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Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novel The Handmaid’s Tale, first published in 1985, is told mostly from the perspective of Offred, who has been separated from her husband and daughter when a Christian theonomist faction overthrows the government of the United States and assumes total control of the country, now named Gilead, implementing an Old Testament-inspired regime. The faction rounds up the country’s fertile women and assigns them as handmaids to seniors within the group as a means of reversing the declining birth rates within the country. Executions for disobedience are rampant, handmaids are permitted only to leave the home in pairs and threats of exile to the colonies are carried out by soldiers indoctrinated into enforcing the new laws.
The book was written by Atwood as a response to what she felt could occur if casually held attitudes about women that were common in the 1980s were to continue and become actualised. The book explores the sinister attitudes and general ambivalence shown towards women by religion with the dictatorship portrayed in the novel as a rather standard patriarchy, with the men naturally outranking women on every level.
Atwood paints a frighteningly realistic scene where women are marginalised and seen as useful only for reproduction, housekeeping and shopping. The Ceremony, a non-marital sexual act, sanctioned for reproduction only, between the handmaid and her commander and his wife, occurs monthly. The reader will more than likely interpret the ceremony as rape, being as the handmaids, and the commander’s wives in most cases, are forcibly coerced to participate in the ritual so it’s frankly heart breaking to read Offred state it’s ‘…[t]ruly amazing, what people can get used to, as long as there are a few compensations.’
The novel also considers other human rights violations and homophobia. Sexes are strictly divided with gender roles explicitly determined. Confirmed and suspected homosexuals are executed for crimes against their gender. Any church or religion who doesn’t submit to the new regime is shut down. Of course, when religion is imposed on others, the hypocrisy found within is often laid bare. At one point Aunt Lydia, the handmaids’ leader, declares ‘Modesty is invisibility...Never forget it. To be seen—to be seen—is to be...penetrated. What you must be girls, is impenetrable.’ Which of course, goes directly against what the entire foundation of the regime is built on. But naturally, the irony is lost on them. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Of course, the discussion on human rights still rages on some thirty odd years after the book’s initial publication. And the current debate about the treatment of women in Hollywood and Politics highlights just how important the topics brought to question in The Handmaid’s Tale still are today and how far as a society we still have to go in securing equality and safety for all citizens. As Offred states ‘Nothing changes instantaneously.’ The parallels between Gilead and Trump’s America, with his banning of Muslims from the country and Transgender people from the military, are stark and, frankly, frightening. It seems the discreet inscription found on the skirting board in Offred’s wardrobe is still, sadly, very much applicable to our modern day; ‘Nolite te bastardes carborundorum. Don't let the bastards grind you down.’
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