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Handmaid’s Tale

In Margaret Atwood’s book, The Handmaid’s Tale, the United States has been taken over by an ultra-conservative group in an anti-utopian tale of oppression, particularly of women and minorities. This “Republic of Gilead” is characterized by a tyrannical theocracy in which individuals are judged on the basis of utility to people in power. Handmaids, for instance, have the sole merit of reproductive capability and are used only in that aspect. Wives are afforded status; many other women are allowed to serve only as housemaids or prostitutes. Even the men are judged on this basis, how worthy they are as soldiers. People that do not fit the “mold” are executed or hung on the walls of the former institution of liberal arts learning, Harvard. There are many ways to judge this society, which is effective in it’s aims, but is morally questionable. The moral desirability of this society is very low in my own personal view, but it should be assessed in the theories of Bentham, Kant, Aristotle, and Mill.


Bentham’s Utilitarianism is argued as a superior theory to judge society because it is neutral, non-utopian, and non-elitist. However, Gileadean society is a utopian ideal in one sense, and highly elitist as well. Utilitarianism argues that the way to judge something’s moral worth, is to judge by the total amount of pleasure or good it brings about compared to the evil and the good of the alternatives. The correct choice in Bentham’s theory is the one that maximizes pleasure and minimizes pain.


Kant’s deontological or formalist theory states that the rightness of action is one that follows a moral law, regardless of consequence. The rule or principle of duty is the higher call in this moral theory. Kant’s theory is based on categorical imperatives. Because people are “self-legislating beings”, we are about to restrain ourselves from our natural impulses and act on principle. Only moral laws that we can will to be true for everyone are acceptable. Motive takes a stronger role than the result. Kant says the moral worth of an action is in strong relation to duty. If an action is in accordance with duty and against inclination, it has definite moral worth.


Aristotle’s moral theory is one of “flourishing human life”, or Eudamonia. This is a life of activity expressing virtues of character and virtues of intellect, and the associated pleasure one gets from this life. Aristotle believed that the Ergon, or function of an individual was their virtue, with the soul divided into parts for rational appetite, practical reasoning, and theoretical reasoning with a balance that made a decent moral life. When a person acted appropriately or morally, it would be at the mean of excess and deficiency, relative to an individual. Aristotle believed that the motives behind action were as important as the action in creating a virtuous character.


Mill’s liberal Utilitarianism is a very straightforward theory: Actions or laws and policies are right in proportion to their tendency to bring about a condition in which each person can live a life valuable in his or her own eyes. According to Mill, there are four obstacles in this theory: selfishness, lack of mental cultivation, “great positive evils”, and laws that constrain freedom or liberty. Mill also believed in a “Liberty Principle”, stating that liberty may only be constrained to prevent direct harm to non-consenting others. His prerequisites for his version of utilitarianism were freedom, coordinated laws, prospects for independence, representative government, money, and information.


There are many aspects of this Gileadean society to consider in determining the morality of this society. The contexts of the moral theories also weigh heavily into the determination for this society. The epilogue to the story warns not to judge the society too much, and that it was in response to the cultural and necessary pressures of the time. However, to even a casual reader, the symbolism of Nazi Germany is apparent in many cases throughout the book, which is a condemnation of it in itself.


One thing to consider is the existence of Handmaidens as purely a tool of society. Common sense seems to deny that this system is morally acceptable because it strips a person of their intrinsic worth and uses them merely as tools to be discarded when they lose their usefulness. Bentham’s theory supports Gileadean society and condemns it at the same time. While Handmaidens are a useful tool in order to procreate to create a better society in order to maximize utility, they are also not being maximized to full utility by being relegated to this sole role without any other purpose. Kant’s theory would be in complete agreement with this aspect of Gileadean society, and use Offred’s dissatisfaction with it as justification that it is in fact the preferable society, in terms of being against natural inclination, but also good for society by creating children in a predictable and controllable way. Aristotle would not justify this society based on the reasoning that is does not allow a person to divide their person into rational appetite, practical reasoning, and theoretical reasoning. The people would not be able to pursue Eudaimonia because they would not be able to find their virtues of character and intellect, because their only Egon is assigned, that of conceiving and giving birth. Mill would not support this system because they deny people the value of their own lives in their own eyes. Many of his obstacles to the principles of liberal utilitarianism are present in this system and Gileadean society as a whole.


The dehumanization of the people of Gilead is a very severe sticking point in moral quality. In Atwood’s novel, women who refuse to be part of the society or are unable to bear children are considered un-women, and children who may be sick or deformed are considered un-children. Offred is considered to be merely a womb, and nothing more in society. In addition, Jewish people are forced to convert or leave, as the “Sons of Jacob”, and black people, or the “Sons of Ham”, are put into camps. The dehumanization of people into classifications by job, gender, race, and the killing of those who do not conform is very troublesome to justify morally. Bentham would argue in this case that it depends upon the majority rule – if the majority of people are satisfied with this system, then it creates more pleasure than pain, and the extreme pain of the persecuted is justified. However, it does not seem likely that the amount of people satisfied with Gilead is higher than those that are not. This is especially clear when the reader realizes how depressed Serena Joy, an advocate of the policies of Gilead, is. Kant would be dissatisfied with this system as well, if only for the fact that these policies could not be reasonably willed into being a universal law. There is a contradiction in conception, and the very nature of Gilead and its hypocrisies would stand out to Kant. Aristotle would feel that this is in no way a “flourishing of human life”, no matter what biologic purpose it might serve. Mill’s theory is, as previously discussed, almost moot, as Gileadean society flies in the face of his Liberty Principle.


Gilead is in some ways a self-defeating concept of society. The formation of this puritanical society was formed to, as it is taught to women, protect them, but it succeeds only in formalizing abuses against them. The concept of freedom has been distorted, and as one character tries to justify, there is “freedom to” and “freedom from”. Gilead claims to have given women “freedom from” certain fears, but it has taken their basic freedoms of self. When the Commander is questioned about how the old society could possibly be worse than the new, he replies that he didn’t expect it to end up this way, and that better always means worse for some. His explanation is that things were too easy for men in the old world, and it took the excitement from them, and meanwhile, the Commander searches desperately for excitement from forbidden rendezvous with Offred and taking her to Jezebel’s.


This self-defeating concept is important in moral consideration as well. Under Bentham’s Principle of Utility, this is a terrible society because the maximum pleasure will not be achieved if the society undermines its own principles. Kant’s theory takes this idea into account when applied as a maxim, if Gileadean society was a maxim, it would fail as a morally justifiable entity, because it is self-defeating, and a contradiction in conception in some ways. It could be considered justifiable still by some, because the idea behind the society is not self-defeating, merely the operation of it, and the society is based upon his general idea of conformity to moral law, as laid out by the Bible, in some cases. Aristotle’s theory does not really apply in the critique of this particular aspect, but it can be safely assumed that Aristotle would not approve of this aspect, based on the idea that a self-defeating society is against practical reasoning and that the actions of people in the society and how they feel about it is at odds in many cases. This contradiction in society might be argued by Mill to be a “great positive evil”, achieving only evil in the world, an effect of which is enhanced by the society’s stated goal of being a strictly positive force and failing miserably.


The novel The Handmaid’s Tale is filled with contradiction of reasoning, such as the concept of protecting women by subjugating them, and a puritanical society so taken over by the concept of sex as an institution. The idea of freedom is so warped in Gileadean society that it no longer has any real meaning even to the most diehard of the resistance. Moira, for instance, loses all hope, and Offred assumes her mother and her family must be dead, leaving her with no hope either. Her chance for escape and freedom before the end of the book is suicide. The usage of women such as the “Aunts” and “Wives” in a hierarchy to keep other women down is contradictory to both rational thought and moral impulse. Atwood’s novel is at best a cautionary tale of reactionary politics, and perhaps, in today’s world, a warning for moderation against the extremist right-wing Christian puritanical concepts.


However, the novel is mostly unsupported by logical reasoning of moral theory except for Kant’s in most cases. Morally speaking, Gilead is a contradiction as well. It aims to be the moral maxim, the high point of society, but it is in reality an intolerant dystopia that achieves very little positive. In my opinion, any moral theory that supports this society in any way is flawed beyond repair.


Bentham’s theory fails miserably to pass judgment on this society, if only because its condemnation on it is too weak, and dependent on more information, such as what the ratio of happiness in society as a whole is to the subjugated portion of society. Racism, slavery, murder, all sorts of things that can occur in Gileadean society are generally considered bad things, but in Bentham’s Utilitarianism, there is still a possibility that this could be a good society. There is just no evidence or data to support the claim, but the story is told from one perspective. I cannot agree with Bentham’s theory in this way.


Kant is the worst of the theories when it comes to condemning Gileadean society. In fact, Kantian ethics could actually praise this sort of society in having handmaids doing sexual functions to maximize the good of the whole society, especially if they did not want to. This theory runs far too close to forcing people to do something against their will to do anything positive. Gileadean society would not benefit from having Kant on their side. Gilead fails in giving people equal respect, but comes very close as a society to being morally justifiable. Kantian ethics are impermissible to judge a society on.


Aristotle’s theory would be in direct opposition with most or all aspects of this society, and that agrees with my personal feelings on this society. Aristotle would argue that this society stifles the necessary virtues of a “life of activity”, and Offred’s lack of friends at all would deny her life any meaning in this moral theory, making her society impermissible. This society knows no mean between excess and deficiency, there is an all-or-nothing mentality present in any totalitarian state that denies the moral quality of this kind of world.


John Stuart Mill’s ideas of moral theory in Gilead would have no place. His theories, while I would agree with 100 percent, are impossible to apply because of his prerequisites for a society, none of which Gilead meets. His major obstacles in leading a moral life are all institutions of life in Gileadean society, making his theory a good one, but impossible to apply appropriately with those terms attached to it.


Gilead proves itself time and time again as a morally impermissible society to any sort of moral theory that has a safeguard or condition of any sort. I agree most with Mill’s ideas on Gilead, but since they do not permit for the existence of Gilead at all, the next closest theory would be Aristotle’s. If a society denies its people the right to have meaning to their lives, then it cannot be a moral society.
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