
The Danger of Blind Obedience in The Handmaid’s Tale 

​ Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale is a dystopian novel set in the Republic of 

Gilead, a totalitarian society that emerges after environmental disasters and declining birth rates 

destabilize the United States (Atwood 1-4).  In response to this crisis, a theocratic government 

seizes power and restructures society around rigid religious doctrine, presenting its authority as 

necessary for moral restoration and survival (Atwood 30-40). Women are stripped of basic rights, 

including access to education, employment, and personal autonomy, while fertile women are 

forced into the role of Handmaids, whose sole purpose is to bear children for elite male leaders 

and their wives (Atwood 8-14). Through the experiences of Offred, a Handmaid living under 

constant surveillance, Atwood illustrates how individual freedom is sacrificed in the name of 

social order and obedience (Atwood 3-7). Although the society of Gilead appears extreme, 

Atwood emphasizes that it is constructed through gradual compliance rather than sudden 

revolution. For this reason, The Handmaid’s Tale should remain available to readers, as it 

exposes the dangers of blindly following leaders and ideologies without question. By 

demonstrating how fear and obedience allow authoritarian systems to flourish, the novel 

underscores the importance of intellectual freedom and the necessity of critical resistance.  

​ First, the rise of Gilead is not marked by immediate violence, but by incremental 

restrictions that citizens gradually accept. Offred reflects on the process, observing that “nothing 

changes instantaneously: in a gradually heating bathtub you’d be boiled to death before you 

knew it”(Atwood 56). This metaphor captures the central warning of the novel: oppression 

succeeds when individuals fail to recognize or challenge it early. Rather than resisting the loss of 

rights, many citizens choose comfort and survival over protest. The government exploits fear to 

justify its authority, encouraging obedience by framing submission as protection. Atwood’s 



portrayal of gradual compliance reveals how blind trust in leadership enables authoritarian 

power. This lesson remains especially relevant for readers, as it emphasizes the importance of 

questioning authority rather than accepting it passively.  

​ Secondly, Gilead’s control over its population is reinforced through the suppression of 

literacy and independent thought. Women are forbidden from reading or writing, ensuring they 

cannot access knowledge or challenge the regime’s ideology. Offred reflects on the loss of 

language and identity, stating, “The pen between my fingers is sensuously alive, almost, I can 

feel its power”(Atwood 249). This moment underscores how literacy represents autonomy and 

resistance in a society built on obedience. By denying access to language, Gildead ensures 

compliance and erases individuality. Atwood demonstrates that intellectual suppression is one of 

the most effective tools of authoritarian control. This theme directly parallels modern censorship 

practices, as removing access to literature limits readers’ ability to think critically and engage 

with challenging ideas.  

​ Thirdly, religious ideology further reinforces blind obedience in The Handmaid’s Tale. 

Gilead’s leaders selectively interpret scripture to legitimize their authority, discouraging dissent 

by presenting the regime as divinely sanctioned. Offred notes that “the Bible is kept locked up, 

the way people once kept tea locked up”(Atwood 88), emphasizing how even sacred texts are 

controlled to maintain power. By restricting access to religious knowledge, the regime prevents 

citizens from questioning its interpretations. This manipulation of belief illustrates how ideology 

can be weaponized to silence opposition. Atwood’s portrrayal wards reader that authority should 

not be accepted simply because it claims moral or religious legitimacy.  

​ Lastly, the continued challenge and censorship of The Handmaid’s Tale is deeply ironic 

given the novel’s message. Gilead maintains power by limiting access to information and 



discouraging critical thought. Similarly, banning or restricting the novel removes opportunities 

for readers to examine the dangers of obedience and authoritarianism. Intellectual freedom 

depends on the availability of texts that challenge assumptions and provoke meaningful analysis. 

By denying students access to Aatwood’s work, censorship replicates the very mechanisms of 

control that the novel condemns.  

​ In conclusion, The Handmaid’s Tale should remain available to readers because it offers a 

powerful critique of blind obedience and unquestioned authority. Through its depiction of 

Gilead, Atwood demonstrates how fear, ideology, and complacency allow individuals to 

surrender their rights without resistance. The novel’s emphasis on restricted knowledge, 

manipulated belief systems, and gradual loss of freedom serves as a warning that remains 

profoundly relevant. Challenging or banning this text undermines intellectual freedom by 

discouraging critical engagement with ideas that question power. Preserving access to The 

Handmaid’s Tale affirms the importance of skepticism, inquiry, nd the freedom to think 

independently.  
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