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Expressing the 1980s Social Affairs through The Handmaid’s Tale: The Reagan Era, A Historical Reflection and Social Speculation
The consideration of women’s rights and LGBTQ+ rights are often intertwined and examined within the context of religions and their beliefs. Governments and societies have throughout history largely relied on theocracy as the guiding light of political, moral, and social discourse. True to this notion is the American political and social sphere, where theocracy has consistently impacted the way governments have functioned on a cellular level. As it were, American culture has had vast dependence on religion before the eighteenth century[footnoteRef:1] and consistently so for the following three centuries. Ronald Reagan’s administration adapted the same notion of religion as an influence on the governing of America. While the fundamental platform of his bid to secure the White House was the restoration of the economic structure of the country, the subplots involved his alignment with the Christian Right movement and other Christian coalitions, like the Moral Majority and their central values. These central values included the opposition of abortion, which completely disregards a woman’s right to bodily autonomy, opposition of LGBTQ+ rights, the inclusion of Christian prayers in schools and advocating for religious conversion to Christianity. Although vocal on a few of this rhetoric, like a true politician, Reagan thinly veiled his beliefs behind expressions like “traditional values” and “traditional family.”[footnoteRef:2]  Margaret Atwood discusses these ideas presented as traditional values in her popular novel, The Handmaid’s Tale. Published in 1985, the novel thematically focuses on the dissolution of the American government and the domination of Christianity, and it’s influence on the lives of women and the society in general. This is in the context of its principal influence on the 1980s and how society would conceivably work out due to such a prevalent impact. Although a work of fiction, the novel as a primary source permits a critical analysis of the cultural and historical ideas of the 1980s, illuminating real world situations in a creative way, without the typical direct approach of non-fiction sources. In underscoring the accuracy of fiction film’s reflection of history and the past, Engelen suggests that “Cinematic history has its own idiom, favouring a poetic-symbolic encounter over historiography’s rational-scientific encounter with the past.”[footnoteRef:3] The same consideration could be given to fictional novels as a means of exploring the past. In analysing The Handmaid’s Tale as a primary source, emphasis is placed on Christianity and traditional values as the foundational system, the abnormal obsession of the control of women and their bodies and the lack of LGBTQ+ rights as it relates to 1980s America under the Reagan regime as well as the significance of the source in this current social climate. [1:  James T. Kloppenberg, ‘The Virtues of Liberalism: Christianity, Republicanism, and Ethics in Early American Political Discourse’, The Journal of American History, 74.1 (1987), 9 <https://doi.org/10.2307/1908503>.]  [2:  Reagan Library, ‘President Reagan’s Remarks to Traditional Values Coalition on July 9, 1984’, Www.youtube.com, 2018 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mh5r8rbgUAY> [accessed 4 May 2023].]  [3:  Leen Engelen, ‘Back to the Future, Ahead to the Past. Film and History: A Status Quaestionis’, Rethinking History, 11.4 (2007), 555–63 <https://doi.org/10.1080/13642520701652087>.] 

One of Atwood’s preoccupations in this novel is the placement of Christianity in the society, it is the foundation of the novel. Her dystopian world, Gilead, is in fact a theocratic society where Christianity dictates the natural order, from the people who live in this society to the justification of social structure and behaviour.  Atwood presents Christianity as a dominant power which destroys the democratic freedoms of American society, replacing it with a theocratic and chauvinistic dominion. This expression of Christianity stemmed from the growing in influence of Christian groups in the USA during the Reagan administration. With the support of Reagan, they had infiltrated the political atmosphere, influencing electoral votes, lobbying legislations, and pushing rhetoric which aligned with their agendas, making them somewhat indispensable in the political circles. It did not help that there was exponential growth in the televangelism and televangelist during that period which directly influenced the increase audience.[footnoteRef:4] Numbers grew from within the thousands to millions over the course of the Reagan administration, which helped to push the narratives of Conservative Christians and the Moral Morality. According to Hadden: [4:  Michael Lienesch, ‘Right-Wing Religion: Christian Conservatism as a Political Movement’, Political Science Quarterly, 97.3 (1982), 403 <https://doi.org/10.2307/2149992>.] 

Televangelists forged a coalition that provided critical electoral support for Ronal Reagan and George Bush while also playing a significant role in defining the social agenda of the decade.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Jeffrey K. Hadden, ‘The Rise and Fall of American Televangelism’, The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 527.1 (1993), 113–30 <https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716293527001009>.] 

Tennant argues that the sole purpose of religion in The Handmaid’s Tale is to maintain a sense of control rather than to “actually practice any form of sincere faith.”[footnoteRef:6] The same could be said about Reagan’s religious beliefs and the choice to follow through with the social agenda of the conservative Christians. It becomes less about worshipping God and more about satisfying a need to control the autonomy of people within the American society; dictating what is morally just and unjust. From Atwood’s perspective, the newfound power that the Christian rights and Moral Majority had inherited in America was far too much. This is the basis of her argument; that the supplying of such power would provide these groups with the opportunity to one day overthrow democracy and to rely solely on the religious doctrines as the guiding principles of American politics, creating an independent theocratic nation.  Atwood regards all the ways in which this possibility would have been detrimental to the American society, as she points out how the dystopian world she created alters biblical references, using them as tools for justification of social norms. Offred, the narrator, recounts a moment where Aunt Lydia dissuades her from becoming attached to the material world by quoting an abbreviated version of Matthew 5:5: [6:  Colette Tennant, Religion in the Handmaid’s Tale : A Brief Guide (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2019).] 

I’ve learned to do without a lot of things. If you have a lot of things, said Aunt Lydia, you get too attached to this material world and you forget about spiritual values. You must cultivate poverty of spirit. Blessed are the meek. She didn’t go on to say anything about inheriting the world.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (London Vintage, 2017), p.64.] 

The entire scripture verse is fashioned, “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the world.” To abbreviate the scripture meant that Aunt Lydia was trying to make a point without the true context; it fit the narrative. In this case, Atwood presented how she saw Christianity advancing in the 1980s, where they had total authority to do what they wanted without anyone opposing them or causing any repercussions. Christianity and traditional values converged in the minds of Ronald Reagan’s administration and many conservatives in the 1980s and, it was with the idea that to be Christian was to uphold certain values, moreover, traditional values; re-establishing that men were to work whereas women were to procreate. This becomes another focal point in Atwood’s depiction of the 1980s in the novel. 
	Women’s bodies had become “a national resource”[footnoteRef:8] in this totalitarian society. It was meant to claim that their bodies were valuable only for procreation and nothing else. The very term “handmaid” suggested this idea. In Gilead there was an abnormal obsession with controlling women and their bodies, dictating who they had sexual relationships with, what they ate and what they did. It was a similar occurrence in 1980s America where the government and the Christian movements believed that women should only be confined to the stereotypical roles of womanhood. Throughout the novel, Atwood makes mention of it in an elaborate yet compelling manner, bringing an awareness to it in the fictional society and the real world. In the novel, we see one of the handmaids give birth and the child is immediately given to the Commander’s wife and, the narrator, Offred, expresses the continuation of a society: [8:  Atwood, p.65.] 

She’ll be allowed to nurse the baby, for a few months, they believe in mother’s milk. After that she’ll be transferred, to see if she can do it again, with someone else who needs a turn.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Atwood, p.127.] 

While the extreme nature of this scene is not an accurate representation, it is still symbolic in outlining the way that women were portrayed and their purpose as it pertains to upholding traditional values; that they were only significant to the creation of new generations, that they were incapable of doing anything else; they were not in the same stratosphere as men. The symbolism runs deeper than just the offering of women as merely “containers”[footnoteRef:10]. It is a statement on the reservation of governments and society to acknowledge women’s bodily autonomy; that women are entitled to the same rights as men and should be able to do as they wanted with their bodies. Under the Reagan, the acknowledgement of women’s right during that period was met with the need to repeal any form of progress in second wave feminism. Bashevkin highlights Reagan’s unwillingness to view women as more than just domesticated people: [10:  Atwood, p.97.] 

What marked the Republican transformation in 1980 was an official party platform that, first, rejected the Equal Rights Amendment, second, endorsed a constitutional amendment banning abortion and, third, believed positions on the federal judiciary should be awarded only to anti-abortion nominees.[footnoteRef:11] [11: Sylvia Bashevkin, ‘Facing a Renewed Right: American Feminism and the Reagan/Bush Challenge’, Canadian Journal of Political Science, 27.4 (1994), 669–98 <https://doi.org/10.1017/s0008423900021983>.] 

It was clear that Reagan and leftist movements did not believe that women were warrant bodily autonomy and that they would instead support the people who had the same mindset as they did. Atwood articulates the sentiments of the conservative throughout the novel. Although, her work presents the topics in an almost morbid and extreme style, the truth of the matter is accessible. She describes a biblical ceremony in Gilead where men are brutally murdered for committing morally corrupt crimes against the society. These morally corrupt crimes included being an accomplice in an abortion. Their deaths are justified according to Atwood because they were like ‘war criminals.”[footnoteRef:12] In retrospect, Reagan probably saw the women who chose abortions as war criminals, because he was very clear in his disdain for this action. According to Coste, Reagan was firmly against abortions as he deemed “interrupting a pregnancy means taking of a human life.”[footnoteRef:13] Therefore, it came as no surprise that Reagan was firmly behind the overthrowing of Roe v Wade. This novel as a primary source is also significant to the period, as America was still in the time of second wave feminism. It was the period where activists were “strongly committed to institutional change and legislative action.”[footnoteRef:14]It meant giving women the opportunity to make an impact in the development of the American society through less means that promoted the patriarchy. Atwood articulates the positioning of women in Gilead as valuable objects with no free will. Eisentein reflects these ideas in the context of Reagan’s America during that period, supporting Atwood’s perspective on women and their rights. [12:  Atwood, p.33.]  [13:  Françoise Coste, ‘“Women, Ladies, Girls, Gals…”: Ronald Reagan and the Evolution of Gender Roles in the United States’, Miranda, 4.12 (2016) <https://doi.org/10.4000/miranda.8602>.]  [14:  Basshevkin, p.673] 

The Reagan administration has developed a covert antifeminist politics that seeks to reconstruct patriarchal privilege through the destruction of the welfare state and affirmative action law. … Meanwhile, the Reagan administration argues overtly against the ERA and against abortion.[footnoteRef:15]	 [15:  Zillah R. Eisenstein, ‘The Patriarchal Relations of the Reagan State’, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 10.2 (1984), 329–37 <https://doi.org/10.1086/494140>.] 

However, she mentions another group of people who were seen as morally corrupt, homosexuals. Like the men who are executed for their role in assisting women in the abortion procedures, homosexuality is seen as a crime and, more than a crime, it is punishable by death. Atwood’s characterization of homosexuality and gender identity is evident in the way that it is labelled, referring to it in the term “Gender Treachery”[footnoteRef:16]. It suggests an immoral act according to the biblical construction the Gilead society adapted. Again, Atwood’s depiction is radical yet important in conveying the way absolute power could cause a problem. She captures the lack of rights to identify their sexuality the citizens of Gilead had been faced with. It is a symbolic representation of the 1980s America and Reagan’s social policies or lack thereof. His economic policies overshadowed his ability to affect any operational change in the social aspect of the society. He did not have a firm position on the rights of both women and the LGBTQ+ movements under his administration. This was affected by his decision to align his social policies with the agendas of the Christian rights movement and the Moral Majority.  [16:  Atwood, p.43.] 

	Atwood’s novel had an enormous significance in the 1980s period whereby it was not a direct commentary on the time but written from the perspective of what could possibly happen in an alternate America. It identifies periods of the Reagan administration and the decade where society was severely impacted by the choice of its leadership and allegiances to certain rhetoric were becoming increasingly candid. Reagan chose to focus on the economic gain of the country and how enacting certain policies would protect the US from stagnation and decrease in economic value. Consequently, many of the social affairs became background objectives and, in some cases, merely a talking point. Atwood takes a radical approach to underscore her perception of the inaction of Reagan and of what a modern America would look like due to the choices he had made and the groups he had associated with and allowed to have increased sentiments during his presidential reign. Although a work of fiction and from a speculative standpoint, the ideas that she was portraying have taken root in the modern social landscape. Scenes from her work have manifested themselves in the current social climate. For example, the thought that “No woman in her right mind, these days, would seek to prevent a birth, should she be so luck as to conceive.”[footnoteRef:17]was a comment on the positions of women in the fictional world.  A statement as such, seems archaic in the sense that women should be allowed to have free will to decide what she wanted to do with her body. However, it seems accurate in the context of this current political and social climate, whereby, the systems are still rooted in patriarchal ideas, much like the ones of Reagan’s time in office.  Most recently, the US supreme court overturned the Roe V Wade case, which meant that women no longer have a constitutional right to seek an abortion, instead it is dependent on state legislatives. In an Independent new article, reference is made to the comments made by Justice Alito: [17:  Atwood, p.33] 

“We hold that Roe and Casey must be overruled,” he wrote in a draft of an opinion dated 10 February. “It is time to heed the Constitution and return the issue of abortion to the people’s elected representatives”.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Independent Staff, ‘What Was Roe v Wade Case and Why It Was Overturned’, The Independent, 2022 <https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/americas/roe-v-wade-overturned-supreme-court-justices-b2116042.html>.] 

Therefore, in a time that should be considered a step away from patriarchal and archaic ideals, women’s choices and rights are once again subjected to scrutiny by a system that wants to keep operating under misogyny. Atwood’s work is classed as a work of fiction; however, she understood the society that she was living in and used her novel to express her concerns with the operation of leadership and their choices. 
	In conclusion, Margaret Atwood’s novel, “The Handmaid’s Tale” is a good example of a primary source that details the inner workings of the political and social affairs of the 1980s. Although a work of fiction, it focuses on the effects of power development and the way in which absolute power can have a toll on any society. The novel speaks to the ideas of “traditional values” and “family values” Reagan had adapted from his decision to lean into the politics of Conservative Christians during his presidential reign. The idea of traditional families in the Reagan administration meant that women were to uphold the stereotypical views of what womanhood was; procreation and tending to the household. It meant that Christianity would become that based religion in the country. These traditional values also contained having heterosexual families, meaning homosexuality was against moral code in the context of religious viewing. Atwood develops these ideas in her novel in a profound and gripping mode and is symbolic in the way she utilizes different aspects of her work to represent her view on America in the 1980s. Although unorthodox, her work is significant because it was used to comment on a time that could possibly be created based on the events of which were prevalent in America during that period. There are aspects of the novel which continue to play out in the modern America, though not in the same way that Atwood writes of it but in some ways representative of what she was pointing out.
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