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Abstract

The  present  study  explores  the  role  of  religion  and  spirituality  in  feminist

visions of the future. The focus of the thesis is the point where feminist alternate

realities  intersect  with  spirituality  and  religion  based  on  the  books  “The  Fifth

Sacred Thing” by Starhawk and “The Handmaid’s Tale” by Margaret Atwood. The

study examines the power of religion, how it controls and oppresses lives and its

relationship with the state and individuals in relation to Margaret Atwood’s novel

“The Handmaid’s Tale”. On the other hand, I explore how religion and spirituality

could  be  a  powerful  tool  to  provide  a  peaceful  and  diverse  society  in  terms  of

gender  and  sexuality  as  well  as  to  provide  environmental  sustainability  through

Starhawk’s  book “The Fifth  Sacred  Thing”.  In  the  study,  through analysing  and

comparing the religious aspects in those two books, I will question the importance

of  religion  and  spirituality  in  feminist  science  fiction,  more  precisely,  feminist

utopian/dystopian literature.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The Handmaid’s  Tale  is  an  apocalyptic  and  dystopian  fiction,  written  by

Margaret Atwood in 1985. The story takes place in the fictional government, Gilead

which  is  a  Christian  fundamentalist  regime  and  is  controlled  by  “the  Sons  of

Jacob”. The Handmaid’s Tale is set in future Cambridge, Massachuests. 

The  novel  presents  through  a  first-person  narrator  Offred  that  the  U.S

President  and  members  of  Congress  are  murdered  in  Boston,  Massachusetts  in

1980s  by  Christian  fundamentalists.  In  the  meantime,  many  women  lose  their

access to their credit cards and are being deprived of their education and jobs by

these right-wing fundamentalists that constitute the Gilead regime. 

Gilead is a conservative state that represses abortionists, homosexuals, and

religious sects other than their own. Many women such as infertile and old women,

Jews,  homosexuals  and  non-whites  are  resettled  in  Colonies  to  clean  up  toxic

materials.  Colonies  are  polluted  areas  caused  by  nuclear  and  biological  warfare.

These  radioactive  territories  also  become  the  reason  for  the  dramatic  decline  in

birth rate and the rise in birth defects.

The Handmaid’s are group of fertile women who are every month forced to

undergo a state-sanctioned rape called “the Ceremony” to provide children for high

ranked men such as the Commanders. Offred is the handmaid of the Commander

Fred and she is in charge with providing children for the Commander Fred and his

wife Serena Joy. 

Although, the Commander Fred attempts to rape Offred many times, Offred

does  not  become  pregnant.  Consequently,  Serena  Joy  starts  a  conversation  with

Offred  and  admits  that  the  Commander  is  infertile.  Offred’s  approach  to  the

conversation captures the essence of religion in the Handmaid’s Tale;

“Maybe he can’t” she says.

 I don’t know who she means. Does she mean the Commander or God? If it’s

God, she would say won’t. Either way, it’s heresy. It’s only women who can’t, who

remain stubbornly closed, damaged, defective.

No, I say. “Maybe he can’t” 
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I look up at her. She looks down. It’s the first time we’ve looked into each

other’s eyes in a long time. Since we met (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale,215).

In the Handmaid’s Tale, Serena Joy does not talk very often throughout

the novel to Offred. A handmaid is considered to be a “walking womb” and is not

taken seriously enough to have a conversation with. Therefore, this rare dialogue

between Offred and Serena Joy reveals one of the most important dynamics of

the story which is the position of women, men and God under the Gilead regime.

Moreover, this dialogue is relevant to the present study as it sheds light on the

role of religion in feminist science fiction.

Atwood’s words mirror the essence of religion and how religion is used in

her novel as a force for evil and as an oppressive tool against women. The way in

which Offred is confused with Serana Joy’s question shows the powerful male

image of God under the control of the Gilead government. Offred considers the

incapability of men or God as simply contradicting. 

In the Handmaid’s Tale, men have often been associated with capability

and power in the context of patriarchal understanding of religion. When Offred

hears  the  words  “he”  and  “can’t”  together,  she  hardly  makes  the  connection

between those words because both men and God are never presented incapable in

fundamentalist Gilead government. On the other hand, the association between

women  and  incapability  reflects  the  patriarchal  understanding  of  Christianity.

This  form of  Christianity  is  discussed  in  the  present  study  as  portrayed  in  the

Handmaid’s Tale.

In  the  Handmaid’s  Tale,  Atwood  imagines  a  fictional  government  that

reflects  the  traditional  understanding  of  Christianity  as  a  force  to  oppress  the

society.  The  Republic  of  Gilead  is  a  conservative  religious  government  that

controls  women’s  thinking  and  reasoning  even  through  the  language  spoken

under the regime. In other words, after Gilead takes over the society, power is

recreated  by  religious  language  for  the  government  which  is  visible  through

Offred’s language and the language between two women characters who are in a

different  position  of  power  in  the  regime.  Offred’s  dialogue  with  Serena  Joy
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makes  it  clear  that  women’s  position  in  the  regime  is  depicted  as  “closed,

damaged and defective”. On the other hand, men are inherently competent and

capable just as God. 

In the present study, the power structure in Gilead government in terms of

gender and religion is included in the analysis of the importance of the religion in

feminist science fiction genre. The hierarchy between God, men and women and

how religion is used as a force to control lives in Gilead regime highlights the

intersection between extremist Christianity and feminist dystopian literature.

This  portrayal  of  Christianity  is  in  marked  contrast  to  another  work  of

feminist utopian/dystopian literature; The Fifth Sacred Thing. The Fifth Sacred

Thing presents an egalitarian city in future San Francisco based on ecofeminist

and neo-Pagan understanding of religion.  Starhawk, in the Fifth Sacred Thing,

offers a radical alternative to the patriarchal Western philosophy of religion in

which women and nature are centred through spirituality. She reconstitutes life

on  Earth  through  her  fictional  novel  in  which  she  presents  Goddess-oriented

worship and neo-Pagan understanding of spirituality. 

The Fifth Sacred Thing  is a fantasy science fiction epic that is written by

Starhawk in  1993.  The  story  sets  in  future  San  Francisco  in  2048  where  people

defend their place against the totalitarian neighbours through non-violent acts and

develop  an  egalitarian  community.  Those  neighbours  that  live  in  the  South  are

controlled by a Christian fundemantalist military regime including “the Stewards”

and “the Millenialists”. 

Unlike its neighbors, in the City; “The North”, there are four sacred things

and people live in harmony with earth, fire, water and air that can’t be owned by

someone.  The  fifth  sacred  thing  which  is  the  spirit  can  be  obtained  through

balancing the other four sacred things. 

In the North, the residents believe in pagan religion that is eclectic mixture

of  traditions  and  their  belief  includes  practicing  witchcraft  for  defending  and

healing purposes. The City embraces a sustainable economy and no one struggles

from poverty or hunger. Moreover,  in the City, monogamy and heterosexuality

are  not  compulsory  and  many  residents  practice  polyamory  and  queer

relationships.
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In the Fifth Sacred Thing,  Maya, Bird and Madrone who live together in

Black  Dragon  House  are  the  main  characters  of  the  book.  Maya  is  the  wise  old

woman in the city. She can connect the spirit of her lovers Rio and Johanna who are

dead. Madrone is the healer in the city and she is Johanna’s granddaughter. She can

heal  people  in  a  trance  state  through  different  healing  techniques.  On  the  other

hand, Bird is Maya’s grandson. After the authorities of the South captures Bird, he

spends ten years in prison in the South.  When Bird escapes from the prison and

comes back to the City, his memory is blurry and he does not remember some parts

from his past. 

One day, when the City are about to set up for the Full Moon Ritual, Bird

and his friend from prison; Littlejohn decide to attend the ritual where they stand in

a circle around the fire;

“Then several people picked up drums and began to beat a simple rythm and

sing an old chant that he recognized.

Silver shining wheel

Of radiance, radiance,

Mother, come to us 

They were calling the moon, the Goddess in her aspect as Abundant One, the

mother,  she  who  sustains  life,  and  Bird  threw  up  his  arms  and  thanked  her,

remembering his prayer in the prison and feeling the tears flow down his face as he

felt her light shine. They had survived, and they were free” (Starhawk, The Fifth

Sacred Thing, 97).

In the ritual of the City, Bird relearns and remembers how the City prays

and how to raise and channel the power through four elements; air, fire, earth and

water.  The ritual  and the authentic praying of the ritual  capture the essence of

religion as a force for good and how spirituality can be constructed through the

strong  connection  between  nature  and  women.  A  religion  that  is  based  on  a

sustainable way of life by the help of women is shown through the old chant that

Bird mentions.

The Goddess figure is presented as sacred and as a mother who sustains

life. The moon is associated with Goddess as “The Abundant One”. In the ritual,
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the residents of the City; “The North” call the Goddess, the mother through using

moon as a symbol by singing and dancing. 

Unlike the Handmaid’s Tale, Starhawk’s Goddess oriented spirituality that

is  based  on  protecting  nature  can  be  a  powerful  tool  to  empower  women  and

societies as well as to provide a strategy for sustainable development. Starhawk’s

novel  and  Bird’s  description  of  the  ritual  centre  women  and  the  nature  and  the

mother figure as a Goddess who protects and gives life. Therefore, in the context of

the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing,  religion  can  be  used  as  a  force  for  good  and  can  be  a

solution for both the oppression of women and ecological crisis. 

The exploitation of nature and women’s oppression are connected from

the  ecofeminist  perspective.  Starhawk’s  alternative  Pagan  city  gives  powerful

insights into the domination of women that is connected to the abuse of natural

environment  as  well  as  the  critique  of  traditional  patriarchal  understanding  of

religion. 

1.1 Positionality 

In the course I have taken; “Feminist Proposals For a Peaceful Future”, I

was  introduced  to  the  discussions  of  peace,  war  and  women’s  position  to  those

subjects.  Further,  the  class  had  deepened  my  knowledge  on  feminist  visions  of

future and its connection to feminist thought and religion. Further, in this class, I

was suggested to read the discussions and concepts of feminist utopian/dystopian

literature.  As the last assignment of the course, I had given the opportunity to write

my  own  feminist  science  fiction  short  story  in  which  I  had  pointed  out  the

connection of religion and women in a possible future. Consequently, the theories

and  practices  of  the  course;  Feminist  Proposals  For  A  Peaceful  Future  Feminist

Future created a space and time for me to effectively discuss religion. 

That  being  said,  religion  has  always  been  an  important  tie  and  a  crucial

dynamic  between  the  individuals  and  the  cultural  adaptation  in  many  societies.

Religion both could connect people as families or as communities and could also

seperate them in every way it could.

The way how religion seperates and connects individuals has been related to

the different understandings of envisaging God and the spirit. Perhaps, to me, one
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of the most crucial issue in the seperation of individuals in terms of religion has

been gender segregation and misogyny within religion. 

The  first  time  I  have  observed  gender  segregation  and  misogyny  within

religion was in the image of God. Whenever it was necessary to picture or define

him,  the  God,  it  was  already  him.  To  realize  my  undermined  position  within

religion through visualizing God was one of the first and most crucial events in the

formations of  my understanding of spirituality and religion.

Second,  I was raised Muslim in Turkey and prayed in Arabic. However, I

could only speak Turkish language. Therefore, praying in a certain language and in

certain  places  with  certain  people  that  were  already  determined  and  fixed  was

another concern in my understanding of religion. Encountering prayers seperated

from  men,  praying  at  home  while  men  praying  in  the  mosques  and  praying  in

Arabic  were  some  of  the  important  events  in  the  formations  of  my  belief  as  an

individual. Noone had ever taught me Arabic or noone could give me a convincing

reason why I had to pray in the way I prayed or where I prayed.

Further, to witness one of the practices of Islam called the “Sacrifice Feast”

was  an  important  realization  for  me  respecting  the  connection  between  natural

exploitation and religion. The way how religion values humans above animals and

nature concerned me about the traditional interpretations of religion.

Because of  all  these reasons,  I  never  could fully adapt  to  the culture and

religion  I  grew  up  with.  Individually  I  had  a  strong  belief  of  doing  and  acting,

however, I was thought that my belief should meet the expectations of my family

and my society.  Perhaps,  that  was the  crucial  clash between me and my beliefs.

They  both  never  fit  the  expectations,  neither  intentionally  nor  unintentionally.

Therefore,  the  problem  was  either  me  or  my  beliefs,  or  they  were  inseparably

changed my interests and values over time.

Since the beginning of my master program, I had been interested in working

on gender  and religion as  a  subject  but  I  was confused with putting them into a

context. Perhaps, I had always been confused with the ambiguity of the spiritiuality

and women’s connection to it.

I believe, however, my interest in fiction novels is rooted in my childhood

years  when  I  read  George  Orwell’s  fictional  books;  “The  Animal  Farm”  and

“1984”. Imagining and dreaming new ways of life and new possibilities was always

fascinating to me. Therefore, this childhood background related to fiction literature
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and religion is combined with my interest in feminist thought. Thus, I decided to

work on religion in the context of feminist fiction. 

Discussing religion in feminist fictional futures is one of the most powerful

and  open  ways  of  subverting  gendered  power  dynamics  in  feminist  thought.

Through  Ivy  Helman’s  suggestion,  adding  Starhawk’s  and  Atwood’s  fictional

novels to my analysis was best fit  for what I wanted to state in this study as the

thesis;  the  spirituality  or  religion  can  be  both  used as  a  force  for  good and evil.

Although,  religion  is  often  ignored  in  feminist  analysis  of  this  feminist

utopian/dystopian literature, the role of religion is crucial to this type of literature

within feminist thought.

In  addition,  in  my  master  program  in  Charles  University  in  Prague,  the

elective  class  I  have  taken;  Feminist  Epistemologies  and  Science  Studies  by

Dagmar Lorenz Meyer provided insights into the important steps in the research

process  and strengthened my objectivity  in  terms of  feminist  research.  Also,  the

class “Race, Reproduction and Gender” by Vera Sokolova helped me improve my

understanding of the intersection between race, reproduction and gender which is

one of the most important topics in this study.

1.2 Methodology

The present study asks the question “how important is religion in feminist

science fiction?” While doing so, two fictional novels are used to analyze the role of

religion  in  feminist  fiction  genre.  The  role  of  spirituality  and  religion  in  two

fictional novels is discussed and compared in the present study from the feminist

perspective to reveal the different views on religion and how religion can be used in

different ways in feminist fiction. 

This study focuses on the intersection between feminist fiction and religion

based on two novels; the Fifth Sacred Thing and the Handmaid’s Tale. The study

examines  the  power  of  religion,  how  it  controls  and  oppresses  lives  and  its

relationship with the state and individuals through the novel; the Handmaid’s Tale.

The  Handmaid’s  Tale  presents  a  dystopia  in  which  Christianity  comes  in  its

extreme and plays the evil role for the society, especially for women. On the other

hand,  Starhawk’s  novel  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing  explores  how religion  and  in  its

context;  Paganism  can  become  a  force  to  build  an  ecologically  sustainable  and
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peaceful  societies  where everyone’s contribution is  valued.  In Starhawk’s novel,

religion  liberates  the  utopian  city;  “The  North”  and  empower  women  through

sustaining nature. 

The research focuses on the role of  religion in Starhawk’s and Atwood’s

fictional novels. Therefore, religion as the topic of focus is the key to the research as

it forms a basis for analysing and comparing the novels. The research on religion

presents  the  discussions  of  Christianity,  feminist  spirituality  and  Paganism  in

relation to the novels that are examined. 

 The research on the historical and political development of feminist science

fiction and the key concepts of feminist science fiction with respect to both novels

and the religion as a central topic are presented to evolve the theory.

In the present study, the existing literature of religion and feminist science

fiction are reviewed and two comparable fiction novels are used to explore the role

of religion in feminist visions of future. This comparative analysis is based on the

role of religion and spirituality in Starhawk’s and Atwood’s fiction. 

I  have chosen to compare specifically the Handmaid’s Tale  and the Fifth

Sacred Thing because of two reasons. First, they are both feminist science fiction

and  utopian/dystopian  literature  works  and  second,  although,  Starhawk  and

Atwood  approaches  the  understanding  of  religion  differently  in  their  fictional

novels, religion is one of the key themes for both novel.

On one hand, Atwood’s novel; the Handmaid’s Tale and Starhawk’s novel;

the Fifth Sacred Thing are both science fiction and utopian/dystopian novels. They

are both feminist science fiction because they both reflect an imagined future and

major  social  and  environmental  changes  from  the  feminist  perspective.  The

Handmaid’s  Tale  is  a  dystopian  work  whereas  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing  has  both

dystopian and utopian elements. The Handmaid’s Tale presents a probable future in

which gender inequality exists in its extreme ways through the Republic of Gilead

whereas  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing  introduces  a  utopic  society  of  the  North  and

dystopic neighbours of the South.



11

On the other hand, both novels are relevant to the present study because they

both critique the patriarchal understanding of traditional Christian belief but at the

same time Atwood and Starhawk have different views on religion and its role and

function in their fictional novels. 

The  Handmaid’s  Tale  is  a  great  example  of  a  possible  dystopia  where

extremist Christianity oppresses women and control their lives for the sake of men

and  God.  On  the  other  hand,  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing  shows  how religion  which

centers  women  can  be  liberating  for  the  societies  and  for  both  women  and  men

individually. Therefore, to analyse and compare these two novels offer insights into

the discussions of the role of religion in the context feminist fiction and feminist

visions of future. 

1.3 Design of the Research

The design of the research first began with the data collection. The novels;

the Fifth Sacred Thing and “The Handmaid’s Tale” become the primary resources

for  the  research.   Further,  I  used some course readings that  pertained,  but  also I

conducted  my own research  focusing  on  the  key  elements  of  the  research  topic.

Moreover,  the  research  included  the  works  of  other  writers  who  analysed  both

novels and how religion and spirituality are discussed by Starhawk and Atwood. 

When  Atwood’s  novel  is  taken  into  consideration,  the  religion,  in  its

extremist  way,  can  be  significantly  dangerous  and  oppressive  for  women.  Her

dystopia could be regarded as possible and probable reality as it refers to the quotes

from Bible. On the other hand, Starhawk presents new ways of religion and worship

which connects  the members  of  the fictional  community;  The North with nature

regardless of their gender identity and sexual orientation. Therefore, I arrived my

thesis considering religion can be a tool to empower women in Starhawk’s fictional

future and a tool to disempower women in Atwood’s dystopia; “although Atwood

and  Starhawk  have  different  approach  to  the  understanding  of  religion  and

spirituality, religion can be used both as a force for good and for evil in feminist

science fiction genre”.

The  discussions  of  the  role  of  religion  and  spirituality  within  feminist

utopian/dystopian  literature  are  often  ignored.  Although  the  role  of  religion  and
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spirituality is crucial to the feminist fiction genre, to the women’s empowerment

and  to  the  feminist  thought,  there  is  not  enough  studies  on  the  importance  of

religion in the feminist science fiction genre. Thus, the present study sheds light on

different  understandings  of  religion  and  its  importance  for  the  feminist  science

fiction and utopian/dystopian literature. 

1.4 Layout Plan of the Thesis

The  present  study  presents  five  chapters  including  “Introduction”,

“Literature Review”, “the Analysis of the Handmaid’s Tale”, “the Analysis of the

Fifth Sacred Thing” and “Conclusion”. The literature review provides a review of

the literature related to the topic. It includes two topics. First, I look at the history

of feminist fiction, why and how it came about and why feminist science fiction

and utopian/dystopian literature is important for feminist thought alongside with

important  concepts  of  feminist  science  fiction  and  feminist  utopian/dystopian

literature. The important concepts include the discussions of time, human nature,

politics, risk and utopianism with respect to both novels.

Second,  religion  is  not  really  explored  in  feminist  science  fiction  and

feminist utopian/dystopian literature. Therefore, I add the works that discuss the

Christianity  and  gender  as  well  as  the  Goddess  movement  which  includes

spiritual beliefs or practices of Paganism to the literature review. The religion as

a  topic  of  focus  highlights  the  discussions  Goddess  movement  in  relation  to

Starhawk’s fictional  Pagan city;  “The North” and the discussions of Christianity

and fundamentalism concerning Atwood’s fictional fundamentalist government of

Gilead.

 The  third  chapter  “the  Analysis  of  Handmaid’s  Tale  introduces  the

discussions of religion related to the fictional government Gilead. It highlights the

opinions and the critiques of other writers who analyse Atwood and the exploration

of discussions related to religion in Atwood’s novel. The discussions include the

religious language that is used in the novel, the rituals constructed under the control

of Gilead government and the rejection of religious diversity in the society.

The  fourth  chapter  “the  Analysis  of  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing”  discusses

spirituality  in  relation  to  the  fictional  city  in  San  Francisco:  “The  North”.  It



13

examines the analysis of Starhawk by other writers and the discussions of religion

in the Fifth Sacred Thing. The discussions of religion and spirituality in the novel

presents  the  topics  such  as  diversity  of  religion,  the  practice  of  ethical

nonmonogamy  and  sacred  sex  practices,  witchcraft  practices,  freedom  and

pleasure, non-violent resistance in the context of the fictional Pagan community.

In conclusion, I point out the reasons why more work is needed to be done

in terms of the role of religion in feminist science fiction genre. I discuss why and

how the critique of religion and spirituality in the context of feminist  fiction are

crucial both to the feminist science fiction genre and to the feminist thought.

Chapter 2: Literature Review

For some scholars, feminist science fiction is considered as a subgenre of

science fiction in which feminist themes are questioned. When Atwood revisits two

of her novels in the essay called; “The Handmaid's Tale and Oryx and Crake in

Context”,  she  presents  the  characteristics  and  the  discussions  of  science  fiction.

Atwood first, makes a distinction between science fiction and speculative fiction.

According to her, science fiction “denotes books with things in them we can’t yet

do or begin to do” whereas speculative fiction takes place on Planet Earth. 

Further,  Atwood argues that before the term science fiction coined in the

United  States  in  the  thirties,  such  stories  were  called  “scientific  romances”.  The

science element is a qualifier in both terms. The nouns are romance and fiction and

“the word fiction covers a lot of ground” (Atwood, “In Context”, 515).

According  to  Atwood,  science  fiction  narratives  presents  important

explorations.  First,  they  explore  the  “consequences  of  new  and  proposed

technologies in graphic ways by showing them fully up and running” (Atwood, “In

Context”, 515). Science fiction writers such as Ursula Le Guin, examine the nature

and limits of meanings to be human in graphic ways. Science fiction narratives also

explore  the  relation  of  humanity  to  the  universe.  Consequently,  this  type  of

exploration  often  “takes  us  in  the  direction of  religion and can meld easily  with

mythology” (Atwood, “In Context”, 515), as we have seen both in the Handmaid’s

Tale and in the Fifth Sacred Thing. 
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Both novels  provide  insights  into  the  exploration  of  the  relation between

humanity and the universe and goes in the direction of religion. The Handmaid’s

Tale portrays an authoritative approach towards religion. Throughout the novel, the

Republic  of  Gilead  is  presented  as  an  extremely  patriarchal  and  oppressive

authority which justifies the traditional understanding of Christianity. On the other

hand,  Starhawk’s  novel  remains  neutral  towards  religion  by  presenting  both  the

traditional patriarchal understanding of Christianity and a feminist alternative to it.

 Furthermore, while revealing the realms of the imagination of the writers,

science  fiction  narratives  present  an  exploration  of  “proposed  changes  in  social

organizations” (Atwood, “In Context”, 516) and how they might be like for those

living under these new social organizations. As a result, the utopias and dystopias

appear. In this sense, the Handmaid’s Tale is an example of a dystopia and the Fifth

Sacred Thing is both utopian and dystopian work.

 Although  Atwood  refuses  to  consider  such  science  fiction  works  as

feminist,  feminist  science  fiction  is  one  of  the  most  important  products  of  the

feminist movement. The Handmaid’s Tale and the Fifth Sacred Thing are both the

works  of  feminist  science  fiction  and  feminist  utopian/dystopian  literature.  Both

novels  are  based  on  possible  and  probable  imaginative  societies  in  the  future  in

which gender, religion, race and sexuality are the main concerns. 

In  order  to  understand  and  analyse  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing  and  the

Handmaid’s  Tale,  one  has  to  contextualize  them  by  looking  at  the  particular

historical  and  social  context  of  the  emergence  of  feminist  science  fiction  and

utopian/dystopian literature. Also, the reasons why and how the feminist science

fiction came about and the reasons why feminist science fiction are crucial to the

contextualization of both novels. At this point, it is significant to look at Women’s

Liberation  Movement  in  the  United  States  particularly  because  Women’s

Movements of the 1960’s, 70’s and 80’s have had a key role in the augmentation of

feminist  fiction science fiction works in  which movement  ideas and theories  are

explored. 

Gayle  Green  discusses  the  emergence  of  feminist  fiction  in  her  article;

“Feminist  Fiction,  Feminist  Form”.  In  the  beginning  of  the  1970s,  British,

American and Canadian women writers became more productive. This productivity
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coincides  with  the  Women’s  Liberation  Movement  and  with  the  emergence  of

feminist literary criticism.  (Greene, 123). 

According  to  Greene,  in  early  seventies,  women  were  seeing  new

possibilities  and they were  no longer  experiencing the constraints  from the past.

Therefore,  the  literature  they  wrote  and  the  criticisms  they  developed  changed.

Feminist writers saw new ways of seeing and “a new kind of knowledge” (Greene,

124).  This  search  for  new  patterns  and  images  for  a  possible  future  led  many

feminist writers to science fiction.

Similarly,  Susan  Magarey  in  her  article  “Dreams  and  Desires”  discusses

that  feminist  utopias/science  fictions  emerged  from  an  activist  Women’s

Movement  (Magarey,  123).  The  Women’s  Liberation  Movement  of  the  1970’s

enabled “social dreaming” and this social dreaming “added the emotional intensity

of  hope  to  the  critiques  of  the  position  and  condition  of  womenhood”

(Magarey,124).  Consequently,  feminist  writers  began  to  portray  these  new

positions and conditions of womenhood in feminist fictional stories.

Magarey further points out that the number of published works of feminist

utopian fiction in the United States increased from 8% percent of all utopias in 1960

to  32%  percent  in  1970.  This  peak  coincides  with  the  period  of  optimism,  the

demonstrations,  the  meetings  and  the  ideas  being  developed  in  the  Women’s

Movement  of  the  late  twentieth  century  (Magarey,  125).  In  the  light  of  the

Movement’s  political  struggles,  women  writers  shaped  their  critiques,  demands,

solutions,  and  strategies  in  the  context  of  feminist  science  fiction  and  feminist

utopian/dystopian literature.

American feminist fiction of the 1970s is regarded as a liberating literature

by Maria Lauret. In her book; Liberating Literature; Feminist Fiction in America,

Lauret mentions that this particular literature “sought to liberate both women and

writing from the constraints of masculinist double standards” and allowed women

to  create  new ways  of  living without  the  necessity  to  confirm traditional  gender

roles.  Maria  Lauret,  in  the  book  argues  that  feminist  fiction  transformed  “the

literary arena and wilfully made it a gendered, political space in which women’s

issues could be discussed and a feminist readership constituted” (Lauret, 1).
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Lauret discusses feminist fiction as a dynamic discursive field. It emerged

from “larger, already politicised arena of women’s writing” (Lauret,88), however,

it  is  distinctive  within  that  arena  because  of  its  allegiance  to  the  Women’s

Movement. Feminist fiction adresses female agency and social change. In addition,

it  challenges  “prevailing  cultural  definitions  of  gender”  (Lauret,88).  The  genre

offers the possibility of new and transgressive positions alongside with constructing

the reader “as a gendered subject in conventional ways” (Lauret, 88).

Feminist fiction, like feminism itself is diverse in terms of textual practices

and  political  concerns.  The  trajectory  for  feminist  fiction  moves  from  “feminist

realism as a critique of existing gender relations to fictions of subjectivity” (Lauret,

187).  Over  the  past  four  decades,  feminist  fiction  has  charted  a  real  process  of

change in women’s lives in the United States. 

According  to  Lauret,  genre,  gender,  form  and  language  should  not

necessarily  connect  to  each  other,  however,  it  is  important  to  point  out  that

feminists  have  written  distinctive  works  in  a  particular  time  and  in  a  particular

cultural  context.  This  distinctiveness  “resides  in  a  aesthetic  which  seeks  to

reconnect the realms of politics, art, history and everyday life” (Lauret, 188). The

formulation  of  aesthetics  as  well  as  feminist  criticism  of  modernism

“conceptualizes cultural practice as social practice integral to social and historical

relations”.  As  cultural  practice  is  not  autonomous  from  its  social  and  historical

context, Lauret chooses to examine feminist fiction genre from its unique historical

and social position in Liberating Literature. 

Along with the historical and social context of feminist science fiction, it is

important  to  look  at  the  works  that  examine  the  discussions  of  utopianism  and

dystopianism  in  order  to  analyse  the  role  of  religion  in  feminist  science  fiction,

particularly  in  feminist  utopian/dystopian  literature.  The  present  study  explore

feminist  utopian and dystopian literature among feminist  science fiction because

feminist  utopian  and  dystopian  literature  has  a  great  potential  to  subverse  the

current social and political events related to gender issues through offering radical

alternatives. Feminist utopian/dystopian literature challanges the reader to envision

the current social and political situations differently.
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Naomi Alderman, in the essay; “Dystopian Dreams” argues how feminist

science fiction writers enable the reader to imagine other ways of living. Alderman

mentions that many feminist science fiction works such as the Handmaid’s Tale are

fresh and timely as the authors of those works could look beyond their particular

historical moment and could analyse the root causes of it (Alderman, 1). Feminist

science fiction authors suggest how the issues of particular historical events can be

solved or can be changed.

According to Alderman, there are many possible starting points for feminist

science  fiction.  Perhaps,  among  all  the  possible  starting  points  that  Alderman

suggests, the most important one is Ursula Le Guin’s the Left Hand of Darkness

which was published in 1969. The novel is one of the earliest feminist pieces of

feminist SF published at the start of the revolutionary women’s movement. The Left

Hand of Darkness  “is about a man from Earth who travels to the planet Gethen,

where  the  people  have  no  fixed  gender.  He  is  by  turns  fascinated,  appalled  and

deeply, sickeningly lonely” (Alderman, 2). Ursula Le Guin’s novel makes it clear

that someone’s normality can be someone else’s wilderness.

Alderman  sheds  lights  on  the  strong  connection  between  wilderness  and

some  writers  of  feminist  science  fiction.  Although,  not  every  feminist  science

fiction writer comes from a childhood in which they learn how to make a fire in the

wilderness,  what  connects  the  wilderness  to  the  fiction  stories  is  the  authors’

recognition  of  the  other  ways  of  living which are  equally  worthy of  respect  and

equally beautiful. These authors of feminist science fiction shows the reader what

the world would look like, if people made different decisions.

Feminist  science  fiction  or  in  Alderman’s  words;  “gender  questioning

science fiction” always ask; “how much of what we think now, today, in generic

western  culture  about  men  and  women  is  innate  in  the  human  species  and  how

much is just invented. And if we’ve invented it then could we, for better or worse,

invent it differently?” When the answers of these questions are dystopian such as in

the  Handmaid’s  Tale,  they  work  as  a  warning  to  the  realities.  Consequently,

feminist dystopian fiction makes the unthinkable suddenly thinkable.
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Although, some feminist science fiction writers create dystopian worlds in

their fictional stories, according to Alderman, “utopias and dystopias can exist side

by side, even in the same moment” (Alderman, 3). In this sense, how one sees these

fictional  worlds  depend  entirely  on  one’s  point  of  view.  Based  on  this

understanding, “every utopia contains a dystopia” and “every dystopia contains a

utopia” (Alderman, 4). It is important to recognize that the concept of utopia and

dystopia cannot be understood separately.

Another author who discusses utopianism is Angela Warfield. Warfield in

her article; “Reassessing the Utopian Novel: Octavia Butler, Jacques Derrida, and

the  Impossible  Future  of  Utopia”  argues  that  “though  utopianism  has  been

criticized and dismissed in the name of postmodern thought, it is precisely in the

name  of  postmodernism  that  utopianism  cannot  be  rejected”(Warfield,  61).

Warfield  puts  emphasis  on  the  reconsideration  of  utopianism  through  the

examination of the work of Jacques Derrida and of Octavia Butler’s Parable of the

Sower.

After Plato’s Republic and More’s Utopia, fields such as sociology and

politics has included utopian concept into their discourse. Traditionally, utopian

literature  offered  “comprehensive  pictures  of  perfect  worlds”  (Warfield,  62).

According to Thomas More, “utopia was actually the conflation of two Greek

configurations: ou-topia and eu-topia—no place and good place” (Warfield, 62).

Although, “utopia’s critics have chosen to focus on the good place association

and  reject  it  on  the  basis  of  idealism  and  totality”,  “the  no  place  aspect  of

utopianism is crucial to the examination of utopia’s potentiality”(Warfield, 62). 

According  to  Warfield,  a  Deriddean  utopia  articulates  the  idea  of

utopianism and it shows how the Butler’s novel gives evidence of an expanded

utopian discourse that accounts for aporia and affirmation as wells as dystopian

hybrid. The aporia is crucial to Derrida’s thought. It is the structure of openness

in  which  the  future  is  feasible,  active  and  mobile.  “The  aporia  reveals  the

indeterminacy of a utopian destination of perfection” (Warfield, 63). No-place

understanding  of  utopia  is  as  important  as  the  good-place  understanding  of
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utopia  because  without  the  undecidability  of  the  aporia,  the  future  becomes

something inactive and immobile and “without the aporia, the future qua future,

the future-to-come, is unfeasible” (Warfield, 64). 

On the other hand, affirmation means to affirm the aporia and it refers “to

accept  the  impossible  and  to  consent  to  the  unrepresentable”  (Warfield,  65).

According  to  Derrida,  “to  say  yes  is  also  to  promise,  to  promise  moreover  to

confirm the yes. There is no yes that is not a promise to confirm itself… And it is

there  that  I  am  responsible  before  even  choosing  my  responsibility”  (qtd  in

Warfield, 65). Thus, affirmation refers to accept the impossible and “nonpassive

endurance of utopia” and “the condition of responsibility” (Warfield, 65). 

As an example, Warfield describes Octavia Butler’s book Parable of the

Sower - Earthseed, in which the main character, has a  philosophy that affirms

the no-place of utopia through a metaphorical  use of “God” in Parable of  the

Sower”.  An oft-repeated tenet of Earthseed provides valuable insight into the

nature of God; “All that you touch You Change. All that you Change Changes

you.   The  only  lasting  truth  is  Change.   God  is  Change”  (Warfield,  66).

“Although it may appear that Octavia Butler is prescribing a traditionally utopian

—perfect and unaffected—safe-space, ultimately, she is aware that such a place

cannot exist.” (Warfield 68). 

To  consider  utopia  as  a  perfection  and  realization,  means  to  deny  the

impossible  possibility.  The  perfection  itself  is  impossible  because  "it  exceeds

itself  the  moment  it  is  invoked".  That  is  the  point  where  traditional  utopia

remains limited and that is often what utopia's critics ignore. Mainstream utopian

literature  considers  the  ideal  as  the  “magic  bullet”  that  can  fix  the  world  and

“provides a traditional utopian ideal of an unaffected and uncomplicated future-

present”  (Warfield,  69).  However,  according to  Warfield,  utopia  is  something

constantly changing and evolving (Warfield, 68). 

Hoda M. Zaki is another author who discusses the concepts of utopia and

dystopia in the article “Utopia,  Dystopia,  and Ideology in the Science Fiction of

Octavia  Butler”,  Zaki  introduces  two objectives.  First,  she  reveals  “the  dynamic

interplay of utopian, dystopian and ideological elements in Butler’s works” (Zaki,
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239). In this sense, Zaki focuses on the concepts of utopia, dystopia and ideology

and  discusses  human  nature.  Second,  Zaki  compares  some  of  Octavia  Butler’s

assumptions to other feminist SF utopias. 

Octavia  Butler’s  works  differ  from Anglo American women writers.  She

embodies  “an  indirect  critique  of  the  liberal  feminist  imagination  and  politics

expressed  in  contemporary  feminist  SF”  (Zaki,  239).  This  difference  is  mainly

based  on  “racial  considerations  “and  certain  tensions  existing  between  African

American women and the feminist movement (Zaki, 239).

Zaki  starts  her  discussion with  the  concept  of  utopia.  The constitution of

human nature had been a debate among political philosophers. The state of nature

was  used  to  distinguish  the  qualities  as  the  result  of  social  conditioning  and  the

qualities that comes naturally. This distinction was linked to the visions of political

order and to the rationalization “of a particular set of social and political institutions

(Zaki,  240).  At  this  point,  feminist  philosophy  discusses  “the  extent  to  which

gender is a social construction” (Zaki, 240) through two different interpretations of

human nature.

According  to  Zaki,  there  are  two  interpretations  of  the  debate  on  human

nature  from  the  feminist  perspective;  the  essentialist  and  the  materialist.  The

essentialist interpretation argues that the female body is the locus of difference as

well  as  the  basis  for  unity  and  social  change.  On the  other  hand,  the  materialist

interpretation  explains  the  oppression  of  women  by  focusing  on  the  social  and

historical construction of gender and self (Zaki, 240).

According  to  Octavia  Butler,  men  are  intrinsically  more  violent  than

women. However, her women characters “commit is done for survival and defense,

either of the self or of the community” (Zaki, 241). In this sense, Butler accepts an

essentialist view of human nature. 

Octavia  Butler  argues  that  politics  is  related  to  the  human  nature  as  a

“biologically-determined entity” (Zaki, 242). Public arena of politics “pre-empt any

full exploration of the moral and ethical dimensions of political decisions” (Zaki,

242).   Therefore,  in  most  of  Octavia  Butler’s  work,  rather  than  public  arena  of

politics, the discussions of very survival of the individual or group form the basis.

In addition,  for  Octavia Butler,  the relationship between ruler and ruled is  never

egalitarian but is “always a matter of dominance and submission consistent” (Zaki,

242). This understanding of politics reflects her essentialist view of human nature.
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Octavia Butler accepts human nature as “a known, finite, and unchanging

entity”.  Therefore,  her  understanding  of  human  politics  is  deterministical.

According to  Octavia  Butler,  “human politics  is  not  an arena for  the exercise of

choice or freedom, and it offers no opportunities for the improvement of the human

condition” (Zaki, 242). 

Octavia Butler can be regarded as utopian because of two reasons. First, she

allows her characters to escape “the grip of instinct and genetic structure on human

behavior” (Zaki, 243). Also, she may be considered utopian because she constructs

imaginations  that  include  “political  comparison  to  existing  human  social

arrangements” (Zaki, 243) that are ideal in themselves.

Second,  the  discussions  of  dystopia  introduce  the  distinction  between

utopian pessimism and dystopian pessimism that are presented in Soren Baggesen’s

article.  Baggesen's  analysis  presents  a  new  way  of  looking  at  the  overlapping

boundaries  between  utopian  and  dystopian  thinking.  Utopian  pessimism  occurs

when “dystopian elements  in  a  text  are  depicted as  occurring in,  and caused by,

specific historical forces” (Zaki, 245). Utopian pessimism as a type of dystopianism

is  open-ended  in  its  materialism.  On  the  other  hand,  according  to  dystopian

pessimism, dystopia is inevitable “because its origins are ontological or otherwise

metaphysical” (Zaki, 245). In this sense, Butler’s dystopianism is pessimistic and

anti-utopian because the roots of catastrophe are presented as inevitable. 

Zaki, further discusses ideology, feminist utopias and racial estrangement as

the third topic. According to Zaki, many women writers explore Movement ideas

and theories in science fiction. Human nature as well as relationship between the

sexes, power and language appeared as the key debates in those writings.  

According  to  Zaki,  feminist  utopias  share  many  political  characteristics.

One of the characteristics was the idea to create a cooperative society that prioritise

“the  importance  of  the  common  good”,  and  “enjoys  a  high  degree  of  unity  and

cohesion” (Zaki, 245). This model of community aimed to create a society where

there is no serious tension between the individual and the larger community. “Many

utopias which nostalgically depict agrarian societies show a late-capitalist concern

for  the  ecology”  (Zaki,  245)  just  as  in  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing.  In  the  novel,

Starhawk put emphasis on the ecology and women’s significant role in maintaining

ecological sustainability.
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Although, there are other other ideologically-suspect” (Zaki, 246) concept

in  feminist  SF  utopias,  Zaki  focuses  on  the  discussions  of  human  nature  in  the

context of feminist SF utopia. Butler’s work alongside with many Anglo-American

feminist utopias assume that women have different nature than men. Women are

naturally nurturing and pacifist, therefore, their thinking is “nonlinear and circular”

(Zaki, 246). 

One  important  difference  between  Anglo-American  sisters  and  Butler’s

work is “its claim to speak for all women, regardless of class or color” (Zaki, 246).

Many  feminist  SF  works  articulated  that  American  women  writers  depict  future

populations as entirely white. On the other hand, Butler’s works included Africans,

Afro-Americans,  Anglo-saxons  and  Asians.  Therefore,  Butler’s  work  presented

more “democratic and egalitarian movement in this body of fiction” (Zaki, 247) and

strengthen the genre.

Another  theme  that  is  important  for  feminist  science  fiction/dystopian

literature is risk. The concept of risk has a potential to shape feminist visions of

future. Both, in The Handmaid’s Tale” and “The Fifth Sacred Thing”, Atwood and

Starhawk use risk to shape their stories and include women in risk discourse within

the context of utopianism.

In  the  article  “Risk  and  Feminist  Utopia”,  Jeanne  Cortiel  in  this  article

presents  the  connections  between  risk,  agency,  futurity  and  selfhood  from  the

feminist  perspective.  Cortiel  indicates  “how  risk  has  become  useful  in  shaping

distinctly  feminist  visions  of  the  future  (Cortiel,  1353).  In  other  words,  she

discusses  how  risk-taking  allowed  feminist  social  dreaming  and  how  feminist

utopian visions are grounded in risk and risk-taking. Moreover, Cortiel discusses

how  risk  in  the  context  of  the  feminist  utopian  discourse  enables  this  vision  to

remain productive in popular culture beyond feminist fiction and theory (Cortiel,

1357)

According  to  Cortiel,  “as  ways  to  think  about  the  future  in  terms  of  the

present, both risk and utopia deal with the uncertainties of a world that is round and

in which the unknown outweighs the known” (Cortiel, 1356). In this sense, both

risk  and  utopia  are  gendered.  Risk  refers  here  to  danger  and  something  to  be

avoided. However, risk-taking is often considered as pleasurable (Cortiel, 1356). 

When  risk-taking  is  conceptualized  as  “boundary  negotiation”,  it  is

connected to a sense of self and agency. Cortiel utilizes the Lupton's work on risk
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and points out that risk serves to “control over the emotions of fear, vulnerability

and anxiety” and to prove “control  of  self  and the body" and when women take

risks,  they often “see risk-taking as  related to  expressing their  sexuality” (qtd in

Cortiel, 1356). 

Further,  Cortiel  discusses  “transformative  utopianism”  through  Margaret

Fuller’s  essay.  According  to  Cortiel,  Fuller’s  utopianism  is  transformative  and

insists on change. Fuller’s world enables women to “become subjects of knowledge

and weavers of their own fate” (Cortiel, 1357). Fuller depicts the ideal woman as

someone who is educated enough to take her own physical and intellectual risk. Her

utopia focuses on risk as a safety which is a concept that “depends on risk as its

opposite in her own historical context—the mid-19th century—as the key point in

time when danger was being reconceptualized in terms of agency, uncertainty, and

chance” (Cortiel, 1358).

Joanna  Russ’s  novel  is  a  critical  utopia,  a  self-reflexive  utopian  fiction

critical  of  the  utopian  tradition  even  as  it  participates  in  it.  Russ  presents  “risk-

taking as both heroic and foolish”. This enables her utopia to be distinctive within

risk discourse that has shaped modern patriarchy. Russ’s understanding of feminist

utopia  “emphasize  safety  from  sexual  assault  over  equal  access  to  resources”

(Cortiel,  1367).  This  clearly  conceptualizes  patriarchy  as  a  “cultural  and  social

context defined by risk for women” (Cortiel, 1367).

Mary Daly on the other hand “makes risk the condition for utopia” (Cortiel,

1368).  Daly  is  a  Catholic  theologian  and  her  vision  and  many  of  her  works  are

apocalyptic in a biblical sense. The relationship patterns in her writings “imagine a

world without passive risk, but with abundant opportunities for active risk-taking”

(Cortiel, 1371).

The characters of Daly,  Russ and Fuller “become agents of the future by

seeking risk and managing safety” (Cortiel, 1373). In these texts of feminist utopian

writing, the notion of risk affords both a vision of safety and an idea of attaining self

-possession.  Although,  risk  plays  an  important  role  defining  modern  Western

masculinity,  “it  also  makes  possible  an  unraveling  of  gender  at  its  core  in  both

utopia and apocalypse” (Cortiel, 1373). Feminist utopia, in that regard, rewrites the

patriarchal script imagining societies in which “women were safe to develop their

own potential and to create the world from their own perspective” (Cortiel,1373).

Thus, feminist utopianism has been successful in “shaping notions of gender along
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the lines of risk” (Cortiel, 1373).

According  to  Cortiel,  storytelling  within  feminist  visions  of  future  is

powerful  because  this  visionary  storytelling  has  allowed  women  to  generate

narratives  of  transformation.  Although,  risk  limits  “the  scope  of  womenhood”

(Cortiel,  1375),  feminist  utopia  resists  this  limitation  and  changes  how  we  tell

stories.  

Every  story  we  tell  takes  place  in  time  to  some  extent.  Most  feminist

utopian/dystopian literature takes place in a future time, or at  least  in a different

version  of  the  present.  Therefore,  time  as  a  concept  is  important  for  feminist

utopian/dystopian literature as well as for the novels; the Handmaid’s Tale and the

Fifth Sacred Thing which take place in a fictional future that is likely to happen in

our current world. 

Concerning the concept of time within feminist visions of future, Elizabeth

Grosz’s  article  Feminist  Futures,  sheds  light  on  the  discussions  of  feminist

reconceptualization  of  time  referring  on  Deleuzian  and  Irigarayan  philosophies.

“To affirm in full positivity the existence and capacities of (at least) two sexes-the

project of sexual difference” (Grosz, 13) is to acknowledge the failure of the past

and to provide other ways of knowing. The past failed providing space and time for

women as women because all forms of practices and forms of knowledge represent

the  interests  of  men.  Moreover,  space  and  time  need  to  be  reconceptualized  to

provide other ways of knowing in the future. In this sense, for feminist thought, it is

important to understand that space and time are not passive and neutral ingredients

that  enable  the  specificity  of  matter  to  disclose  itself,  rather  they  are  active  and

dynamic components in the making of matter and in the constitution of subjects and

objects (Grosz, 13)

Sexual difference refers to the idea that there are at least two ways of doing

anything and when concepts are produced, they must provide at least two modes of

existence that  are  incommensurable.  However,  the association between feminine

and inhabitation has been the struggle for sexual difference. In the meantime, the

transformation of the feminine in time as well as its becoming have been curtailed. 

Therefore, future feminism is challenged by articulating “a future in which

futurity itself has a feminine form” (Grosz, 15). This means that there is a room for

feminine perspectives, which were not possible when time worked only to explain

men and the  concepts  important  to  men.  To show how time is  constructed from
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male perspective, Grosz gives Kant’s understanding of time as an example. Kant

associates  God  with  time  “exteriorizing  itself  in  its  action  in  space”.  Therefore,

“time becomes the interiority of the subject itself, and space, its exteriority” (qtd. In

Grosz,  15).  According  to  Grosz,  this  understanding  of  time  is  problematic and

feminist understanding of time is different than masculine perspective of time.  
Grosz  believes  that  “timely  project  in  which  the  very  questions  of

subjectivity,  matter,  power,  and  knowledge-the  most  central  concepts  of

contemporary politics-face reconsideration once their temporal underpinnings are

made explicit” (Grosz, 15). Subjects and objects are active, always changing and

they are in the process of becoming something else. The relations of subjects and

objects are the roots of the temporality which is based on “the preeminence of an

undeterminable future” (Grosz, 15). 

According to Grosz, there are four key elements for a conception of time.

First, time,  “more precisely, duration is always singular, unique, and unrepeatable”

(Grosz,  17).  Therefore,  duration  refers  to  qualitative  singularities  and  events.

Second,  when  time  is  conceptualized  as  a  line,  the  division  of  duration  occurs.

Thus,  this  linear  representation  restructures  its  qualitative  differences  as

quantitative. Third, the past can be considered as former present and the past exists

in  a  form  of  virtuality.  “We  must  place  ourselves  in  it  if  we  are  to  have

recollections,  memory  image”  (Grosz,  18).  Lastly,  if  the  present  represents

actuality that is emerged out of virtual past, then the future remains that “modality

of time that has no actuality either” (Grosz, 18).  In this sense, the past is the state of

infinite futures.

According to Grosz, time as an active force is crucial to the feminist theory.

For  feminist  theory,  account  of  time  must  enable  us  “to  have  at  least  partial  or

mediated access to the resources of the past” (Grosz, 18) as well as to break us away

from any particular orientation of the past. 

Another author who discusses time in the context of feminist science fiction

is  Rita  Felski.  Rita  Felski  is  a  prominent  scholar  in  the  fields  of  aesthetics  and

literary theory, feminist theory, modernity and postmodernity, and cultural studies.

In her article; “Telling Time in Feminist Theory”, argues that the figure of women

connects our visions of history and future. She is the New Woman, the primeval

goddess as wells as the symbol of continuity.  Feminists often conceptualize time

in four ways"; time as redemption, time as regression, time as repetition, and time
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as rupture, which shape feminist thought. Although, feminism’s own time mirrors

those four forms of time, to label any of those forms as a core of feminism would

not be adequate because feminism is more creative in metaphors and more diverse

in stories (Felski, 22).

Time as redemption is hopeful and it is a belief in progress. At this point, the

meaning of progress may not refer to teleology, historical evolution or supremacy

claims of the West. Perhaps, it might refer “realizing that the way we live now is not

inevitable, that other pos sibilities exist for us” (Felski, 23). 

Time  as  regression,  on  the  other  hand,  is  nostalgic  and  is  valued  in

“reclaming  the  mythic  legacy  and  affirming  the  lost  mother”  (Felski,  24).

Therefore,  true  femaleness  can  only  be  figured  in  the  past.   Likewise,  feminist

spirituality movement enables women to “tell  origin stories of a sacred maternal

past” (Felski, 24). The movement connected women to the cosmos in which women

were worshiped. The books such as Goddess Path: Myth, Invocations and Ritual,

The Once and Future Goddess and The Return of  the Great Goddess  imply that

women  are  primordial  beings  whose  natural  instincts  and  spiritual  powers  are

suppressed  by  patriarchal  modernity.  The  idea  of  goddess  worship  is  often

criticised as a disaster in the context of theoretical correctness. According to Felski,

the  nostalgia  for  lost  time  is  powerful,  however,  not  always  regressive.  On  one

hand, lost maternal paradise is not beneficial in long run, on the other hand, it can

bring insight into the extreme uncertainty as in the example of African American

women’s writing respecting the past (Felski, 25). Many times, this takes the form of

a lost matriarchy.

Another form of time; time as repetition refers to the ancient view of time as

cyclical.  This  form  of  time  is  rooted  in  many  religions  and  mythologies  and  is

valued “as a treasured link to an imagined community of ancestors that transcends

historical time” (Felski, 25). However, modernity considers repetition often as the

enemy because repetition threatens the authentic self-creation and reduces the self

to a certain pattern. It is “a sign of women's association with immanence rather than

transcendence”. Thus, women remain to be unable to create or invent. 

Other scholars who analysed time as repetition valued repetition as a key to

women’s  difference and to  female  subjectivity.  Some feminists  put  emphasis  on

women’s close alignment with cyclical time as women often “oversee the rituals of

birth  and  death”  and  others  believe  that  the  relations  between  mothers  and
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daughters  are  based  on  repetition.  The  innovations  of  modernity  are  visible  in

everyday routine therefore cyclical time and linear time are intertwined. Although,

repetition is often denied in the project of modernity, the task for feminist theory is

to connect repetition and change. 

Time as rupture is a modern and positive understanding of time. “It is an

attempt  to  imagine  the  new  outside  of  teleology,  stripped  of  all  evolutionary  or

gradualist garb” (Felski, 26). Feminists believe that to fixate only on the future is to

miss the complex connection between old and new. According to Felski, change is

always “incremental”  (Felski,  27)  and we can make sense of  change only in the

context of what we already know. 

Time, according to Felski, connects the social with the subject as well as the

personal with the public. All forms of time mentioned here is crucial to the feminist

thought and they are intertwined. Therefore, utopia is a kind of "nostalgia for the

future." According to Felski, we are all products of time and thus we all shape its

patterns  of  change.  For  feminist  thought,  “no  one  time  can  do  justice  to  the

complexities of feminism or the world” (Felski, 27).

Feminist  utopian/dystopian  literature  is  a  part  of  feminist  literature  that

deals with the complexities of feminism and the world in fictional futures. Along

with  time,  most  writers  who  analyse  feminist  utopian/dystopian  literature  have

concerned about the concepts such as human nature and risk. However, religion and

spirituality are not really explored in this literature. That is why I add the articles

that  discuss  gender  and  religion  to  the  literature  review  material  to  help  me

examine  the  role  of  spirituality  and  religion  in  feminist  science  fiction  and

utopian/dystopian literature.

 The Handmaid’s Tale  and the Fifth Sacred Thing  specifically critiques

the traditional patriarchal understanding of religion. In addition to this critique,

Starhawk’s  novel  is  based  on  Paganism  and  Goddess  Movement.  Thus,  the

literature  related  to  the  discussions  of  religion,  first  presents  the  traditional

patriarchal understanding of Christianity and then the discussions of Paganism and

Goddess Movement.

The  first  article  related  to  the  discussions  of  gender  and  Christianity  is;

“Sexism  and  Misogyny  in  the  Christian  Tradition:  Liberating  Alternative”  by

Rosemary  Radford  Ruether.  In  the  article,  Rosemary  Radford  Ruether  critiques

how Christian symbols can be both read as a system of domination and as a system
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of  liberation.  She  addresses  both  the  patriarchal  reading  of  Christianity  and

Christianity  from  a  prophetic-liberating  perspective  under  the  five  symbols  of

anthropology; sin, grace, God, Christ, and the Church (Ruether, 83). 

According to Ruether, the idea of seeing God as “a patriarchal divine male

who created the world as a system of rule of men over women, masters over slaves”

forms the basis for the patriarchal interpretation of Christianity. Consequently, for

patriarchal  reading  of  Christianity,  rationality  and  ruling  power  are  not  seen  as

female qualities and appropriate only for men (Ruether, 88).

On  the  other  hand,  prophetic-liberationist  perspective  was  “rooted  in

Christianity's  Jewish  roots”  (Ruether,  90).  Although,  this  more  inclusive

perspective was repressed, it never completely disappeared. This perspective “was

generally used for class relations, for the poor versus the rich and powerful, and,

nationally, for the relation of Israel to the great empires” (Ruether, 90). The view of

God  was  reclaimed  as  female-personified  wisdom.  As  an  example,  Julian  of

Norwich affirms that “God all Wisdom is our kindly Mother ... as truly as God is

our Father so truly is God” (Ruether, 91).

The  key  to  the  modern  feminist  understanding  of  women’s  liberation  as

well as class, and racial liberations is to change the laws of ownership and power.

Equality  in  the  image  of  God  means  “not  only  the  capacity  to  be  redeemed  in

Christ” (Ruether, 91), but also transcending the economic and political domination

in  the  society.  For  a  feminist  liberation  theology,  church  “means  redemptive

community,  the  continual  recreation  of  communities  of  equals,  men and women

across class and race” (Ruether, 93).

 Ruether also points out the questions about the idea of destruction of nature

by  contemporary  ecologists  and  ecofeminists.  Although,  contemporary

ecofeminists think that natural exploitation is caused by human dominion, Angelina

Grimke believes that “when humans don't dominate each other, she assumed that

they  would  be  good  caretakers  of  Earth  together”  (Ruether,  92).  According  to

Ruether, more complex understanding of the “image of God is needed to embrace

cultural  differences  and to  promote mutuality  across  both human and nonhuman

relations (Ruether, 92).

Another author who discusses sexual inequality is Margaret A. Farley In her

article; “Sources of Sexual Inequality in the History of Christian Thought”, Farley

examines  the  possibilities  of  a  theological  reconstruction  within  the  Christian
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tradition. The reconstruction may move patterns of relationship marked by sexual

inequality to ones marked by equality in relation to the church and the society. She

further questions if it is possible to transform roots of sexual inequality in Christian

theology without destroying the foundations of Christianity.

According to Farley, we need this reconstruction because of two reasons.

First, the dissonance between women's own self-understanding and past theological

images  of  woman is  growing,  therefore,  in  Christian  theology,  the  new ways  of

construing scriptural texts and new theological formulations are necessary. Second,

the reconstruction in Christian thought “present needs for intimacy in the private

sphere and for justice in the public sphere” (Farley, 163).

In particular,  Farley explores two fundamental  roots of sexism which are

“the identification of woman with evil”, and “the identification of the fullness of the

imago Dei with male persons” (Farley, 164). The identification of women with evil

refers to the understanding that patriarchal societies see woman as a threat and a

danger  and  women  is  considered  as  a  source  of  disorder  that  exploits  male

vulnerability. The other source of the sexual inequality in Christian thought is “the

attribution of the fullness of the imago Dei” (Farley, 168). To identify spirit  and

mind with the image of God was easier because men had been already associated

with the rationality and spirit and mind whereas women had been considered as in

relation to emotionality and body (Farley, 167).

Farley’s discussion on a god presented by the Old Testament is also useful

for  the  present  study  as  Atwood’s  novel  refers  to  the  Old  Testament.  The  Old

Testament  presents  a  transcendent  god.  Yahweh was  above  all  gods  and had  no

gender. However, for Hebrews, such god is portrayed in masculine terms. Farley

mentions  that;  “the  doctrine  of  God  and  the  doctrine  of  the  human  person  were

already  inextricably  intertwined”  (Farley,  167).  Therefore,  the  polarity  between

God and human is inevitable in this understanding of religion as well as the polarity

between man and woman, husband and wife, parent and children. 

For theological reflection, it is essential to move our implicit consciousness

and our collective unconscious of the connection between body and evil, sexuality

and evil, woman and evil. This connection is “inarticulable but persistent” (Farley,

169).  Paul  Ricoeur’s  study  of  the  symbolism  of  evil  is  characterized  by  “three

moments-a sense of defilement, of sin, and of guilt” (Farley, 170). 
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The sense of defilement is a pre-ethical, irrational, quasi-material sense of

"something" that infects by contact and it is forbidden. A sense of sin, however, is a

sense of betrayal of a covenant, of a rupture in a relationship, a violation of a bond.

Guilt, is the subjective moment in the fault of which sin is the ontological moment.

In Ricoeur's analysis, a sense of guilt is not stain, not betrayal, but captivity. 

To de-symbolize evil vis-à-vis woman, there are certain tasks to complete.

Sexuality, first, must be moved from the pre-ethical to the ethical. It requires more

positive  moral  imperatives  and  it  must  be  understood  as  an  "offense  against  the

reciprocity of the human bond" and “as a failure in human freedom” (Farley, 171).

Second, “the body must be freed from symbolic misuse at the level of sin” (Farley,

171).  Similarly,  polarities  such  as  mind-body,  male-female  must  be  eliminated.

Lastly, women should no longer be used as a special symbol of evil. The human

weakness cannot be symbolized by only one of the sexes. (Farley, 172).

Farley, in sum, examines the way how we understand God and woman and

if this understanding can be corrected and expanded to enable full womanhood in

full personhood. Equality and freedom must be understood in every interpersonal

relationship, in every family, in church and in society, based on “the shared life of a

triune God and on the call to friendship (wherein two liberties meet) which God

gives to human persons” (Farley, 176).

Another  discussion  concerning  the  issue  of  gender  inequality  within

Christian  traditions  is  the  patriarchal  interpretation  of  the  Bible.  In  the  article;

“Gender, Religious Tradition and Biblical Literalism, John P. Hoffmann and  John

P.  Bartkowsk  discusses  that  “fundamentalist  and  many  other  conservative

Protestant groups are seen as adhering to the notion that the Christian Bible is the

authoritative word of God, contains an infallible account of historical events, and

supersedes scientific accounts of human origins” (Hoffman and Bartkowksi, 1245).

The authors of the article suggests that “conservative Protestant women are

more inclined than their male coreligionists to embrace a literalist ideology toward

the  Bible”.  The  article  uses  structure  theory  and  gender  theory  “to  develop

hypotheses  concerning  gender  differences  in  literalist  ideologies  based  on  the

degree of organizational patriarchy among religious traditions. 

A literalist  ideology should be examined in  light  of  gender-differentiated

access to congregational and denominational positions of authority and leadership

within  religious  organizations.  The  study  also  suggests  addressing  power
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differentials  across  organizations  as  an  effective  method  for  determining  “how

social  actors  utilize  cultural  schemas  to  compensate  for  institutionalized

subordination” (Hoffman and Bartkowski, 1247).  The inerrant or literal views of

scripture  have  been  used  to  legitimize  the  acts  of  the  presumed authority  within

theologically  conservative  traditions  (Hoffman  and  Bartkowski,  1247).  Several

recent studies have examined that “women in conservative denominations utilize

biblical  texts  to  negotiate  their  organizational  roles  and  legitimate  their

contributions to local faith communities” (Hoffman and Bartkowski, 1249). In the

final  analysis,  this  study  demonstrates  that  the  "gendering  of  the  Bible"  is  a

significant  cultural  feature  in  conservative  Protestant  faith  communities  and  it

needs  more  attention  by  scholars  of  religion,  gender  and  American  culture.

(Hoffman and Bartkowski, 1267)

“Gendering  of  the  Bible”  or  traditional  patriarchal  understanding  of  the

Bible  is  important  for  the  discussions  of  religious  fundamentalism  because

religious  fundamentalists  takes  this  interpretation  of  the  Bible  as  the  only  truth.

Both novels; the Fifth Sacred Thing and the Handmaid’s Tale  critiques religious

fundamentalism. Therefore, the debates of religious fundamentalism are crucial to

the analysis of both novels.

In  the  article  “The  Rise  of  Religious  Fundamentalism”  by  Michael  O.

Emerson and David Hartman outlines “the contours of research by sociologists and

others on the resurgence of conservative religion around the globe, the meaning of

religious  fundamentalism,  its  characteristics,  and  the  implications  of  such

movements for modern life”. The article also reviews history, identify perspectives,

provide  a  critical  overview  of  existing  research,  and  discuss  the  areas  to  better

understand these world-shaping phenomena” (Emerson and Hartman, 129).

According to Emerson and Hartman, fundamentalism is not something that

can be understood apart from modernity and it exists inside the modernity. In the

article, modernism is defined as an ideology that “values change over continuity,

quantity over quality, and commercial efficiency over traditional values” (Emerson

and Hartman, 130).  Consequently,  modernism threatens religion and violates the

meaning and role of religion in the society. 

The  word  fundamentalism  first  described  a  conservative  strain  of

Protestantism that developed in the United States roughly from 1870 to 1925 when

During the United States was the most  “modernized” country.  Then,  it  appeared
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again in 1970’s with Iranian Revolution as well as in the United States (Emerson

and Hartman, 132).

The  article  presents  nine  characterization  of  fundamentalism.  In  the

ideological level, there are five characteristics. It is firstly a defense of a religious

tradition or could be considered under attack by the processes of modernization and

secularization.  Second,  fundamentalism is  selective  as  it  does  not  only  defend  a

religious tradition, but also selects aspects of the tradition. Third, fundamentalism

has a dualistic worldview in which reality is divided into the good and the evil, light

and  darkness,  righteousness  and  unrighteousness.  It  is  fourthly,  absolute  and

inerrant  and  the  text  of  the  tradition  are  always  true  and  accurate.  It  is  also

millenialist and messianist as it claims that at the end of time, suffering will end,

evil will be vanquished, and believers will be victorious. 

In  the  organizational  level,  there  are  four  characteristics.  First,  “those  in

fundamentalist  movements  view themselves  as  called,  selected  out,  set  apart  for

their  mission  to  defend  the  religious  tradition”  (Emerson  and  Hartman,  134).

Moreover, they sharp boundaries as people in the fundamentalist group and others.

The  leader  is  viewed  as  specially  chosen  by  their  deity  or  someone  who  have

special access to deity. Lastly, there are specific behavioral requirements and rules

about dress, sexuality, speech etc. (Emerson and Hartman, 134).

According  to  Emerson  and  Hartman,  as  a  result  of  the  conflict  between

religion and the secular state, politics become increasingly religionized and religion

becoming  increasingly  politicized  (Emerson  and  Hartman,  137).  One  of  the

examples of this coexistence is the rise of New Right in the United States in 1980s.

Christian fundamentalism and the rise of the right-wing reactionism in the United

States in 1980s are deeply connected.

In the article called; “Antiabortion, Antifeminism, and the Rise of the New

Right,  Rosalind  Pollack  Petchesky  discusses  that  “the  politics  of  the  family,

sexuality,  and  repro-  duction-and  most  directly,  of  abortion-became  a  primary

vehicle through which right-wing politicians achieved their ascent to state power in

the late 1970s and the 1980 elections” (Petchesky, 207). Petchesky analyses the role

of antiabortion and antifeminist politics in that rise to power. 

The role of organized religion for the New Right in 1980s was to “as a major

organizational infrastructure” and “a nationally and locally established institutional

network”  (Petchesky,  212).  This  network  gave  the  New  Right  access  to  an
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organized mass constituency. The conservative wing and hierarchy of the Catholic

church and the fundamentalist Protestant churches organized through the right-to-

life movement (Petchesky, 212).

The  churches  are  the  most  important  strategic  base  for  carrying  out  the

antiabortion crusade. “Pastoral letters have been sent regularly to be read from the

pulpits, urging parishioners to get involved in "prolife" political work of all kinds”

(Petchesky,  214).  The  movement  is  financially  supported  by  Church  services

through  Sunday  service  collection.  Along  with  financial  support,  local  churches

and  parishes  “provide  the  "right-to-life"  movement  with  the  organizational  and

communicational system that allows it immediate access to material resources and

recruits” (Petchesky, 214). Consequently, Churches have functioned politically and

have contributed to the right-to-life movement in the United States.

The politics of “morality” in the United States which refers to conservative

family and sexual politics has become key to forging the alliance between Catholics

and Protestants and “thus to uniting a potential "100 million Americans" into right-

wing political identity and vote” (Petchesky, 218). As a result, the New Right has

succeeded  in  defeating  liberals  through  church-based  electoral  machinery  of  the

“prolife” movement in 1980 elections (Petchesky, 219). 

According to Petchesky, feminist  theory can “help us clarify and critique

the  dominant  mode  of  discourse,  the  dominant  ideology  of  legitimation,  that  an

ascendant conservatism has adopted” (Petchesky, 223). Feminism can critique the

boundary  between  "public"  and  "private,"  “revealing  for  political  scrutiny  the

realms of life that bourgeois society had consigned to a sacred "privacy"-marriage,

the  family,  childrearing,  maternity;  sex,  of  whatever  variety;  personal,  "private"

relations, especially between women and men, wherever they occur” (Petchesky,

223). That is why the New Right must be understood as a response to the strong

impact of feminist ideas in the 1970s, on popular consciousness (Petchesky, 223). 

The rise of the New Right and Christian fundamentalism are discussed in

both the Fifth Sacred Thing and the Handmaid’s Tale. Atwood’s dystopic world in

the Handmaid’s Tale provides insights into the complex political structure of the

United  States  in  1980s.  Likewise,  in  Starhawk’s  novel,  the  utopian  City  of  the

North is surrounded by religious fundamentalist neighbours. Although, both novels

critique  the  political  situation  in  the  United  States  in  1980s  through  Christian

fundamentalist  dystopian  worlds,  Starhawk  also  presents  Paganism as  a  religion
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practiced in the utopian city of the North.

To discuss the role of religion and spirituality in the novel; the Fifth Sacred

Thing,  one  must  look  at  the  discussions  of  neo-Pagan  feminist  spirituality

movement.  In  this  sense,the  article;  “Relativizing  the  Patriarchy;  The  Sacred

History  of  the  Feminist  Spirituality  Movement”  by  Cynthia  Eller  sheds  light  on

how feminist spirituality and Goddess worship emerges. 

The feminist spirituality movement grew out of radical political feminism

and  Jewish  and  Christian  feminism  that  manifests  feminist  witchcraft.  Goddess

worship and covens who are small groups of practitioners that take part in seasonal

celebrations are central to this manifestation. Although, new religions first tend to

establish  authority  structures  and  consolidate  their  belief  systems,  spiritual

feminists borrow techniques and deities from the culture appeal to them. “Though

feminist  spirituality  is  syncretistic,  it  has  a  definite  selection  criterion  in  mind:

namely,  that  all  beliefs  and  practices,  whether  individual  or  communal,  must  be

conducive to the feminist  struggle against  a patriarchal social  order” (Eller,  280,

281).  “The  practice  of  ritual  and  magic  directed  toward  the  empowerment  of

women” is also central to this feminist commitment. 

The sacred history is another element crucial to the feminist spirituality in

which a revisionist history of Western civilization takes place. The sacred history

challenges  to  find  an  explanation  for  the  patriarchy.  “According  to  spiritual

feminists, human society from our earliest archaeological records to the rise of the

patriarchy  in  the  second  millennium  B.C.E.  was  matriarchal,  or  at  any  rate,

Goddess worshiping” (Eller,  282) Spiritual  feminists  often questioned if  females

are superior or there is equality of power between sexes. 

Moreover, according to spiritual feminists, Goddess worship have always

existed.  “For  spiritual  feminists,  then,  the  patriarchal  rejection  of  women  and

nature,  of  the  unconscious  and  the  instinctual,  is  the  seedbed  of  international

violence and interpersonal domination” (Eller, 288).

Another article that discusses Goddess religion and witchcraft is Mary Jo

Weaver’s  article;  “Who  is  the  goddess  and  where  does  she  get  us?”,  Mary  Jo

Weaver put emphasis on the revival of Goddess, in other words, witchcraft as it has

been defined by some of the American feminists as a Goddess religion.

She examines where the Goddess gets us and where we get her. Moreover,

she questions how the revival  of Goddess religion can be a useful tool for some
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feminist concerns. Weaver particularly is interested in connection between religion

and history, religion and authority and religion and language as she is a religious

studies  scholar.  She  also  emphasizes  that  neopaganism  functions  “as  a  utopian

poetics, drawing believers into a better future” (Weaver, 50).  

Weaver points out two major works on Goddess religion and witchcraft by

Margot Adler, who wrote a comprehensive study of neopaganism called “Down the

Moon” and Starhawk who wrote “Spiral Dance” as  a handbook of witchcraft as

Goddess  religion,  which  are  published  in  a  memorable  date;  Halloween  1979.

Neopaganism as a highly complex phenomenon 

Weaver believes that in order to find answer to the question of “who is the

goddess”, neopagan theologians needs to be more specific but also the identity of

the  Goddess  might  refer  to  a  continual  creativity  and  newness.  According  to

Weaver, “Goddess feminism presents a utopian moment in which to consider the

future (Weaver, 64). Therefore, it differs from traditional Western religions, which

are  grounded  in  historical  events  because  Goddess  feminism does  not  need  real

connections to the past to create a utopic and a hopeful future.

Goddess feminism according to Weaver, is a hope for new possibilities as it

reaches  behind  “the  biblical  monotheistic  world  view”  (Weaver,  64).  Also,

Goddess feminism affirms bodily and social  processes and promotes natural and

cultural diversity. Goddess feminists “use their rituals as moments of celebration,

as a means of connection with the natural world, and as energy centers whence they

emerge  to  seek  the  transformation  of  the  world”  (Weaver,  64).  Thus,  from

Weaver’s  point  of  view,  the  Goddess  refers  to  a  lost  past,  to  a  criticism  of  the

present and to a construction of a new future (Weaver, 64).

The  Goddess’s  potential  to  create  a  utopic  and  hopeful  future  is  also

discussed  by  Christine  Hoff  Kraemer.  Kraemer,  in  her  article;  “Contemporary

Paganism,  Utopian  Reading  Communities,  and  Sacred  Nonmonogamy”,  first

discusses  the  affirmation:  “Thou  art  Goddess”  that  is  used  in  a  sexual  ritual  of

healing in the Fifth Sacred Thing. “Thou art Goddess” is “a feminized version of

Valentine  Michael  Smith’s  declaration  of  immanent  divinity  in  Robert  A.

Heinlein’s  1961 Stranger in a Strange Land (Kraemer,  53).  The novel,  later  has

become  an  inspiration  for  the  practice  of  ethical  nonmonogamy  in  the  Pagan

Church of All Worlds. (Kraemer, 53).  
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In Starhawk’s novel, Pagan ethical nonmonogamy plays a key role and the

free expression of sexuality is one of the most crucial aspect of the philosophy of

Starhawk’s  fiction;  “the  practice  of  ethical  nonmonogamy  and  explicitly  sacred

sexual ritual is a key consequence of the belief that the earth, the human body, and

erotic pleasure are fundamentally holy” (Kraemer, 61). Loving sexual expressions

are the acts of celebration and worship. Freedom and pleasure are tools to create a

just society. 

Feminist  Pagans,  Goddess  worshippers  and  spiritual  feminists  are

theologically  prepared  communities  that  share  Starhawk’s  religious  beliefs.

However,  the audience of the book reaches beyond people who are interested in

Pagan  and  Goddess  religion  and  the  readers  of  science  fiction  and  utopian

literature.  According to Kraemer,  the Fifth Sacred Thing  has a great  potential  to

present contemporary Paganism even to those who may never read theology. 

The characters in the Fifth Sacred Thing  perform rituals and celebrations

that are inspired by Starhawk’s “real-life San Francisco Reclaiming community”

(Kraemer, 63). Some other practices are originated with the Church of All Worlds

“before being passed on by oral tradition during the 1970s and 1980s” (Kraemer,

63).  For  example,  in  addition  to  the  “Thou  art  God/dess”,  “Que  nunca  tengas

hambre, que nunca tengas sed” (May you never hunger, may you never thirst)and

“Drink deep” are phrases “derived from Heinlein’s ritual of water-sharing, and one

often used in Pagan rituals across the United States when ritually sharing food and

drink” (Kraemer, 63). 

Unlike, Heinlein’s understanding of sacred sexuality, Starhawk is one of the

first Pagan theologians “to abandon the concept of polarity in favor of that of eros”.

She embraces “the concept of the erotic as the magnetic energy that passes between

all living things—not just in pairs, but also in groups”. According to Kraemer, this

understanding makes a queer Pagan theology possible. 

Starhawk  believes  that  “what  we  call  “female”  and  “male”  are  sort  of

arbitrary designations of points along a continuum, stations on a wheel” (Kraemer,

65).  Thus,  polarity,  desire,  attraction  may  arise  between  and  among  any

combination of male and female. Like in Heinlein’s novel, sexual contact is a way

to link to divine and oneness. The queer sexual rituals in the Fifth Sacred Thing

reflect  “shifting  attitudes  toward  sacred  sexuality  in  contemporary  American

Paganism” (Kraemer, 66).
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Although most works on neo-Pagan feminist spirituality movement are in

American  context,  Hélène  Bowen  Raddaker’s  article  provides  a  different

perspective  and  discusses  the  role  of  Goddess  feminism  in  Australian  fantastic

fiction  context.  In  the  article  “Feminism  and  spirituality  in  fantastic  fiction:

Contemporary women writers in Australia”, Hélène Bowen Raddaker explains the

absence  of  goddess  side  of  spiritual  feminism  in  Australian  feminism  with

differences between American and Australian feminism, the impact of post-second

wave feminisms and other national differences. Raddaker’s concern is to examine

“the  ways  in  which  contemporary  fantasy  by  women  in  Australia  may  be

distinctive”  (Raddaker,  155),  focusing  on  the  feminist  representations  of  the

religion and alternatives to patriarchal religion. 

In  the  section;  Feminism,  Fantasy  and  Criticism”,  Raddaker  presents  the

subversive  feminist  strategies  that  Charlotte  Spivack  and  contemporary  fantasy

critics outlined. These are “centring narratives on female protagonists who often are

not committed to male goals of power and domination”, “including male characters

who  are  feminized”,  “employing  a  feminine  perspective  to  retell  well-known

historical events or mythical tales”, “positing circular time”, including the original

existence of matriarchates”, “avoiding spiritual, moral and Self/other binaries”. and

she  critiques  “the  apparent  shifts  since  the  1980s  such  as  characterization  and

depictions of sexual relationships and gender identities” (Raddaker, 155).

According to Charlotte Spivack, alternatives to the patriarchal religions such

as feminist spirituality should not necessarily be idealized. “Quest for the Goddess”

is  not the only possible way for depicting non-patriarchal spirituality (Raddaker,

157)

Raddaker points out that not all feminist works of fiction “have uniformly

followed  the  lead  of  the  U.S.  or  North”  and  this  should  be  acknowledged.  For

feminist fantasy genre, one should be open to the differences that may derive from

factors  such  as  “longstanding  differences  in  feminist  politics,  for  example,  or

contrasts  in  the  hold  that  traditional  patriarchal  religions  have  on  the  general

populace in the U.S. as opposed to Australia” (Raddaker, 162). 

It  is  expectable  that  there  is  less  acceptance  of  theisms  and  goddess

feminism  for  Australian-based  women  fantasy.  The  reason  why  fantasy  by

Australian  authors  is  more  ambivalent  is  based  on  various  social  and  political

factors  as  well  as  different  expressions  of  feminism.  Consequently,  Raddaker
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suggests that the cultural and political differences within Anglophone fantasy needs

to be addressed more often (Raddaker, 162).

In  conclusion,  feminist  science  fiction  that  emerged  in  the  1980s  is  an

important  part  of  feminist  movement  and  is  liberating  in  many  ways.  Feminist

science fiction and more precisely, feminist utopian/dystopian literature provided

opportunities for women writers to reflect their criticisms of patriarchy. Along with

the  critique  of  patriarchy,  women  feminist  science  fiction  writers  mirrored  their

alternatives to the current patriarchal structures in feminist futures.

 Women’s Liberation Movement was a turning point for the augmentation

of  feminist  utopian/dystopian  literature.  After  1970s,  British,  American  and

Canadian  feminist  writers  became  more  productive  in  feminist  science  fiction

literature.  Both  novels  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing  and  the  Handmaid’s  Tale  were

written and published after 1970s when the Women’s Rights Movement emerged. 

Apart from Women’s Liberation Movement, the rise of the New Right in

the United States in 1980s was a significant political event for both novels and for

feminist  utopian/dystopian  literature.  In  1980s,  in  the  United  States,  Christian

fundamentalists allied of the right-wing politicians and the politics of reproduction

became  a  primary  vehicle  for  the  New  Right  and  Christian  fundamentalists  to

manipulate the society. Atwood and Starhawk, in their novels, drew on the political

situation  of  the  1980s  in  the  United  States  and  used  traditional  interpretation  of

Christianity showing the reader how religion can be a force for evil. 

Both  Atwood  and  Starhawk  construct  dystopic  worlds  that  are  based  on

Christian  fundamentalist  governments.  However,  in  addition  to  Christian

fundamentalism, Starhawk’s novel introduces feminist neo-Paganism in relation to

the utopian city; “The North”. As religion and spirituality are not really discussed in

feminist  science fiction and feminist  utopian/dystopian literature,  the literature

that explores the critique of patriarchal understanding of Christianity as well as

neo-Pagan feminist spirituality movement are added to this chapter. 

The  next  chapter  presents  the  importance  of  religion  in  the  Handmaid’s

Tale.  Religion  is  at  the  centre  of  the  novel  and  is  used  as  a  tool  to  control  and

oppress women. Atwood, in her novel, constructs the dystopic government Gilead

drawing  upon  the  New  Right  in  the  United  States  in  1980s  in  which  Christian

fundamentalism  has  been  on  the  rise.  Also,  the  novel  has  references  to  the
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traditional  patriarchal  interpretations  of  the  Bible  and  Republic  of  Gilead  uses

religious language and rituals to maintain its power over women.

Chapter 3: The Analysis of the Handmaid’s Tale
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Margaret Atwood is the author of more than thirty-five books, of fiction,

poetry and critical essays (Atwood, “In Context”, 513). Canadian author, Margaret

Atwood’s  dystopian  novel  the  Handmaid’s  Tale  was  first  published  in  1985.

Atwood, in this sense, is late-twentieth century feminist fiction writer and her work;

the Handmaid’s Tale emerges after the Women’s Liberation Movement in the mid

of  1970s  in  which  many  different  works  were  produced  to  support  the  feminist

goals  of  establishing  the  rights  of  women  by  Canadian  and  American  authors

(Magarey, 82).

The  Handmaid’s  Tale  is  a  critique  of  and  a  reflection  on  Second  Wave

feminism. In the novel, Atwood refers to The Second Sex by Simone de Beauvoir;

“I wait. I compose myself. My self is a thing I must now compose, as one composes

a speech. What I must present is made thing, not something born” (Atwood, “In

Context”, 76). Offred’s words emphasize Beauvoir’s idea of “one is not born, but

rather  becomes,  a  woman”.  Atwood’s  reference  to  the  Second  Sex  signals  the

impact  of  Second Wave feminism on the depiction of the main character Offred

(Lauret, 176).

The Handmaid’s Tale has a strong textual and political awareness which is

shaped  by  “the  political  sophistication  of  both  the  Women’s  Movement  and

feminist literary theory” (Lauret, 176). The novel is a fictional text that provides

many insights into poststructuralist feminist theory.  This is evident in the structure

of the novel in which “a first person dystopian narrative is framed by the academic

discourse of that narrative’s possible interpretations” (Lauret, 176). Atwood, in the

end  of  the  novel  frames  her  narrative  appending  the  Historical  Notes  on  the

Handmaid’s Tale from the year 2195 at the University of Denay, Nunavit.

Despite  these  insights  and  sophistication,  according  to  Lauret,  the

Handmaid’s Tale  is  not a feminist  text  in the political  counter-hegemonic sense.

Although,  Cranny  Francis  describes  the  Handmaid’s  Tale  as  “a  subversive

intervention in the patriarchal discourse which charactarizes contemporary gender

ideology”  (qtd  in  Lauret,  176),  Lauret  argues  that  Atwood’s  political  critique  is

misdirected. “The seriousness of this misdirection overrides whatever “subversive

intervention”  is  made  at  the  level  of  patriarchal  language”  (Lauret,  176).  The

Handmaid’s  Tale  has  a  self-reflexive  mode  of  representation  and  this

representation “incapacitates a projection of female agency” and conforms to the

“self-conscious  metafictional  tendencies  of  the  dominant”  (Lauret,  176).  In  this
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sense, The Handmiad’s Tale is an opposition to Utopian/realist feminist fiction and

represents dystopian anti-realism (Lauret, 177). 

In Gilead regime, all women regardless of their status are subjugate to men.

Women have no access to education, paid work and even to reading and writing.

This means that women have no access to the resources of the past. According to

Grosz, the lack of partial or mediated access to the resources of past refers to the

lack of account of time. Feminist theory, on the other hand needs its own account of

time to break away from the constrains of the past. Offred, who is the storyteller and

the  protagonist  in  the  novel,  is  lacking  agency  and  a  coherent  understanding  of

history. However, the way how she fights for keeping her memories alive shows her

resistance to the patriarchal regime of Gilead.

The  Handmaid’s  Tale  is  set  in  future  Cambridge,  Massachuests.  In  the

Handmaid’s  Tale,  all  forms  of  practices  and  forms  of  knowledge  “represent  the

interests  and  perspectives  of  only  one  sex”  (Grosz,  13).  This  representation

indicates that the project of sexual difference discussed by Grosz is not affirmed in

the Republic of Gilead. Rather, Gilead regime implies that there is one way of doing

things and it is men’s way. Men are associated with God over women in the context

of Christian fundamentalist government.

Similar  to  Maria  Lauret’s  view,  according  to  Atwood  herself,  the

Handmaid’s  Tale  is  not  a  feminist  dystopia  “except  insofar  as  giving  women  a

voice  and  an  inner  life  will  always  be  considered  feminist  by  those  who  think

women  ought  not  to  have  these  things”  (Atwood,  “In  Context”,  516).  Rather,

Margaret Atwood categorizes the Handmaid’s Tale as a classic dystopia inspired

by George Orwell’s 1984 novel. 

Although,  Orwell  is  a  direct  model  for  Margaret  Atwood,  including

Orwell’s 1984, the majority of dystopias have been written by men and from the

male point of view. “When women have appeared in them, they have been either

sexless automatons or rebels who have defied the sex rules of the regime” (Atwood,

“In Context”, 515). Therefore, in the Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood intends a dystopia

from  the  female  point  of  view  and  challenges  the  traditional  male-oriented

dystopian works.

3.1 Religious Fundamentalism
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In  the  Handmaid’s  Tale,  Atwood  creates  a  dystopic  world  based  on

extremely religious patriarchal government of Gilead. To construct the Republic of

Gilead in the Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood draws upon the political situation of the

United States in the early 1980s. In this sense, the Handmaid’s Tale articulates the

materialist interpretation of human nature. The materialist view “prefers to explain

the oppression of women by focussing on the social and historical construction of

gender and self” (Zaki, 240). Atwood’s novel focuses on the social and historical

impact  of  gender  and  self  and  presents  a  dystopia  that  is  inspired  by  social  and

historical events of the United States in 1980s. 

“Since the 1980 elections, it has become all too clear that American society

and  the  state  are  plunging  day  by  day  more  deeply  into  right-wing  reactionism

(Petchesky,  206).  The  power  structure  and  political  culture  of  this  right-wing

reactionism are “openly racist, antifeminist, and also antiliberal” (Petchesky, 206).

Similar to the political situation of the United States in 1980s, in the Handmaid’s

Tale, the Republic of Gilead is established on the basis of white-supremacist and

anti-feminist right wing ideologies. 

The  rise  of  the  American  New Right  is  deeply  connected  with  Christian

fundamentalism. The conservative clergy has been at the center of state power and

the state has become openly Christian and patriarchal (Petchesky, 218). Likewise,

in  the  Handmaid’s  Tale,  the  Republic  of  Gilead  is  constructed  through  the

combination of Christian religious fundamentalism and the right-wing state power. 

Atwood presents the emergence of Gilead regime as a response to the low

birth rates in the society. In the novel, Christian fundamentalists create moral panics

around the decline in the white middle class birth rate (Lauret, 177). As a result of

this decline, the authorities of Gilead intend to bring conservative values back into

the society and control gender, race and reproduction. 

The Handmaid’s Tale questions what would happen “if the race were under

threat of extinction” (qtd in Lauret,  182).  The idea that survival of the race is in

danger often emerges out of the fear of the white supremacist, anti-feminist New

Right.  In  this  sense,  the  racist  and  anti-feminist  construction  of  Gilead  is  the

critique of the New Right as well as a political warning Thus, Atwood’s dystopia is
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a political warning for American society.

Feminism, reproduction and African-American culture are all “live issues in

American cultural debate of the 1980s and 1990s” (Lauret, 177). Accordingly, in

the  Handmaid’s  Tale,  Atwood’s  dystopian  construction  of  Gilead  focus  on

reproductive politics, feminism and the critique of white-supremacy in the context

of religious fundamentalism.

It is not easy to define religious fundamentalism because “fundamentalism

is such a commonly and loosely used term, thrown around like a baseball  in the

media, backyard arguments, and political arenas (Emerson and Hartman, 129). The

term might be used to describe “groups that want their religion practiced purely” or

“groups pushing for an overhaul of the national or global political system who are at

best  culturally  connected  to  a  religion”  (Emerson and Hartman,  129).  Although,

there  are  many  other  definitions  of  fundamentalism,  according  to  Emerson  and

Hartman, fundamentalism is a contextual phenomenon and can only be understood

through the idea of modernity. Many scholars think fundamentalism exists inside of

modernity. 

The core aspects of modernity have been division of labour, division of life,

the rationalization of the world, the industrialization and urbanization. The rise of

these  processes  has  increased  cultural  pluralism  which  has  become  the  basis  of

secularization  theories.  From modern,  secular  point  of  view,  religion has  been a

threat to modernization. Consequently, modern seculars regard fundamentalists as “

reactionaries, radicals attempting to grab power and throw societies back into the

dark ages of oppression, patriarchy, and intolerance” (Emerson and Hartman, 130).

Thus, supporters of modernization consider these fundamentalists as “misguided,

scary, and even evil” whereas they see themselves as “the good, reasoned people,

lovers of freedom and human rights” (Emerson and Hartman, 131).  Conversely, for

fundamentalists and their sympathizers, “Western versions of modernization rush

over them in a tidal wave of change, ripping apart communities, values, social ties,

and  meaning”  (Emerson  and  Hartman,  131).  Therefore,  fundamentalists  see

themselves as people who fight against the secular oppression. 

In the Handmaid’s Tale,  Offred’s meeting with Japan tourists reflects the

debates  of  modernity  and  fundamentalism.  A  group  of  tourists  from  Japan  who

come to Gilead for a trade delegation visit the historic landmarks. When Offred and
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Ofglen recognize them and they could not take their eyes off these women. Their

heads are not covered and their hair too is exposed in all its darkness and sexuality”

(Atwood,  The Handmaid’s  Tale”,  38).  They wear  lipstick,  high heels  and skirts.

Offred thinks that she has not seen any women with short skirts for a long time and

she associates this kind of clothing with “westernized” times before Gilead comes

to power;  “They seem undressed. It has taken so little time to change our minds,

about  things like this.  Then I  think:  I  used to  dress  like that.  That  was freedom.

Westernized,  they  used  to  call  it”  (Atwood,  The  Handmaid’s  Tale”,  38).  Offred

makes it clear that Gilead regime controls women’s bodies by deciding what they

should wear. Fundamentalist government of Gilead determines the women’s role in

the  society,  their  bodies  and  clothing.  In  this  sense,  religion  in The  Handmaid’s

Tale is a tool to enforce misogyny.

In the early 1980s, fundamentalism resurged in the United States “as a much

more politically active strain” (Emerson and Hartman, 132). In the period prior to

the 1980s elections in the United States, the major role of organized religion for the

Right  “was  to  serve  less  as  an  ideological  force  than  as  a  major  organizational

infrastructure,  a  nationally  and  locally  established  institutional  network”

(Petchesky, 212). In this sense, the organized religion gave “the Right access to an

organized mass constituency” (Petchesky, 212). The conservative right wing and

the hierarchy of Catholic church and the fundamentalist Protestant church were the

two  main  institutions  comprised  this  infrastructure.  Both  groups  were  organized

through  “the  "right-to-life"  movement,  as  well  as  through  their  own  internal

congregations  and  networks-a  reality  on  which  the  New  Right  has  sought  to

capitalize” (Petchesky, 212). Consequently, the New Right used both the churches

and  right-to-life  movement  as  an  organizational  model  and  this  became  the  key

element in their strategies. 

Rather  than  simply  defending  their  religious  tradition,  fundamentalists

select certain aspects of the tradition to distinguish themselves from the mainstream

(Emerson  and  Hartman,  134).  This  characteristic  of  fundamentalism  can  be

recognized for the Christian fundamentalists in the United States in the early 1980s

as well. In this sense, the politics of sexuality, family and reproduction has become

primary concerns for conservative Christian churches in the United States as well as

for  right-wing  politicians  in  the  1980s.  The  debates  of  abortion  and  right  to  life
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movement  have  specifically  been  selected  for  special  attention  and  focused

opposition by Christian fundamentalists in the United States. 

When  this  political  situation  of  the  United  States  in  1980s  is  taken  into

consideration, Atwood’s fictional government Gilead portrays a plausible dystopia.

Like  Christian  fundamentalist  New  Right  in  the  United  States  in  1980s,  the

Handmaid’s  Tale  presents  a  religious  fundamentalist  regime  combined  with  the

state in which reproductive politics is the main concern. In this sense, Atwood, in

her novel shows how the patriarchal interpretation of Christianity in its extremist

forms  can  be  used  to  control  women  and  their  bodies.  To  justify  its  oppressive

practices, the authorities of Gilead uses patriarchal interpretations of the Bible.

3.2 Biblical Interpretation

Conservative Protestants  are “interpretive communities whose conceptual

boundaries  are  defined  largely  by  their  strict  or  "authoritative"  readings  of  the

Bible” (Hoffman and Bartkowski, 1247). By conservative Protestants, the words of

God in the Bible have been accepted as the only truth and often becomes a force to

maintain  the  current  power  structure  in  the  society.  This  type  of  readings  of  the

Bible  is  often  used  to  justify  the  oppressive  and  patriarchal  understanding  of

Christianity.  Christian  fundamentalists,  usually  Protestants  in  the  United  States

believe  that  “the  Bible  is  literally  true,  word  for  word”  (Emerson  and  Hartman,

1239). Similarly, Gilead regime uses the traditional patriarchal interpretation of the

Bible as a justification for anti-feminist acts.

The  traditional  and  conservative  interpretation  of  the  Bible  “is  generated

and sustained by cultural and organizational processes” (Hoffman and Bartkowski,

1248).  In  the  Handmaid’s  Tale,  the  approach of  the  Republic  of  Gilead towards

abortion,  homosexuality  and  death  penalty  reflects  how  the  religion  is  used  to

sustain  cultural  and  organizational  processes  in  the  society  of  Gilead.  Bible  as

“God’s  Word”  is  often  “interpreted  in  light  of  contemporary  social  conventions

such  as  gender  roles,  egalitarianism,  gay  rights  and  individualism  because

conservative  Protestants  generally  claim  that  "God's  Word"  should  not  be

interpreted  to  conform  to  the  "fallen"  standards  of  a  depraved,  sinful  world”

(Hoffman  and  Bartkowski,  1248).  Likewise,  Gilead’s  approach  towards
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homosexuality and abortion and the governmental support for the death penalty, are

shaped by emphasizing selected passages from the Old and New Testament of the

Bible (Hoffman and Bartkowski, 1248). 

According  to  Farley,  “both  the  Old  Testament  and  the  New  Testament

provided  grounds  for  Christian  theologizing  about  a  hierarchical  relationship

between man and woman (Farley, 167).  The order of life in the Handmaid’s Tale is

based  on  a  literal  fundamentalist  interpretation  of  the  Old  Testament.  “God  and

human  persons  would  be  transferred  theologically  and  sociologically  into

analogous polarities between man and woman, husband and wife, parent and child”

(Farley,  167).  These  polarities  and  hierarchical  relationship  between  men  and

women can be seen in one of the rituals of Gilead called “the Ceremony”.

 In Gilead, one of the most important ritual practiced based on the Bible is

“the Ceremony”. The Ceremony refers to a sexual act that the Commanders, their

wives  and  handmaids  undergo  to  conceive  children.  Handmaids,  in  the  fictional

government Gilead are responsible for providing children for infertile women.

The Ceremony is based on the passage of the Bible; “Genesis, 30:1-3”; 

“And when Rachel saw that she bare Jacob no children, Rachel 

envied her sister; and said unto Jacob, Give me children, or else I die.

 And Jacob's anger was kindled against Rachel: and he said, Am I in 

God's stead, who hath withheld from thee the fruit of the womb?

And she said, Behold my maid Bilhah, go in unto her; and she shall 

bear upon my knees, that I may also have children by her” (Atwood, 99).

The authorities of  Gilead take this  passage of the Bible;  “Genesis,  30:1-3”

word for word to create the monthly ritual; the Ceremony. The novel presents the

Ceremony  through  the  sexual  intercourse  between  the  handmaid  Offred  and  the

Commander Fred. Offred’s role as a handmaid is based on the biblical precedent of

Rachel and Leah and Gilead regime forces her to have a sexual intercourse with

Commander Fred to provide children for the Commander.

The state-sanctioned rape, called Ceremony happens every month. Before

the  Ceremony,  the  Genesis  30:1-3  is  read  to  moralize  the  sexual  intercourse

between the handmaids and the Commanders. The preparation for the Ceremony is
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presented in the novel through Offred’s words; the Commander “inserts the key,

opens the box, lifts out the Bible, an ordinary copy, with a black cover and gold-

edged pages. The Bible is kept locked up, the way people once kept tea locked up,

so the servants wouldn’t steal it” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale”,  98). The Bible

that  justifies  the  Ceremony  is  presented  as  sacred  and  only  the  Commander  has

access to it. 

Offred describes the moments right before the Ceremony as “it’s the usual

story, the usual stories. God to Adam, God to Noah. Be fruitful, and multiply, and

replenish  the  earth.  Then  comes  the  mouldy  old  Rachel  and  Leah  stuff  we  had

drummed into us at the Centre” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale”,  99).” Offred is

familiar  with  what  happens  in  the  Ceremony  from  the  Centre  where  the  fertile

women are thought to become handmaids. 

Serena Joy, the wife of the Commander is present in the Ceremony as well.

Offred describes Serena Joy’s position in the Ceremony as it follows; “above me,

towards the head of the bed, Serena Joy is arranged, outspread. Her legs are apart, I

lie between them, my head on her stomach, her pubic bone under the base of my

skull,  her  thighs  on  either  side  of  me”  (Atwood,  The  Handmaid’s  Tale”,  104).

Serena Joy, as the other wives of the Commander’s has to be with the handmaid as

part  of  the  Ceremony.  Offred’s  question  in  the  end  of  the  chapter  shows  her

empathy towards Serena Joy; “which of us is it worse for, her or me?” 

There  is  no  romance  or  love  during  the  sexual  intercourse  between  the

handmaids and the Commanders in Gilead regime. Sexual desires and orgasms are

no longer considered as necessary. Offred thinks that “it seemed odd that women

once spent such time and energy reading about such things, thinking about them,

worrying about them, writing about them” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale”, 105).

Women have no rights to enjoy sex and they are no longer allowed to make love,

choose their sexual partners and have arousals and orgasms in the new regime. The

only legal way for them to have sex is the Ceremony in which the Commanders

rape them as the part of their duty.

3.3 Religious Language 
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The novel presents the religious language in various ways. It is clear that the

regression of a totalitarian state of Gilead and distortion of language are insparable.

The language used in Gilead is deeply connected to the religion and to the state and

it is constructed to ensure the power over the marginalized groups such as women,

homosexuals and people from other religious sects. 

The titles given to women in the regime, the greetings and the vocabulary

that is used for the rituals, crimes and criminals reveals how the religion and the

language can together be used as a tool of power. The Republic of Gilead constitute

a  new  system  that  divides  women  into  social  classes  based  on  their  function  as

status symbols for  men as “handmaids”,  “Marthas”,  “Econowives”,  “Aunts” and

“Wives of Commanders”. To control women’s names is another strategy to control

women’s autonomy. 

Handmaids are the group of women who are capable of reproducing and are

forced  to  provide  children  for  Commanders  of  the  military  class.  Marthas  are

servants in the Commanders houses, Econowives are the wives of other men and

Aunts  are  the  trainers  of  handmaids.  In  addition,  aged,  infertile  and homosexual

women  are  forced  to  go  to  “Colonies”  to  clean  toxic  materials.  Despite  the

differences among women, all  women in the regime are forbidden from reading,

education and working for pay. 

In the Handmaid’s Tale,  the Republic of Gilead does not want women to

communicate with each other and does not want them to be disobedient. Thus, it is

forbidden  for  women  to  read  and  write  in  the  regime.  The  Republic  of  Gilead

restricts  all  the  information  for  women  in  order  to  prevent  the  possibility  of

rebellious acts against the authority. Restriction in reading and writing allows the

regime to control all sorts of communication and any action of women.

This conservative understanding of Christianity reinforces the idea of God

“as a patriarchal divine male who created the world as a system of rule of men over

women, masters over slaves, and rulers over subjects” (Ruether, 87). The image of

God  in  Gilead  is  presented  as  a  master  and  a  ruler.  Therefore,  the  association

between God and men justifies the power of men over women in Gilead regime.

God,  in  both  patriarchal  understanding  of  Christianity  and  in  Christian

fundamentalist government of Gilead, “rules with sovereign authority to dominate

and punish” (Ruether, 87). Rationality and ruling power as male qualities belong

only to men and are not appropriate for women. 
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In  addition  to  the  titles  given  to  women  in  the  regime,  there  are  certain

greetings for personal encounters which shows the loyalty to the regime. The first

religious vocabulary that is encountered in the book is the greetings between Serena

Joy,  the  Wife  and  Offred,  the  Handmaid.  “Blessed  be  the  fruit”  is  the  greeting

which is used in the novel. “May the Lord open”, is another response required to

say to the Wife. 

The conversations between Offred and Ofglen during the daily walk show

that the religious language forced by Gilead is in every sphere of life. “Praise be”

(Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale”, 29) is a phrase commonly used in Gilead between

handmaids, when they meet each other. The handmaids also use the phrase; “Under

His Eye” (Atwood, 54). The phrase is used in the regime to constantly remind the

society that God always watches what they do. 
Third,  the  terms  such  as  “Salvagings”,  and  “Particicution”  are  created  to

define some of the rituals of Gilead. These rituals refer to the cruel execution of the

criminals in Gilead regime. “Salvaging” is the murder of those who do not obey the

rules  of  the  Gilead  society.  As  the  state  and  church  are  combined  in  Gilead,

individuals who act against the rules of the authorities of Gilead are at  the same

time regarded as sinners. “The oppressive patterns in Christianity toward women

and  other  subjugated  people  do  not  come  from  specific  doctrines,  but  from  a

patriarchal and hierarchical reading of the system of Christian symbols as a whole”

(Ruether,  85).  In  this  sense,  the  symbol  of  sin  in  the  context  of  Gilead  regime

reflects that kind of conservative reading of Christianity.

In  Republic  of  Gilead,  sinners  are  often  put  to death by  the  state  as

a punishment for a crime. The authorities of Gilead hold executions in public for

disobedient  sinners.  This  practice  is  named  as  “Salvaging”.  There  are  different

types of Salvaging such as Men’s Salvaging and Women’s Salvaging. Women are

not  allowed  to  participate  in  Men’s  Salvaging  unless  it  is  a  “Particicution”.

Particicution  is  another  type  of  execution  where  Handmaids  beat  certain  male

criminals to death.

Handmaids are forced to participate in Women’s Salvagings where they sit

together  and follow the orders  of  the Aunts who lead the Salvaging.  Handmaids

take part in executing the criminals. Men’s Salvagings are presented in the novel
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through the dead bodies that are hanged on the wall as women do not participate in

the execution of men. 

Offred talks about Men’s Salvaging in one of the daily walks with Ofglen.

In the beginning, Ofglen would like to pass by the church. The Church is old and is

used  as  a  museum  by  Gilead.  Offred  depicts  the  paintings  of  women  inside  the

church. as: “paintings of women in long sombre dresses, their hair covered by white

caps and of upright men, darkly clothed and unsmiling” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s

Tale”, 41). 

There  is  “the  Wall”  across  the  street.  The  Wall  is  where  the  bodies  of

criminals are hanged by the authorities of the Republic of Gilead. Offred predicts

that the Wall is over a hundred years old. “The gates of the Wall “have sentries and

there are ugly new floodlights mounted on metal posts above it, and barbed wire

along the bottom and broken glass set in concrete along the top” (Atwood, “The

Handmaid’s Tale”, 40).  There are the precautions for those who try to escape on

the gates. 

There are six bodies hanging on the Wall. The faces are covered with bags

which “makes the men look like dolls on which faces have not yet been painted”

(Atwood,  The  Handmaid’s  Tale”,  42).  Through  Offred’s  explanation,  it  is

understood that it is Men’s Salvaging. The men wear white coats that scientist and

doctors  would  wear.  There  are  signs  of  fetuses  on  the  dead  bodies  which

symbolizes that they are executed because of performing abortions. These men are

treated as war criminals. The reason why the authorities in Gilead hang them on the

Wall where everyone can see these bodies is to make others feels hatred towards

those people. 
In another day, Offred sees three new bodies on the Wall. One of them is a

priest and he is wearing the black cassock. “That’s been put on him, for the trial,

even though they gave up wearing those years ago, when the sect wars first began,

cassocks made them too conspicuous” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale”, 53). The

other  two  have  purple  placards  hung  around  their  necks  and  they  are  wearing

Guardian  uniforms.  Offred  recognizes  that  they  are  executed  for  “Gender

Treachery”.  
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The  authorities  in  Gilead  considers  various  acts  as  crimes  in  relation  to

sexuality, religion and abortion. Gender Treachery refers to the criminals who are

engaged  in  homosexual  acts.  Roman  Catholic  priests  and  Jews  may  also  be

executed for their beliefs. Moreover, doctors who have once performed abortions or

have provided birth control in the old regime are executed as well. 

Apart from Men’s Salvaging and Gender Treachery, Offred, in one of the

shopping trips with Ofglen, tells how Gilead regime approaches Jews. Ofglen and

Offred goes to the church and to the Wall. This time, they see two new bodies on the

Wall who are both from religious sects that are not approved in Gilead. One is a

Catholic, and the other one is marked with J. Offred could not recognize the sect

and does not understand what the word J means. J does not mean Jewish because

Jews would be marked with a yellow star when they are hanged on the Wall.

There are  not  many Jews in Gilead “because they were declared Sons of

Jacob and therefore special, they were given a choice” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s

Tale”, 210).  They  have  options  of  converting  and emigrating  to  Israel.  Many of

them emigrated to Israel but it was not easy journey for them because of the tests

they are given by Gilead government. Offred depicts the emigration that she sees on

the TV: “leaning over the railings in their black coats and hats and their long beards,

trying to look as Jewish as possible, in costumes fished up from the past, the women

with shawls over their heads, smiling and waving, a little stiffly its true, as if they

were posing, and another shot, of the richer ones, lining up for the planes” (Atwood,

The Handmaid’s Tale”,  211). 

Some  of  them  are  only  pretended  to  be  Jewish  to  escape  Gilead.  Offred

remembers watching them on the TV too: “raids at night, secret hoards of Jewish

things  dragged  out  from  under  beds,  Torahs,  talliths,  Mogen  Davids.  And  the

owners of them, sullen-faced, unrepentant, pushed by the eyes against the walls of

their  bedrooms,  while  the  sorrowful  voice  of  the  announcer  tells  us  voice-over

about  their  perfidy  and ungratefulness”  (Atwood,  The  Handmaid’s  Tale”,   211).

Although, many of them leaves Gilead, those who pretends or refuse to convert are

hanged on the Wall.

 Particicution  is  another  term  created  in  Gilead  regime.  Men  who  are

executed in the way of “Particicution”, often commit crimes related to women, such

as rape. In a day of Particicution, Aunt Lydia explains the crime committed by a

man to the Handmaids; “This man, says Aunt Lydia has been convicted of rape…
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He was once a Guardian. He has disgraced his uniform. He has abused his position

of trust. His partner in viciousness has already been shot. The penalty for rape as

you know is death” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale”, 290). After Aunt Lydia blows

her whistle, handmaids begin to kick his head and push him to death as they are

forced to do so. However, it is further understood that men who are convicted of

rape  are  not  rapists.  Rather,  they  are  executed  for  getting  involved  in  Mayday

resistance movement; “Don’t be stupid. He was not rapist at all, he was a political.

He was one of ours” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale”, 292). Ofglen’s words reveal

the truth and shows how the authorities of Gilead make up stories to manipulate

women.

Ofglen in the novel, is presented as a rebellious character and she is one of

the most important members of Mayday Resistance Movement. Mayday Resistance

Movement is a movement that is against the oppressive Gilead regime. Although,

joining to this resistance is very risky, in the novel, Offred and Ofglen take this risk.

Risk-taking  in  the  Handmaid’s  Tale  is  presented  as  to  act  against  totalitarian

government of Gilead as well as to take risk against the patriarchal interpretation of

the religion and to become sinners in the regime. For example, the concept of risk is

seen  in  Offred’s  talk  to  Moira  at  the  Red Center  and  at  Jezebel’s  and  when she

accepts  to  see  the  Commander’s  alone.  In  addition,  Moira’s  escape  from  Red

Center  and  and  Ofglen’s  participation  to  Mayday  are  other  resistant  acts  and

examples of inclusion of women in both risk and utopian discourse.

On  the  other  hand,  the  terms;  “unwomen”  and  “unbaby”  are  unique  to

Gilead  regime.  In  Gilead,  unwomen  is  defined  as  women  who  cannot  fulfil  the

expectations of Republic of Gilead’s regime and they must be either killed or sent to

Colonies. Handmaids are often forced to watch documentaries including Unwomen

documentary.  While  watching  an  Unwomen  documentary,  Offred  compares  her

clothes that she wears before Gilead regime; “She is wearing the same kind of outfit

Aunt  Lydia  told  us  was  typical  of  Unwomen in  those  days,  overall  jeans  with  a

green and mauve thing Moira once wore, the sort of thing I can remember wearing,

long ago, myself” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale”, 129). She adds that they are

not allowed to listen what Unwomen says in such documentaries; “they don’t play

the soundtrack, on movies like these, though they do on the porno films. They want

us  to  hear  the  screams  and  grunts  and  shrieks  of  what  is  supposed  to  be  either

extreme pain or extreme pleasure or both at once, but they don’t want us to hear
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what the Unwomen are saying” (Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale”, 129).

 Unbaby  is  another  term  to  describe  children  who  are  born  with  birth

defects.  When  Janine  gives  birth,  Offred  wonders  if  she  gets  an  Unbaby;  “or

something else, an Unbaby, with a pinhead or a snout like a dog’s or two bodies, or

a  hole  in  his  heart  or  no  arms,  or  webbed  hands  and  feet?”  (Atwood,  The

Handmaid’s  Tale”,  122).  Women  give  birth  to  Unbabies  because  of  the  toxic

materials and environmental pollution caused by the Colonies; “the chances are one

in four, we learned that at the Centre. The air got too full, once, of chemicals, rays,

radiation, the water swarmed with toxic molecules, all of that takes years to clean

up,  and  meanwhile  they  creep  into  your  body,  camp  out  in  your  fatty  cells”

(Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale”,  122). 

As I earlier have mentioned that according to Alderman, “feminist science

fiction always ask; “how much of what we think now, today, in generic western

culture about men and women is innate in the human species and how much is just

invented.  And  if  we’ve  invented  it  then  could  we,  for  better  or  worse,  invent  it

differently?”  The  answers  for  those  questions  are  dystopian  as  in  Atwood’s

dystopian work the Handmaid’s Tale. 

Alderman read the  novel  as  a  young Orthadox Jew and the  name Offred

made her reconsider changing her name in the case of a marriage. Another reason

what makes the novel terrifying is its plausibility and how she could foresee a state

like Gilead coming to exist, step by step. In this sense, Alderman thinks that “the

politics of fear are always same” and they are easily recognisable in retrospect. In

this  sense,  Alderman  and  other  writers  of  feminist  dystopian  fiction  could  be

considered as a warning to the realities in which the unthinkable suddenly becomes

thinkable. The Republic of Gilead is an example of an unimaginable regime that

becomes imaginable in Atwood’s novel; the Handmaid’s Tale.

Alderman is correct in the ways in which fear plays a central role in this

novel  as  well  as  how this  could  very  well  happen  in  the  United  States.  In  other

words, the novel is plausible and perhaps, this makes the story so scary.  

In  order  to  understand  how  religion  is  used  as  a  force  to  control  in  the

Handmaid’s Tale, one should look at the rise of Christian religious fundamentalism

in the United States in the early 1980s. Atwood, in the Handmaid’s Tale draws upon

the political situation of the United States in 1980s. At that time, the rise of the New
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Right in the United States along with Christian fundamentalism. Republic of Gilead

is constructed by Christian fundamentalists. Gilead is based on fundamentalism and

misogyny  and  is  structured  to  manipulate  women  and  enforce  misogynistic

concepts.  Gilead  regime  entirely  control  women’s  bodies  and  women  have  no

authority of self. In addition, the language spoken in Gilead reflects the impact of

patriarchal understanding of Christianity. The reconstruction of language aims to

maintain the misogynistic ideals of Gilead. On the other hand, the rituals practiced

in the regime represent the patriarchal structure of Gilead. In fundamentalist Gilead

government,  there  are  several  rituals  and  practices  to  control  and  oppress  the

residents such as the Ceremony and the Salvagings.

Margaret Atwood in the Handmaid’s Tale approaches religion as a force to

control individuals and the society as a whole. Atwood makes it  clear that if the

traditional  patriarchal  religious  groups  become  very  extreme,  this  can  be  more

harmful  for  women  then  it  usually  is.  Atwood  warns  the  reader  how  Christian

fundamentalist groups can use religion as a dangerous tool to control and shape the

society in which women are undermined and oppressed. 

Unlike  Atwood,  Starhawk  introduces  her  understanding  of  religion  as

neutral in the Fifth Sacred Thing. The novel, on one hand, portrays religion as a tool

to oppress individuals. On the other hand, Starhawk shows how religion can be a

force  for  good.  The  Fifth  Sacred  Thing”  presents  a  utopian  society  called  “The

North”  which  is  an  alternative  to  the  Christian  fundamentalist  dystopia;  “The

Stewards”  and  “The  Millenialists”.  The  next  chapter  introduces  the  religious

discussions  related  to  Christian  fundamentalism  and  neo-Pagan  feminist

spirituality.
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Chapter 4: The Analysis of the Fifth Sacred Thing

Starhawk is a bestselling author and an ecofeminist theologian (Kraemer,

52).  The  novel  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing  by  American  author  Starhawk  was  first

published  in  1993.  The  novel  introduces  both  a  utopic  world  of  the  North  and

dystopic world of the South that take place in 2048, San Francisco.  

The Fifth Sacred Thing presents the story of Maya, Bird and Madrone who

are the Witches of different generations. The story starts with Maya’s depiction of

the  anarchist-run  city  of  San  Francisco;  “from  above,  blocks  of  old  row  houses

defined streets that no longer existed. Instead, bicycles and electric carts and the

occasional horse moved through a labyrinth of narrow walkways that snaked and

twined through the green” (Starhawk, 1). As Maya explains, the City “chose food

over weapons” (Starhawk, 3).

In the City, there are four sacred thing; earth, fire, water and air that can’t be

owned by someone (Starhawk, 72). One can access the fifth sacred thing which is

the spirit, through balancing the other four and living in harmony with nature. The

spirit as the fifth sacred thing can be obtained through balancing those four sacred

things.  The  spirit  is  the  secret  power  of  the  City  and  is  used  to  resist  against
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totalitarian neighbours. The residents of the North use religion and spirituality to

worship,  to achieve equality,  justice and beauty in their  community.  In the City,

they are encouraged to make love as much as possible to honor the fifth sacred thing

and most of the residents embrace polyamorous and queer relationships. 

The residents belive in Paganism which in the novel refers to the “eclectic

mixture of  traditions” (Starhawk,  11).  Their  belief  includes practicing witchcraft

for defending and healing purposes (Starhawk, 64). There is a strong connection

between sexual freedom, diversity and religion in the City.  In other words, the City

is built on religious and racial diversity. Therefore, the novel is distinctive within

feminist  SF  utopian  arena.  At  the  same  time,  the  novel  shares  a  similar

characteristic  with  many  utopias  of  Women’s  Liberation  as  well.  As  in  many

feminist utopias of Women’s Liberation Movement, the Fifth Sacred Thing shows

“a  late-capitalist  concern  for  the  ecology”  (Zaki,  245).  Concerning  ecology,

Starhawk’s utopian City provides strategies for environmental sustainability.

Unlike the anarchist City of the North, their neighbours live in a dystopian

world of the South in which the conservative military regime uses religion as a tool

to  oppress  the  society.  Although,  the  novel  does  not  mention  specifically  which

religious group takes over the South, Starhawk, throughout the novel often refers to

the extremist Christian right.

4.1 The Extreme Variation of the Christian Right

The discussions of religion and spirituality in the Fifth Sacred Thing touch

on an extreme varition of the Christian right. In the Fifth Sacred Thing, the utopian

society; “the North” defends themselves against the totalitarian neighbours through

non-violent acts. Those neighbours are under control of the military regime called

“the Stewards”. 

The way how the City defends their place against the patriarchal neighbours

indicates Octavia Butler’s idea of human nature that “men are intrinsically more

violent than women” (Zaki, 41). The regime in the South is extremely patriarchal

and  militaristic.  On  the  other  hand,  the  North  in  which  feminist  neo-Pagan

understanding of religion is embraced is non-violent and always choose life over

guns. 
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When  the  Stewards  attacked  people  in  the  North  in  2028,  many  people

joined four old women against the Stewards and “went on to blockade streets and

take  food  out  of  warehouses”.  Although,  San  Franciscans  defend  themselves

without any violent acts, they succeeded in defeating the Stewards who used violent

acts  towards  San Franciscans.  “The Stewards  evacuated,  trying to  starve out  the

residents,  but  the  San  Franciscans  ended  up  surviving  by  forming  anarchist

organizations”  (Starhawk,  17).  Unlike  their  neighbors,  these  anarchist

organizations built an eco-feminist and neo-Pagan ways of living in the North.

In the end of the novel, the Stewards intend to attack the City again. That is

why  the  City  decides  to  send  Bird  to  the  South  to  make  alliances  with  other

rebellious groups. This is an important example of how the novel approaches risk-

taking.  In  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing,  risk  can  be  conceptualized  as  transformative.

Like Fuller, Starhawk creates characters who are able to take their own physical and

intellectual  risk.  However,  Starhawk’s  understanding  of  utopianism differs  itself

from Fuller’s in terms of discussions of safety over equality. Unlike Fuller’s vision,

the core of Starhawk’s utopia does not favour safety over equality. 

Another example of risk-taking is City’s non-violent resistance. The City

does not take violent action towards Stewards, as a consequence, many residents

dies.  However,  equality  and  equal  access  to  the  natural  resources  are  key

characteristics  of  the  City.  Therefore,  in  terms  of  taking  risk,  Starhawk  put

emphasis on equality more than safety.  

The City refuses to defend themselves with violent acts.  Although, many

people  die  while  resisting  against  dystopian  surroundings  non-violently,

“eventually, responding to the Witches’ promise that “there is room for you at our

table,”  the  oppressed  and  frightened  soldiers  begin  to  desert”  (Kraemer,  61).

Although, in the end, there is not that much detail about how the soldiers join the

utopian community, the novel, nevertheless, ends with hope.

In  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing,  Starhawk  makes  references  to  patriarchal

interpretation  of  Christianity  as  practiced  in  the  United  States.  Starhawk,  in  the

construction  of  religious  and  totalitarian  dystopian  world  outside  of  the  City,

emphasizes the extreme variation of Christianity in which religion is used as a tool

of oppression,  instead of a tool of worship.  The way how Starhawk presents the

neighbours  of  the  North  shows  Starhawk’s  concern  about  environmental  crisis,

oppressive religions, patriarchy, brutality against black bodies and militarism in the
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United States. On the contrary, as an alternative to the dystopian world of Christian

fundamentalists, in the Fifth Sacred Thing, Starhawk creates a utopian world which

is based on Goddess tradition and neo-Paganism.

4.2 Feminist Neo-Paganism and Goddess Tradition

Feminist spirituality movement is one of the most fascinating new religious

movements  developed  in  the  United  States  in  the  past  twenty  years.  Feminist

spirituality movement originally has emerged out of radical political feminism and

Jewish and Christian feminism. However, the movement “has come to encompass a

vast  collection  of  religious  artifacts,  ranging  from  divination  and  magic  to

neopaganism and Goddess worship” (Eller, 279). Its most important sociological

manifestation is feminist witchcraft.

Feminist witchcraft centres Goddess worship and seasonal celebrations in

small  groups  of  practitioners  (Eller,  280).  Similarly,  in  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing,

Goddess  worship  and  seasonal  celebrations  form the  basis  of  the  religion  in  the

North.  The residents consider Goddess as immanent and worship Goddess in the

City. Goddess refers to “Mother Earth” and connects itself with nature as well as

appears in mixture of traditions;

The  upper  slopes  of  the  hill  were  dotted  with  shrines  to  Goddesses  and

Gods,  ancestors  and spirits.  Some were  elaborately  sculpted and painted,

some as simple as an offering basket under a tree.  They encompassed an

eclectic mixture of traditions. A coirn of memorial stones crowned a green

mound  dedicated  to  the  Earth  Goddess,  who  could  be  called  Gaia,  or

Tonantzin, or simply Madre Tierra, Mother Earth” (Starhawk, 11). 

In  the  novel,  Goddess  Worship  is  the  alternative  to  worshipping  God  as  a  male

figure. Unlike patriarchal understanding of religions, feminist spirituality includes

“all religious or spiritual beliefs or activities that claim both a feminist worldview

and a position outside normative religion” (Eller, 280). In this sense, in the Fifth

Sacred Thing, Starhawk introduces Goddess tradition as a radical alternative to the

patriarchal religions. 

The  development  of  Goddess  tradition  goes  back  to  1976  when  Merlin

Stone’s provocative book, “When God Was a Woman was published (Weaver, 52).
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In1970s, “encouraged by Merlin Stone, and thoroughly discontented with their own

traditions,  a  group  of  feminist  theologians  and  historians  began  their  pursuit  of

Goddess  religion as  a  realistic  alternative to Judaism and Christianity” (Weaver,

52).  Further  in  1977,  Carol  P.  Christ,  published a review of feminist  theological

literature  that  “categorized  feminist  theologians  either  as  "reformist"  or

"revolutionary" on the basis of their response to Mary Daly's work; Gyn/Ecology”.

Reformists believe in reforming patriarchal traditions whereas revolutionaries such

as Starhawk “urged women to search through history and prehistory to find new

myths of female empowerment” (Weaver, 53). Starhawk, in the Fifth Sacred Thing,

presents a revolutionary view of theology.

In 1980s,  the Goddess and expansion of  "the Craft"  reached everywhere.

Conferences  and  meetings  about  the  Goddess  attracted  “scholars,  practicing

witches,  pantheists,  healers,  tarot  readers,  repertory  groups  devoted  to  staging

Goddess  events,  and  a  host  of  other  women's  groups  that  were  drawn  to  what

Charlene  Spretnak  called  "the  rise  of  spiritual  power  within  the  feminist

movement” (Weaver, 54). Thus, by the mid-1980s, "feminist spirituality" referred

to the religious experiences based on Goddess religion and witchcraft (Weaver, 55).

The utopian City; “the North” embraces feminist neo-Pagan understanding

of religion. In order to understand the religion in the context of feminist neo-Pagan

City  in  Starhawk’s  novel,  one  must  look  at  the  meaning  and  definition  of  neo-

Paganism. According to Weaver, neopagans are group of practitioners who think

that their religious tradition is older than other major world religions (Weaver, 49).

“Neopaganism includes contemporary revivals of witchcraft and Goddess religion

as  well  as  Druids,  believers  in  old  Celtic  religion,  and  others”  (Weaver,  49).

Although, neo-Paganism has emotional and psychic ties with many other religious

groups (Weaver, 50), among all these other traditions, the Goddess religion is the

most  relevant  and  important  one  for  the  analysis  of  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing.

Starhawk, in the creation of the utopian City, considers the Goddess as the centre of

a new religious world. 

Paganism is a diverse practice, however, most Pagans worship Goddess or

goddesses  that  are  regarded  immanent  in  nature  and  most  of  them  believes  that

Goddess  rituals  are  based  on  all  acts  of  love  and  pleasure  that  are  sacred  in  all

forms. They see each other as “striving toward greater consciousness and harmony”
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(Kramer, 58). For some, this refers to restoring a lost time of peace as in matriarchal

prehistory. 

The Goddess tradition has a lot to do with time. When Felski’s exploration

of feminist understanding of time is taken into account, it can be said that in the

Fifth  Sacred  Thing,  time  is  presented  as  regression  and  repetition  in  relation  to

Felski’s  article.  Time  is  repetitive  in  the  City  because  it  presents  women’s

alignment with cyclical time. 

In,  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing  time  can  also  be  regarded  “regressive”.  The

residents of the North reclaim “the mythic legacy” and affirms “the lost mother”

(Felski, 24). Matriarchal prehistory and sacred maternal past form the basis of time

as regression as well as the basis of paganism discussed in the novel. 

Time  is  also  repetitive  in  the  novel  because  the  residents  of  the  North

worship  Goddess  and  its  reflection  on  the  moon  as  in  pre-historic,  non-Western

times.  They  believe  that  in  the  beginning  of  time,  “women  were  revered  and

worshiped; the rhythms of female embodiment allowed them a unique connection

to the cosmos” (Felski, 24). Likewise, in the Fifth Sacred Thing, the fictional city of

San  Francisco,  women are  worshiped  in  the  form of  Goddess  and  the  phases  of

moon  is  presented  as  a  sacred  repetition.  Every  phase  of  the  moon refers  to  the

Mother Goddess.

Similar to Felski, Weaver points out how the Goddess and time connect to

each other. According to Weaver, “the Goddess appears to emerge out of a lost past

with an invitation to criticize the present and to create a new future” (Weaver, 64).

Therefore, in the Fifth Sacred Thing, the utopian City of the North shows the reader

how Goddess feminism can succeed in imagining a new future while referring to a

lost past and criticizing the present.

Goddess feminists consider the emergence of patriarchy “as a defeat of a

woman-centered world” (Weaver, 62). Thus, they put emphasis on ancient history

and claim that from the very beginning of human history, patriarchy is a culturally

constructed  system  rather  than  a  reality  given  by  God.  Consequently,  Goddess

feminists  offer  alternatives  to  the  patriarchal  living  “empowered  by  a  myth  of

prehistoric  societies  modeled  on  partnership  rather  than  on  domination”  and

“Goddess feminism embodies a hope for something beyond the present moment.”

(Weaver, 62). In this sense, neo-Paganism functions as a way to imagine a probable

and better alternative in the future like in the Fifth Sacred Thing.
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Starhawk’s the Fifth Sacred Thing  takes place in a fictional future that is

likely  to  happen  in  our  current  world.  In  the  construction  of  the  utopian  City,

Starhawk  used  feminist  Neo-paganism  as  a  religious  alternative  to  Christian

fundamentalism. Within this religious alternative, ethical non-monogamy plays an

important role.

4.3 Ethical Non-Monogamy

After  practicing  communal  and  non-monogamous  living,  the  term

polyamory  is  coined  by  Zell’s  partner  to  describe  ethical  non-monogamous

relationships in 1992. In 1990s, both the term and the practice have attracted many

Pagans and have become an important Pagan practice (Kraemer, 60).

In Starhawk’s novel, Pagan ethical nonmonogamy plays a key role and the

free expression of sexuality is one of the most crucial aspect of the philosophy of

Starhawk’s  fiction;  “the  practice  of  ethical  nonmonogamy  and  explicitly  sacred

sexual ritual is a key consequence of the belief that the earth, the human body, and

erotic pleasure are fundamentally holy” (Kraemer, 61). Loving sexual expressions

are the acts of celebration and worship. Freedom and pleasure are tools to create a

just society.

“She slid off  her clothes and stood in the center of the circle.  The others

surrounded her and began to chant her name softly. She closed her eyes and

let herself be stroked, by the sound of their voices, by the soft touch of their

hands,  until  her  skin  became  electric,  charged  with  fire.  .  .  .  .“Thou  art

Goddess,” they chorused softly” (Starhawk, 145).

Starhawk’s words show the alternative sexual ethics is presented in the Fifth Sacred

Thing. “Thou art Goddess” is “a feminized version of Valentine Michael Smith’s

declaration  of  immanent  divinity  in  Robert  A.  Heinlein’s  1961  Stranger  in  a

Strange Land (Kraemer, 53). Heinlein’s fictional novel has helped spread ethical

nonmonogamy among contemporary Pagan and inspired Starhawk’s presentation

of ethical non-monogamy in the novel. 
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Many residents in the City are queer and they embrace polyamory, in other

words, ethical non-monogamy. Bird’s categorization of family during his dialogue

with Littlejohn captures the essence of the relationships in the North; “Littlejohn,

when I say my family, I mean all my lovers and all their lovers and kids and ex-

lovers  and everyone-  and half  of  them are  faggots,  at  least  half  of  the  time.  We

consider  it  as  a  word to  be proud of”  (Starhawk,  86).  Bird,  further  explains  that

being in a non-monogomous relationship does not mean that there is no jealousy;

“I’m not saying nobody ever gets jealous. But we work it out” (Starhawk, 87). As

Kraemer argues that nonmonogamy is not presented as easy, but it  is  at  least no

harder than monogamy (Kraemer, 69)

Moreover,  according  to  Kraemer,  in  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing,  “the  sexual

ritual  in  which  protagonist  Madrone  seeks  healing  is  explicitly  queer  and

polyamorous; divinity is considered to be multiple rather than based on the union of

stylized opposites” (Kraemer, 69);

“One by one they called the God into the men, with delicate touches

that left them rampant. They all stood for a moment in a circular embrace.

… They were linked, each in contact with the rest, and as they matched their

breathing, they began to sink into the deeper link, into the point where each

was part of the whole that was them all, until the energy opened, each of

them a velvet petal unfolding from a bud with a common heart,  and they

began to move together, in a dance of hands, lips, breasts, cocks, vulvas, an

interweaving  of  energies  that  sounded  high  notes  and  deep  notes  and

syncopated rhythms of pleasure” (Starhawk, 146).

The  characters  in  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing  embraces  divinity  “as  being

immanent within themselves as a group and within being as a whole” (Kraemer,

66). In the novel, sexual contact is considered as a way to experience oneness. This

understanding reflects the concept of sacred sexuality in contemporary American

Paganism.

Unlike, Heinlein’s understanding of sacred sexuality, Starhawk is one of the

first Pagan theologians “to abandon the concept of polarity in favor of that of eros”.

She embraces “the concept of the erotic as the magnetic energy that passes between

all living things—not just in pairs, but also in groups”. According to Kraemer, this

understanding makes a queer Pagan theology possible. 
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4.4 Ecological Balance

Ecological Balance is another significant aspect of Paganism presented in

the fictional society of “The North”. The City is based on ecological sustainability

which brings freedom and justice. The residents declare water, air, earth and fire as

sacred things. Moreover, every living creature has a spirit including animals. 

In  the  utopian  City  in  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing,  “noone  in  this  city  goes

hungry.  No  one  lacks  shelter.  No  child  lacks  home”  (Starhawk,  19).  Starhawk

inserts original songs and poems in the Fifth Sacred Thing from her real-life Pagan

community.  In  the  novel,  Starhawk  presents  the  ritual  words  and  actions  which

could  shape  the  beginnings  of  a  Pagan  practice.  In  this  sense,  “May  you  never

hunger; may you never thirst” is a standard part of her community’s food blessing”

(Kraemer, 54). 

In addition, Madrone’s explanation of four sacred thing makes it clear that

every living creature is valued in the City; “to us, Madrone said, everything has a

soul. Or a spirit, at leats Consciousness. Animals, plants. Air and fire and earth and

water. Like it says in the declaration of the Four Sacred Things, We are part of the

earth life,  and so sacred.  No one of us stands higher or  lower than any another”

(Starhawk,  186).  This  understanding  reflects  the  strong  connection  between

ecological balance and religion in the City.

On  the  other  hand,  the  discussions  of  vegetarianism  reflect  the  City’s

concern  about  environment.  When  Isis  asks  Bird  about  their  ideas  on  animal

consumption, Bird answers;

“That’s one of the most long-standing debates we have in the City,

throughout  the  watershed,  realy.  It  comes  up  over  and  over  again  in

Council. A lot of people think we all should be strict vegetarians, not eat any

animals,  not  eat  eggs  and  cheese  or  drink  milk,  because  you  can’t  really

raise animals for dairy without killing the males. But a lot of us believe we

can’t do without the animals- not just for meat but for the part they play in



64

the system. We need their wastes for fertilizer; we use every part of the ones

we do kill”. (Starhawk, 186).

Bird’s words capture the essence of environmental consciousness in the City.

The discussions of  vegetarianism show that  the City put  emphasis  on ecological

balance and environmental sustainability.

In  conclusion,  the  Fifth  Sacred  Thing  introduces  a  utopic  society  that

centres women and nature. The City embraces ecofeminist and neo-Pagan approach

to the religion. Their belief includes practicing witchcraft to heal others in need and

to defend the City against the totalitarian neighbors. In addition, ecological balance

and Goddess worship are two other aspects of Paganism presented in the City. On

top  of  that,  in  the  North,  ethical  non-monogamy  and  queer  relationships  are

accepted and encouraged.

Starhawk, in her novel uses religion as a tool to empower women and to

provide  ecological  sustainability.  Although,  Starhawk  shows  the  evil  side  of

religion  in  the  creation  of  the  dystopic  world  of  the  South,  she  emphasizes  that

religion can be a force for both evil and good. Starhawk’s fictional novel makes it

clear that religion can be a tool to oppress women and the societies as well as to

bring peace. 

Chapter 5: Conclusion

Feminist  utopian/dystopian  literature  emerged  as  an  important  part  of

feminist literature during Women’s Liberation Movement. In this period, many

women writers explored the issues of gender in feminist futures. Likewise, both

novels were published during this period when British, Canadian and American

feminist writers became productive. 

The Handmaid’s Tale  is  a dystopian fiction published in 1985. The story

takes place in an indeterminate future in the United States. Atwood, in this novel

constructs  the  fictional  government  of  Gilead  in  which  Christian  fundamentalist

regime control women’s bodies and women have no authority of self. In the regime,
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any women lose their access education and paid work. Thus, they lose their account

of time. In addition to the lack of agency of women, Gilead oppresses homosexuals,

abortionists, and religious sects other than their own.

Atwood,  in  the  Handmaid’s  Tale  drew  on  the  political  situation  of  the

United States in the early years of 1980s. At that time, in the United States, the New

Right  and  Christian  fundamentalists  used  the  politics  of  sexuality,  family  and

reproduction as tools to manipulate American society. The New Right was entirely

against feminist ideologies and women’s bodies were used to control the society.

Similarly,  in  Gilead  regime,  religion  is  politicized.  The  alliance  between

conservative  Christianity  and  the  state  of  Gilead  brings  a  dystopic  world  into

existence. In this dystopic world, the patriarchal interpretation of the Bible forms

the basis and religious language is constructed to maintain the power of Gilead over

women and over other marginalized groups.

Gilead regime, like the traditional understanding of Christianity is based on

the idea that God is capable of everything and he is male. On the other hand, women

are  sinful  and  incapable  beings  and  inferior  to  men.  This  understanding  of

Christianity shapes the structure of Gilead as well as many rituals and practices in

the regime.

This  portrayal  of  Christianity  is  in  marked  contrast  to  the  Fifth  Sacred

Thing.  Along  with  the  critique  of  patriarchal  understanding  of  Christianity,

Starhawk’s  novel  introduces  a  utopian  City  in  future  San  Francisco.  The  City

called  “the  North”  is  based  on  ecofeminist  and  neo-Pagan  understanding  of

religion.  This  neo-Pagan  understanding  of  religion  is  feminist  and  based  on

Goddess worship. 

The Fifth Sacred Thing is published in 1993 and the story sets in future San

Francisco in 2048 where the residents of the North non-violently defend their place

against  the  totalitarian  neighbours.  The  neighbours  that  live  in  the  South  are

controlled by a Christian fundemantalist military regime called “the Stewards” and

“the Millenialists”. 

On  the  contrary,  in  the  City;  “The  North”,  people  live  in  harmony  with

earth, fire, water and air that are considered as four sacred things. The fifth sacred

thing which is the spirit  can be obtained through balancing the other four sacred

things.  The  residents  of  the  North  believe  in  neo-Paganism  and  they  practice
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witchcraft for defending and healing purposes. As an important part of their belief,

the residents have polyamorous and queer relationships. Also, the City is based on

sustainable economy in which no one struggles from poverty or hunger. 

The  Goddess  figure  is  crucial  to  the  understanding  of  spirituality  in

utopian City. The Goddess is an abundant mother figure that sustains life. In the

Fifth Sacred Thing, ecological sustainability forms a basis for justice, freedom and

equality.

Although,  in  Atwood’s  novel;  the  Handmaid’s  Tale,  religion  is  clearly  a

tool to oppress and manipulate women, religion and spirituality in feminist science

fiction can be used both as a force for evil and for good like in Starhawk’s novel; the

Fifth Sacred Thing. When religion comes its extremist patriarchal forms as in the

Handmaid’s Tale, it can be a tool to control the society. However, Stahawk’s novel

proves that religion can empower women as well as it can provide a strategy for

sustainable development. 

Feminist  utopian/dystopian  literature  is  crucial  to  feminism  because

feminist utopias and dystopias are bridges between feminist theories and practices.

Feminist utopian/dystopian literature can “create a place where fiction can become

practice that then returns to fiction to inspire wider social change” (Kraemer, 72).

Thus, this liberating literature can provide powerful insights into the change that

feminism seeks. 

Feminist utopian/dystopian novels are passionate for change and can help

the reader make sense of alternative realities along with helping the reader imagine

different world views. That is why, these novels have a great potential to inspire

religious  movements  and  to  change  the  traditional  patriarchal  understanding  of

religions with feminist ones. Because of that, the role of religion is very significant

for feminist science fiction and utopian/dystopian literature. However, there are not

enough studies that analyse the importance of religion and spirituality in the context

of  this  literature.  Therefore,  the  role  of  religion  and  spirituality  in  feminist

utopian/dystopian   literature  needs  more  attention  and  must  be  analysed  more

deeply.
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