“Guns for the guards, especially picked from the Angels”: the use and abuse of religion in dystopias.
 The Handmaid’s Tale achieved more popular acclaim than any of    Margaret Atwood’s other novels, even the Booker Prize winning Blind Assassin; resulting in a film, and a television series followed by a sequel with the promise of continuing glimpses into the dystopic world of the handmaid until such time as the public appetite is satiated. To understand the unique position which this novel holds, it is necessary to locate The Handmaid’s Tale within the field of dystopic fiction.
The historical roots go back to Thomas More’s Utopia, where  the benign  role of religion can be considered, for More informs us that the inhabitants had a miscellaneous collection of religious beliefs worshipping the sun, moon and the planets as gods though some acknowledged one ‘supreme power the maker and ruler of the Universe’ who they called Mythos. However he adds:
“…once they heard from us the name of Christ, and learned of his teachings, his life, his miracles…you would not believe how eagerly they assented to it, either through the sacred  inspiration of God or because Christianity seemed very like the sect that most prevails among them. But I think they were also much influenced by the fact that Christ approved of the follower’s communal way of life, and that among the truest groups of Christians the practice still prevails.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Thomas More, Utopia edited by George M.Logan, Robert M. Adams and Clarence H. Miller (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1995) p221.] 

More noted that they had observed the frequency with which disputes broke out between the diverse religions, citing measures that had been adopted to remedy this:
A law was prescribed that everyone may cultivate the religion of his choice, and strenuously proselytise for it too, provided he does it quietly, modestly, rationally and without insulting others…these rules are not simply for the sake of peace…but he also thought such decrees would benefit religion itself.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid. p.222.] 

More seems to be proposing a humane and rational solution to the religious disputes which would characterise centuries of discord where Catholics or Protestants would be in the ascendency, each group wreaking vengeance on its opponents with ritual burnings at the stake. More is portrayed as such an enlightened martyr in the film ’A Man for all Seasons’, refusing to relinquish his religious beliefs when subjected to coercion from the King who wanted his marriage annulled so that he might have an heir.
Hilary Mantel in her Booker prize winning novel Wolf Hall paints a very different picture of Thomas More describing him as diligent in his pursuit of heretics, these being Protestants who having escaped to the more liberal country of Holland, undertook the printing of the Bible in English, to be distributed to those eager to receive the ‘word of God’ directly.   As a Catholic, determined to maintain the priest’s role as intermediary, such activities threatened the foundations of the Catholic Church and needed to be eradicated; hence Thomas More’s justification for the innumerable heretics he burnt at the stake.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Hilary Mantel, Wolf Hall (U.K. Fourth Estate 2009)] 

Religious conflicts continued, but it must be remembered that such conflicts continue in the contemporary world as the normally gentle and benevolent Buddhists enacted genocide on the Moslems resident in Myanmar, while throughout the Moslem world battles continue between Sunni and Shia. Lest it be thought that such sectarian violence only occurs overseas,the recent conflict between Catholics and Protestants in Ireland although temporarily halted, smoulders on threatening to reignite. Such conflicts exhibit how easily religion can be invoked to serve political ends.

Novels of dystopias tend to be located in the science fiction genre, these being set in the distant future when it is suggested science will have advanced so far that scientific explanations will undermine religious accounts making them superfluous: an excellent example of this is Ursula Le Guin’s The Dispossessed. However there is a subcategory of science fiction where post-apocalyptic life usually occasioned by Armageddon arising from a nuclear conflict leaves the few survivors struggling to survive in primitive conditions having lost the skills developed in the destroyed civilisation, and faced with unpredictable hazards with uncertain outcomes, the survivors turn to religion in the manner that their ancestors had, when faced with insurmountable challenges. 
RIDDLEY WALKER
This is a tale of a post-apocalyptic world set in the future.  It is a savage, brutal world ravaged by nuclear poisoning, devastating the land, the community is set back to an age when magic, superstition, ritual and mystery preceded a clearly recognisable religion.  Nevertheless, they try to make sense from what little evidence there is, of the time before the apocalypse which the tribe call ‘back way back’ when there were spaceships and ships that sailed on the water.  Then there had been a religion but too few fragments remained for it to be made wholly coherent. While women are not evident, there is an old ‘tel’ woman, Lorna Elswint a wisewoman,[footnoteRef:4] who they rely on, to remind them of their past history and warns of anything untoward that is to happen, to the community. Hash is smoked, allowing a dreamtime to enter, which acts as a cushion against their harsh, inevitably short brutal life, it is also used as a trading commodity. [4:  Russell Hoban Riddley Walker (London: Jonathen Cape 1986) p. 23.] 

Riddley, the narrator becomes a man at age twelve killing his first boar. The reader has to struggle with his language which has evolved from a past language, but is incomplete and the meanings vague.  Riddley differs from the others, as rather than accepting things as they are, he has an ill-defined urge to find meaning in everything he confronts.  He suspects there may be a different way of looking at life, but does not know how to put it into practice; he wishes to make sense of his world and to know why he feels so unsettled.  He relates how he sees his life and the lives of the others in the tribe. His father, Brooder, is killed whilst digging for metal, at the same time an old dog ‘wiv woar out teef’ runs onto Riddley’s spear and a baby is stillborn.  To Lorna Elswint, the wisewoman these are signs of imminent importance.  The dog she attributes to the passing of the old ways of life, the baby she said should have been a renewal of a way forward, but it had been born into the ‘ bad time black time’ where the earth is still radioactive while  Brooder Walker was killed because of digging in that place called Widders Dump.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Russell Hoban, Riddley Walker. (London: Jonathan Cape1980). , p.24] 

Riddley, like his father, becomes the ‘connexion’ man, the prophet, the far-seeing, who look into the future for this is important to the tribe although they do not always believe what they hear, exhibiting healthy scepticism. He relates that the people live by the Eusa Story, a set of paragraphs setting down a history, which is a mix of religion and the making and setting off of the atom bomb that had destroyed their previous civilization.[footnoteRef:6] It is not mentioned how the Eusa people got their name; maybe it was from a damaged picture of St Eustace, with indecipherable letters so that the St. became - -   Eustace becoming Eus-a- -.  The Eusa story is fragmentary and disjointed taking the form of Eusa finding a stag with a Little Shining Man stretched between his horns, whom Eusa takes to be the Addom; which may allude to the Bible story of Jesus sat between the antlers of a stag being the ‘ Little Shining Man’.   Eusa calls him the Addom and proceeds to pull him in two, which perhaps refers to the splitting of the atom and the way the nuclear bomb was made and exploded. laying waste the land.  Eusa was in league with the Devil, ‘ Mr Clevver’, who did not care that the people died from plagues and hunger, as it was Armageddon, being Hell and he revelled in it. Their use of biblical terms is not meant to be heretical or blasphemous as the tribe have scant knowledge of their meaning and the fact that it is mixed up with nuclear warfare does not indicate intentional abuse of religion as their knowledge of life before the apocalypse is extremely limited and they struggle to make sense of the remnants they know about life ‘back way back’. [6:  Ibid. pp 30-36.] 

 Riddley explains that the Eusa Story is a travelling puppet show, going from settlement to settlement being presented as a morality play given by the two chiefs of the Eusa people, Abel Goodparley, holding the office of ‘ Pry Mincer’ and Erny Orffing, the office of ‘Wes Mincer’, the show is given principally because the ordinary people are not privy to knowing all of the story and also because they cannot read.  The show enacts finding a way of making a nuclear bomb, Goodparley and Orffing being well aware of the power they will gain if they ever find that knowledge.
 The author, Russell Hoban, an American settled in Britain in1969,  like many of his fellow countryman was probably influenced by its long history of spiritualism and worship of the Earth, with its stone circles and standing stones as testament to a belief in something powerful yet unseen. In writing the novel he adopts Riddley Walker as a first person narrator; had he chosen a third person omniscient narrator he would have avoided the ‘ tedium’ of creating a special language and the reader would have been spared the onerous task of deciphering the text, however, the reader would also have never experienced the feel of living in that time, which is quite palpable.
  
The Handmaid’s Tale
In The Handmaid’s Tale the birth rate in the Western world has fallen due to a number of events that has affected the viability of  sperm.  The new regime, a result of a coup by the army and the assassination of the government, sets out to rule according to the Old Testament, so abortion is banned as is birth control in an effort to stem the decline.  Fertile women are made to become handmaids and are passed around various elite households primarily to produce a baby, which in the prevailing climate is a much sought after status symbol.
Offred the narrator of the The Handmaid’s Tale graphically describes the repression she and the other handmaids are subjected to, as alluded to in the quotation in the title of this essay. Handmaids are allocated to the elite households of high ranking officials, Offred  is assigned to Commander Frederick Waterford .  Her own name is taken away and in its place is given a name beginning with ‘OF’ signifying belonging to the head of that household.  The handmaids are not regaled as saviours of their society, nor honoured as goddesses of fertility, but imprisoned within their assigned house.  They are not allowed any personal effects, neither are they allowed to read and write. However they do have a room of their own though this is regularly searched for forbidden material.  
 When outdoors her head is so covered that it obscures her face, talking is not allowed, but when she meets another handmaid while shopping, although there are guards posted at intervals, they do manage to exchange news and gossip about the other handmaids.
The only freedom the handmaids seem to possess is their memories of a life before Gilead, of their homes, husbands and children, and wonder if they are safe and well, or even if they are still alive, so all they can do is hope.  But for some of them the not knowing leaves a sense of despair so that when life becomes too desperate they commit suicide, as happened to the previous handmaid who had occupied her room.
She finds hidden writing in the cupboard, Nolite te bastardes carborundorum and asks the Commander what it means, he replies, ‘Don’t let the bastards grind you down’, something from his schooldays.  From that Offred deduces that the handmaid too must have been summoned to play children’s word games with him. 
 She asks, “What happened to her?”
           He hardly misses a beat.  “Did you know her somehow?”
           “Somehow,” I say.
           “She hanged herself,” he says; thoughtfully, not sadly.
           “That’s why we had the light fixture removed.  In your room.”
If your dog dies, get another.[footnoteRef:7] [7: Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale..(Jonathan Cape, 1986). P197.] 


For convenience The Handmaid’s Tale has been categorised as science fiction, though it was remarked that the novel is unique and therefore does not readily fit into any genre. Furthermore Margaret Atwood might well be opposed to such a description which would render the story more hypothetical than she intends. Indeed when questioned she describes it as a work of speculative fiction pointing out that everything described, has in fact actually happened, though the events may not have occurred together as they do in her story. The description of women being coerced to conceive had its parallel in Rumania under the leadership of President Ceausescu who ensured that women’s menstrual cycles were monitored and failure to reproduce was punished. Margaret Atwood comments on the enhanced suffering resulting from the regime’s failure to provide support for the children who were often abandoned in orphanages.
Offred and the other handmaids are coerced into bearing children in the manner of Hagar, being told that they are fulfilling God’s will.[footnoteRef:8] Offred is clearly sceptical herself but such is the control imposed that she has no means of knowing whether the religious sentiments of those in charge are genuine or not. While she is not an unreliable narrator she is unable to provide the information which would enable the reader to judge on this issue. We are obliged therefore to seek answers to such questions from the author who has helpfully provided her views in a series of interviews.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Holy Bible, Genesis Chapter XVI  1-10.]  [9:  Margaret Atwood on Religion. You Tube.] 

 The author was questioned about her religious beliefs; while describing herself as an agnostic she explains the difference between belief and knowledge pointing out that knowledge depends on the ability to prove a claim, as practised in science, whereas with religion which is grounded on faith such endeavours to provide proof would be inappropriate. Recognising that religion is often abused she was asked whether she would wish to ban religion and replied that attempts to do so  in the USSR had not been encouraging. Pushed further she conceded that religion often inspired judgemental attitudes in people which she would wish to discourage calling attention to the heresy involving a belief in predestination which encourages the notion that the elect were destined for heaven irrespective of the way they behaved. This produced a judgemental attitude to others accompanied by unrestrained punitive behaviour of which she disapproved strongly but nevertheless she had considerable sympathy with the comfort provided by a belief in a personal saviour. Finally charged with the choice of following scientific truth[footnoteRef:10] or religious belief she suggested she might opt for the latter as providing a better story[footnoteRef:11]. [10:  Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (London: Bantam Press 2007)]  [11:  In the absence of an all-seeing God there can be no privileged perspective, so providing the evidence available is the same, the choice between the story told in ‘A Man for all Seasons’ and ‘ Wolf Hall’ may rest on which is the better story.] 

She was also questioned about the portrayal of religion in Gilead, and seemed dismayed that she had received complaints from Christians, but responded by maintaining that such readers had not read her novel, for it is clear that in Gilead nuns and Quakers were hung on the wall, while Protestant sects had to go into hiding explaining that it is found that any new cult seeks to completely eliminate rivals. The interviewer then asked whether she thought that such a development could take place in America to which she replied ”You want to bet?”
Halpern describes the political events in the USA which have led to the situation that concerns Atwood. She writes:
“It is impossible to understand American politics of the past half century without taking abortion into account. The Brett Kavanaugh charade most recently, the machinations of the Republican Party more generally, and the infectious fundamentalism creeping into everyday life, all begin with abortion”.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Sue Halpern, How Republicans Became Anti-Choice in the New York Review of Books Nov 8-21 Vol.LXII Num 17.] 

She reminds us that in the late sixties the Republicans had been the party of reproductive choice while the Democrats with a high proportion of their voters Catholic, were the opposition. In 1972 a Gallop poll found 68% of Republicans believed abortion to be a private matter between a woman and her doctor and that the government should not be involved. In 1973 under President Reagan the Supreme Court established a woman’s right to terminate a pregnancy. Since that time there has been a volte-face so that by 2009 only 26% of Republicans were pro-choice. Halpern explains how this came about.
Richard Nixon while campaigning for the Republicans, plotted an anti-abortion strategy adding pro-life language to the platform to turn Catholic voters away from the Democratic Party, assuming that this would be a temporary manoeuvre. In addition, to obtain the support of Evangelical voters who were dismayed by the opposition to their wish for segregated schools, abortion was adopted as a political issue.   At the same time anti-abortion activists killed some doctors engaged in abortion, while clinics had been attacked and burnt with the result that since 2011,162 clinics offering abortion have closed!
Donald Trump during his presidential campaign gained the approval of the Evangelical community when he exclaimed in a presidential debate, ”Hilary Clinton and her minions would allow babies to be ripped out of the womb of the mother just prior to the birth of the baby!”
Despite these developments suggesting an increasingly totalitarian state coupled with an increase in religious fundamentalism driving a misogynistic agenda Margaret Atwood remains optimistic, for she points out that the people are recognising the dangers confronting them and are engaging in ’pushback’. 
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