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Abstract: 

Margaret Atwood's novel, "The Handmaid's Tale," has become a seminal work in feminist literature, 

exploring the themes of feminism and patriarchy within a dystopian society. Set in the totalitarian regime of 

Gilead, the story portrays a world where women are oppressed, stripped of their autonomy, and reduced to 

their reproductive functions.  Through the experiences of the Handmaids, Atwood exposes the dehumanizing 

effects of patriarchy, highlighting the consequences of limiting women's agency and reproductive rights. The 

novel serves as a powerful critique of patriarchal power structures and the erasure of women's individuality 

and autonomy.  Atwood challenges traditional gender roles and delves into the ways in which women are 

marginalized and subjugated in Gilead. The novel examines the role of religion in justifying and enforcing 

patriarchal systems, shedding light on the dangers of theocratic governance. 

"The Handmaid's Tale" also addresses the complexities of resistance and complicity. Atwood explores 

the internalized oppression that can occur under patriarchy, emphasizing the need for solidarity and collective 

action to challenge oppressive systems.  Overall, "The Handmaid's Tale" serves as a cautionary tale, urging 

readers to reflect on the importance of gender equality, women's rights, and the dangers of complacency in the 

face of regressive ideologies. Atwood's powerful storytelling sparks important conversations about the 

intersections of feminism and patriarchy, inspiring readers to strive for a future where equality and autonomy 

are the foundation of society. 

Keywords: Feminism, Patriarchy, Margaret Atwood,  The Handmaid's Tale etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.jetir.org/


© 2023 JETIR May 2023, Volume 10, Issue 5                                                                    www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162) 

JETIR2305G54 Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org p384 
 

INTRODUCTION: 

Margaret Atwood is a renowned Canadian author, poet, essayist, and literary critic. Born on November 

18, 1939, in Ottawa, Ontario, Atwood has made significant contributions to contemporary literature with her 

thought-provoking works that explore themes such as feminism, dystopia, identity, and environmentalism. She 

is widely regarded as one of the most important and influential writers of our time.  Atwood's literary career 

spans several decades, and her extensive body of work includes novels, poetry collections, short stories, and 

non-fiction. She has received numerous accolades and awards for her contributions to literature, including the 

Governor General's Award, the Booker Prize, and the Golden Booker Prize. Atwood's writing is characterized 

by its richly layered narratives, vivid imagery, sharp social commentary, and compelling exploration of 

complex characters and themes.  One of Atwood's most celebrated and influential works is "The Handmaid's 

Tale," published in 1985. The dystopian novel has achieved global recognition and has been adapted into 

various forms, including a critically acclaimed television series. It explores themes of feminism, patriarchy, 

reproductive rights, and the dangers of authoritarianism, resonating deeply with readers and sparking important 

conversations about women's rights and societal power dynamics. 

Throughout her career, Atwood has been an outspoken advocate for women's rights, environmental 

issues, and freedom of expression. Her writings often confront societal norms and challenge established power 

structures, inviting readers to critically examine the world around them. Atwood's literary contributions extend 

beyond her own works, as she has also been an influential mentor and supporter of emerging writers, 

encouraging diverse voices and perspectives in literature.  Beyond her literary achievements, Atwood's cultural 

impact and influence are far-reaching. Her works have become touchstones of contemporary literature, studied 

in schools and universities worldwide. Atwood's insightful observations and engaging storytelling have 

captivated audiences and inspired generations of readers, making her an enduring figure in the literary 

landscape.  With her profound insights into human nature, her ability to tackle complex themes with nuance and 

depth, and her commitment to raising awareness about pressing social issues, Margaret Atwood has solidified 

her position as an iconic and influential literary figure. Her works continue to resonate, provoke thought, and 

inspire readers to question and challenge the world they live in. 

OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY: 

To study Feminism and Patriarchy in Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale 

FEMINISM AND PATRIARCHY IN MARGARET ATWOOD'S THE HANDMAID'S 

TALE: 

Margaret Atwood's novel, "The Handmaid's Tale," explores themes of feminism and patriarchy in a 

dystopian society called Gilead. The story is set in a near-future America where a totalitarian regime has 

overthrown the government and established a patriarchal system. In this society, women are subjugated and 

assigned specific roles based on their fertility.  Feminism is a central theme in "The Handmaid's Tale," as the 
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story focuses on the oppression and marginalization of women. Atwood critiques the patriarchal power 

structures and highlights the consequences of limiting women's agency and reproductive rights. The novel 

depicts a society in which women are reduced to their reproductive functions and denied control over their 

bodies, effectively reducing them to objects for procreation.  The Handmaids, the novel's central characters, are 

fertile women who are forced to bear children for the ruling class. Their identities are stripped away, and they 

are given names that reflect their assigned roles, such as Offred (literally meaning "Of Fred," indicating that she 

belongs to a man named Fred). This serves as a metaphor for the erasure of women's individuality and 

autonomy in a patriarchal society. 

The concept of patriarchy is explored throughout the novel. Gilead is a society where men hold all 

positions of power, and women are subordinated and excluded from decision-making processes. The 

government uses religious fundamentalism as a tool to justify and maintain this power imbalance, invoking a 

distorted interpretation of scripture to control women's lives. The patriarchal system depicted in the novel 

reflects the real-world historical and contemporary struggles faced by women under oppressive regimes.  

Atwood's portrayal of the dystopian society in "The Handmaid's Tale" serves as a cautionary tale, highlighting 

the dangers of unchecked patriarchal power and the erosion of women's rights. Through the experiences of the 

Handmaids, the novel exposes the dehumanizing effects of such a system, emphasizing the importance of 

gender equality and the need to challenge oppressive social structures. 

 

Margaret Atwood's "The Handmaid's Tale" explores the themes of feminism and patriarchy in a 

dystopian society. Set in Gilead, a totalitarian regime, the novel presents a grim future where women's rights 

have been stripped away, and a rigid patriarchal system governs all aspects of their lives.  In Gilead, women are 

categorized into different roles based on their fertility. The Handmaids, such as Offred, are assigned to bear 

children for high-ranking officials and their infertile wives. Their identities are reduced to their reproductive 

functions, and they are subjected to strict rules and regulations. They are constantly monitored, stripped of 

personal autonomy, and subjected to physical and psychological abuse.  Through the portrayal of the 

Handmaids' experiences, Atwood exposes the dehumanizing effects of patriarchy. She examines how women's 

bodies and reproductive capabilities are controlled, manipulated, and commodified in a society where men hold 

all the power. The novel highlights the ways in which patriarchal systems exploit and oppress women, reducing 

them to mere vessels for procreation. 

Feminism is a central theme in "The Handmaid's Tale." Atwood challenges traditional gender roles and 

explores the consequences of gender inequality. The novel raises questions about the importance of women's 

agency, autonomy, and the right to make choices about their bodies and lives. It serves as a critique of the 

societal norms and power structures that perpetuate women's subordination.  "The Handmaid's Tale" also 

critiques the ways in which religion is used to justify and enforce patriarchal systems. In Gilead, the regime 

manipulates religious beliefs to maintain control over women and to legitimize their oppression. Atwood's 

portrayal serves as a warning about the dangers of theocratic governance and the potential for religion to be 
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weaponized against women's rights.  The Handmaid's Tale" also explores the complexities and contradictions 

within the female characters themselves, highlighting the internalized oppression that can occur under 

patriarchal systems. Some women in Gilead, such as Serena Joy, the Commander's wife, are complicit in 

upholding the oppressive regime, despite being constrained by its rules themselves. This portrayal challenges 

the notion that all women are unified in their resistance to patriarchal structures and underscores the insidious 

nature of internalized misogyny.  Through her powerful storytelling, Atwood prompts readers to examine the 

parallels between the fictional world of Gilead and real-world struggles faced by women. While the extreme 

circumstances in the novel may seem far-fetched, they serve as a cautionary tale about the potential 

consequences of undermining women's rights and dismantling feminist progress. 

 

"The Handmaid's Tale" has become an iconic feminist work, sparking important conversations about 

gender, power, and the impact of patriarchal systems. It has inspired adaptations in various forms, including a 

television series, which have further amplified its relevance and reach.  In the decades since its publication, 

Atwood's novel has continued to resonate with readers across the globe. It stands as a testament to the ongoing 

need for feminist activism and the constant vigilance required to protect and advance women's rights. "The 

Handmaid's Tale" serves as a rallying cry to challenge patriarchal structures, strive for gender equality, and 

ensure that the rights and autonomy of all individuals are safeguarded. "The Handmaid's Tale" has also sparked 

important discussions about reproductive rights and bodily autonomy. In Gilead, women are stripped of control 

over their own bodies, subjected to reproductive servitude, and denied access to contraception and abortion. 

Atwood's depiction serves as a stark reminder of the potential consequences when reproductive rights are 

restricted and women's bodies are policed and controlled. 

Moreover, the novel explores the ways in which women resist and subvert the patriarchal regime. 

Offred, the protagonist, navigates a treacherous landscape where even small acts of defiance can carry severe 

consequences. She forms connections with other women, engaging in acts of solidarity and covert rebellion, 

highlighting the power of collective action and support in the face of oppressive systems.  Atwood's portrayal of 

feminism and patriarchy in "The Handmaid's Tale" also raises questions about the intersections of gender with 

other forms of oppression, such as class and race. The experiences of women in Gilead are not homogeneous, 

with women from different social backgrounds facing different degrees of privilege and vulnerability. The 

novel acknowledges that the struggle for gender equality must be inclusive and intersectional, addressing the 

unique challenges faced by women of diverse identities.  It is important to note that interpretations of the novel 

may vary, and different readers may emphasize different aspects of feminism and patriarchy in "The 

Handmaid's Tale." However, what remains clear is that the novel has become a significant cultural touchstone, 

igniting conversations about gender inequality, reproductive rights, and the dangers of authoritarianism.  By 

shining a spotlight on the injustices and oppressions inherent in patriarchal systems, Atwood's novel continues 

to serve as a powerful call to action, urging readers to challenge and dismantle such structures, and to strive for 

a future where equality, freedom, and agency are the birthright of all individuals, regardless of gender. 
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CONCLUSION: 

Margaret Atwood's "The Handmaid's Tale" stands as a powerful and thought-provoking exploration of 

feminism and patriarchy in a dystopian society. Through her compelling storytelling, Atwood challenges 

traditional gender roles, exposes the dehumanizing effects of patriarchy, and critiques the ways in which 

women's rights and autonomy are restricted.  The novel serves as a stark reminder of the dangers of unchecked 

patriarchal power and the erosion of women's rights. Atwood skillfully portrays the oppressive society of 

Gilead, where women are reduced to their reproductive functions, denied agency over their bodies, and 

subjected to strict rules and regulations. By depicting the extreme consequences of such a system, Atwood calls 

attention to the importance of gender equality and the need to challenge oppressive social structures.  "The 

Handmaid's Tale" also explores the complexities within the female characters themselves, shedding light on the 

ways in which women may become complicit in upholding patriarchal systems or internalize societal norms. 

This portrayal serves as a reminder that the struggle for gender equality requires not only external resistance but 

also internal reflection and solidarity among women. 

Furthermore, Atwood's novel highlights the intersections of feminism with other forms of oppression, 

such as class and race. It emphasizes the need for an inclusive and intersectional feminist movement that 

addresses the unique challenges faced by women from diverse backgrounds.  "The Handmaid's Tale" continues 

to resonate with readers worldwide, igniting important conversations about reproductive rights, bodily 

autonomy, and the insidious nature of patriarchal systems. Atwood's work serves as a rallying cry for the 

recognition and advancement of women's rights, urging readers to actively challenge oppressive structures and 

strive for a future where gender equality, freedom, and agency are the norm.  Through her insightful exploration 

of feminism and patriarchy, Margaret Atwood has solidified her place as a literary icon. Her work not only 

captivates audiences with its gripping narrative, but also challenges societal norms, inspires critical thinking, 

and calls for the collective effort needed to dismantle patriarchal systems and create a more equitable world. 
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