
figurative language in the handmaid's
tale

figurative language in the handmaid's tale plays a crucial role in enhancing
the dystopian narrative crafted by Margaret Atwood. This literary device
enriches the text by deepening the emotional impact and providing insight
into the oppressive world of Gilead. Through the use of metaphors, similes,
symbolism, and other figures of speech, Atwood vividly portrays themes of
control, identity, and resistance. Understanding these elements is essential
for appreciating the layers of meaning within the novel. This article
explores the various types of figurative language present in The Handmaid's
Tale, their significance, and how they contribute to the novel’s thematic
complexity. Additionally, it highlights key examples and analyzes their
effect on readers’ interpretation. The following sections provide a detailed
examination of these aspects, forming a comprehensive guide to figurative
language in The Handmaid's Tale.

Metaphors and Similes in The Handmaid's Tale

Symbolism and Imagery

Personification and Its Impact

Irony and Satire

Themes Reinforced by Figurative Language

Metaphors and Similes in The Handmaid's Tale

Metaphors and similes are prominent forms of figurative language in The
Handmaid's Tale, serving to illustrate complex ideas and emotions through
vivid comparisons. Atwood employs these devices to deepen the reader’s
understanding of the characters’ experiences and the oppressive environment
they inhabit.

Key Metaphorical Constructs

One of the most significant metaphors in the novel is the depiction of women
as "handmaids," symbolizing their reduced and controlled status. The term
itself metaphorically represents servitude and loss of agency. Additionally,
the recurring metaphor of "the wall" symbolizes both physical and ideological
barriers confining the characters.

Similes Enhancing Emotional Depth

Similes in the novel often connect human emotions or conditions to natural or



everyday phenomena, enabling readers to relate intimately to the characters’
internal states. For example, descriptions likening the protagonist’s
feelings to coldness or confinement emphasize isolation and fear.

Symbolism and Imagery

Symbolism is a powerful facet of figurative language in The Handmaid's Tale,
where objects, colors, and settings carry deeper meanings that reflect the
novel’s themes.

Color Symbolism

Colors are strategically used to symbolize roles and social hierarchies. The
handmaids’ red attire represents fertility and sexual servitude but also
blood and danger. Blue, worn by the Wives, symbolizes calmness and authority,
while the Marthas’ green attire suggests domesticity and subservience.

Imagery Creating Atmosphere

Atwood’s vivid imagery paints the bleak and controlled world of Gilead.
Descriptions of barren landscapes, sterile environments, and the oppressive
presence of surveillance create a palpable atmosphere of fear and control.

Personification and Its Impact

Personification is utilized in The Handmaid’s Tale to animate abstract
concepts and inanimate objects, giving them human qualities to emphasize the
novel’s emotional and thematic undertones.

Examples of Personification

For instance, the “eyes” or secret police are often described as almost
sentient entities watching relentlessly. This personification intensifies the
sense of paranoia and the loss of privacy experienced by the characters.

Effect on Reader Engagement

By attributing human characteristics to elements of the dystopian regime,
Atwood increases reader empathy and heightens the emotional resonance of the
narrative, making the oppressive atmosphere more tangible.



Irony and Satire

Irony and satire function as subtle yet impactful forms of figurative
language in The Handmaid's Tale, critiquing societal structures and
ideologies through contrast and exaggeration.

Use of Dramatic and Situational Irony

The novel employs dramatic irony where readers understand the gravity of
situations that characters may not fully grasp, enhancing suspense and
thematic depth. Situational irony highlights the contradictions within
Gilead’s proclaimed morality versus its actual practices.

Satirical Elements

Atwood satirizes puritanical values and authoritarianism by exaggerating the
extremities of control and repression. This use of satire exposes the dangers
of ideological fanaticism and the erosion of individual rights.

Themes Reinforced by Figurative Language

Figurative language in The Handmaid's Tale is instrumental in reinforcing the
novel’s central themes, including power, gender oppression, identity, and
resistance.

Power and Control

Metaphors and symbolism frequently underscore the mechanisms of power in
Gilead, illustrating how language itself is a tool of control. The rigid use
of titles and prescribed roles reflects the systemic domination over
individuals.

Gender and Identity

Figurative expressions convey the struggles surrounding female identity and
autonomy. The imagery associated with clothing and physical spaces highlights
the conflict between individual desires and societal expectations.

Resistance and Hope

Despite the oppressive tone, figurative language also hints at resistance and
the persistence of hope. Subtle metaphors related to nature and light suggest



the possibility of change and liberation.

Metaphors symbolize servitude and confinement

Colors denote societal roles and emotional states

Personification heightens themes of surveillance and control

Irony critiques the dystopian regime’s contradictions

Figurative language reinforces themes of power, gender, and resistance

Frequently Asked Questions

How does Margaret Atwood use figurative language to
enhance the themes in 'The Handmaid's Tale'?

Margaret Atwood employs figurative language such as metaphors, similes, and
symbolism to deepen the exploration of themes like oppression, control, and
resistance. For example, the recurring metaphor of the color red symbolizes
fertility, danger, and power dynamics within the dystopian society.

What are some examples of metaphors used in 'The
Handmaid's Tale' and their significance?

One notable metaphor is the use of the 'garden' to represent fertility and
the control of women's bodies. The garden imagery underscores the theme of
surveillance and the commodification of women as reproductive vessels,
highlighting the loss of autonomy in Gilead.

How does Atwood's use of similes contribute to the
reader's understanding of Offred's experiences?

Atwood's similes often create vivid and relatable images that convey Offred's
emotional state and the harsh realities she faces. For instance, comparing
her situation to being trapped or caged helps readers empathize with her
feelings of confinement and powerlessness.

In what ways does symbolism in 'The Handmaid's Tale'
reflect the societal structure of Gilead?

Symbolism such as the Handmaids' red uniforms, the Eyes representing
surveillance, and the use of biblical references reflect theocratic control
and rigid social hierarchies. These symbols communicate the loss of
individuality and the pervasive oppression embedded in Gilead's structure.

How does figurative language in 'The Handmaid's Tale'



affect the tone and mood of the novel?

Figurative language in the novel often creates a tone of unease, tension, and
claustrophobia. Through bleak and haunting imagery, Atwood evokes a mood that
reflects the oppressive atmosphere of Gilead and the psychological impact on
the characters, enhancing the dystopian experience for the reader.

Additional Resources
1. Figurative Language and Symbolism in The Handmaid's Tale
This book explores the rich use of figurative language in Margaret Atwood's
*The Handmaid's Tale*. It delves into the metaphors, similes, and imagery
that Atwood employs to create a dystopian world that is both vivid and
haunting. The analysis highlights how these devices enhance the themes of
oppression, identity, and resistance.

2. Metaphor and Meaning: Analyzing The Handmaid's Tale
Focused specifically on metaphorical language, this text examines key
metaphors throughout *The Handmaid's Tale* and their implications. It
discusses how metaphors construct the social and political realities within
the novel, revealing deeper insights into the characters' experiences and the
societal critique embedded in the narrative.

3. Imagery and Symbolism in Margaret Atwood’s Dystopia
This book focuses on the powerful imagery and symbolic elements in *The
Handmaid's Tale*, illustrating how Atwood uses these techniques to evoke
emotional responses and underscore the novel’s themes. It provides detailed
examples and interpretations of recurring symbols such as color, clothing,
and settings.

4. Language as Power: Figurative Devices in The Handmaid's Tale
Examining the relationship between language and control, this book analyzes
how figurative language in *The Handmaid's Tale* reflects the mechanisms of
power in the dystopian society. The discussion covers how Atwood’s use of
irony, metaphor, and other figures of speech critiques authoritarianism and
the subjugation of women.

5. The Role of Similes and Metaphors in The Handmaid’s Tale
This study provides a focused look at similes and metaphors within *The
Handmaid’s Tale*, explaining how these figures of speech deepen readers’
understanding of the characters’ inner lives and the oppressive environment
they inhabit. It also explores the emotional impact of these devices on the
audience.

6. Exploring Symbolic Language in Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale
This book investigates the symbolic language used in *The Handmaid’s Tale*,
emphasizing how symbols function beyond mere imagery to encapsulate complex
social critiques. It traces the development and transformation of key symbols
throughout the novel, enhancing comprehension of its underlying messages.

7. Figurative Language and Feminist Themes in The Handmaid’s Tale
Connecting figurative language to feminist theory, this text analyzes how
Atwood’s use of metaphor, symbolism, and other devices reinforces feminist
themes within the novel. It discusses how language shapes the female
experience and resistance against patriarchal oppression.

8. Poetic Devices in The Handmaid’s Tale: A Close Reading
This book offers a close reading of poetic and figurative devices in *The



Handmaid’s Tale*, such as alliteration, metaphor, and personification. It
presents detailed textual analysis to show how these elements contribute to
the novel’s tone, mood, and thematic depth.

9. The Power of Language: Figurative Expression in Dystopian Literature
While covering a range of dystopian works, this book includes a substantial
section on *The Handmaid’s Tale*, focusing on the use of figurative language
to build dystopian worlds. It compares Atwood’s techniques with those of
other authors, highlighting the unique ways figurative expression shapes
dystopian narratives.
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