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Filming of The Handmaid’s Tale at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington D.C. (Victoria Pickering / Flickr)If The Handmaid’s Tale offers any sign, Margaret Atwood has read more of her Bible than many Christians.Superficially, Atwood’s dystopian novel is littered with biblical names and phrases: Gilead, Mary and Martha, Jezebel, Milk and Honey, All
Flesh, Loaves and Fishes, Lilies of the Field, the Eye of the Lord, Behemoth and many more. At a deeper level, Atwood grounds her plot in gender scripts that pervade Abrahamic scriptures.One story in particular brings the pieces together: a tale of two sisters named Rachel and Leah, who marry the same man (Genesis 29-31). As the story begins,
their husband-to-be, Jacob, falls in love with the young Rachel but gets tricked by their father (also his own uncle) Laban into marrying the elder Leah. Jacob isn’t thrilled when he discovers he has consummated his wedding night with the wrong sister because, as the writer puts it, “Leah’s eyes were weak, but Rachel was beautiful of form and face.”
Laban promises Jacob his second daughter in exchange for seven years of labor, and a second round of nuptials ensues.It’s a recipe for resentment, but Leah redeems herself in the most potent way possible for an Iron Age female born into the nomadic herding cultures of the ancient near-east: She pumps out four sons. Rachel, though better loved,
remains barren.“Now!” Leah thinks, “Now my husband will become attached to me.” Rachel, bitter and jealous, is thinking the same thing. She demands of their husband, “Give me children, or else I die!” Because of her infertility, she offers him a proxy, Bilhah, her female slave or “handmaid.” Bilhah gets pregnant and produces a son, Rachel’s son by
the rules governing their lives. After Bilhah bears a second baby—as you may have guessed, also a son—Rachel crows, “With mighty wrestlings I have wrestled with my sister, and I have indeed prevailed!”But things aren’t over yet. Not to be outdone, Leah sends in her own handmaid, Zilpah, who also bears two sons. The competition continues until
Jacob has 12 sons—a number that has magical significance probably tracing roots back to the 12 signs of the Zodiac—and one daughter. And they all live happily ever after. Or not.So, let’s unpack some of the elements of this story, because they reflect broader biblical views on women and reproduction that will be familiar to anyone who has read
Atwood’s novel or derivative media.Laban and then Jacob are patriarchs, each ruling the kin unit that consists of his own household, including women, children, slaves and livestock. From Chapter 2 of Genesis onward, the Bible teaches that man was made in the image of God while woman was created to be his helper (Genesis 2:18). Conservative
Christians call this idea male headship, and it is embedded throughout the Old Testament, and down through Christian history. The New Testament writer of 1 Corinthians spells it out: “The head of every man is Christ; and the head of the woman is the man; and the head of Christ is God” (1 Cor 11:3). As in Islam, female head covering provides an
outward marker of submission: “A man ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but woman is the glory of man. For man did not come from woman, but woman from man; neither was man created for woman, but woman for man” (1 Corinthians 11:2-10). Violation of this hierarchy may be experienced as a threat to the

whole social order.Laban gives his daughters to his nephew in exchange for Jacob’s labor as a shepherd. In like manner, women throughout the Bible are owned by their fathers until they are “given in marriage” (typically in exchange for goods or services or political alliance) to another man. The ownership status of women is visible in the Exodus
chapter 20 version of the 10 Commandments, which says, “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or his male or female servant, his ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor” (Exodus 20:17).Through both stories and laws, the Bible provides a strong endorsement of slavery. One sign of King
Solomon’s status is the 700 wives and 300 concubines (i.e., sex slaves) in his harem (1 Kings 11:3). In the Rachel and Leah tale, the handmaids are gifted to the daughters by Laban. In tales of conquest, young virgins are counted as war booty, and God’s commander provides explicit instructions on how to ritually purify a virgin war captive before
“knowing” her. Rules for buying and selling slaves vary based on whether the person is a Hebrew or a foreigner, male or female. “If a man sells his daughter as a servant, she is not to go free as male servants do” (Exodus 21:7).With few exceptions, named female characters in the Bible are individually identified because they are the mothers of
famous sons. This includes, of course, the most famous woman of them all, Mary. One New Testament writer points to childbearing as the woman’s path to spiritual salvation, the way to redeem Eve’s original sin. “Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a transgressor. Yet she will be saved through childbearing, provided
they continue in faith and love and holiness, with modesty” (1 Timothy 2:14-15).Throughout the Bible, God rewards his chosen ones with male offspring, even, for example, when Lot’s daughters get their father drunk in order to have sex with him and generate heirs who will be the fathers of great nations (Genesis 19:32-38). In the Hebrew law, a
woman is spiritually unclean for twice as long after giving birth to a girl baby as a boy (Leviticus 12:1-8). It goes without saying that God himself is depicted as male, as are his chosen patriarchs and prophets, as is his incarnation, Jesus, who—in the canonical gospels—chooses 12 male disciples.In the story of Jacob and his wives, we see that the writer
is fairly indifferent to which woman produced a child, as long as Jacob was the father and the child a son. Similarly, in the New Testament gospels, Jesus is a God and the son of God despite the fact that his mother is fully human. By contrast, because paternity is so important in this cultural context, anything that might call into question the paternity
of a woman'’s offspring is harshly penalized. A raped woman, as damaged goods, can be sold to her rapist who is obliged to keep her (Deuteronomy 22:28-29), and a woman who has reduced her value by having sex voluntarily can be stoned to death (Deuteronomy 22:20-21). If a married man suspects that his wife may be pregnant by someone else, he
can take her to the priest who will give her a magical abortion potion that will work only if the pregnancy isn’t his (Numbers 5:11-31).Since the role of women is childbearing, infertility is typically treated like a female issue in the Bible as it is in Atwood’s Republic of Gilead. Toward the end of Rachel and Leah’s story, God finally comforts Rachel by
allowing her to bear a son from her own body, who will go on to be favored above his brothers by both his father and God himself (Genesis 29:31). This trope repeats itself, and infertile women throughout the Bible often, in the end, give birth to significant characters: the patriarchs Isaac, Esau and Jacob; the supernaturally strong warrior Samson; the
prophet Samuel; and John the Baptist, who will baptize Jesus.The texts gathered in the Christian Bible were written over the course of several centuries, and in them we find a cultural trajectory away from polygamy and outright sexual slavery. Nonetheless, the concept of human chattel is never explicitly eschewed, even in the New Testament, nor
are older practices condemned. Slaves are advised to submit to their masters. Nowhere is there any indication that female consent is needed or even desired before sex. Consider even the pregnancy that produces Jesus. In a situation of extreme power imbalance, Mary is told that she will be impregnated by God and she responds with words that
assent to her role as a handmaid. “Behold the bond-slave of the Lord: be it done to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38).Behold The Handmaid’s Tale.This article originally appeared on AlterNet. Photo courtesy of Victoria Pickering on Flickr, licensed under Creative Commons 2.0 Introduction: The Dual Nature of Religious Control Religious Dogma
as a Vehicle for Control Influence of Religion on Gender Roles The Protagonist's Quest for Identity and Freedom Religion's Role in the Search for Empowerment Conclusion: Unraveling the Complex Threads of Faith In the dystopian world depicted in Margaret Atwood's novel "The Handmaid's Tale," religion plays a pivotal role in shaping societal
norms, power dynamics, and the lives of individuals. The juxtaposition of religious fervor and oppressive control raises thought-provoking questions about the nature of faith, its manipulation, and its impact on personal agency. This essay delves into the multifaceted role of religion in the narrative, exploring its use as a tool for social control, its
influence on gender roles, and its significance in the protagonist's journey towards self-discovery. Introduction: The Dual Nature of Religious Control The oppressive theocracy of Gilead is founded upon a distorted interpretation of Christianity, which is manipulated to serve the ruling class's agenda. The leaders of Gilead employ religion as a potent
instrument for social control, exploiting the faithful's devotion to legitimize their authoritarian rule. The key phrase, "twisted faith," encapsulates this transformation of religion into a tool of oppression. This essay delves into the intricate ways in which religion intertwines with power dynamics and gender roles, profoundly affecting the lives of
characters like Offred. Religious Dogma as a Vehicle for Control Gilead's religious dogma is skillfully crafted to suppress individual autonomy and dissent. The leaders manipulate religious texts to establish an oppressive hierarchy, using the key phrase "divine hierarchy" as their justification. The Aunts indoctrinate Handmaids with the idea that their
submissive roles are divinely ordained, thereby rendering resistance a sin against God. This manipulation fosters an environment where questioning the system becomes akin to questioning one's faith. Influence of Religion on Gender Roles Religion in "The Handmaid's Tale" reinforces traditional gender roles and justifies women's subjugation. The key
phrase "sanctified subservience" reflects the belief that women's roles as wives, Handmaids, or Marthas are divinely ordained. Through religious ceremonies like the Ceremony and Prayvaganzas, Gilead reinforces the notion that women's primary purpose is procreation. This portrayal reflects a society where women's bodies are seen as vessels of
reproduction rather than complex beings with agency. The Protagonist's Quest for Identity and Freedom The protagonist, Offred, represents the struggle against the suffocating grip of religious oppression. Her journey is emblematic of the broader fight for individuality and freedom of thought. The key phrase "flicker of defiance" encapsulates her
subtle resistance to Gilead's religious norms. Despite the constant surveillance and danger, Offred finds ways to assert her identity, fostering hope for change. Religion's Role in the Search for Empowerment Paradoxically, religion also serves as a source of empowerment for some characters. Moira, Offred's friend, challenges societal norms by
rejecting the role of a Handmaid. Her escape from the Red Center demonstrates the power of individual agency in resisting religiously imposed roles. The key phrase "reclaimed strength" encapsulates Moira's defiance, illustrating that even within an oppressive religious regime, strength can be reclaimed through resistance. Conclusion: Unraveling
the Complex Threads of Faith "The Handmaid's Tale" masterfully portrays the intricate interplay between religion, power, and identity. Atwood's portrayal of religion as a double-edged sword—both a means of control and a source of resistance—offers a compelling exploration of faith's multifaceted nature. The key phrase "faith's paradox" reflects this
duality, emphasizing the complex relationship between religious belief and its manifestations in Gilead's society. As readers, we are challenged to contemplate the implications of using religion to manipulate and control, while also recognizing its potential to inspire hope and foster change in the face of adversity. Keep in mind: This is only a sample.
Get a custom paper now from our expert writers. In conclusion, Atwood's novel prompts us to critically examine the role of religion in shaping societal structures and individual lives. The narrative serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of fanaticism and the importance of safeguarding personal agency. By analyzing the themes of religious
manipulation, gender roles, and resistance, this essay has offered a comprehensive exploration of the multifaceted role of religion in "The Handmaid's Tale." The final episode of The Handmaid’s Tale season six dropped yesterday, and as viewers reflect on the season, one moment stands out. It’s when the show redefines one of its most powerful
symbols: The red dress. For years, the Handmaids’ uniforms have represented control, submission, and Gilead’s brutal regime. But in an earlier episode of The Handmaid’s Tale, the meaning of the red dress shifts. It was once a symbol of silence and suffering, but now it has become something completely different. So, what did the red dress use to
mean? via Channel 4 From the start, the Handmaids’ uniform was never just clothing. The long red robes and white bonnets were Gilead’s way of reducing women to one thing: Their ability to have children. The colour red was loaded with symbolism, fertility, blood, and the violence of forced childbirth. The dresses were also practical in a twisted
way. They made the Handmaids blend together, easy to monitor, and impossible to miss if one tried to run. The outfit erased individuality. No names, no choices, no difference between one woman and the next. Just red. So, what does the red dress mean now? via Channel 4 But in this season, June flips it. She gives the red dress a new meaning. It’s no
longer a uniform of silence, it becomes a uniform of resistance. During her speech to the other women, June says exactly that. If Gilead used these dresses to control them, then they’ll use the same dresses to fight back. The anonymity that once dehumanised them now makes them indistinguishable in battle. The flowing fabric once meant to hide their
bodies now hides knives. And the red now symbolises the blood of their oppressors. They’'re not victims anymore. They’re an army. The dress that once made them powerless is now what makes them powerful. And that changes everything. For all the latest entertainment news, drops, quizzes and memes - like The Tab on Facebook. Have you ever
wondered if there’s more to a story than meets the eye? Is “The Handmaid’s Tale” merely a dystopian narrative, or does it hold deeper religious significance? As readers, we frequently find ourselves drawn into the intricate web of narratives, questioning the layers of This is an important question in the case of Margaret Atwood’s iconic novel, The
Handmaid’s Tale.Examining the subtle threads of spirituality woven into the narrative will allow you to learn more about The Handmaid’s Tale’s religious allegories, decode its symbolism, and shed light on the profound questions it raises about the intersection of faith, power, and morality We’re eager to explore a world where the divine and dystopian
collide, as we think about the darker meanings behind the story’s chilling facade.Historical and Contextual BackgroundDelving into the historical and contextual underpinnings of Margaret Atwood’s seminal work, “The Handmaid’s Tale,” unveils a rich tapestry woven from the threads of the author’s own religious upbringing, the socio-political climate
of the time, and the pervasive influence of Puritanism and fundamentalist ideologies that permeated the narrative. **A. Author Margaret Atwood’s Religious Upbringing** Margaret Atwood, a wordsmith of extraordinary prowess, drew inspiration from her own religious roots, infusing her narrative with a deep understanding of faith and its
complexities. Raised in a devoutly religious environment, Atwood developed a keen awareness of the nuances of belief systems. This upbringing, a crucible of religious fervor, molded her perspective, allowing her to craft characters and themes that resonate with an authenticity born from personal experience. **B. Socio-political Climate During the
Time of the Novel’s Publication** Set against the backdrop of the 1980s, a period marked by political upheaval and social transformation, “The Handmaid’s Tale” emerged as a poignant commentary on the shifting dynamics of power and autonomy. The novel mirrored the anxieties of a society grappling with ideological conflicts, echoing the tensions
between traditional values and progressive ideologies. As the world witnessed significant political events and societal shifts, Atwood masterfully channeled these complexities into her narrative, creating a dystopian realm that served as a stark reflection of the era’s uncertainties. **C. Influence of Puritanism and Fundamentalist Ideologies on the
Narrative** In the intricate tapestry of “The Handmaid’s Tale,” the threads of Puritanism and fundamentalist ideologies are meticulously woven, shaping the very fabric of Gilead, the dystopian society depicted in the novel. Puritanism, with its stringent moral codes and austere lifestyle, provided a foundation upon which the oppressive regime of
Gilead was constructed. Atwood deftly explores the consequences of absolute religious dogma, delving into the darker aspects of faith when taken to extreme lengths. Fundamentalist ideologies, with their rigid interpretations of religious texts, served as a catalyst for the subjugation of women, offering a chilling glimpse into a world where religious
zealotry eclipses compassion and humanity. As we navigate the intricate corridors of “The Handmaid’s Tale,” it becomes evident that the historical and contextual backdrop against which Atwood penned her magnum opus is not merely a backdrop but an integral part of the narrative’s DNA. Atwood’s exploration of her own religious upbringing,
coupled with a keen awareness of the socio-political climate and the echoes of Puritanism and fundamentalism, elevates “The Handmaid’s Tale” beyond the realm of fiction, transforming it into a profound meditation on the interplay between faith, power, and the human condition.Religious Imagery and Symbolism in “The Handmaid’s Tale” Photo by -
bustle Within the intricate tapestry of Margaret Atwood’s “The Handmaid’s Tale,” the religious imagery and symbolism serve as a profound lens through which readers can explore the depths of the human experience, contemplating themes of faith, power, and control. The Republic of Gilead, depicted as a theocratic society, stands as a stark
testament to the extremes to which religious fervor can be manipulated for political ends. Atwood skillfully crafts this dystopian world, where religious doctrines are weaponized, creating a chilling narrative that resonates with the anxieties of our own society. **A. The Republic of Gilead as a Theocratic Society** In the heart of “The Handmaid’s Tale”
lies the Republic of Gilead, a society governed by religious zealotry. Here, the fusion of religious dogma and state control blurs the lines between faith and oppression. The theocratic regime in Gilead mirrors historical instances where absolute power was wielded in the name of divine authority. The chilling reality of Gilead serves as a cautionary tale,
prompting readers to reflect on the dangers of unchecked religious influence in shaping societal norms. **B. Biblical References and Allusions in Character Names and Events** Atwood masterfully integrates biblical references and allusions into the very essence of her characters and plotlines. Names such as “Serena Joy,” “Ruth,” and “Esther” carry
echoes of biblical figures, imbuing the characters with layers of symbolism and depth. These subtle references create a resonance, inviting readers to draw connections between the characters’ fates and their biblical counterparts. Furthermore, events in the novel echo biblical narratives, amplifying the impact of the story. The tale of Rachel and Leah,
for instance, is mirrored in the relationships within the novel, highlighting the recurring themes of fertility and power struggles present in both contexts. **C. Exploration of Religious Rituals, Ceremonies, and Their Significance** Religious rituals and ceremonies in “The Handmaid’s Tale” serve as poignant symbols, underscoring the dehumanization
experienced by the female protagonists. The Ceremony, a ritualistic sexual act, epitomizes the commodification of women’s bodies in the name of procreation and religious duty. The Red Center, where Handmaids are trained, becomes a crucible of indoctrination, emphasizing the systematic erasure of individual identity in favor of religious
conformity. These rituals, laden with symbolism, highlight the perversion of religious practices when manipulated to serve oppressive agendas, compelling readers to confront uncomfortable truths about the intersection of faith, gender, and societal control. As we navigate the rich terrain of religious imagery in “The Handmaid’s Tale,” it becomes
evident that Atwood’s narrative prowess extends beyond storytelling; it serves as a profound commentary on the complexities of faith and its potential for both liberation and tyranny. Through meticulous integration of biblical allusions, exploration of religious rituals, and the portrayal of a theocratic society, Atwood invites readers to engage in critical
discourse, challenging prevailing notions about the intersection of religion and power. In this evocative literary masterpiece, the power of symbolism transcends the pages, leaving readers with a haunting reminder of the fragility of freedom and the perilous consequences of religious fanaticism.Theological Themes ExploredIn Margaret Atwood’s
literary masterpiece, “The Handmaid’s Tale,” the exploration of theological themes transcends the pages, delving into the complexities of faith, divine intervention, and the manipulation of religious beliefs for nefarious purposes. Atwood ingeniously dissects these themes, offering readers a profound and unsettling glimpse into the darker aspects of
religious interpretation and its impact on society. **A. God’s Role in the Subjugation of Women** Central to the narrative is the chilling examination of God’s role in the subjugation of women within the dystopian society of Gilead. Atwood challenges conventional interpretations of religious texts, highlighting the ways in which patriarchal ideologies
have been woven into religious doctrines, thereby perpetuating the oppression of women. The novel forces readers to confront uncomfortable questions about the complicity of faith in the systematic denial of women'’s rights, sparking a vital conversation about the intersection of religious beliefs and gender equality. **B. The Concept of Divine
Punishment and Redemption** Within the confines of Gilead, the concept of divine punishment and redemption takes on a haunting significance. The regime’s brutal punishments, often justified through religious rhetoric, serve as a stark reminder of the dangers of interpreting divine will as a means of inflicting suffering. Simultaneously, the novel
explores the notion of redemption, offering glimpses of hope amidst the darkness. Characters grapple with their own interpretations of divine mercy, reflecting the human capacity for resilience and the search for redemption, even in the face of relentless adversity. **C. The Portrayal of Religious Leaders and Their Abuse of Power** Atwood’s
narrative sheds light on the insidious abuse of power by religious leaders, exposing the hypocrisy that often taints the institutions meant to inspire faith and moral guidance. In “The Handmaid’s Tale,” religious leaders wield their authority to enforce compliance and silence dissent, manipulating religious teachings to justify their actions. This portrayal
serves as a stark cautionary tale, urging readers to critically evaluate the actions of those in positions of religious influence and highlighting the dire consequences when such power is misused for personal gain. As readers navigate the intricate web of theological themes in “The Handmaid’s Tale,” they are confronted with uncomfortable truths about
the intersection of faith, power, and societal control. Atwood’s narrative acumen lies not only in her ability to craft a compelling story but also in her capacity to provoke introspection, challenging readers to confront the darker facets of religious interpretations. Through the exploration of God’s role in the subjugation of women, the complexities of
divine punishment and redemption, and the stark portrayal of religious leaders’ abuse of power, Atwood’s work serves as a powerful catalyst for discussions on the intricate relationship between faith, morality, and the human condition.Comparative Analysis: Religious Elements vs. Feminist ThemesIn the literary tapestry of “The Handmaid’s Tale,” the
intersectionality of religious oppression and gender inequality emerges as a poignant focal point, inviting readers to dissect the intricate threads that bind faith and feminism. Margaret Atwood’s magnum opus serves as a compelling canvas for a comparative analysis between religious elements and feminist themes, unraveling the complexities of
societal norms, power dynamics, and the struggle for autonomy. **A. Intersectionality of Religious Oppression and Gender Inequality** At the heart of “The Handmaid’s Tale” lies a profound exploration of the intersectionality between religious oppression and gender inequality. The novel meticulously portrays the systemic subjugation of women
within the Republic of Gilead, a theocratic regime where religious doctrines are weaponized to strip away women’s rights and autonomy. The intersection of religious fundamentalism and patriarchal norms results in a harrowing narrative, underscoring the dire consequences of the coalescence of religious authority and gender-based discrimination.
Readers are confronted with the stark reality of women bearing the brunt of societal oppression, compelling them to confront the unsettling parallels with historical and contemporary contexts. **B. How Religious Doctrines Perpetuate Patriarchal Norms in the Novel** Within the confines of Gilead, religious doctrines are wielded as tools to perpetuate
deeply entrenched patriarchal norms. The societal hierarchy is meticulously structured to favor men, relegating women to subordinate roles dictated by religious scripture. Atwood’s narrative illuminates the manipulation of religious texts to legitimize male dominance, showcasing how interpretations of divine will are molded to maintain power
differentials. The novel’s portrayal of religious doctrines as enablers of patriarchal oppression serves as a stark critique, prompting readers to reflect on the malleability of religious teachings and the ethical implications of such interpretations. **C. Feminist Critique of Religious Institutions Through the Storyline** “The Handmaid’s Tale” emerges as a
potent feminist critique of religious institutions, challenging the complicity of organized religion in perpetuating gender-based discrimination. Atwood’s narrative confronts the hypocrisy of religious leaders, laying bare the contradictions between professed moral values and the actions of those in positions of religious authority. Through the
experiences of the female characters, readers are exposed to the inherent injustices within religious structures, igniting a powerful conversation about the need for feminist reform within faith-based institutions. The novel’s unflinching examination of religious hypocrisy serves as a catalyst for societal introspection, compelling readers to question the
ethical foundations of religious practices and advocate for a more inclusive and egalitarian interpretation of faith. As readers delve into the comparative analysis of religious elements and feminist themes in “The Handmaid’s Tale,” they are confronted with a stark portrayal of the complexities inherent in the intersection of faith and gender. Atwood’s
narrative brilliance lies in her ability to seamlessly weave together these themes, creating a thought-provoking tapestry that challenges societal norms and encourages critical discourse. In this literary masterpiece, the convergence of religious oppression and feminism serves as a powerful reminder of the urgent need for introspection and societal
evolution, urging readers to confront the inequalities perpetuated by the intersection of religious doctrines and gender-based discrimination.Critics’ Perspectives on the Religious Interpretation Credit: understandchristianity In the realm of literary analysis, the religious interpretation of Margaret Atwood’s “The Handmaid’s Tale” has been a subject of
fervent debate among critics, each offering unique insights into the novel’s intricate religious undertones. Notable literary scholars and critics have delved into the depths of Atwood’s narrative, dissecting the religious elements woven into the fabric of the story, and exploring the nuanced relationship between religion and societal control within the
dystopian world of Gilead. **A. Notable Literary Critics’ Viewpoints on the Novel’s Religious Undertones** Several esteemed literary critics have probed the religious nuances of “The Handmaid’s Tale,” offering diverse perspectives on the novel’s portrayal of faith and its impact on the characters and plot. Some critics assert that Atwood’s meticulous
integration of biblical allusions and religious symbolism serves as a powerful critique of the oppressive nature of religious institutions. These scholars argue that the novel exposes the dangers of religious extremism, illustrating how dogmatic interpretations of faith can be manipulated to subjugate individuals, particularly women. On the other hand,
there are critics who contend that Atwood’s approach is more nuanced, suggesting that the novel explores the complexities of faith, questioning whether religious beliefs can serve as both a source of liberation and oppression simultaneously. These interpretations highlight the multifaceted layers of religious commentary present in the narrative,
showcasing Atwood’s ability to craft a story that resonates with readers on various intellectual and emotional levels. **B. Debates on Whether the Novel Critiques Religion or Societal Control** One of the central debates surrounding “The Handmaid’s Tale” revolves around the question of whether the novel primarily critiques religion or societal
control. Some critics argue that Atwood’s focus is on critiquing religious doctrines and their potential for abuse, emphasizing the ways in which religious beliefs are manipulated to justify patriarchal norms and suppress individual freedoms. These perspectives underline the novel’s scathing critique of religious institutions, portraying them as
complicit in the perpetuation of gender-based discrimination. In contrast, there are scholars who contend that Atwood’s primary concern lies in the broader theme of societal control, using religion as a lens to explore the mechanisms through which power and authority are wielded over marginalized communities. These interpretations highlight the
novel’s capacity to provoke critical discussions not only about religion but also about the broader societal structures that enable oppression and discrimination. As the discourse on “The Handmaid’s Tale” continues to evolve, the diverse perspectives offered by literary critics underscore the richness of Atwood’s narrative. The novel’s exploration of
religious themes serves as a mirror, reflecting the complexities of faith, power, and human nature. Whether viewed as a critique of religious institutions, an analysis of societal control, or a combination of both, “The Handmaid’s Tale” stands as a testament to Atwood’s narrative prowess, sparking intellectual curiosity and encouraging readers to
engage in profound conversations about the intersection of religion, gender, and societal dynamics.Reader Reception and InterpretationThe profound impact of Margaret Atwood’s “The Handmaid’s Tale” lies not only in its compelling narrative but also in the diverse ways readers interpret its religious aspects, a phenomenon deeply influenced by
individual beliefs and varied religious backgrounds. The novel acts as a mirror, reflecting the prism of human experience, allowing readers to engage with its religious themes through the lens of their personal beliefs, thereby shaping their understanding of the narrative in unique and nuanced ways. **A. How Different Readers Interpret the Religious
Aspects Based on Personal Beliefs** The interpretation of the novel’s religious elements is profoundly subjective, with readers drawing upon their own beliefs and experiences to engage with the text. Different readers perceive the religious aspects through various lenses:Faithful Readers: Those deeply entrenched in religious beliefs might view the
novel’s portrayal as a cautionary tale, emphasizing the dangers of religious extremism and the manipulation of faith for oppressive ends.Agnostic and Atheist Readers: Readers without strong religious affiliations might interpret the religious elements as a critique of organized religion, focusing on the potential for dogma to suppress individual
freedoms.Spiritual Readers: Individuals with spiritual beliefs may perceive the novel as a commentary on the need for a harmonious balance between spirituality and institutionalized religion, exploring the contrast between genuine faith and religious coercion.**B. Impact of Varied Religious Backgrounds on Readers’ Understanding of the Narrative**
Readers’ diverse religious backgrounds significantly influence their understanding of the narrative, leading to a spectrum of interpretations:Christian Readers: Those from Christian backgrounds may draw parallels between the religious doctrines in Gilead and historical instances where Christianity was used to justify oppressive social norms. They
might reflect on the misuse of religious texts to control and marginalize certain groups.Islamic Readers: Readers familiar with Islamic teachings may relate the novel to discussions within their own communities about the interpretation of Quranic verses and the implications of strict religious codes on women'’s rights. They might engage with the
novel’s themes of patriarchal control and religious oppression.Jewish Readers: Individuals from Jewish backgrounds might find resonance in the novel’s exploration of faith, drawing connections between the experiences of characters in Gilead and historical Jewish narratives. They might analyze the interplay between religious identity, persecution,
and resistance depicted in the story.As readers navigate the intricacies of “The Handmaid’s Tale,” their interpretations are profoundly influenced by their personal beliefs, transforming the novel into a dynamic and multifaceted literary experience. Atwood’s narrative genius lies in her ability to create a work that transcends religious boundaries,
fostering conversations that bridge diverse belief systems. The novel’s reception and interpretation reflect the kaleidoscope of human perspectives, demonstrating the enduring power of literature to provoke contemplation, empathy, and dialogue across the spectrum of faith and belief.Author’s Intent: Atwood’s Statements and InterviewsMargaret
Atwood, the brilliant mind behind “The Handmaid’s Tale,” has offered invaluable insights into the religious themes embedded within her seminal work, providing readers with a deeper understanding of her intentions and the layers of meaning woven into the narrative fabric. Through her statements and interviews, Atwood has shed light on the
intricate interplay between religion, power, and gender dynamics, illuminating the novel’s underlying motifs and societal commentary. **A. Margaret Atwood’s Statements on the Religious Themes in “The Handmaid’s Tale”** Atwood’s eloquent articulation of the religious themes in “The Handmaid’s Tale” has been instrumental in shaping readers’
interpretations of the novel:Critique of Religious Extremism: Atwood has underscored that the religious elements in the novel serve as a critique of religious extremism, emphasizing the dangers of absolute interpretations of faith. She highlights how the regime in Gilead manipulates religious doctrines to justify its oppressive actions, thereby
condemning the misuse of religious beliefs for authoritarian control.Exploration of Historical Parallels: The author has acknowledged the historical parallels within the novel, drawing connections between the fictional society of Gilead and real-world instances where religious ideologies were used to curtail individual freedoms. Her statements
emphasize the importance of learning from history to prevent the repetition of oppressive regimes.Reflection of Societal Concerns: Atwood has stated that the religious themes in the novel reflect broader societal concerns, including the erosion of women'’s rights, the consequences of fundamentalism, and the potential ramifications of political shifts.
By weaving these concerns into the narrative, Atwood prompts readers to engage critically with the societal dynamics depicted in the story.**B. Insights from Interviews and Public Discussions Regarding Her Intentions** Atwood’s interviews and public discussions have provided additional layers of insight into her intentions and creative
process:Feminist Exploration: In various interviews, Atwood has emphasized the feminist exploration within the novel, portraying the struggles of women under an oppressive regime. She has highlighted how the religious backdrop intensifies the gender inequalities depicted, creating a dystopian world where women’s bodies and autonomy are
heavily regulated.Cultural Commentary: Atwood has discussed the cultural commentary embedded in the novel, addressing contemporary issues related to religious fundamentalism, political authoritarianism, and the erosion of civil liberties. Through her narrative choices, she invites readers to critically examine the societal trends that could lead to
the dystopian reality portrayed in the story.Encouraging Dialogue: The author’s public engagements reflect her desire to encourage dialogue about the themes explored in the novel. Atwood’s openness to discussing the religious aspects of the story fosters a broader conversation about the intersection of faith, power, and individual agency.Through
Margaret Atwood’s statements and interviews, readers gain profound insights into the layers of meaning within “The Handmaid’s Tale.” Her intentions to critique religious extremism, explore historical parallels, reflect societal concerns, delve into feminist themes, provide cultural commentary, and encourage dialogue have shaped a narrative that
transcends its fictional boundaries, resonating with readers globally and sparking essential discussions about the complexities of faith, gender, and societal control. In chapter 38 Moira tells Offred how she was helped to escape by a family of Quakers. The Quakers, or Society of Friends, are members of a Christian society which began in England in
the seventeenth century, founded by George Fox. Quakers have been active in working to abolish slavery and in promoting equal rights for women. More on Quakers: Quakers believe that they can experience God without the need for clergy. They often meet in silent worship and are pacifists. Throughout their existence, they have been subjected to
persecution, and when religious dissidents left England to live in Massachusetts, Quakers were banished from among them. William Penn, a leading Quaker, founded Pennsylvania as a safe place for Friends. Libertheos - Liberation Theology Liberation Theology began in South America in the 1950s as a movement in the Catholic Church as a reaction
against the poverty and social inequality endured by many people. It was also seen by many as a reaction against the hierarchical nature of the Catholic Church and has been criticised for its Marxist values as well as applauded for its support of the poor and underprivileged. The followers of Liberation Theology saw Jesus Christ as supporting the
poverty-stricken and oppressed by bringing the ‘sword' of social unrest, based on Christ's words in Matthew 10:34, ‘I did not come to bring peace, but a sword'. Supporters of the movement felt that priests should help to bring about radical social change, and many became involved in trade union movements. In chapter 5 of The Handmaid's Tale,
Atwood imagines Central America being taken over by members of the Liberation Theology movement - whom she calls ‘Libertheos'. Their anti-hierarchical beliefs and desire to liberate the oppressed put them on an inevitable collision course with the repressive hierarchical theocracy of Gilead. Prayer wheels In chapter 27 of The Handmaid's Tale,
Offred and Ofglen walk past the shop called ‘Soul Scrolls'. Here machines churn out rolls of paper supposedly containing prayers, which Offred and Ofglen admit to each other are, in their opinion, completely useless because they are not personal nor meant. Atwood is showing here how Gilead takes a belief which is deeply held by another religion
and tries to use it - in vain, because it has no real meaning for anyone in Gilead. In Tibet, however, Buddhists believe strongly in the power of Prayer Wheels. Mantras, or prayers, are written out and affixed to prayer wheels held and spun by individuals, whose faith is that this is an effective alternative to oral recitation. Although there are larger
wheels, the small ones held by individuals are by far the most common, and the fact that believers carry and spin the wheels for hours at a time shows their devotion and spiritual engagement - the opposite of the Soul Scrolls in The Handmaid's Tale where people pay to set the machines going but have no further involvement or interest in the
‘prayers'. Holy Rollers ‘Holy Rollers' are Pentecostal Christians, usually in the United States of America, who, following the description in Acts 2:1-8, speak in tongues when moved by the Holy Spirit, sometimes rolling around the floor when so inspired - hence their name. Although they attract derision from some people, and can be regarded as merely
uncontrolled, such Christians are deeply committed. Atwood is being ironic therefore when she uses the term in chapter 27 of The Handmaid's Tale, where the ‘rollers' are not people inspired by spiritual passion but merely, as Offred says, a ‘disrespectful nickname' for the mechanisms known as ‘Soul Scrolls' - soulless machines which churn out
meaningless ‘prayers'. The Moonies The term ‘Moonies' is a popular term (though often seen as derogatory by those it refers to) denoting a member of the Unification Church led by the Korean Sun Myung Moon, who has claimed to be the Messiah. The Unification Church is a movement which (especially in America, where Moon went to live in 1971),
has been accused of being a cult which brain-washes its followers, who are often young people, into complete subservience. In 1982, Moon, who owns several important businesses in America, was sent to prison for eighteen months for submitting false tax returns, but his followers view this as the result of conspiracy against him. Sun Myung Moon
often holds mass wedding ceremonies, which may well have suggested the idea of the Prayvaganza depicted by Atwood in chapter 34 of The Handmaid's Tale. In 1982 he held a mass wedding of 2,075 couples at Madison Square Garden in New York. The participants' partners are usually chosen by Moon himself - as Atwood says of the Prayvaganza,
‘The marriages are of course arranged.' Pictures of mass weddings held by Moon can be seen on websites. Name given to members of the 'Society of Friends', founded in the seventeenth century by George Fox. Quakers usually avoid set forms of worship, leaving individuals free to contribute as they wish.Name originally given to disciples of Jesus by
outsiders and gradually adopted by the Early Church.The Bible describes God as the unique supreme being, creator and ruler of the universe.The collective term for priests and ministers of the church (as opposed to the non-ordained laity).1. Doing homage and giving honour and respect, especially to God. Acts of devotion. Human response to the
perceived presence of the divine. 2. The part of the Christian liturgy usually consisting of sung material and prayers of thanksgiving.The study of God.1. Sometimes used to denote all Christians 2. Used specifically of the Roman Catholic church.1. Term for a worshipping community of Christians. 2. The building in which Christians traditionally meet
for worship. 3. The worldwide community of Christian believers.The political theories of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engles, which were developed to form the basis for Communist theories.(c. 4 BCE- c. 30 CE). The founder of Christianity, whose life and teaching are described and interpreted in the New Testament. Jesus is the Greek form of the Hebrew
'Toshua'. He was also given the title 'Christ’, meaning 'anointed one' or 'Messiah'.A person whose role is to carry out religious functions.Communication, either aloud or in the heart, with God.Name originally given to disciples of Jesus by outsiders and gradually adopted by the Early Church.The New Testament describes a spiritual gift which enables
individuals to speak to God in a language they have not previously learned. The gift was first given on the Day of Pentecost.The third person of the Trinity (God in three persons). Came upon the disciples at Pentecost after Jesus had ascended in to heaven.A Hebrew word meaning 'anointed one', describing someone who will be the saviour of the
people. Title (eventually used as name) given to Jesus. Page 2 The Handmaid's Tale Contents Social / political context of The Handmaid's TaleReligious / philosophical context of The Handmaid's TaleThe Handmaid's Tale: Synopses and commentaryCharacterisation in The Handmaid's TaleThemes and significant ideas in The Handmaid's TaleImagery
and symbolism in The Handmaid's TaleCritical approaches to The Handmaid's TaleThe Handmaid's Tale essay and exam helpThe Handmaid's Tale resources and further reading The Handmaid’s Tale, published in 1985, is a dystopian novel. Its Canadian author, Margaret Atwood, would call it ‘speculative’ rather than ‘science’ fiction. It is set in the
United States of America in an unspecified near future. She imagines a situation in which a totalitarian theocracy has taken over, after a period of extreme liberalism. The new state calls itself Gilead, after a mountain, named in Genesis 31:22, on which was taken an oath to let God be the judge in human affairs and disputes. The ‘tale’ of the title is an
account by a woman whose real name is never disclosed (though it can perhaps be deduced). Throughout the novel she is known as Offred - ‘of Fred’. In Gilead women are entirely subservient and some, the Handmaids, are slaves to their masters - each is known by her master’s name and is expected to produce his children. Gilead has a dire shortage
of children because of toxic pollution of the atmosphere leading to the malformation and death of foetuses, and also because of the easy accessibility of abortions in times past - a practice now punishable in Gilead by death. Through her writing in The Handmaid’s Tale Atwood presents us with a series of challenges about our own society and also a
series of moral dilemmas. Margaret Eleanor Atwood (who was known for many years as Peggy) was born in Ottawa, Canada, on 18th November 1939. Having decided at the age of 16 that she wanted to be a writer, Atwood was writing throughout her time at University. She started writing The Handmaid's Tale in Berlin in 1984 - a city divided
between a "democratic" and a "totalitarian" half. Read more . . . The Handmaid’s Tale is an effective satire, in which Atwood draws her readers’ attention to unpleasant, brutal and horrific events in the recent past and in contemporary society, as well as social trends and the ways in which human beings tend to behave to one another. The

twentieth century world Atwood lived in when she wrote this novel had a massive impact on her writing. Atwood herself has said in an interview that ‘there isn't anything in the book not based on something that has already happened in history or in another country.” Read more . . . Dive in to The Handmaid's Tale text guide Synopses and commentary
- Chapter by chapter synopsis, commentary and analysis of the entire book. Characterisation - Detailed analysis of all the important protagonists in Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale. The Handmaid's Tale Timeline - Helpfully puts history, literary events and Atwood's life side by side so you can make sense of events. Themes and significant ideas -
Research themes and significant ideas that feature in The Handmaid's Tale. Decide what the key words of the question are, and underline them. If you are asked to analyse an extract, read it through two or three times. Do not adopt the first possible approach - be willing to dispute the terms of the question if you are given the opportunity. Want more
essay and exam tips? We have something for you as well! Free downloadable The Handmaid's Tale worksheets, ready to be printed and used in class. a vision of a horrible situation or place, the opposite of a utopia which is an earthly paradiseA God-governed state, such as Israel in the Old Testament before the Israelites chose their first king, Saul.in
the Bible, a place meaning 'hill of witness'. It refers to an area east of the River JordanThe Bible describes God as the unique supreme being, creator and ruler of the universe.A genre which ridicules some one or something. It can be poetry, drama or fiction.



