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Abstract: 

This article examines how embodiment and narration are interlinked in Margaret 

Atwood'sThe Handmaid's Tale. Existing academic literature on the novel is extensive, yet it 

remains siloed across dystopian studies, biopolitics, psychoanalysis, and historical criticism. 
Consequently, the critical gap lies in the body-to-voice relationship. This reading adopts the 

theoretical framework of écriture féminine of Hélène Cixous’s to reframe embodied 

oppression and narrative resistance as mutually constitutive rather than opposed forces. 
Through close textual analysis, it examines Gilead’s intertwined systems of bodily 

and linguistic control, including its rigid social hierarchy, color-coded clothing, enforced 

renaming, and prohibition of female literacy. It further shows how Offred’s sensory memory, 

fragmented recollection, imagination, and spoken testimony transform her regulated body 
into the source of voice and subjectivity. Particular attention is given to the novel's oral tape-

recorded structure and the “Historical Notes,” which reveal both the vulnerability and the 

endurance of Offred's embodied testimony under patriarchal reinterpretation. Although 
Professor Pieixoto reframes her recordings as historical artifacts, her voice survives both 

Gilead's oppression and the patriarchal academy’s attempts to diminish it. Ultimately, by 

applying écriture féminine to The Handmaid's Tale, this article establishes that the female 
body functions not merely as a site of patriarchal control but as the source of narrative 

authority, subjectivity, and resistance. 

 

 
Keywords: écriture féminine; embodied writing; narrative voice; storytelling; women's 

writing. 

 

 

Introduction 

A body can be imprisoned, but a story can still escape. Margaret Atwood’s The 
Handmaid's Tale explores this paradox through the experiences of Offred, a Handmaid living 
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under the totalitarian regime of the Republic of Gilead. In Gilead, women’s bodies are 

reduced to “two-legged wombs” (146) and subjected to state-controlled reproduction. 

Stripped of her name, legal personhood, and bodily autonomy, Offred is denied not only 
control over her reproductive capacity but also the authority to define herself. However, the 

regime fails to silence her completely. Through acts of remembering, storytelling, and 

sensory recollection, Offred preserves her identity and defies the system that seeks to 
obliterate it. This process reflects Hélène Cixous's vision of écriture féminine, in which 

“woman will write through her body; she will write her voice into existence” (881). Drawing 

on Cixous’s concept of écriture féminine, this study argues that Offred transforms narration 

into a form of embodied resistance through which she reclaims voice, subjectivity, and 
narrative authority under Gilead's reproductive regime. It analyzes the ritualized violence of 

the Ceremony, the renaming and uniforming of the Handmaids, Offred’s disjointed 

memories, and the tape-recorded format of her testimony, culminating in the “Historical 
Notes.” Together, these elements reflect storytelling as an act of self-inscription that 

challenges patriarchal control. Although Gilead is fictional, the systems of bodily regulation 

it exposes remain disturbingly familiar, reminding us that reclaiming the authority to tell 

one's own story is inseparable from reclaiming ownership of one’s own body.  
 

The Handmaid's Tale (1985) emerged from the conservative political and religious 

climate of the late 1970s and early 1980s. Atwood has recalled becoming “alarmed by 
statements made frequently by religious leaders in the United States” (qtd. in Jadwin 23), a 

concern reinforced by the rise of religious fundamentalism abroad, including the Iranian 

Revolution, and by her observations during a 1978 visit to Afghanistan. In the United States, 
the Reagan administration's alliance with the Moral Majority, its opposition to abortion rights 

and the Equal Rights Amendment, and its promotion of patriarchal family values provided 

an immediate political context for the novel. As Evelyn J. Jadwin observes, Atwood collected 

news reports documenting “the rise of fundamentalist theocracies around the world,” 
including movements within the United States that challenged the separation of church and 

state (24). Hence, Gilead is a critical extrapolation of forces already threatening female 

bodily autonomy, with many of its central mechanisms of control drawn from real-world 
precedent. 

 

A close reading of The Handmaid's Tale reveals a tension between Offred's 
systematic loss of bodily autonomy and the persistence of her narrative voice. Although 

Gilead reduces her to a reproductive body, Offred continues to remember, narrate, and 

reconstruct her identity through storytelling. This paradox raises the question of how 

embodied experience becomes a source of narration and resistance. Addressing this tension 
requires a theoretical framework that explains the relationship between the female body and 

narration. While existing scholarship has examined the novel through the lenses of dystopia, 

feminism, biopolitics, surveillance, and reproductive politics, the relationship between 
embodiment and narration has received quite little critical attention. The previous studies 
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have foregrounded the body as an object of patriarchal regulation rather than as the source 

of narrative agency. This study addresses that gap by examining how Offred’s bodily 

memory, sensory experience, fragmented narration, and testimony transform the body from 
a site of patriarchal inscription into a source of voice, subjectivity, and embodied resistance. 

In doing so, it shifts the analytical focus from what Gilead does to the female body to how 

Offred rewrites that body through narration. 
 

 By situating the novel within the theoretical framework of écriture feminine, this 

study shows that Offred’s bodily memory, sensory experience, imagination and storytelling 

converge into an active form of embodied resistance. In articulating her lived bodily 
experience, Offred reclaims her body and transfigures it from an object of patriarchal 

inscription into a source of voice, identity, and agency. 

Literature Review 
Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale stands as a monumental text in dystopian 

fiction and feminist criticism that depicts female experience, state discipline, and resistance 

to authoritarian rule. Since the publication of the novel in 1985, Offred’s testimony has been 

analyzed through diverse critical lenses such as, dystopian fiction, feminism, biopolitics, 
feminist theology, ecofeminism, psychoanalysis, and postmodernism. These criticisms have 

focused on Gilead’s authoritarian power, ideological surveillance, reproductive control and 

the politics of gender and identity. Other studies have further interpreted the novel as a 
critique of reproductive technologies, commercial surrogacy, and religious fundamentalism.  

Among studies examining the narrative construction of Gilead’s oppressive order, Glenn 

Deer and Amin Malak emphasize how Atwood balances political critique with literary form. 
Deer argues that Atwood confronts the challenge of condemning social injustice while 

making oppression sufficiently credible to portray a believable evil, avoiding both 

“transparent didacticism” and a “contradictory fascination with the rhetorical machinery of 

dystopic horror” (215). Similarly, Malak situates The Handmaid's Tale within the dystopian 
tradition, noting that Atwood tempers its critique of power and sexuality through irony, 

which renders “a depressing material gently and gradually” (15). Atwood exposes the horrors 

of Gilead while maintaining readers' engagement through a careful balance between political 
critique and compelling storytelling. Their studies demonstrate that The Handmaid's Tale is 

a sophisticated feminist dystopia that reveals the mechanisms of patriarchal oppression 

without sacrificing narrative complexity. 
 

Extending the discussions of Deer and Malak on dystopian form and narrative 

technique, Adelina Cataldo contends that Atwood broadens the conventions of dystopian 

fiction by blending genres such as “the fairy tale . . . the history, the autobiography, the 
realistic narrative and even the epistolary novel” (158). Such genre-blending lets Atwood go 

beyond conventional dystopian fiction, mixing political critique with personal testimony and 

history. Despite the ban on reading and writing, Offred’s narrative survives as both memoir 



 

 

SP Publications 

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES) 
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor:8.337(SJIF)   

ISSN: 2581-8333|Volume 8, Issue-8(August);2026 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

  

IJOES JOURNAL  267 

 

and letter, preserving her experience against erasure. However, Cataldo focuses only on 

genre and testimony, not on how this storytelling grows out of Offred’s bodily confinement. 

Shifting from narrative form to historical and psychological perspectives, Peter G. 
Stillman and S. Anne Johnson argue that Atwood warns that women’s rights “are not 

permanent but can be easily lost” (84), presenting The Handmaid's Tale as a caution against 

political complacency. Similarly, Sayed Razak Amin Shah and Muhammad Hassan Khoso 
interpret Offred’s experiences through Freud’s theory of defense mechanisms, arguing that 

repression, denial, projection, and sublimation enable her to survive Gilead's trauma (121). 

While these studies address the historical and psychological dimensions of the novel, none 

examines Offred’s embodied narrative resistance. 
 

Existing scholarship across rhetorical, dystopian, Marxist, historical, and 

psychoanalytic frameworks have thoroughly documented Gilead’s regulation of the female 
body. What remains overlooked is the other side: how Offred resists that control. This study 

fills that gap by relating how Offred uses interior monologue, sensory memory and fluid 

storytelling as a form of écriture féminine to challenge Gilead’s rigid authority. It asserts that 

Offred does not just endure trauma through her body, but uses her physical experiences to 
reclaim her narrative and make her voice heard. 

Approach of the Study 

This study uses a qualitative, text-based approach grounded in feminist literary 
criticism to examine embodiment and narration in Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. It is 

situated within a post-positivist epistemology, which recognizes literary texts as products of 

historical, political, and ideological contexts. At the same time, it acknowledges that literary 
texts can critique and reimagine those contexts through narrative. The analysis employs close 

reading and hermeneutic interpretation to examine how Offred’s bodily memory, sensory 

experience, fragmented narration, and storytelling function as forms of embodied resistance. 

It is guided by Hélène Cixous's concept of écriture feminine. As Keith Green and Jill 
LeBihan write, “it is preferable to speak of ‘feminine writing’, that is, writing-the-

body, rather than women’s writing” (243). For Cixous, the female body is the origin of all 

writing; it creates memories, knowledge, and the self. Therefore, she claims, “Woman must 
write her self” (875). Building on this perspective, the study contends that 

Offred’s disjointed narrative functions as an act of resistance, reclaiming women’s 

lived experience through the power of storytelling. 

Critical Analysis of the Text 

The title The Handmaid's Tale foregrounds the central tension of the novel. While 

“Handmaid” denotes the identity imposed upon Offred through compulsory reproductive 

service, “Tale” foregrounds her capacity to narrate that experience. This tension between 
bodily subjugation and narrative agency unfolds within Gilead, a theocratic regime that seeks 

to control women by regulating their bodies, identities, sexuality, and language. Viewed 

through Cixous's lens of écriture féminine, the novel reveals that the very body Gilead 
disciplines becomes the source of Offred's voice, subjectivity, and resistance. 
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Gilead begins its regulation of women by classifying them according to their reproductive 

and domestic functions. In this system, the female body determines identity, status, and social 

value. Rather than recognizing women as autonomous individuals, the regime assigns them 
to fixed categories. They are divided into eight distinct groups: Wives, Daughters, 

Handmaids, Marthas, Aunts, Econowives, Jezebels, and Unwomen. Wives hold the highest 

domestic status and Daughters are raised to inherit it. Handmaids are reduced to what Offred 
bitterly calls “viable ovaries” (153), while Marthas remain confined to domestic labor, with 

every woman, “whether Martha or Handmaid,” placed "under the jurisdiction of the Wives 

alone” (111). The Aunts enforce this order "for the benefits they might thereby acquire" 

(212), and at the margins are the Econowives, the “women of the poorer men” who “have to 
do everything” (20), and the secretly kept Jezebels. Failure to conform even to these roles 

means exile as an Unwoman to the Colonies, where “they burn you up with the garbage” 

(151). This rigid classification reduces women from individuals to functions, a process 
intensified by Gilead's further control of names, appearance, and language.  

 

Gilead further reinforces patriarchal control through a rigid system of color-coded 

clothing that marks women’s identities according to their assigned roles. Handmaids wear 
red, “the color of blood, which defines them” (18), Wives wear “blue dresses and veils” (87), 

Marthas “dull green” (34), Aunts “brown” (171), and Econowives “striped dresses, red and 

blue and green" (34), making each woman's role instantly identifiable. The color-coded 
clothing in Gilead turns women into visible objects whose identities are determined by the 

regime rather than by themselves. The color-coded clothing turns women into visible objects 

whose identities are determined by the regime rather than by themselves. The uniformed 
body exemplifies what Cixous describes as “the uncanny stranger on display” (878), 

estranged from its own subjectivity through patriarchal definition. 

 

Gilead further employs systematic renaming to erase women’s personal identities 
and inscribe male ownership onto them. Stripped of their birth names, Handmaids are 

renamed according to the Commanders to whom they are assigned. As Professor Pieixoto 

explains, “‘Offred’ . . . like ‘Ofglen’ and ‘Ofwarren,’ it was a patronymic, composed of the 
possessive preposition and the first name of the gentleman in question” (318), severing 

women from their personal histories and reducing identity to a marker of possession rather 

than personhood. Such renaming exemplifies the patriarchal impulse to define women from 
outside rather than allowing them to “write her self” (Cixous 875). This alienates women 

from their own sense of self and denie them the authority to define themselves. 

 

Gilead extends its control over women by denying them access to reading and 
writing, preventing them from expressing themselves through language. Aunt Lydia twists 

Freud’s idea of penis envy into “Pen Is Envy” (196), treating the desire to write as a moral 

sin.  With men holding a monopoly on language, women are barred from writing. As Cixous 
notes, women are driven away “as violently as from their bodies” (875). Through such double 
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ban on reading and authorship, Gilead attempts to sever the connection between body, 

language, and selfhood. 

The denial of literacy extends even to Scripture. Although the Commanders claim 
biblical authority, women are forbidden from reading the Bible and must rely on 

interpretations of male elite and the Aunts. As Filipczak underscores, in Gilead the “Bible is 

a trapped text turned into a lethal instrument because the regime makes it generate oppressive 
laws” (171). This control is most intimate in the Ceremony, in which sexuality is stripped of 

desire and reduced to a state-mandated reproductive obligation. The Ceremony is disguised 

as a sacred duty, but it completely removes emotional and physical choice. Offred directly 

calls out this lie, noting, “I do not say making love, because this is not what he’s doing” (94). 
She protects herself during the act by pulling away mentally, observing, “One detaches 

oneself. One describes” (95). Offred implies that Gilead aims to alienate women from their 

own bodies, reducing a living person to a mere reproductive object. 
 

Gilead does not stop at controlling reproduction. It strictly limits women’s emotional 

and maternal lives. Because personal affection undermines state duty, Aunt Lydia treats love 

as a violation and warns, “Love... Don’t let me catch you at it... Love is not the point” (220). 
Motherhood is treated with equal instrumentalism. After childbirth, a Handmaid's 

relationship with her child is deliberately severed: “She’ll be allowed to nurse the baby, for 

a few months... After that she'll be transferred, to see if she can do it again” (137). By 
reducing love to weakness and motherhood to a temporary job, Gilead denies women the 

emotional and embodied experiences through which they define themselves.  

 
Gilead suppresses  voices of women to the point that even ordinary conversation falls 

under constant surveillance. Offred recalls, “If only we could talk to them. Something could 

be exchanged, we thought, some deal made, some tradeoff, we still had our bodies. That was 

our fantasy... We learned to whisper almost without sound” (4). The desire to speak exposes 
how language has been transformed into a forbidden privilege, while the whisper symbolizes 

a voice reduced to secrecy and fear. This obligatory muteness endorses precisely what 

Cixous warns against: “Censor the body and you censor breath and speech at the same time” 
(880). Such enforced silence alienates Gileadean women from the embodied expression 

required to reclaim their selfhood. 

 
The patriarchal inscription of the female body is never absolute because the body 

preserves what power attempts to erase. Cixous argues that women have been subjected to 

“the enormity of the repression that has kept them in the ‘dark’” (877), but such repression 

cannot eliminate embodied remembrance. Instead, the body becomes the site where identity 
gradually resurfaces. Offred's memories do not surface as detached reflection but through 

lived experience, and they reveal a self beneath Gilead’s imposed identity. Reflecting on her 

forbidden name, she admits, “My name isn’t Offred, I have another name... I keep the 
knowledge of this name like something hidden, some treasure I'll come back to dig up... the 
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name floats there behind my eyes... shining in the dark” (84). The image of the buried 

“treasure” suggests that her identity has been concealed rather than destroyed, while the 

name “shining in the dark” echoes Cixous’s image of women whose subjectivity persists 
despite repression.  

 

Offred’s detailed recollections of her pre-Gilead life serve as a vital form of internal 
resistance. By remembering her past, she actively anchors her true self in lived experiences 

of family, love, and autonomy. Recalling the day her daughter was briefly abducted in a 

supermarket, she reconstructs the scene in vivid detail:  

 
One day, when she was eleven months old, just before she began to walk, a woman 

stole her out of a supermarket cart. It was a Saturday... She was sitting in the little baby seat... 

She was happy enough... Luke was over at the side of the store, out of sight, at the meat 
counter. (83)By remembering the specific day, age, and location of her family, she anchors 

her past in real physical experience. These memories keep her identity as a wife and mother 

alive beneath her role as a Handmaid. Recalling these personal moments protects the love 

and care that Gilead cannot control. Her mind operates like Cixous's concept of “the 
unconscious, that other limitless country... where the repressed manage to survive” (879–

80), giving Offred an internal refuge to hold onto her true self. 

 
Offred’s memories reach past her family to connect her with bold and defiant 

women. Remembering Moira brings back a spirit of rebellion and independence. Looking at 

the electric fan in her room, Offred reflects, “If I were Moira, I'd know how to take it apart... 
I'm not Moira” (82). Even in her absence, Moira remains the measure of courage and self-

determination. Alongside Moira, memories of her mother’s legacy as an activist reconnect 

Offred with a history of feminist struggle for bodily autonomy and reproductive rights. She 

recalls, “They'd been in a march that day; it was during the time of the porn riots, or was it 
the abortion riots” (174). These reminiscences resist the idea that women can be reduced to 

a single type, an idea Cixous names directly when she writes that “there is, at this time, no 

general woman, no one typical woman... what strikes me is the infinite richness of their 
individual constitutions” (877). By holding onto them, Offred keeps alive a version of 

womanhood too varied for Gilead to erase. 

 
The memories of Offred do not emerge through deliberate thought, but through 

sudden bodily sensations that break through Gilead’s enforced silence. Her body retains what 

her controlled mind cannot openly express. Longing for Luke, she admits, “I wanted to feel 

Luke lying beside me... I have them, these attacks of the past, like faintness, … I wanted to 
feel Luke lying beside me, but there wasn’t room” (61). Her repeated longing to “feel” 

reveals that her identity remains bound to sensory intimacy rather than abstract thought. 

Similarly, the scent of fresh bread instantly transports her out of the present: “The kitchen 
smells of yeast, a nostalgic smell. It reminds me of … kitchens that were mine. It smells of 
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mothers... It smells of me” (57). This sensory experience collapses the distance between past 

and present, transforming an ordinary domestic scent into a repository of personal history. 

These physical resurfacings lines up with Cixous’s claim that women have lived “in bodies 
… in silences, in aphonic revolts,” carrying a whole history within “a single word of the 

body” (886). While Gilead enforces silence, Offred’s bodily memories protect an internal 

history the state cannot dismantle. 
 

Offred’s act of remembering serves a dual purpose: it preserves her past self and the 

connections that define her, while also igniting an imagination that enables her to transcend 

the control of Gilead. Memory functions as a creative tool that allows Offred to reconstruct 
the relationships Gilead denies her. Deprived of genuine companionship, she creates internal 

scenarios with Luke: “These days I script whole fights, in my head, and the reconciliations 

afterwards too” (210). These imagined dialogues keep alive the emotional intimacy of her 
former life, echoing Cixous’s claim that “women's imaginary is inexhaustible” (876). While 

the regime controls her physical movements, her imaginative life remains beyond state 

authority and protects her true self. 

 
The journey of Offred culminates in the act of narration itself, through which she 

actively reconstructs her story and her sense of self. Memory and imagination come together 

to form the basis of her narrative. Awaiting her meeting with the Commander, she reflects, 
“I wait. I compose myself. My self is a thing I must now compose, as one composes a speech. 

What I must present is a made thing, not something born” (66). The polysemous use of 

“compose” shows that the identity is actively crafted through words rather than imposed by 
Gilead. This process aligns with Cixous’s demand that “Woman must write her self” to 

reclaim her displaced body (875). Offred’s storytelling functions as a subversive self-

inscription that places her back into history on her own terms. 

 
The narration allows Offred to break the silence Gilead uses to erase female agency. 

While the regime bans reading, writing, and speech, it cannot eliminate the need to share 

one’s story. Addressing an imagined audience, Offred states, “By telling you anything at all 
I'm at least believing in you... I tell, therefore you are” (279). Such self-talk turns narration 

into an act of self-affirmation that counters systemic isolation. Such relational speech aligns 

with Cixous’s claim that “it is by writing, from and toward women, and by taking up the 
challenge of speech which has been governed by the phallus, that women will confirm 

women in a place other than... silence” (881). Through the courageous act of storytelling, 

Offred preserves her own subjectivity. At the same time, she generates an alternative history 

in which women refuse erasure. 
 

Indeed, the alternative history of Offred depends on memory becoming a conscious, 

ongoing narrative act. Offred openly notes the interpretive nature of her account: “This is a 
reconstruction. All of it is a reconstruction. It's a reconstruction now, in my head” (144). 
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Repeating “reconstruction” frames memory as an inherently selective and fluid process. 

Rather than weakening her credibility, this self-awareness highlights her agency as the author 

of her own history. She gathers physical sensations, imagined dialogues, and emotional 
fragments into a coherent form, illustrating Cixous’s claim that “Woman must put herself 

into the text—as into the world and into history—by her own movement” (875).  Offred 

rejects the imposed identity and asserts her right to self-definition. Moreover, her assertion, 
“I intend to get out of here” (144), elevates narration from simple memory to an act of 

resistance that imagines a future beyond total regime control. 

 

Offred's narrative deliberately departs from the linear, orderly structure traditionally 
associated with authoritative historical discourse. Instead, it unfolds through fragments, 

repetitions, digressions, memories, and imagined conversations, mirroring the rhythms of 

embodied experience rather than chronological sequence. Acknowledging this form herself, 
she apologizes: “I'm sorry there is so much pain in this story. I'm sorry it’s in fragments, like 

a body caught in crossfire or pulled apart by force” (279). By comparing the fragmented 

narrative to a violated body, Offred reveals that the structure of her testimony is inseparable 

from the violence inflicted upon her. The story cannot proceed as a seamless chronological 
account because the self that tells it has been fractured by Gilead's systematic regulation of 

the body, identity, and memory. Rather than concealing these ruptures, Offred preserves 

them within the narrative itself. As Peter Barry explains, Cixous defines a woman's sentence 
as “the free play of meanings within the framework of loosened grammatical structures” 

(129), distinguishing it from a man's sentence, which remains “carefully balanced and 

patterned” (128). Hence, Offred’s fluid, open-ended style is the very essence of écriture 
féminine. The linear, rigid logic belongs to the Commander’s world of legalistic oppression.  

The narrative structure of Offred’s testimony relies on free association rather than linear 

logic, creating a fluid space where thoughts, memories, and external voices intersect. 

Considering her feelings for Luke and Nick, she notes, “One and one and one and one doesn't 
equal four. Each one remains unique... Nick for Luke or Luke for Nick. Should does not 

apply” (201–202). Her meditation then shifts to Moira’s remembered advice, “You can't help 

what you feel... but you can help how you behave,” before ending with the cryptic reflection, 
“Context is all; or is it ripeness? One or the other” (202). Such abrupt transitions resist logical 

progression and instead follow the movements of consciousness itself. Rather than 

organizing her inner life through formal logic, Offred lets the internal rhythms of her body 
to shape textual form. By prioritizing associative thought over patriarchal coherence, Offred 

constructs a text in which memory and imagination jointly define the bounds of her story.  

 

With its digressions between dreams, possibilities, and contradictory versions of 
reality, Offred’s “tale” refuses a single, authoritative version of reality. Dreaming of her lost 

daughter, she sees her “going away from me, through the trees... holding out her arms to me, 

being carried away,” before awakening “with [her] wet face” (73). Even in sleep, the body 
continues to remember what the regime seeks to erase. Confronted with the unknown fate of 
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her husband, she refuses to select one narrative: “The things I believe can't all be true, though 

one of them must be. I believe Luke is lying face down in a thicket... I also believe Luke is 

in prison... I also believe Luke is on the other side” (105). She later acknowledges, “It's this 
message... that can sustain me. This contradictory way of believing” (109 Offred resists 

Gilead by embracing dreams and contradictions instead of fixed truths. Her narrative 

embraces ambiguity as a mode of survival. This technique of Offred demonstrates that 
embodied memory and imagination cannot be confined within a single, stable version of 

reality. 

 

The internal freedom translates directly into a desire for communication, as Offred 
converts her isolated thoughts into a spoken story meant for an imagined listener. Forbidden 

to read, write and what Offred terms as “Sorrorize,” she mentally composes a letter to an 

unknown audience: Tell, rather than write, because I have nothing to write with and writing 
is in any case forbidden. But if it's a story, even in my head. I must be telling it to someone. 

You don't tell a story only to yourself... A story is like a letter. Dear You, I'll say. Just you, 

without a name (40).  

 
In addressing this nameless “You,” Offred refuses state-enforced isolation. Because 

she lacks physical tools, Offred turns oral storytelling into a site of resistance that the regime 

cannot police. The “Historical Notes” reveal that her recorded tapes are eventually 
discovered and transcribed, showing that her imagined listener ultimately becomes real. Her 

repeated “Dear You” expresses the hope that her voice will survive Gilead's silence. 

 
 Offred's storytelling fulfills Cixous's call for women to reclaim expression despite 

patriarchal prohibition. Cixous urges, “Write, let no one hold you back, let nothing stop you” 

(877). Although Gilead forbids women to read and write, Offred resists through narration. 

The secret inscription, “Nolite te bastardes carborundorum,” passed from one Handmaid to 
another, becomes a symbolic affirmation of that resistance. Though grammatically 

meaningless, its message, “Don’t let the bastards grind you down,” preserves hope, 

solidarity, and the determination to endure. Like Cixous’s injunction to write, it encourages 
women to resist silence and assert their voices even under oppressive conditions. Through 

narration, Offred transforms embodied experience into testimony that survives beyond 

Gilead's control. Offred’s narrative achieves textual survival through oral 
performance, embodying Cixous’s theory of écriture féminine at the structural level. 

Although her physical body disappears into the unmarked van at the end of the novel, her 

bodily presence persists across twenty-six cassette tapes. Her text is an oral, physical record 

that captures the sound of her breath, pauses, and emotional resonance. This vocal record 
resists the academic phallogocentrism displayed in the “Historical Notes.” Professor Pieixoto 

minimizes her individual identity by labeling her “one of many” (306) and noting that male 

scholars appended the title of her text (307). He dismisses her focus on personal relationships 
in favor of political data, seeking to contain her fluid testimony within a traditional 
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patriarchal framework. However, Offred’s voice endures beyond Gilead and beyond the 

scholars who seek to contain it.  

 Gilead seeks to reduce women to reproductive bodies by regulating their names, 
voices, memories, and identities. Yet Offred demonstrates that the female body cannot be 

fully reduced to patriarchal control. Through embodied memory, sensory experience, 

fragmented narration, and oral storytelling, she transforms the body from an object of control 
into the source of narrative authority, realizing Cixous’s vision of écriture féminine, in which 

women reclaim subjectivity by writing themselves into language and history through 

embodied expression. Although patriarchal institutions attempt to regulate and reinterpret 

her voice, they cannot erase the lived experience from which that voice emerges. The body 
that Gilead seeks to discipline becomes the source of narration itself, where memory 

becomes voice, voice becomes text, and text becomes an enduring act of embodied 

resistance. 

Conclusion 

This study has illustrated how The Handmaid’s Tale stages a struggle not only over 

the female body but also over the authority to narrate it. Viewed through the lens of Cixous’s 

écriture féminine, the novel demonstrates that although Gilead seeks to regulate women's 
bodies, identities, language, and memory, it cannot extinguish the embodied experiences 

from which subjectivity and narrative emerge. Offred’s sensory memories, fragmented 

storytelling, imaginative reconstructions, and spoken testimony reveal that the body is not 
merely the object of patriarchal control but the source of narrative authority. By examining 

embodiment and narration as an inseparable process, this study contributes to existing 

scholarship by showing that bodily oppression and narrative resistance are mutually 
constitutive rather than separate concerns. Even though the “Historical Notes” at the end 

remind the fact that how easily male academics can dismiss or rewrite women’s stories, they 

ultimately prove that Offred’s voice survived the regime that tried to destroy it. In the end, 

Atwood shows us Cixous’s central idea in action: the exact same body Gilead tries to silence 
becomes the text through which Offred remembers, speaks out, and refuses to be erased. 

Further Contribution of the Study 

This study contributes to Margaret Atwood scholarship by illuminating that embodiment and 
narration in The Handmaid’s Tale reinforce one another. Applying Cixous’s écriture 

feminine, it establishes the female body as the ultimate source of narrative authority.  

This model provides a foundation to analyze Atwood’s The Testaments, media adaptations, 
and broader feminist dystopias. By engaging feminist theory, memory studies, and oral 

history, this research demonstrates the enduring necessity of narrative resistance in defense 

of bodily autonomy and lived experience.  
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