals and openly defying the Aunts’ authority. 

Her psychological breakdown can be seen as an 

act of resistance against the extreme pressures 

exerted upon her to conform to the maternal role 

dictated by the state. In these moments, Janine 

disrupts the carefully constructed façade of 

order and compliance that Gilead seeks to 

maintain, exposing the emotional and 

psychological costs of its oppressive practices. 

Atwood also uses the character of Serena Joy, the 

Commander’s Wife, to illustrate a more complex 

form of resistance and reclamation of the 

maternal role. Although Serena Joy is a key 

figure in enforcing Gilead’s rules and oppressing 

other women, she also experiences the regime’s 

constraints firsthand. As a Wife, she is deprived 

of her own chance to bear children and is forced 

to rely on the Handmaids, which creates a sense 

of resentment and frustration. Serena’s decision 

to orchestrate Offred’s secret relationship with 

Nick to facilitate conception is both an act of 

complicity and resistance. It reflects her own 

desire to reclaim some control over the 

reproductive process, subverting the state’s 

authority by bypassing the official Ceremony. 

Although her motivations are self-serving, this 

act illustrates how even those who benefit from 

Gilead’s system can seek to resist its limitations 

and reclaim a sense of agency within their 

constrained roles. 

Atwood’s narrative demonstrates that the 

maternal role, even when twisted and exploited 

by an oppressive regime, can still be reclaimed 

as a source of resistance. Through their personal 

memories, illicit relationships, subversive acts, 

and moments of solidarity, the women in The 

Handmaid’s Tale resist Gilead’s attempts to 

reduce them to mere instruments of 

reproduction. Atwood shows that resistance can 

take many forms, from quiet acts of defiance 

and personal resilience to more overt challenges 

against the regime’s authority. By reclaiming 

their maternal roles in ways that affirm their 

agency and humanity, the women of Gilead 

challenge the state’s dehumanizing practices and 

reveal the power of resilience and resistance, 

even in the most repressive of societies. Their 

defiance serves as a testament to the enduring 

capacity for resistance against systems of control 

that seek to dominate not only bodies but also 

minds, hearts, and souls. 

8. Conclusion 
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The Handmaid’s Tale presents a searing critique of 

the ways in which reproductive responsibility, 

when manipulated and institutionalized, 

becomes a potent tool of systemic oppression 

within a patriarchal society. Atwood’s dystopian 

vision does more than merely depict the 

appropriation of women’s bodies for state 

purposes; it lays bare the underlying societal 

and ideological structures that sustain and 

legitimize such practices. Through the 

harrowing experiences of the Handmaids and 

other women in Gilead, Atwood reveals how 

deeply entrenched patriarchal power seeks to 

control not only women’s bodies but also their 

identities, relationships, and autonomy. The 

novel exposes the mechanisms—such as 

surveillance, the commodification of 

motherhood, and the manipulation of religious 

ideology—by which oppressive regimes 

maintain control, suggesting that such forces are 

not confined to the fictional realm of Gilead but 

are present in contemporary societies where 

reproductive rights and bodily autonomy 

continue to be sites of political and ideological 

contestation. 

Atwood’s narrative compels readers to examine 

how these dynamics play out in the real world, 

where the policing of women’s bodies is often 

justified through moral, religious, or cultural 

arguments. By drawing parallels between the 

fictional world of Gilead and real-life struggles 

for reproductive rights, the novel forces a critical 

reflection on the ways in which societal 

structures, laws, and policies can work to restrict 

or deny women the right to make autonomous 

decisions about their bodies. The novel’s 

exploration of the intersection between power, 

gender, and reproduction highlights how state 

control over reproduction is not only a tool of 

domination but also a means of perpetuating 

broader social inequalities. Atwood thus 

critiques the often invisible or normalized 

practices that govern women’s reproductive 

lives, challenging readers to recognize and resist 

these forces in their own societies. 

The Handmaid’s Tale serves as a powerful 

reminder of the fragility of rights and freedoms, 

particularly those related to bodily autonomy. 

By presenting a world where hard-won rights 

can be rapidly eroded under the guise of moral 

or religious imperatives, Atwood emphasizes 

the importance of vigilance and resistance 

against any encroachment on personal freedoms. 

The novel underscores the dangers of 

complacency, illustrating how easily societies 

can slide into authoritarianism when 

fundamental rights are taken for granted or 

when oppressive ideologies are allowed to 

flourish unchecked. In this sense, Atwood’s 

work is not only a cautionary tale about the 

possible future but also a call to action for the 

present, urging readers to actively defend and 

advocate for the rights of all individuals to 

control their own bodies and destinies. 

The Handmaid’s Tale challenges us to consider the 

full implications of reproductive control and to 

recognize that battles over reproductive rights 

are about more than just individual choice; they 

are about the power dynamics that shape our 

societies, the values we uphold, and the futures 

we envision. By shining a light on the ways in 

which oppressive systems can manipulate and 

exploit reproductive roles, Atwood calls for a 

reimagining of a world where women are not 

defined by their biological capacities but are 

empowered to live freely and fully as 

autonomous individuals. Her novel stands as a 

stark warning against the erosion of freedoms 

and a powerful testament to the necessity of 

resistance in the face of systemic oppression. 
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