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Abstract 

 

Women are traditionally counted among the victims or losers in religious power plays.  

On the surface, Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novels give the impression that women 

will be the underdogs in these stories as well. However, on closer examination and 

application of Michel Foucault’s techniques of power, it can be seen that women indeed 

have and use power to put up resistance in otherwise seemingly hopeless situations in 

male dominated religious societies. The religious societies in The Year of the Flood and 

The Handmaid’s Tale will be compared as to how they appropriate religion and power 

to their advantage and how women make use of power techniques such as witnessing 

through discourse and the forbidden written language, use of their bodies and the 

fraying threads of power as opportunities, as well as community and solidarity and 

forgiveness to turn their situation around and fight for their futures. 
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Introduction 

 

Margaret Atwood sets both The Handmaid’s Tale and The Year of the Flood in 

environments in the former USA which have been devastated by human atrocity. In The 

Handmaid’s Tale, overuse of chemical herbicides and pesticides, along with nuclear 

power plant accidents have led to infertility in men and women, war has left colonies 

uninhabitable because of nuclear waste stockpiles and a fundamental Christian faction 

has overthrown the government and is setting about to rebuild a new society that they 

call Gilead into a morally, well-functioning society of believers. A similar situation has 

taken place in The Year of the Flood. Americans have abused the environment to the 

point that most wild animals have become extinct, technology is being used to splice 

genes and create new species and ethics are at an all-time low. In this environment, an 

eco-religious sect called the Gardeners rises in power, and they are among the survivors 

of the demolition of the majority of society by a dry flood, a virus only affecting 

humans. 

 

The two novels share many similarities. Both are post-apocalyptic, are set in the former 

United States and focus on how groups of people appropriate religion to rebuild new, 

seemingly more morally correct and well-functioning Christian-based societies. Both 

societies use techniques of power to succeed in this task and therefore Michel 

Foucault’s theories on power and resistance are helpful in explaining how a society can 

be rebuilt and how people in these societies are either convinced by or resist the 

techniques used.  Foucault presents several theories of power, including the essential 

construction of a power infrastructure, using a strict hierarchy, surveillance, rules, 

observation and documentation. Other power techniques such as enticement, coercion, 

enforcement of the restrictions and exploitation are used to maintain the power.  

Foucault’s ideas on the construction and maintenance of power in prison situations are 

highly applicable to both of the novels’ societies, because the societies can in some way 

be compared to prisons. Joyce Schuld’s reflections on how Foucault’s power theories 

have been used to understand how Foucault’s ideas apply to modern society (2003).  

There has been very much research done on the topic of Atwood and power, many of 

which base their arguments on Foucault. An article published by Maryam Koust, called 

“Disciplining the Body:  Power and Language in Margaret Atwood’s Dystopian Novel 
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The Handmaid’s Tale” (2013) deals with a similar topic, also using Foucault’s theories 

on power to describe Atwood’s dystopian societies and additionally, taking up the 

phenomenon of docile bodies, which will be explained later. However, Koust analyzes 

The Handmaid’s Tale and focuses on use of power and language on women’s bodies, 

whereas this essay has its focus on power and religion and the use of power techniques 

by women to turn a bad situation into a more positive one and  this study also compares 

two of Atwood’s dystopian novels instead of focusing on one novel as Koust does. 

Other previous research considered in this essay has been done by Katarina LaBuDová, 

a comparison of two of Atwood’s dystopian novels, although not the same two which 

are compared in this essay. “Pain, and Manipulation in Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and 

Crake and The Year of the Flood” (2006) deals with the contrast in power between 

characters, claiming that the manipulators are often the manipulated and the victims are 

often the victimizers. Although this is an interesting angle to pursue, it does not have its 

focus on women and power, as this essay does.  

 

In addition to what happens to religion in a dystopian society when power techniques 

are put into place, it is of interest to look deeper into the situation of women. On the 

surface, Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novels give the impression that women will be 

the underdogs in these stories.  However, on closer examination and application of 

Michel Foucault’s techniques of power, it can be seen that women also use many of 

these techniques to gain more power in otherwise seemingly hopeless situations in male 

dominated religious societies. Chalak Ghafoor Raouf’s essay “Reclaiming Body and 

Mind in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale” (2016) examines women’s 

resistance to power in The Handmaid’s Tale and concludes that lack of freedom paves 

the way for natural resistance. He uses Foucault’s theories on power and resistance to 

explain the power structure in the novel and although this essay comes to many of the 

same conclusions about women’s resistance to power as Ghafoor Raouf does, it is 

unique in that it has a focus on religion, power and gender and it also compares two of 

Atwood’s novels.  Foucault, in Politics, Philosophy and Culture, insists that it would be 

naive to dream of being rescued, freed or liberated from a power relation.  Instead one 

should take action (1988). This essay argues that women in both The Handmaid’s Tale 
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and The Year of the Flood make use of power techniques with the goal of turning their 

situation around and coming out ahead. 

 

Appropriation of Religion 

The Gardeners in The Year of the Flood, as well as the fundamental Christians in The 

Handmaid’s Tale construct new religions to govern their people and lead them to a kind 

of salvation built on survival. The purpose for appropriating religion is clear in both 

dystopian societies because the secure society as they knew it has become a thing of the 

past and chaos has encompassed the survivors in both of Atwood’s dystopias. No longer 

was there a dependable infrastructure of transport, goods, news or power. A new 

government was vital and both cultures interestingly enough made the choice to 

appropriate aspects of Christianity to form their own theocracies and bring about 

salvation for its members. Foucault writes about the purpose of seeking salvation in 

religion.  “It was no longer a question of leading people to their salvation in the next 

world but rather ensuring it in this world” (Foucault, The Subject and Power, 215). In 

Atwood’s dystopian contexts the word salvation takes on different meanings. Salvation 

after death is less of a concern for the new religious orders in the novels than health, 

well-being, security and protection against accidents in the immediate future. Sterility 

and stillbirth are commonplace in Gilead and there is a fall from God’s grace where 

crime is high, highly sought-after babies are stolen, women are no longer safe on the 

streets and the climate is in a state of human destruction. In The Year of the Flood there 

are similar needs for immediate and longer term survival after the apocalypse, such as 

safety from murderous Painballers, the location or production of food and the 

continuation of the community through procreation. Salvation in these worlds is both 

survival based, but also set on creating something better and less morally corrupt. 

 

The purpose of a strong religious community in both novels is therefore to support each 

other in the development of a society based on returning to basics and away from moral 

corruption. The Gardeners make a connection between the biblical Garden of Eden and 

the fall from grace into modern-day greed. They also connect the biblical breaking of 

the covenant between God, Noah and animals by humans through pride and seeing 
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humans as better than animals. Corrupt American society has fallen from grace through 

greed, overconsumption and exploitation of non-human creatures and for all of these 

reasons, the Gardener’s construct their theocracy as a community. Respect for all 

creatures is paramount (YF 160-161), therefore by practising a vegetarian lifestyle 

where they cook and eat together as a community, the Gardeners are avoiding the fallen 

state as Adam One, the leader of the Gardeners, preaches “Man in his unfallen state was 

not yet carnivore” (YF 13). Assigning clear roles in a strict hierarchy is the way to build 

community and fight corruption in Gilead.  Commanders of the faith and their wives are 

at the top, followed by Guardians of the faith, Marthas and Handmaids.  Non-Gidean 

Christians and sterile women are relocated to the colonies to serve the rest of their lives 

cleaning up nuclear waste. Children are put into training schools to become Guardians 

or Handmaids or are adopted out to suitable Christian families. Everyone in these new 

societies has a role to improve the way of life for the community. 

 

Appropriation of religious aspects can use active, though sometimes also inactive 

strategies.  In The Year of the Flood, inaction and a passive approach is required for the 

prophecy of Revelations to be self-fulfilling, treating God’s earth with respect and 

waiting for the apocalypse, which they are sure is bound to come. The community is 

also defined by its optimism in recreation after destruction and its reestablishment of 

harmony between humans and animals. The main tenant to the religion is pacifism, but 

at the same time they believe that action precedes faith, and belief will follow in time.  

An example of this is when Adam One praises Toby by saying “In some religions, faith 

precedes action. In ours, action precedes faith. You’ve been acting as if you believe, 

dear Toby” (YF 168). Faith is therefore to be expressed in action and members are 

encouraged through hymns sung as a community by the congregation, such as ‘Saint 

Euell of Wild Foods’ which encourages practical eating habits of foraging and growing 

of their own food (YF 126). However, Adam One insists that utopia be created not just 

dreamt or inherited, which is one reason that the Gardeners have an enclosed space 

called Edencliff Rooftop Garden where they practice their religion by planning, 

nurturing and ordering, waiting, doing manual labour. All of this in return gives the 

Gardeners harmony and peacefulness, provides food, income and keeps them occupied.  

It is not a coincidence that their living area is called Edencliff, as in the Garden of Eden; 
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they intend to create a new Garden of Eden starting before and continuing after the 

apocalypse.   

 

Similar to The Year of the Flood, The Handmaid’s Tale is characterized by a state of 

action. Moral and corporate corruption had led to this state, as described at the Red 

Center:  “the air got too full, once, of chemicals, rays, radiation, the water swarmed with 

toxic molecules, all of that takes years to clean up” (HT112). Consequently, the main 

goals in Gilead were to clean up the nuclear waste, to increase the birthrate by any 

means and to put a stop to moral and corporate corruption. Children born to non-Gilead 

Christians are taken and raised by Gilead Christian families, while the society in Gilead 

takes a few steps backwards in time, to return to an active state of male dominance, with 

the purpose of curtailing corruption. This is accomplished by the swift overthrow of the 

government followed by a state of military law, characterized by strict discipline and 

patriarchal rule. Laws are quickly passed to prohibit women from ownership, having 

bank accounts and jobs, having abortions and for all people from being gay or leaving 

the country. In one of Offred’s flashbacks she describes the attempt to flee the country 

to Canada.“When we get to the border we’ll pretend we’re just going over for a day trip; 

the fake visas are for a day” (HT 85). They are captured and the novel brings the reader 

abruptly back into the present with Offred as a Handmaid. A strict hierarchy is created 

with important functions for everyone, even those who are executed have a place at the 

bottom of the hierarchy. Among the many executed are dissidents including 

homosexuals, doctors who performed abortions and general enemies of the state, all of 

whom are tortured and hung from a wall as examples for all to see. Birth rates will 

increase again using the Handmaids but this is where power corrupts, as the babies are 

then owned by commanders and their wives, to be raised as devote Christians. Both 

action and inaction have their purposes in the appropriation of religion to create new 

societies. 

Power Techniques in The Handmaid’s Tale and The Year of the Flood 

These new theocracies required power to build and power to maintain and the 

construction of strict hierarchies is one way to build this power. Foucault refers to 

prisons and disaster situations to show how the establishment of a source of power with 
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good intentions, mainly to stop the spread of harm, can have potentially harmful 

consequences. Here he refers to how an establishment of a power structure was able to 

curtail the spreading plague. 

 The plague-stricken town, traversed throughout with hierarchy, surveillance, observation, 

writing; the town immobilized by the functioning of an extensive power that bears in a distinct 

way over all individual bodies – this is the utopia of the perfectly governed city (Foucault, 

Discipline and Punish, the Birth of the Prison 198).  

 

Using a structure of power as Foucault describes in such disaster situations, individuals 

are controlled and monitored to avoid the development of chaos. The utopia Foucault 

mentions refers to how the ideal city can be created and maintained for the benefit of all 

citizens. This use of power structure is one of the methods by which Atwood allows the 

dystopian societies to become established. In both novels, similar plague-like situations 

of corruption are apparent. In response to the situation of corruption in The Year of the 

Flood, Crake secretly introduces a virus into the popular sexual performance-enhancing 

BlyssPluss pills to eradicate corrupt society in one action, hoping to have a new start.  

This creates the waterless flood, a plague of human creation in the form of a virus in 

which only humans are killed. While in The Handmaid’s Tale, a plague of sterility is 

brought about on the United States by itself through exploitation of the environment and 

use of pesticides and nuclear power. As Foucault says above, in such plague-like 

situations, use of power techniques such as a strict hierarchy, surveillance, observation 

and documentation are called for and are even beneficial. They can also have potentially 

harmful consequences, when the use of power exceeds its purpose and becomes 

oppressive. Although they claim equality, the Gardeners have a numbered hierarchy of 

Adams and Eves, starting with Adam One who is the leader and all others are numbered 

based on their area of expertise. According to Adam One, all Gardeners were equal on a 

spiritual level, however, the same did not apply on the material level. The Adams and 

Eves ranked higher. Gilead has in its hierarchy Guardians of the faith, Marthas and 

Aunts who are used as surveillance, with Commanders of the faith at the top of the 

hierarchy of power. 

 

The maintenance of the hierarchy of power is conducted through surveillance, 

observation and documentation. Foucault is interested in the many ways of isolating and 

engaging individuals creatively, as well as examining, monitoring and socially 
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registering them using various materials. “Power has its principle not so much in a 

person as in a certain concerted distribution of bodies, surfaces, lights, gazes; in an 

arrangement whose internal mechanisms produce the relation in which individuals are 

caught up” (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 202). This means that when individuals are 

given roles such as monitoring, surveying and documenting, they become a part of a 

system, a distribution of bodies serving a purpose. In The Handmaid’s Tale, religious 

fundamentalists called Commanders are the new political leaders, all of whom live in 

the same neighborhood, a protected community with barrier checkpoints and Guardians 

and Eyes who spy, interrogate and protect them.  Another example of power control by 

observation and documentation is that Handmaids in Gilead are strictly monitored and 

must always be with another Handmaid when outside the house.  

 We aren’t allowed to go there except in twos.   This is supposed to be for our protection, 

though the notion is absurd; we are well-protected already.  The truth is that she is my spy, as I 

am hers.  If either of us slips through the net because of something that happens on our daily 

walks, the other will be accountable (HT 19).   

 

In this case, the surveillance is accomplished by the Handmaids themselves, as a form 

of internalization, saving on resources and creating an environment of uncertainty.  In 

addition, papers must be produced at barriers. This documentation and division into 

roles is to benefit the community and enforces the security for the whole. In The Year of 

The Flood, this kind of surveillance and observation takes the form of peer pressure and 

looking out for each other. When gleaning wine from discarded bottles in the dangerous 

pleebland neighbourhoods, they were to always go out in pairs for protection. “We were 

supposed to glean in groups, so we could defend ourselves against the pleebrat street 

gangs, or the winos who might grab our pails and drink the wine, or the child-snatchers 

who might sell us on the chicken-sex market” (YF 70). This kind of observation 

enforced the security of the group.  Surveillance among the Gardeners takes the form of 

revenge, as when Veena turns in her husband to the CorpseSeCorps for running an 

illegal marijuana growop after hearing that he was cheating on her (YF 151). 

 

To maintain the strict hierarchy, it is necessary in both novels to easily distinguish 

between the members of the hierarchy, which is accomplished by the garments they are 

required to wear. The garments serve several purposes; they cloak the wearer in 

anonymity, allowing personal detachment for the wearer and those in contact with the 
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wearer, just as the streets, metro stations and shops have been made anonymous by the 

removal of names. This creation of a state of roles which can easily be refilled when one 

individual is no longer needed is an important part of maintaining power through 

surveillance. Here it is the roles which are important, not the individuals themselves.  

Modesty garments are worn in both novels, with specific colours and symbols with the 

purpose of identification. In The Year of the Flood, Gardener teens helping out at the 

farmers’ markets are made to wear Young Bioneer neck scarves, which identify them as 

Gardeners, although this also humiliated the teens. “This was humiliating, as the 

trendies would often bring their kids. These kids wore baseball caps with words on them 

and stared at us and our neck scarves and drab clothing as if we were freaks” (YF 141-

142). Wearing specific clothes gave group belonging, for better or for worse and the 

role of the garments is to remind the Gardeners of the community they belong to and to 

distinguish themselves from non-Gardeners. Gardeners make use of pleebland clothes to 

disguise themselves when they want to spy or do something unnoticed. Zeb often dons a 

solarbike outfit (YF 167) when he does recognisance work for the Gardeners and 

Amanda has saved her former clothes for special errands. “She had some flashy 

pleeblander clothes hidden away as well, so when she needed to lift something she’d put 

those clothes on and go off to the Sinkhole mall way (YF 86).  The special garments are 

both for group belonging as well and when needed, other clothes are used to blend in 

with the non-Gardener communities. Atwood explains in the introduction to The 

Handmaid’s Tale that the handmaids were made to wear long cloaks in the colour red to 

be able to easily see them if they were to try to flee (HT Intro XVII). Offred, the main 

character, furthermore states: “The white wings too are prescribed issue; they are to 

keep us from seeing, but also from being seen” (HT 8). The primary purpose with the 

garments in The Handmaid’s Tale, however, is mainly to remind the women of their 

places in the hierarchy and to remind them that they are easily replaceable. Another 

woman can put on the garments and don the role of Handmaid or Martha or Aunt. It is 

the role which is important, not the individual.    

 

In addition to using garments to distinguish members in the hierarchy or group, 

privileges and restrictions are necessary to cement the roles of the servants as well as 

the leaders into place in order for the power techniques to succeed. Many of the 
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privileges which are granted the ruling men of Gilead are ironically hypocritical to the 

devote beliefs which are the foundation for the new theocracy. Commanders have 

access to sex clubs, books, games and alcohol. In The Year of the Flood, Adam One has 

access to computers, while this is restricted for the rest of the congregation. Gardeners 

avoid documentation by forbidding writing, as they also do in Gilead, however 

Commanders are still allowed to write, as are the Aunts. Gardeners teach that writing 

and computers are dangerous. “We wrote on slates, and they had to be wiped off at the 

end of each day because Gardeners said you couldn’t leave words lying around where 

our enemies might find them. Anyway, paper was sinful because it was made from the 

flesh of trees” (YF 60). However some of the leaders such as Adam One have access to 

these forms of communication with the outside world and documentation, which is 

hypocritical, but a privilege allowed his role.   

 

Discourse or selected rhetoric is a tool used to maintain power in the dystopian 

societies. The Bible is the main source of information and reference in both 

communities but it is only carefully chosen parts of the Bible which are used in 

ceremonies or sermons, allowing the leaders in power to find support for their agendas 

and discourse in lines from a bible only accessible by them. Examples of this use of 

rhetoric to exercise power include the naming of people and places in The Year of the 

Flood from biblical references, such as Garden of Eden, Adams, Eves as well as the set 

sermons with their biblical discourse.  In The Handmaid’s Tale, new types of greetings 

and phrases are invented or gleaned from the Bible such as ‘Praise Be’, ‘Blessed be the 

fruit’, with the common replies of ‘May the Lord Open’, ‘…which I receive with joy.’  

As reading is primarily assessable to men in both novels, women are consequently 

cloaked in ignorance and find themselves in a state of dependence on men for 

knowledge. Any schooling is conducted through sermons or story-telling, with the 

teacher in total control of the content, reminiscent of earlier times when illiteracy caused 

poor people to be dependent on the church for information and knowledge. Examples of 

this from Gilead are when the Commander reads passages from the Bible before his 

monthly intercourse with his Handmaid and from The Year of the Flood when Adam 

One lectures to his congregation using parts from the Bible, with the remainder made up 

to suit the situation.   
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Another tool used to reinforce the power structure is institutionalized violence. Some of 

the more violent and forceful techniques required in the beginning of the creation of 

Gilead are coercion, punishment, torture and public shaming. In Gilead, public hangings 

and torture such as the removal of an eye or a finger and public stoning are 

commonplace, making a spectacle of their power through the destruction and maiming 

of the body of the protester or disbeliever. Foucault describes punishment in Ancient 

Rome in a similar way: “Maiming and destroying the body of the enemy was a way of 

affirming power and superiority.  The body of the condemned was used to flaunt before 

all eyes an invincible force” (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 48). This “theatre of 

terror” (49) was necessary to conduct in public. It was essential to create “a spectacle 

not of measure, but of imbalance and excess; in this liturgy of punishment, there must 

be an emphatic affirmation of power and of its intrinsic superiority” (49). Examples of 

this type of power display can be seen in the Handmaid’s Tale with the rituals of public 

stoning, the hangings and the public sexual intercourse, all of which publicly humiliate 

and abuse those non Gilead Christians who pose a threat. “Aunt Sara and Aunt 

Elizabeth patrolled; they had electric cattle prods slung on thongs from their leather 

belts” (HT 4). Violence or the threat of violence such as that which the Aunts 

distributed was everyday life for women in Gilead. A spectacle was regularly made at 

the male salvaging, where men took part in public humiliation, torture and hangings of 

the enemies of Gilead. Abortionists from before Gilead were tracked down and hung 

like criminals of war and enemies of the state. In comparison, the Gardeners used 

institutionalised violence in their Urban Bloodshed Limitation classes as a means of 

survival.  Survival is a strategy for maintaining the power and one which serves many 

of the Gardeners in the waterless flood. “The first bloodshed to be limited should be 

your own” (YF 22) was what Zeb taught in these classes, encouraging use of violence if 

necessary. Toby takes this advice to heart when she ends her tormenter Blanco’s life, 

using poppy. Painballers are another example of institutionalized violence, where they 

are encouraged to kill each other in sport. These skills aide them in their attempts to 

gain power after the waterless flood, by killing, raping and trading people. 
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Another technique used to maintain the power structure is exploitation. Exploitation, 

according to the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, is “the act of using 

someone unfairly for your own advantage” (2011). Foucault advises the minimal use of 

domination when exploitation is practised, (Foucault, “The Ethic of Care for the Self as 

a Practice of Freedom” 18) which means that power by exploitation is best achieved 

through minimal use of violence and domination. Whereas the Gardeners use minimal 

domination in their efforts to maintain power, the Aunts most definitely use exploitation 

through domination at the Red Centre to break the will of the newly arrived Handmaids.  

Handmaids are forcibly exploited for their reproductive abilities, starting with the 

training sessions at the Red Centre to instruct them in how to be docile. They are held 

against their will, tortured with electric cattle prods, forced to psychologically abuse 

each other in a type of shaming circle and have body parts not necessary for breeding 

cut off as disciplinary lesson. An example of how Handmaids are made to 

psychologically break each other down are the ‘testifying sessions’ at the Red Centre.  

One of the Handmaids is encouraged to testify about how she was gang-raped at age 14 

in her previous life. Aunt Lydia asks the collected group of Handmaids “’But whose 

fault was it? Her fault, her fault, her fault’ we all chant in unison. ‘Who led them on? 

She did, she did’ we answer. ‘Why did God allow this to happen? To teach her a 

lesson’” (HT 72). Handmaids are then further exploited by being sent on loan to a 

commander and his wife to be regularly raped until a baby is born. The baby is then 

removed from the Handmaid, who is expected to continue breeding for another 

Commander. Babies are forcibly made and forcibly taken from Handmaids to the 

advantage of Gilead’s Christian elite and to solve the fertility problem. An additional 

example of exploitation is the ‘Unwomen’ who are sent to the colonies to certain and 

slow death to clean up nuclear waste, simply because they are infertile. They are 

disposable and therefore are given work that no one else would willingly do.  

Handmaids who prove barren after a trial period are also sent to work and die in the 

colonies. Sending women against their will to do physical work that no one else would 

consider doing in the toxic climate is exploitation because Gilead gains by their work 

and the toxic waste is cleaned up. Examples of exploitation can be seen in The Year of 

the Flood where before and after the waterless flood, both women and animals are 

exploited.  Before the flood, animals are bred by the Corpssecorps for their organs for 
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donor use in humans, while women’s bodies are exploited for sex in the ever more 

corrupt society as can be seen with Ren’s occupation as a Scales and Tales exotic 

dancer and prostitute. Amanda warns the other girls about Mo’Hair shops in the Sewage 

Lagoon that “lured girls in, and once you were in the scalp-transport room they’d knock 

you out, and when you woke up you’d not only have different hair but different 

fingerprints, and then you’d be locked in a membrane house and forced into bristle work 

(YF 142). Girls and women without a means of supporting themselves often find 

themselves being exploited as sex slaves. 

 

In addition to exploitation by use of forceful coercion, there is also exploitation by use 

of subtle coercion, which is creatively used in Atwood’s new societies. Starting with 

the deconstruction of identity in The Handmaid’s Tale, people are rebuilt into more  

practical roles. Women are stripped of their significance as anything other than bodies, 

child bearers, wives and household servants. Women no longer have rights of their own, 

they are the property of men, indeed, they are not even allowed to educate themselves, 

read or have careers. Handmaids are chipped with ID tags in their ears like cattle and 

given functional new names, reflecting whose property they belong to, as in Offred, 

which means ‘The Handmaid Of Fred.’ Who they were before the war is wiped away 

and new roles are given them. Offred describes her sense of frustration at being a no 

one, just a body: “I avoid looking down at my body… I don’t want to look at something 

that determines me so completely” (HT 63). She realises that her body has become her 

identity and that she has been coerced into using her body for the needs and wants of 

Gilead, but she resists the loss of identity. Foucault calls this concept docile bodies, 

which means a body that can be subjected, used, transformed and improved (Foucault 

Discipline and Punish 136). Basically, docile bodies then are bodies which can be 

exploited for someone else’s gain. The next step in the power game is to get people to 

do what you want them to do with their bodies and ideally that they will do this 

willingly. The manipulation of time and space to discipline docile bodies into organized 

cells, locations and ranks allows for knowing where a certain person is at any certain 

time. Strict daily schedules and dividing up of people allowed to be at a certain place at 

a certain time regulates circulation and allows for control of large numbers of people. 

(148). In time, Handmaids would become willing docile bodies but this first generation 
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of Handmaids must be coerced forcefully. However, there are some examples of willing 

docile bodies in The Year of the Flood. The girls who work at Scales and Tales, wearing 

animal costumes to arouse and pleasure men use their bodies until it seems normal for 

them.  “It cheered me up to connect with my own things. I could hardly wait to be back 

in my normal life. Not that it was normal exactly. But I was used to it” (YF 200). Ren is 

talking about getting out of isolation and back to work as a dancer and prostitute where 

she willingly uses her body for sex. She is subtly coerced into doing the work she does 

by the manager, Mordis, who must have seemed like a father-figure to Ren. “Mordis 

made me feel so secure. I knew if I was in big trouble I could go to him” (YF 8).  

Another example from The Year of the Flood is the Crakers, who were created as docile 

bodies for the purpose of timed procreation and risk free sex. They willingly do what 

they were created to do, thus showing that use of coercion and docile bodies is an 

effective power technique. 

 

Enticement, rather than blunt restriction or coercion, is an even more subtle technique 

used to maintain the power. If leaders could entice their followers to do what they 

wanted without using some of the more dominant or violent strategies of power, this 

might have a more long-lasting effect with less effort needed to gain the desired results. 

Convincing people to think your way is the first step in getting them to follow you 

willingly. Foucault explains that “If power were never anything but repressive, if it 

never did anything but to say ‘no’, do you think one would be brought to obey it? What 

makes power hold” (Foucault, Power and Knowledge 119)? Foucault means that in 

order for power to be effective, it cannot only consist of threats and punishment, but 

rather use of enticement is a viable answer to his questions of what makes power hold 

or last. In The Handmaid’s Tale, the Aunts use enticement when they are not using 

more violent power techniques. “There is more than one kind of freedom, said Aunt 

Lydia, freedom to and freedom from.  In the days of anarchy, it was freedom to. Now 

you are being given freedom from” (HT 24). The Aunts try to entice the Handmaids to 

buy into their Handmaid roles, offering safety and security from what out-of-control 

freedom can signify. They try to convince them that they are better off with less 

freedom but more safety. The Gardeners entice followers with the dream of the new 

Garden of Eden and all that such a utopian society represents, including freedom from 
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corruption and violence and mutual respect between all species. The Gardener religion 

promises life for them after the waterless flood and for that they must prepare. Adam 

One encourages the Gardeners to start planning. “Let us construct our Ararats carefully, 

my Friends. Let us provision them with foresight, and with canned and dried goods. Let 

us camouflage them well” (YF 91). Knowledge that they will survive the waterless 

flood is enticement enough to get them to prepare their stocks. Adam One enticed Toby 

to reconsider her un-Christian attitude by gently reminding her of Pilar. “Dear Eve 

Six…such fantasies are unworthy of you. What would Pilar think” (YF 268)?  

Enticement still requires active involvement from those wishing to have power over 

others to succeed, including supervision of those being enticed, but what if it were 

possible to maintain power with minimal effort?  The panopticon is one answer to this 

question. 

 

Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon is a very efficient and impersonal way of exercising 

disciplinary power while including the prisoner or person you wish to control in the 

power play. The original panopticon included a guard tower with prison cells all around 

it. The prison cells are completely visible at all times to the guard tower, leaving 

nowhere for prisoners to hide. It is not possible, however, for prisoners to verify at any 

moment if the guard tower is manned or not, but the tower itself is a constant reminder 

of the prisoner’s transparency. The fantastic thing about the panopticon is that it fulfils 

the tasks simultaneously, that of controlling and that of transforming the criminal with 

minimal violence and intervention.  Foucault describes this newer type of power as  

a parade, an ostentatious form of examination.  In it the ‘subjects’ were presented as ‘objects’ 

to the observation of power that was manifested only by a gaze… the scarcely sustainable 

visibility of the monarch is turned into the unavoidable visibility of the ‘subjects’.  And it was 

this inversion of visibility that was to assure the exercise of power even in its lowest 

manifestation (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 187).    

 

The mere idea that at any moment you could be observed discourages illicit behaviour. 

In the event that a member of the congregation needs reminding of the ways of the 

Gardeners, it is made clear in the hymn ‘When God Shall His Bright Wings Unfold’ that 

the ‘Eye’ of God is continually watching over us. God not only appears as a dove but 

also a vulture (YF 373), a predatory being, meaning that Gardeners are observed by God 

in a pleasant way, but also in a scarier way. After knowingly crushing some beetles, 

Toby admits to feeling remorseful. “Even though no one is watching her, it’s hard to 
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break such ingrained habits” (YF 16). No one is watching, however Toby knows that 

God is watching and that is what makes her feel guilty. In addition, the idea of the 

panopticon is successfully used by the ‘Eyes’ in Gilead, who can be anywhere, at any 

time, even living under the same roof as you, like spies or informers creating total 

obedience. Even when no one was watching, someone could be watching. Another 

example of use of the panopticon in The Handmaid’s Tale is how the Handmaids are 

encouraged to monitor one another’s behaviour. They are rarely left alone and when 

they go out they are visible from a distance by their tell-tale garments and are forced to 

be in pairs, watching over each other, spying on each other, discouraging disobedience.  

In The Year of the Flood, the Gardeners are distinguishable by their garments when they 

are outside the community whereas inside the community the communal living 

arrangements allow the panopticon effect to work. Without much privacy, Gardeners 

see most of what Gardeners do or not do. 

 

Women’s use of power 

The power techniques mentioned above have been used in both theocracies to differing 

degrees and some of the techniques have even been turned around and used by the 

victims, who are often women, to revolt against their oppressors. Citizens early on in 

The Handmaid’s Tale protest in mass as their rights are taken from them and as they can 

see which direction the wind of power is blowing. These protesters are shot down, sent 

to the colonies or hung as examples. When it becomes obvious that overt protestation is 

not going to succeed, an underground resistance movement called ‘Mayday’ begins to 

form in Gilead. The Gardeners in The Year of the Flood withdraw into their own 

community, isolating themselves from consumerism and creating their own more 

natural products. The Gardeners also have an underground resistance movement with  

“cells of hidden Exfernal sympathizers embedded at every level, even within the 

Corporations themselves” (YF 189). This underground spy network helped Pilar to get 

her biopsy samples tested for cancer, hidden in a car of honey (YF 178). Foucault is 

optimistic about the chances of the oppressed to escape their situation.  “At the heart of 

power relations and as a permanent condition of their existence there is an 

insubordination and a certain essential obstinacy on the part of the principles of 

freedom… there is no relationship of power without the means of escape or possible 
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flight” (Foucault, The Subject of Power 225). Foucault recognises that there is always a 

way to resist if only we are determined. “We can never be ensnared by power:  we 

always modify its grip in determinate conditions and according to a precise strategy” 

(Foucault, Politics, Philosophy and Culture 123). It would be naïve of the women in 

both novels to dream of being rescued, freed or liberated from a power relation. Instead 

they should take action and these are some of the ways the action is taken by women. 

 

Firstly, women in both novels use the forbidden written language, cell phones and 

computers to secretly document and bear witness. In The Year of the Flood, Toby uses a 

chat site to secretly communicate with other Gardeners and keep track of her Gardener 

friends when everyone is forced to flee for safety. This written language, once forbidden 

for Gardeners is now being used to update them on regular news and to warn them of 

danger (YF 269-271). When Ren is taken away from the Gardeners by her mother, Ren 

and Amanda keep in touch using hidden cell phones. The name and the purpose of the 

novel The Handmaid’s Tale gives women true power, the power of witness. This story 

is Offred’s story, recorded and hidden in the hopes that someone someday will find it, 

read it and pass it on.  Long term power lies in witnessing and recording. Atwood 

explains how “Offred records her story as best she can; then she hides it, trusting that it 

may be discovered later, by someone who is free to understand it and share it. This is an 

act of hope:  every recorded story implies a future reader” (HT Intro). Offred describes 

how important it is to tell a story over whose ending she has control. As writing is 

forbidden, she keeps the story in her head until she has access to a tape recorder, most 

likely while she is in hiding.  “I must be telling it to someone…There’s always someone 

else” (HT 40). This is her strategy to keep her sanity and pay witness to what is 

happening. Other Handmaids have the same idea, to give hope to other women. One of 

the Handmaids who lived in the room before Offred scratched the inspirational message 

‘Nolite te bastardes carborundorum’, meaning ‘don’t let the bastards get you down’ near 

the floor in the closet. After searching long and hard, Offred describes her reaction at 

finding the message ‘It pleases me to know that her taboo message made it through, to 

at least one other person” (HT 52). Women in both novels inspire other women by 

documenting and witnessing, despite this being dangerous and illegal. 
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Secondly, discourse is used by women to maintain their own sanity or place in 

protection. Keeping one’s sanity until the moment of revolution is essential. Amanda in 

The Year of the Flood, seeks to secure her position of protection with the Gardeners by 

adopting the Gardener rhetoric when needed, being polite and faking it to fit in. 

However Zeb is aware of her from the start, saying “You’re a sly little operator, aren’t 

you? You’re very good” (YF 81-82). She says and does what is needed to maintain 

protection with the Gardeners, thus ensuring her own survival. When times get tough, 

sometimes the mental state of an exploited woman can be kept in check by creating 

certain repeated phrases, like ‘I will not give in’ or in The Handmaid’s Tale in Offred’s 

case, calling the bedroom she inhabits “the room, not my room” (HT 8) or whispering 

her own real name to herself over and over again, to confirm her true identity. Toby in 

The Year of the Flood reminds herself and the other survivors of the names of the 

saints’ days and of the animals they are charged with remembering in name. “Toby’s 

been keeping track of the days. At the top of each fresh page she prints the Gardener 

Feast Day or Saint Day. She can still recite the entire list off by heart” (YF 165).  

Having power over small but important details like these is a decisive step in the right 

direction for resistance, even if it is silent and passive.   

 

Thirdly, power can lie in the use of the women’s bodies to get better treatment for 

themselves, exceptions from the rules and possible escape. Foucault explains how 

power in too few hands can get out of control. If the power is incapable of being 

controlled as Foucault points out, there is an opportunity for the oppressed to revolt, to 

turn those docile and exploited bodies into weapons of resistance or survival. Small acts 

of resistance can turn into larger acts of resistance: it is all a mind-set (Foucault, Power 

and Knowledge 156). In The Year of the Flood, people figured that the recently 

orphaned Toby would manage because she had her young body as an asset. “at least she 

had something of marketable value, namely her young ass, and therefore she wouldn’t 

starve to death, and nobody had to feel guilty” (YF 28). Other parts of her body were 

sold first though. “After the money from the hair was used up, she’d sold her eggs on 

the black market” (YF 32). Women throughout history have used what they have, often 

their own bodies or body parts to further their situations or to survive and so too with 

the characters in these novels. The Handmaids in Gilead sense this opportunity to resist 
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oppression by using their bodies as tools of power. “It’s an event, a small defiance of 

the rules, so small as to be undetectable, but such moments are the rewards I hold out 

for myself, like the candy I hoarded as a child, at the back of a drawer. Such moments 

are possibilities, tiny peepholes” (HT 21). Offred talks about the effect she knows she 

can have, if she shakes her hips a bit when the young Guards are watching, the ones 

who are not yet allowed to touch a woman. “I enjoy the power; power of a dog bone, 

passive but there” (HT 22). The Handmaids are aware of the power they possess and 

test how it can be used for real rewards and freedom. Schuld summarises Foucault on 

the topic of the fraying threads of power which can be exploited. 

 
 One does not have to break the back of a given social evil to resist its instrumental effects: 

important changes can be brought about even among the most insignificant seeming human 

interactions by working to alter the micro-fibres of power.  If the tiniest threads can be frayed, 

an individual can weaken the heavy and intricate fabric that undergirds more socially 

consolidated and elaborately entangling manifestations of power’s demonic sides (Schuld 73).  

 

Women have opportunities if only they can identify them in the fabric of the oppressive 

society in which they live and act upon them. The trick is finding the appropriate 

interactions in daily life that are possible weaknesses in the power structure and to 

convert these into actions.   

 

Women in both novels locate any threads that are fraying or weaknesses in the fibres of 

the power structure and pull on them, thus gaining advantage for themselves. An 

example of this is when Gardeners use the corrupt system they are fighting against in 

their underground network to provide them with ways of fighting the corruption closer 

to its source. By creative use of plastic surgery and finding jobs, they are able to hide 

themselves among other people, in the midst of the corruption. Toby was relocated in 

such a manner to be manager of the AnooYoo Spa, where she was able to stay out of 

harm’s way and spy on the women coming for spa treatments. The fraying in the fibres 

here was that the Gardeners made it their goal to infiltrate corporations and put people 

in positions for spying or hiding them. In contrast, the fraying threads of power in The 

Handmaid’s Tale lie in the black market of Gilead, among other places.  “Even now that 

there is no real money anymore, there’s still a black market. There’s always a black 

market, there’s always something that can be exchanged. She then was a woman who 

might bend the rules. But what did I have, to trade” (HT14)? Offred sees an opportunity 
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in the structure of the new family she is living with. She refers to Serena Joy and her 

cigarettes and figures she must be making use of the black market, which consequently 

may mean that Offred can also trade there. Another example from Gilead is when Moira 

uses the totalitarian rules to her own advantage when she forcibly takes Aunt 

Elisabeth’s garments and disguises herself as another role to escape, giving herself an 

automatic new identity and a chance at freedom. “Moira had power now, she’d been set 

loose, she’d set herself loose. She was now a loose woman…In the light of Moira, the 

Aunts were less fearsome and more absurd. Their power had a flaw to it. They could be 

shanghaied in the toilets.  The audacity was what we liked” (HT 133).  Not only does 

she find a fraying thread in the Aunts’ power structure and in so doing, sets herself free 

but Moira serves as an example to the others that freedom is a real and proven 

possibility. Just as the hanging dissidents are hanging from walls as examples for all to 

see and be intimidated by, Moira hangs in the handmaids’ consciousness as a living 

example of what power they too possess.   

 

Additionally, women use a sense of community and solidarity to support each other in 

the resistance. The underground protest organisation MayDay is made up of women, 

mostly Marthas and Handmaids but it would not be successful without the help of men 

in positions of power, such as Eyes, Guardians, doctors and other civilian men who 

despise the totalitarian system. There are dangers and the risks, however these are the 

price to pay for the importance of community and the progression from isolated 

individuals to such community where hope lies. Secret meetings of Handmaids are 

conducted whenever they are able, to exchange information. “We learned to whisper 

almost without sound. In the semidarkness we could stretch out our arms, when the 

Aunts weren’t looking, and touch each other’s hands across space. We learned to lip-

read, our heads flat on the beds, turned sideways, watching each other’s mouths” (HT 

4). In The Year of the Flood, there is also a secret underground operation to resist the 

CorpseCorps’ corruption and prepare for the waterless flood. Gardener men and women 

form a network and communicate online when they are forced to go into hiding. As 

mentioned earlier, they are given new identities and jobs to protect them and keep them 

alive until the waterless flood approaches. Gardener women stick together to help each 

other for the good of the whole. An example is when Ren insists on rescuing Amanda 
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from being gang-raped by the Painballers and Toby agrees to go with her out of 

solidarity. Toby realises that although Ren has all the best of intentions, she does not 

possess the survival skills necessary to take on two armed Painballers alone.  It is in this 

act of solidarity, each contributing skills to the group effort, that the two succeed in 

rescuing Amanda. Intricately interwoven with solidarity, women’s leadership skills 

create the bond they begin to forge between different species in The Year of the Flood.  

We get an inkling of this at the very end of the novel when there is communication 

between the women and the Crakers, pondering how they will be able to create a new 

world with them. Will they also be willing and able to forge a new united society with 

some of the animal species, like the pigs? Moreover, they even consider what to do with 

the Painballers, whether to execute them or allow them to be a part of the future society.  

It is the women who take the power to decide over the fate of the other surviving 

species. Women as a community also show a sense of practicality when it comes to 

survival, even if it means temporarily taking a short break from their ethics. In the new 

life, Gardeners sink to lower notes as they kill and eat animals to survive and even kill 

people to survive. Toby prepares and eats meat with regret. “When she put the bones of 

the rakunk into the water she spoke the words of apology and asked for its pardon. ‘But 

you didn’t kill it’ I said to her. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘But I wouldn’t feel right unless 

somebody did this” (YF 429). It is a woman who uses the power of her ethics to attempt 

to steer the community in the direction of the Gardeners’ former ethics. They must 

forgive themselves for what they do in a moment of desperation and strive to do better 

in the future.   

 

The ability and desire to forgive or choose to withhold forgiveness of even the worst of 

crimes and criminals is one of the most powerful aspects of how women as a 

community will survive. In The Year of the Flood, The God’s Gardeners Oral 

Hymnbook advises people to “Give up your anger and your spite, imitate the Deer, the 

Tree; In sweet Forgiveness find our job, For it alone can set you free” (YF 427). This 

song from their religion encourages forgiveness and moving on.  Strength in community 

and forgiveness is one of the most powerful weapons women possess and they realise 

this in both novels. Giving up anger and spite in exchange for forgiveness is the way of 

the Gardeners. Even Toby, though not able to forgive Blanco, who had repeatedly raped 



 

 

25 

 

and degraded her and who had been terrorizing her for years, chooses a gentle end to his 

life with the special Death of the Angels mushrooms instead of letting him suffer. At the 

very end of the novel, Toby encourages the group of survivors to “forget the past, the 

worst parts of it” (YF 430-431), as she blesses the meagre food they have and even 

offers it to their two Painballer prisoners. In The Handmaid’s Tale, forgiveness can be 

seen between family members, with a special focus on mothers and daughters. Offred 

struggles with the fact that she is a mother but is not able to protect the daughter who 

has been taken away from her. She also realises that her own mother was right all along 

to have protested and predicted so well what was about to happen to women. In both 

cases, she agonises over and feels guilt at her own lack of action to help them. She 

hopes that her daughter will someday forgive her and hopes that her missing husband 

Luke will also be forgiving of the fact that she slept with Nick. Offred reminds herself 

that “forgiveness too is a power. To beg for it is a power, and to withhold or bestow it is 

a power, perhaps the greatest” (HT 134-135). In forgiving herself and releasing herself 

from guilt, Offred allows herself to focus on the fight for survival. However, in 

withholding forgiveness for those who have done her harm, she also gives herself the 

fighting strength to continue surviving. 

Conclusion  

Margaret Atwood portrays humanity at its best and worst. Through corruption, power 

and greed, humans bring about their own downfall in The Year of the Flood and in The 

Handmaid’s Tale. In the aftermath of the destruction, Atwood chooses religious groups 

to be the creators of their own brand of utopian theocracy. This essay has taken up how 

religion has been appropriated in order to construct these new societies. References to 

the Bible, such as the Garden of Eden, Adams and Eves, Marthas and Handmaids are 

essential in the creation of these communities, as are the symbolic garments and the 

biblical rhetoric and rituals. Both communities serve God, while aiming for an 

improved and less corrupt society. However to build up and maintain new societies, it is 

necessary to have a plan and have control over your subjects. Many instruments of 

power that Michel Foucault discusses in our society can be applied by humans to create 

and maintain power in the postapocalyptic worlds in the novels, including the 

construction of hierarchies with strict rules enforced though punishment and privilege.  
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Other techniques include coercion, exploitation, enticement and clever use of rhetoric, 

the panopticon effect and docile bodies to achieve their goals. The foundation upon 

which these societies stands is religion, while the enforcement is through a variety of 

power techniques.  This is exactly what the women in both novels take to heart and put 

into action. We see how the women use a variety of strategies to resist the power they 

are being oppressed by and even turn the situation to their advantage. By documenting 

their experiences as Offred does with her tale and as Toby does remembering the days 

of the saints and the animals, the women are bearing witness for the future. Although 

this may not appear to help them win over their situation, it plays an important part in 

the correct writing of history, as well as serving as inspiration for other women.  

Women in both stories use their bodies as power instruments. Small acts of resistance 

lead to larger acts, which lead to movements. Moreover, working together as a 

community gives women even more power, the power of numbers. Atwood shows how 

both individuals and communities of women can resist and revolt. The underground 

organisations in both novels are excellent examples of this, as is the Gardeners victory 

over evil at the end of The Year of the Flood. Women are traditionally counted among 

the victims or losers in religious power plays and on the surface, Margaret Atwood’s 

dystopian novels give the impression that women will be the underdogs in these stories 

as well. However, on closer examination and application of Michel Foucault’s ideas on 

power, it can be seen that women indeed have and use power to become winners in 

otherwise seemingly hopeless situations in the male dominated religious societies in 

which they live.   
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