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Abstract

This paper mobilizes grotesque aesthetics, biopolitical theory along with
ecocriticism to analyse Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid's Tale. EXisting scholarship
on the novel sees it as a narrative of patriarchal hegemony; this paper contends that
Atwood’s use of grotesque exceeds the usual gender politics to reconfigure deeper
ideological and ecological concerns. Building upon Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of the
grotesque body and Michel Foucault’s concept of biopolitics, this paper explores Gilead’s
exaggerated and rather graphic portrayal of bodily functions, reproductive rituals, and
environmental deterioration from a new kind of grotesque that can be labelled as “eco-
grotesque”. Eco-grotesque offers a critical evaluation of the interconnected hegemonic
oppression of human bodies and natural systems. Through close textual reading of the key
scenes that feature the ceremony, birthing rituals, public executions, the Jezebel Club, and
through critical analysis of the leitmotifs of food scarcity and color symbolism, this paper
argues that the grotesque functions concurrently as a system of state control and as a
crucial tool for revealing systemic violence. This reading reconfigures The Handmaid’s
Tale as a narrative that foregrounds contemporary ecological concerns, articulating that
the exploitation of women’s bodies and exploitation of nature function as mutually
reinforcing systems of hegemonic control. This dual critical prism intervenes as a novel
entry point for feminist, dystopian, and environmental literary studies, demonstrating
Atwood’s employment of grotesque aesthetic exposes the material consequences of
treating vulnerable and threatened ecosystems as manageable resources.
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1.Introduction

Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novel The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) is a chilling
narrative of the theocratic Republic of Gilead, where women’s bodies are used as a
resource for reproduction in response to the fertility crisis brought about by an
environmental collapse. The dominant scholarship interprets the novel as a critique of
patriarchal hegemony, most notable of which are Madonne Miner’s seminal “‘Trust Me’:
Reading the Romance Plot in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale” and J. Brooks
Bouson’s psychoanalytic reading in Brutal Choreographies. This paper takes on a fresh
and novel approach by contending that Atwood’s use of grotesque exceeds the usual
gender politics to account for biopolitical and ecological concerns that have received little

attention.

The graphic and exaggerated representations of bodily functions, reproductive
rituals, and environmental deterioration, Atwood deliberately curates “eco-grotesque,”
which exposes the interconnected oppression and exploitation of human bodies and
ecosystems. The concept of eco-grotesque productively mobilizes the conventional
classical application of grotesque theory in literary criticism. Critics like Geoffrey Galt
Harpham in On the Grotesque see the bodily distortion as an aesthetic dimension of the
body (2007). Philip Thomson in The Grotesque perceives it as the collision of
incompatible elements. This paper, however, takes a nuanced view of the grotesque and
locates it as essentially political in its implication for both gendered manifestation and
environmental abuse. This reading of the novel is informed by multiple standpoints that
include Bakhtin’s theory of the grotesque body, Foucault’s theorization of biopolitics,
Stacy Alaimo’s concept of “trans-corporeality,” and Donna Haraway’s conceptualization

of nature cultures. This paper elaborates how Gilead’s grotesque rituals reveal the
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interconnected system of gendered and ecological hegemony, anticipating and cautioning

about systemic domination over life itself.

Bakhtin’s theorization of the grotesque foregrounds bodily exaggeration,
spectacle, and the blurring of the boundaries between self and other, high and low, inside
and outside. In Rabelais and His World, Bakhtin describes the grotesque body as “a body
in the act of becoming. It is never finished, never completed; it is continually built, created,

and builds and creates another body” (317).

This persistent state of metamorphosis makes the grotesque body essentially
political, as it subverts fixed categories and hierarchies. Bakhtinian grotesque body is
always excessive, incapable of fitting into the established norms of etiquette and structures
of propriety imposed by the dominant culture. The grotesque body’s subversive potential
fully perpetuates in carnival and folk culture. These act as the negative spaces where
ordinary people experience liberation and attain the temporal liberty to ridicule authority.
Atwood’s deployment of grotesque demonstrates that totalitarian regimes can administer

grotesque excess for control rather than political subversion and anarchy.

Foucault’s formulation of biopolitics offers critical and crucial insights into the
working of modern states. According to Foucault, modern states do not employ sovereign
violence to run their machinery but do so by controlling biological life. In The History of
Sexuality, Foucault argues that beginning in the seventeenth century, “there was an
explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies and
the control of populations” (140). This turn from sovereignty to biopower marks a critical
shift in governmental machinery and rationality, which exercises power not through
coercion but through productive normalization, legalization, optimization, and regulation
of life. Gilead presents an interesting site where these two frameworks intersect in critical
and disturbing ways. The grotesque exaggeration of reproductive ritual serves as a system
of biopolitical control, while the state’s regulation of both human and natural forms of life

exposes a totalizing drive to hegemonize and control all forms of life.
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This article also mobilizes the ecocritical insights of Alaimo, particularly her
concept of “trans-corporeality,” which implies “the time-space where human corporeality,
in all its material fleshiness, is inseparable from ‘nature’ or ‘environment’ (2). This
framework reconfigures how Gilead’s control over women’s reproductive bodies is
interconnected with its manipulation and totalitarian control over environmental resources,
agricultural production, and natural ecosystems.The novel’s desperate obsession to control
women’s bodies and, by extension, human reproduction is connected to the control of
nature. This interconnection becomes most evident in the novel’s grotesque and graphic
imagery, which does not differentiate between violation of bodies and violation of

ecosystems.

This study focuses on the key scenes that include the ceremony, birthing rituals,
public executions, and the Jezebel Club to trace how the novel’s use of grotesque reveals
the intersection of forms of hegemony. This study, however, is not limited to the grotesque
human body only but also looks into the exploitation of natural cycles, which mirrors the
manipulation of women’s bodies. This interconnection of biopolitics with ecological
injustices makes The Handmaid’s Tale a text that forecasts contemporary environmental
concerns, demonstrating that oppression of women’s bodies and exploitation of natural
resources are not separate phenomena but mutually reinforcing mechanisms of hegemony.
In doing so, the novel engages in the “task of re-situating humans in ecological terms”
(Val Plumwood 2). The novel subverts the established binaries of nature and culture,
reason and body, and masculine and feminine. Such binaries reinforce the dominant

hierarchies and underpin both gendered and ecological violence.

1.1. The Grotesque Body in Gilead: Fragmentation and Mechanization

The most disturbing instantiation of the grotesque in The Handmaid’s Tale occurs
in the ritualized sexual encounters known as the Ceremony. This monthly ritual, allegedly
anchored in the biblical story of Rachel and her handmaid Bilhah (Genesis 30:1-3), recasts
the regime’s sacred perception of reproduction into something monstrously mechanical,

painfully humiliating, and utterly dehumanizing. In chapter 16, Offred explicates this ritual
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with clinical detachment, which can be read as a form of resistance on one hand and a
means of acclimatizing with the regime on the other. She says, “My red skirt is hitched up
to my waist, though no higher. Below it the Commander is fucking. What he is fucking is
the lower part of my body. I do not say making love, because this is not what he’s doing.
Copulating too would be inaccurate, because it would imply two people and only one is
involved” (Atwood 94). These lines manifest Bakhtin’s grotesque through its division of
the female body into discrete parts based on their functionality. Offred’s consciousness is
separated from her physical form, reducing her to the “lower part” of a body. The lower
body in itself is a means for reproductive mechanism distinct from human being and
human consciousness. Her careful choice of words, with clinical precision and detachment,
further intensifies the grotesque. Her deliberate description of the ritual makes it a
disturbingly mechanical transaction between three people, reducing them all to a single
reproductive apparatus. Her statement “only one is involved” negates not only her own

self, but also that of the wife Serena Joy, who oversees the whole ritual taking place.

This fragmentation invokes Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection, wherein the
subject encounters the breakdown of the distinction between subject and object, self and
other. In Powers of Horror, Kristeva writes, “It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health
that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect
borders, positions, rules” (4). The ceremony exemplifies precisely this disturbance by
forcing together bodies that should remain separate, in turn creating a new composite entity
that violates the boundaries of individual identity. Offred remains in a suspended space;
she becomes neither fully subject nor fully object. Her positioning in a suspended space

becomes the site of abjection that the state produces and controls.

The ceremony’s grotesque, absurd, and disturbing quality unfolds on many levels.
Its theatrical staging shifts an intimate act of sexuality that belongs to private spaces,
bringing it out into open space as a public spectacle. Earlier in the same chapter, Offred
describes her position: “I liec on my back, fully clothed except for the healthy white cotton

underdrawers. What | could see, if | were to open my eyes, would be the large white
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canopy of Serena Joy’s outsized colonial-style four-poster bed [...] Above me, towards
the head of the bed, Serena Joy is arranged, outspread. Her legs are apart, | lie between
them, my head on her stomach, her pubic bone under the base of my skull” (93). This
absurd setting reconfigures individual female bodies into grotesque bodies that emphasize
orifices, protuberances, and the transgression of bodily boundaries. These awkward and
humiliating positions reveal the state’s attempt to configure two women into a single
reproductive apparatus. This configuration, with Offred’s head resting against Serena
Joy’s stomach, generates a disturbing fusion of maternal intimacy and sexualized coercion,
blurring the boundaries between care and violation. Offred further says, “She too is fully
clothed. My arms are raised; she holds my hands, each of mine in each of hers. This is
supposed to signify that we are one flesh, one being” (94). The grotesque reality of this
forced unity exposes the violence underlying the absurdity of Gilead’s ideological claims
about women’s natural unity in reproduction. The emphasis on clothing during the ritual
further enhances the grotesque of the state and its absurd ideological formulations. Both
women being “fully clothed” except for Offred’s removal of undergarments shows the
mechanical absurdity of the encounter. The exposition of only specific body parts shows
the reductive positioning of women with regard to the functionality of their body parts. As
Offred observes, “There is no feeling, because there is no contact” (95). The clothing
performs the critical function of restricting human feeling and intimacy while shaping the
intimate encounter as purely mechanical and transactional. These details cast the Gilead

regime as totalitarian, transforming sexuality into a form of industrial production.

1.2. The Spectacle of Birth: Collective Grotesque and Biopolitical Display

The grotesque attains its apotheosis in the communal birthing scenes, where
Handmaids gather to witness and participate in labor. These sequences once again shift the
private to public, transforming a personal intimate experience into a state-controlled public

spectacle. In Chapter 21, Offred describes arriving at the Birth,

“Janine is in the master bedroom [...] On the large double bed Janine lies,

her belly huge. Two women in red sit on chairs, one on either side of the bed, to
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keep her company [...] The rest of the women are sitting in a circle on the floor,

on cushions brought in for them. They’re chanting, softly, almost a humming”

(125-126).

The description details the grotesque of the pregnant body by exaggerating its
proportions, making it powerful and vulnerable at the same time. The arrangement is both
ritualistic and absurd, with women circling and chanting, turning an intimate personal
experience of childbirth into a public spectacle. This invokes Mary Douglas’s insights on
ritual as discussed in Purity and Danger. Rituals operate as cultural mechanisms that
manage liminal states, intervening at moments when boundaries dissolve and social or
symbolic categories lose their stability. Gilead corresponds to this threatening liminality
through  ritual  structure, turning the unpredictable into  ceremonial.
As labor progresses, Offred notes, “Now we’re all groaning, an air-raid siren, all, all, it’s
coming, we can feel it” (127). The other Handmaids participate by panting and groaning,
taking the shape of a collective grotesque that absorbs individual experience into group
ritual. The narrative’s comparison of their collective chanting to “an air-raid siren”
stimulates an eerie and ominous quality, indicating both mechanical reproduction and
impending violence. The narrative here, while creating a sonic dimension of the grotesque,
also renders the collective women’s voices as inhuman and hence meaningless in the
discursive frameworks of Gilead. The incessant repetition of “all, all” further intensifies

the dissolution of individual identity and voice into the collective noise.

The moment of birth further amplifies the quality of grotesque: “I can see her,
Janine, her face contorted, her teeth set, her breath coming in gasps, her body rigid,
concentrated” (127). The lexicon here signifies the violence associated with childbirth.
When the baby finally takes birth, once again the focus shifts to the visceral physicality:
“It’s a girl. We crane to see it, its face smeared with vernix and blood” (127). The baby
here does not emote the feelings of affection, care, or nurture, but rather comes across as
a grotesque object covered in the substances associated with childbirth, blurring the
boundaries of external and internal, mother and child. The mention of blood and vernix
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makes the body a site of abjection, wherein substances that move across boundaries such
as blood, tears, milk, excrement, trigger visceral reactions because they endanger the

stability of the self.

However, following the grotesque event of the childbirth, the biopolitical systems
of Gilead get activated. The baby is “washed, dressed in white” (128), cleansed of the
grotesque fluids of birth and transformed into an object that is suitable to work for the
state’s machinery.
Offred observes that “It’s a keeper” (128). The vocabulary here creates an invisible
category of “keepers” and “abandoners,” transforming life into a commodity of what can
be used and what should be discarded. This process, from grotesque birth to a neat product,
exemplifies Foucault’s “anatomo-politics of the human body” and the “bio-politics of the
population” (History of Sexuality 139), under which the state controls and manages
populations as well as individual bodies. The Wife’s subsequent appearance at the birth
scene further intensifies the absurd and grotesque nature of Gilead’s ideological and
reproductive politics. The Wife “comes in, freshly lipsticked, in her best blue outfit, with
her hair redone” (128). Her appearance befits a social event. She then “gets into the
Birthing Bed” and the baby is placed in her arms, creating the absurd official narrative that
she has given birth. This theatrical and mechanical exchange at once can be labelled as
absurd, disturbing, chilling, and painful. The Wife here must play-act maternity while the
actual mother is relegated to spectator status. Judith Butler calls this a “citational practice”

that consists of the performances that attempt to naturalize what is artificial.

1.3. Public Executions: The Grotesque as Sovereign Spectacle

The novel is replete with scenes and moments that invoke the quality and imagery
of violent grotesque. The scenes of public execution known as ‘“Salvagings” and
“Particutions” offer further instances of grotesque. Similar to the Ceremony and birthing,
death is also transformed into a spectacular performance. The vocabulary used in the
scenes describing the death is filled with grotesque irony, indicating the recovery of
something valuable while describing stark destruction. Offred describes Salvagings in

https://www.ipjll.com/ (Rehman & Gul, 2025) 1123



https://www.ipjll.com/

INTERNATIONAL PREMIER JOURNAL OF LANGUAGES & LITERATURE
(IPJLL)
VOLUME 3, ISSUE 4, 2025 p-1SSN: 3007-2336 e-1SSN: 3007-2344

Chapter 42: “The balcony of the main building is decorated with a red banner that has a
huge white eye painted on it, with a sword for a pupil” (275). The symbolism here is
obvious, denoting the state surveillance and its capacity to inflict violence. The execution
itself unfolds with disturbing ceremony: “There are three women, kneeling, with their
hands tied behind their backs. Their heads are bent down, the nooses already around their
necks” (276). The stage is set with deliberate arrangement of the bodies, turning murder
into performance. Offred notes that “The three bodies hang there, even when we’ve all let
go, hanging and continuing to turn, like meat on a hook” (277). The simile “like meat on
a hook” reduces human bodies to butchered flesh, turning them from people to things. This
imagery invokes Bakhtin’s discussion of the marketplace grotesque, where the animal
carcasses hung for sale on one hand show life butchered and mutilated while on the other
show a promise of life through consumption. In Gilead, however, the carnival imagery is

used by the novel to terrorize the people instead of giving them hope.

The scenes of Particution further enhance the grotesque imagery by their
incorporation of collective violence. When a man is accused of rape, he is thrown to the
Handmaids to be ripped apart. Offred describes the ensuing violence, “There is a surge
forward, like a crowd at a rock concert in the former time [...] I can hear shouts, a rising
note, a babel, a pandemonium” (279). Comparing the collective vigilante scene to that of
arock concert is sickening, but shows how Gilead capitalizes on such incidents to maintain
a sense of retribution for Handmaids and also turn the murder into a spectacle of

entertainment for them.

As the violence escalates, Offred observes: “He has become an it [...] he has
become a thing” (280). The shift from “he” to “it” marks the complete dissolution of the
identity and subjectivity of the man killed, but this shift also strips the Handmaids of
humanity and compassion, as they robotically act in a state-designed system to perform
the state-sanctioned murder. Offred’s participation in the murder and her subsequent
physical response to the violence can be read and interpreted in many ways. She says, “I

want to tear, gouge, rend [...] I want to beat someone up [...] I am pushing through the
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crowd, I break through to the inner circle [...] I kick him, I shout” (280). The visceral
vocabulary used by Offred shows her anger and frustration living in the controlled system.
It also shows that Gilead’s ideological and discursive structures corrupt even those who
seem to resist these structures. In this admission of violent desire, Offred becomes one of
the many subjects of Gilead who are shaped, regulated, controlled, and managed by the
state. This collective violence given in Particution scenes invokes René Girard’s
theorization of “sacrificial crisis.” He says communal violence against scapegoats
channelizes social anger into manageable emotion. Atwood, however, demonstrates that

totalitarian regimes channel violence outward to prevent it from destabilizing state power.

1.4. Environmental Degradation and the Eco-Grotesque

Much criticism of The Handmaid’s Tale concentrates on bodily violation, yet the
environmental dimension of the novel is just as important for understanding its disturbing
atmosphere. Gilead exists in the shadow of ecological disaster. Radiation, pollution, and
chemical contamination have left most women infertile. This is not just background detail.
The regime’s entire logic depends on it. Fertility gains value because environmental
damage has made it rare. In this way, the novel anticipates what Rob Nixon calls slow

violence, a form of destruction that unfolds gradually and harms the most vulnerable.

Color imagery reinforces this connection between environmental decay and control
over the body. The Handmaids wear red, signaling both fertility and blood. The Wives
wear blue, suggesting the sky and the Virgin Mary. Econowives wear stripes that combine
these colors. By contrast, the natural world appears mostly brown and gray, drained of
vitality. Offred observes lawns still brown after drought and notices flowers wilting and
grass slowly dying. The fading landscape echoes the narrowing of women’s lives, linking

ecological exhaustion with social exploitation.

Food scarcity offers another way to see this eco-grotesque world. Offred repeatedly
notices what is missing from meals. There is no coffee, no tea, no eggs, no meat. The

repeated absences point to the collapse of agriculture and distribution systems, and the
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emphasis on lack creates a grotesque defined by deprivation rather than excess. When food
does appear, it feels unsettling. The oranges traded for sex tokens at Jezebel’s become
precious because rarity turns them into currency. The Commander’s offer of a cigarette
matters for the same reason. Tobacco is forbidden, so the gesture establishes power and

obligation instead of kindness.

The clearest link between environmental destruction and bodily exploitation
appears in the novel’s depiction of the Colonies. These are the places where Unwomen,
infertile women, feminists, nuns, and others deemed socially useless, are sent to clean up
toxic waste. Offred imagines them grimly: “They have cholera, dysentery, typhoid and
other diseases which spread like wildfire, which of course everybody tries to conceal.
There are no men Colonists, they’re doing something else.” The name Colonies sounds
almost administrative, even benign, but it masks what they really are: slow death camps.
The fact that only women are assigned to this lethal labor makes the regime’s logic
painfully clear. Infertile women, like poisoned land, are treated as waste. Once they no
longer serve reproductive purposes, they are sent to absorb toxicity until their bodies give

out.

The diseases Offred lists are not random. Cholera, dysentery, and typhoid are
linked to contaminated water and poor sanitation. The women forced to clean toxic
environments become physically contaminated themselves. Their bodies bear the marks
of the damage they are ordered to contain. The line between polluted land and disposable

bodies collapses.

This dynamic resonates with what environmental justice scholars describe as
environmental racism, the pattern in which marginalized communities face
disproportionate exposure to environmental harm. In Gilead, gender becomes the primary
organizing principle of that inequality, though class and race quietly shape the hierarchy
as well. The Econowives, married to poor men, live in a space of constant strain. Offred
notes that they are expected to do everything, if they can. Economic vulnerability

intensifies their oppression. The novel’s environmental grotesque works across these
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overlapping structures of power, revealing how certain places and certain people are
marked as expendable. What results is a landscape of sacrifice, where both land and lives

are consumed in the service of control.

1.5. Jezebel’s and the Grotesque of Excess

If the Colonies embody deprivation and toxicity, Jezebel’s represents the opposite
extreme, a grotesque world of excess and staged abundance. This secret nightclub, where
Commanders entertain foreign officials and favored Guardians, presents itself as a
preserved fragment of the past, complete with alcohol, cigarettes, cosmetics, and revealing
clothes. When the Commander brings Offred there, she first notices the women before
anything else. They lounge across chairs and sofas, leaning against turquoise stools in a
setting that feels half nightclub and half imitation of an imagined East. The space reminds
her of pictures of nineteenth-century opium dens. What appears at first to be variety
quickly turns monotonous. The repeated brown tones flatten luxury into uniformity,

suggesting that the promise of pleasure here is carefully manufactured rather than genuine.

The women’s clothing intensifies that sense of artificiality. Feathers, fishnets,
brocade corsets, and satin heels turn them into exaggerated performances of femininity
rather than expressions of it. Offred sees them less as individuals and more as staged
figures, like theatrical props forced into motion. Femininity is no longer lived but

displayed, assembled for consumption.

This atmosphere becomes more disturbing when Offred meets Moira, her friend
from before Gilead who once escaped but has now been recaptured. Moira wears a rabbit
costume with bare arms and legs, a domesticated creature styled for entertainment. The
faded pink of the outfit hints at exhaustion, as though even the illusion of pleasure is
wearing out. Moira explains that women working at Jezebel’s are eventually sent to the
Colonies. The trajectory is chillingly logical. Sexual exploitation gives way to
environmental disposal. The same system that consumes their bodies in one setting

discards them in another once they are no longer useful.
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The environment itself mirrors this manipulation. The club has air conditioning
and imported food and drink, luxuries unavailable to ordinary citizens. Maintaining this
artificial comfort requires hidden resources and controlled conditions, just as the women’s
bodies are carefully managed and regulated. Jezebel’s therefore exposes the regime’s
hypocrisy. Publicly, Gilead claims moral purity, yet privately it sustains spaces of
indulgence for those in power. Control does not eliminate desire. It simply concentrates

privilege, allowing some to indulge while others absorb the cost.

1.6. The Grotesque as Resistance and Revelation

Although Gilead uses the grotesque to maintain control, Margaret Atwood also
turns grotesque imagery into a form of critique and quiet resistance in The Handmaid's
Tale. Mikhail Bakhtin suggests that the grotesque has historically allowed ordinary people
to expose authority through exaggeration and bodily realism. Offred rarely laughs, and the
novel repeatedly shows how humor has drained out of everyday life, yet her narration still
works in a similar way. Her almost clinical descriptions of the Ceremony strip it of sacred
meaning and make its violence visible. By describing it as procedure rather than ritual, she
exposes its absurdity more effectively than open protest ever could.

Her account of Serena Joy before the Ceremony illustrates this. Serena Joy cries
every time but tries to remain silent in order to preserve dignity in front of others. The
moment becomes theatrical. Even grief turns into performance. Offred notices the tension
between emotional breakdown and forced composure, and that tension reflects her own
condition as well. The grotesque here does not simply divide victim and oppressor. Instead,

it shows how the system traps both within roles they cannot escape.

Offred also resists through sharp juxtapositions. Scenes of mechanical sexual ritual
are followed by memories of ordinary life with her daughter and friend. These abrupt shifts
prevent the reader from settling comfortably into either past or present. Her focus on trivial

details during traumatic moments, the texture of fabric or the pattern on a plate, produces
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a disorienting effect that mirrors psychological survival under oppression. The mind clings

to the ordinary because the larger reality is unbearable.

The grotesque quality of her descriptions also keeps the narrative grounded in the
body. The novel refuses abstraction. Physical sensation repeatedly interrupts ideology.
During her medical examination, she notes that the doctor is not supposed to see her face,
only her internal organs. The statement is literal but also revealing. The regime reduces
identity to biological function, yet the narrative forces readers to confront the lived

physical experience behind that reduction.

This attention to material experience echoes feminist and ecological thought.
Elizabeth Grosz argues that theory must take seriously the material specificity of bodies
rather than treating them as blank surfaces for culture. Similarly, Catriona Mortimer-
Sandilands stresses the importance of recognizing physical nature even while
acknowledging its cultural meanings. Atwood’s grotesque aesthetic works in precisely this

space. Bodies and environments are shaped by ideology, yet they remain stubbornly real.

The environmental grotesque also functions as a warning. Writing in 1985, long
before the climate crisis became everyday vocabulary, Atwood imagined ecological
breakdown leading directly to political extremism. Environmental disaster produces
scarcity, and scarcity becomes justification for authoritarian control. The novel therefore

feels less like distant dystopia and more like an extrapolation of familiar patterns.

Seen this way, Gilead is not an anomaly but an intensification. A society that treats
nature as endlessly exploitable eventually treats human beings the same way. This insight
links the novel to ecofeminist arguments made by thinkers such as Carolyn Merchant and
Vandana Shiva, who show how the logic used to dominate nature also justifies domination
of women and other marginalized groups. The grotesque, in Atwood’s hands, exposes that

shared logic and forces it into view.
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2.Conclusion: The Eco-Grotesque and Contemporary Crisis

Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale uses the grotesque not just to create a
dystopian atmosphere, but as a sophisticated critical tool that illuminates the intersections
between biopolitical control and ecological degradation. By exaggerating bodily functions,
reproductive rituals, and environmental manipulation, Atwood shows how oppressive
systems operate on multiple levels—from the intimate space of individual bodies to the
broader environment that sustains life. The novel’s grotesque aesthetic makes visible what
might otherwise remain abstract: the material consequences of treating bodies and nature

as resources to be managed, controlled, and exploited.

The convergence of Bakhtinian grotesque and Foucauldian biopolitics, enhanced
by ecocritical perspectives from scholars such as Alaimo, Heise, and Plumwood, provides
a framework for understanding how Gilead exerts totalitarian control over life itself. The
Ceremony, birthing rituals, public executions, and spaces like Jezebel’s all show how
grotesque exaggeration serves state power by turning living processes into spectacles that
can be controlled. At the same time, this grotesque quality enables critique, making the
violence and absurdity of such control impossible to ignore. Readers are not allowed the
comfort of aesthetic distance; the grotesque insists on a visceral, embodied engagement

with oppression.

The eco-grotesque in The Handmaid’s Tale is especially relevant today, as we
confront climate crises and environmental degradation. Atwood imagines a world where
ecological collapse triggers social catastrophe, anticipating contemporary anxieties and
showing that environmental and social justice are inseparable. The novel demonstrates that
systems willing to exploit nature will inevitably exploit human bodies, especially those
already marginalized by gender, race, or class. This positions the novel not only as a
feminist text but as an environmental one, warning that sustainability requires attention to
both ecological systems and human rights—a lesson that resonates in an age of climate

refugees, environmental racism, and struggles for reproductive justice.
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Recent developments have made Atwood’s dystopia feel more immediate. The
overturning of Roe v. Wade in 2022 made her vision of reproductive control alarmingly
plausible, while accelerating climate change has turned environmental collapse from a
distant possibility into a pressing reality. The novel’s treatment of reproductive control and
environmental management—treating both fertility and nature as resources to be
extracted—speaks directly to contemporary debates on bodily autonomy and ecological
sustainability. Political authorities that claim ownership over women’s reproductive
capacities rely on the same logic used to exploit forests, water, and the atmosphere as if

they were infinite.

Future scholarship could further explore the intersections of feminist,
environmental, and dystopian studies suggested by this reading. How do other speculative
fictions—from Octavia Butler’s Parable novels to N.K. Jemisin’s Broken Earth trilogy—
use grotesque aesthetics to critique biopolitical and ecological control? How does the
grotesque function in contemporary environmental literature and activism, from cli-fi
novels to climate documentaries? How might Indigenous perspectives on the link between
land and body inform readings of the eco-grotesque? And how does the grotesque operate
across different cultures and literary traditions, beyond Bakhtin’s Eurocentric framework

of carnival and Renaissance culture?

By showing how Atwood’s novel works at the intersection of feminist, dystopian,
and environmental concerns, this analysis argues that the grotesque remains a vital tool for
understanding—and resisting—systems that treat both bodies and environments as
endlessly manipulable. In an era of climate crisis, renewed attacks on reproductive
freedom, and increasing state control over biology and ecology, the eco-grotesque offers
both warning and insight. The novel reveals how bodily and environmental exploitation
are intertwined in ways that demand integrated, multiscalar responses—approaches that
recognize environmental and reproductive justice as inseparable. Only by attending to the
material, embodied, and ecological realities of oppression—the very aspects grotesque
aesthetics foreground—can we respond adequately to these interlocking crises.
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Atwood’s grotesque vision is not designed simply to repel. It seeks to awaken. It
shocks not for its own sake but to make visible what power would prefer to hide. The
discomfort it provokes is productive, motivating critical reflection and potentially
inspiring resistance. By refusing to beautify oppression and insisting on the physical reality
of bodies under control, the eco-grotesque performs essential political work. It reminds
readers that abstract ideas about freedom, nature, and justice always have material
consequences, always affect real bodies and actual environments. This focus on
materiality—on the flesh and the earth that ideology seeks to transcend—may be the
grotesque’s most important contribution to critical thought, and Atwood’s most enduring

legacy.
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