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Introduction

When the word ‘captivity’ occurs, the definition of Human Rights comes to mind. The 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights has been signed by most governments of the last 50 

years.1 The following article is recognized in the Declaration:”All human beings are born free 

and equal in dignity and rights.They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act 

towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.”2 Freedom is a word with a complex and wide 

meaning, but it is vital that humans feel free to talk and express themselves and the freedom 

of choice is also one important factor. 

One novel that discusses women in captivity is The Handmaid´s Tale3 written by 

Margaret Atwood. She was born in Ottawa in 1939, the second out of three children. She 

attended school fulltime when she was eleven years old and knew that she wanted to write 

professionally when she was 16. She is a winner of many prizes; one called The Arthur C. 

Clarke Award. Atwood is among the most honoured authors of fiction and she has written 

both novels and poetry.4 The Handmaid’s Tale was the first of her novels to reach a large

audience in the US. It was also made into a film in 1990, something which made the story

even more popular. The story deals with a lot of number of women’s issues and critics claim 

that it is a feminist novel.5 The novel is told by one of the female victims in the Gileaden 

society. Her name is Offred and she is a baby-maker. She is valued only for her ovarie and is 

living in a house with the Commander and his wife, seperated from her own family. During 

an interview, Atwood says that The Handmaid’s Tale applies to events that have happened 

                                                
1 http://www.globalissues.org/article/138/human-rights-for-all, 17/01/2009
2 http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html, 16/01/2009
3 Margaret Atwood. The Handmaid’s Tale (New York: Anchor Books, 1985)
4 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margaret_Atwood, 16/01/2009
5
 Kim A. Loudermilk. Fictional feminism: how American bestsellers affect the movement for women's equality 

(New York : Routledge, 2004)

http://www.globalissues.org/article/138/human-rights-for-all
http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margaret_Atwood
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and are still happening in the world.6 “The Handmaid’s Tale is also, in some ways, Atwood’s 

strongest manifesto for freedom of the press- its abolition in the novel signifies an end to 

individual freedom and human rights.”7

Another text dealing with the theme of captivity is called the Prisoner of Tehran8 by 

Marina Nemat. Nemat was born in 1965 in Tehran and brought up as a Catholic. The novel is 

autobiographical and contains her experiences during the Iranian Revolution, when there was 

opposition against Mohammed Reza Shah led by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, also the 

founder of the Islamic Republic. “According to Ayatollah Khomeini, one of the Shah’s ‘most 

despicable sins’ was the fact that Iran was one of the original group of nations that drafted 

and approved the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.”9 Marina Nemat was arrested at 

the age of 16 years and sentenced to death. She is tortured and almost killed at the prison, but 

she is rescued by a prison guard who she is later forced to marry. Her book was published in 

2007 and is now translated into 13 languages. Marina received the Human Dignity Prize in 

2007. The prize “celebrates organizations and individuals working for a world free from 

intolerance and social injustice, a world where fundamental human rights are respected.”10

However, there have been some doubts about her story among Iranians. They claim that the 

details in the text are more fiction than her personal experiences.11

The Handmaid’s Tale and Prisoner of Tehran are two totally different texts, but there 

are some similarities in the stories when it comes to the theme of captivity, survival and the 

issue of human rights. Margaret Atwood kept a file with different stories about women’s 

                                                
6

Nischik M. Reingard. Margaret Atwood : Works and impact (Columbia, S.C. : Camden House ;Woodbridge 
: Boydell & Brewer, 2000)
7 Nischik M. Reingard, 29
8 Marina Nemat, Prisoner of  Tehran (London: John Murray Publishers, 2007)
9 Robert Spencer, 1962- Islam unveiled: disturbing questions about the world's fastest-growing faith (San 
Francisco : Encounter Books, c2003) 57
10 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marina_Nemat, 18/01/2009
11 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marina_Nemat, 18/01/2009

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marina_Nemat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marina_Nemat
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freedom and on her book tours she presented evidence that she had not created anything new 

in the Gileadean society. One of the stories in her file concerned the Iranian Revolution. 

“By 1984, Ayatollah Khomeini had forced women out of Irarian universities, out of 

their jobs, and back into their burqas and their homes. Irarian prison refugees 

reported torture including the use of electric prods and frayed steel cables in 

beatings, and such a report by one woman found its way into Atwood's file.”12

The aim of this essay is to discuss and analyze female captivity and means of survival 

in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale and Marina Nemat’s Prisoner of Tehran. The 

first chapter will deal with different themes of captivity in the two texts. The themes include 

political oppression, emotional captivity and the power of language. Chapter two entitled,

‘Means of survival’, displays how the main characters are able to survive in an oppressed 

society.

                                                
12 Shirley Neuman. 'Just a Backlash': Margaret Atwood, Feminism, and The Handmaid's Tale. Volume 75, 
Number 3(Toronto: Univ Toronto Press Inc, Sum 2006) 859
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1.1 Political oppression

1.1.1 The Handmaid’s Tale

The novel is set in the Republic of Gilead, once the United States of America. In this future 

society, toxic chemicals and nuclear radiation construct a world where only a few women can 

bear children. Atwood writes about what the United States might look like if the extreme 

religious right wing gained power and the bible formed all the rules and laws in the society.

The women in the novel get the roles as homemakers and baby-makers, who are the official 

breeders for the society13. The men become Commanders, Guardians and Angels. The 

Republic of Gilead controls people and has strict rules about what is acceptable and what is 

not. Offred, the novel’s main character ends up at the Red Center to learn the rules of the new 

regime. Here she is taught how to be a good baby-maker, how to be obedient and silent and

also different exercises to increase her chances for conception. Also, they are not allowed to 

read or write and speech is only accepted at certain times. They are taught by the Aunts who 

are obedient to the new rules of Gilead. Offred knows that her freedom is lost when spending 

time at the Red Center. The handmaids are only allowed to spend a certain amount of time 

outside and the area is surrounded by a fence. “The guards weren’t allowed inside the 

building except when called, and we weren’t allowed out, except for our walks, twice daily, 

two by two around the football field, which was enclosed now by a chain-link fence topped 

with barbed wire.”14 Offred also points out that the Red Center is “for ladies in reduced 

circumstances” and that “the circumstances have been reduced; for those of us who still have 

circumstances”.15 The women who are stuck at the Red Center have one purpose only and 

                                                
13 http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/index.cfm?PgNm=TCE&Params=A1ARTA0011651, 15/01/2009 
14 Margaret Atwood, 4
15 Margaret Atwood, 8

http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/index.cfm?PgNm=TCE&Params=A1ARTA0011651
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that is to conceive, but is it worse than being sent to the Colonies? If a woman can’t bear 

children or if a handmaid doesn’t get pregnant they will be sent there. upphov

There is also a dress code for the women in the novel. The Martha’s have a green dress, 

similar to a surgeon’s gown that they wore a time before the existence of the Gileadean 

society. The wives of the commanders’ have a blue colored dress, while the handmaid’s have 

a red one. “Everything except the wings around my face is red: the color of blood, which 

defines us. The skirt is ankle-length, full, gathered to a flat yoke that extends over the breasts, 

the sleeves are full. The white wings too are prescribed issue; they are to keep us from seeing, 

but also from being seen.”16 Nobody is supposed to see the face of the handmaids, that is the 

purpose of the veil, they are invisible and not supposed to been seen as sexual beings. The 

color red indicates that they can conceive. The handmaids have no free will and their bodies 

are controlled by the society of Gilead. They have to go and see the doctor once a month for 

different tests, urine, hormones and blood. If she will become pregnant, the baby will be 

taken away from her and given to the Commander and his wife.

In the Gileadean society it is the bible that controls the government, it is a holy text and 

nobody except the people from the higher social class are allowed to own one, or read from 

it. One bible is locked up in the Commander’s house, because they are afraid of what the 

“servants” will do if they get their hands on it. The Commander reads from the bible every 

morning at breakfast, always the same story. “Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the 

earth.”17

Every day Offred goes shopping for food with the next door handmaid Ofglen. Since 

the handmaids are not allowed to read they get cards with pictures so they know what to buy 

for the Marthas. On their way to the food market they pass the Wall, where people get hanged 

if they are caught doing something illegal. The Wall is supposed to be a warning, but Offred 

                                                
16 Margaret Atwood, 8
17 Margaret Atwood, 88
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feels something else: “What we are supposed to feel towards these bodies is hatred and scorn. 

This isn’t what I feel. These bodies hanging on the Wall are time travellers, anachronisms. 

They’ve come here from the past.”18 She tries to see it from another point of view, perhaps to 

spare herself from the horrible things that have happened. It is the same thing with her name 

that they have taken away from her. Offred is trying to convince herself that the smaller 

things that occur around her are not so important, but in fact they are. Because now she 

belongs to someone, she belongs to Fred, Of- Fred. “My name isn’t Offred, I have another 

name, which nobody uses now because it is forbidden. I tell myself it doesn’t matter, your 

name is like your telephone number, useful to others; but what I tell myself is wrong. It does 

matter.”19

The handmaids are seen as objects, almost like animals. When a guardian is 

accused of rape, they gather all the handmaids in a circle and two guardians bring the 

accused man inside the circle. Aunt Lydia who announces the Salvaging says that it is up 

to the handmaids to decide his destiny. They will have to wait for the whistle and take 

some time until Aunt Lydia blows the whistle again. The audience sit and wait for the 

barbarity to escalate. After the incident, Offred is in a hurry back to the Commander’s 

house. She would like to wash off and scrub her hands to get rid of the smell, “The smell 

makes me feel sick”20. 

1.1.2 Prisoner of Tehran

The autobiography Prisoner of Tehran is about the Iranian Revolution of 1979. During the 

revolution, there was a lot of opposition against Mohammed Reza Shah who struggled to 

                                                
18 Margaret Atwood, 33
19 Margaret Atwood, 84
20 Margaret Atwood, 281
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modernize Iran with help from the US21. He used the secret police called the SAVAK to rule 

the country. The SAVAK was Iran’s most feared institution and killed many of Shah’s 

enemies.22 The opposition was led by Ayatollah Khonemeini who was the founder of the

Islamic Republic. Hundreds of supporters of the Shah were executed and many 

demonstrations were held in order to protest against the new extreme rules. One of the rules 

was the strict regulation of women’s dress code.23 In her autobiography Marina Nemat writes 

about the issues concerning the revolution and the political oppression that people went 

through. The following quotation describes what the streets looked like in her hometown and 

the demonstration that went on. “I walked to the church without looking up. There was 

nothing to see. Pictures of Ayatollah Khomeini and hateful slogans like “Death to 

America,”Death to Israel,”Death to Communists and All the Enemies of Islam”, and “Death 

to Anti-Revolutionaries” covered most walls.”24

Ayatollah Khomeini announced on March in 1979 that women had to wear hejab head 

covering. Alcohol and gambling were to be banned and women and men had to sit in 

different sections of the bus. He also banned all music on television and radio and the 

newspapers were banned.25 Marina Nemat’s text deals with these issues and Marina’s 

feelings about the chaos in the community. She can still at this point see hope when the snow 

is falling even if the changes in the community are dark and depressing.

Tehran always looked innocently beautiful under the deceiving curves of snow, and 

although the Islamic regime had banned most beautiful things, it couldn’t stop the 

snow from falling. The government had ordered women to cover their hair and had 

                                                
21 http://www.fsmitha.com/h2/ch29ir.html, 18/01/2009
22 http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,912364,00.html, 16/01/2009
23 http://www.iranchamber.com/history/islamic_revolution/islamic_revolution.php, 18/01/2009
24 Marina Nemat, 6
25 http://www.fsmitha.com/h2/ch29ir.html 18/01/2009

http://www.fsmitha.com/h2/ch29ir.html
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,912364,00.html
http://www.iranchamber.com/history/islamic_revolution/islamic_revolution.php
http://www.fsmitha.com/h2/ch29ir.html
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issued edicts against music, makeup, paintings of unveiled women, and Western 

books, which had all been declared satanic and therefore illegal.26

The wearing of the veil affects women in a way that makes them anonymous and non-

personal; they become just a silent being. The main reason for the veil is the need to control 

women’s freedom and sexuality, and also separate women from men. The veil is imposed in 

many countries either legally or under cultural and social pressure.27

To live in a society where danger and death are around every corner, affects people 

living in it. Marina’s thoughts about the past and how her life has changed, are putting her in 

captivity within herself. Her feelings about all the changes are extremely strong and therefore 

it makes it even harder for her to deal with the situation that has occurred, “she feels like a 

stranger in her own life”:

The world in which I had grown up and the rules by which I had lived and which I 

had believed to be set in stone were falling apart. I hated the revolution. It had 

caused violence and bloodshed, and I was sure that this was just a beginning. Soon 

came the military curfew, and soldiers and military trucks appeared at every corner. 

I was a stranger in my own life.28

People were marching and fighting for freedom, but the revolution was defeated by the 

Islamic tradition. This was the beginning of a dark era and has not ended. Anyone who would 

protest against the laws that a god or a prophet has pronounced is punished.29 As she writes:

The new regime had brought nothing but destruction and violence. School, which 

used to be the best part of my life, had turned into a kind of hell, and I had heard 

that the government was planning to close down all universities for restructuring, 

                                                
26 Marina Nemat, 6 
27 Azam Kamguian. Islam & Women’s Rights( Stockholm: Nasim Publications, 2002)
28 Marina Nemat, 93
29 Azam Kamguian, 38
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calling it the Islamic Cultural Revolution. And Arash was dead. There was nothing 

left.30

After her friend Arash dies, Marina feels like she has nothing left to live for. She is afraid of 

the guards who are marching on the street searching for victims or rebels. Marina’s friends 

are taken to the Evin prison and she is scared that she will never meet them again. One day, 

there is a knock on her door. It is a prison guard who is asking for her. Marina and her 

parents know that once they been at your door, they won’t leave without what they have 

come for. They bring Marina with them to the prison, and she doesn’t know what rebellious 

thing she might have done. “I explained that I had not organized anything, which was the 

truth. I had only asked the calculus teacher to teach calculus instead of politics. She had told 

me to get out of the classroom; I did, and my classmates followed me.”31 The guards didn’t 

believe that she had been on the list for this reason. They thought that she lied. The list was 

written from the principal at her school, who was a revolutionary guard. All pupils that the 

teachers believed were against the new rules had been put on the list, which in turn was sent 

to the prison guards at Evin. All their teachers had been replaced with young female 

revolutionary guards who spend hours talking about government propaganda. “Imagine being 

thirteen and fourteen years old and having to sit through that six, seven, eight hours a day, so 

it was boring.”32 Education is important for all of us. Azam Kumguian who is an Iranian 

author, writes about the impact of Islamic education on children and she states that a

complete separation between education and religion to protect children from manipulations is 

vital.33 In Prisoner of Tehran this is not the case.

Since Marina is at the Evin prison, she has no access to TV or newspapers and doesn’t 

know what happens in the outer world. She is only 16 years old and has been sentenced to a 

                                                
30 Marina Nemat, 125
31 Marina Nemat, 14
32 http://www.pbs.org/kcet/tavissmiley/archive/200705/20070518_nemat.html, 17/01/2009
33 Azam Kamguian, 64

http://www.pbs.org/kcet/tavissmiley/archive/200705/20070518_nemat.html
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lifetime in jail, yet she still doesn’t know what she has done wrong. At one time she is almost 

killed at the prison, but one of the guards rescues her. He asks her to marry him and she has

to make a choice to either marry him or send her parents and loved ones to jail. Marriage is 

regarded as a duty and a main goal, in the Koran 24:32 it says “And marry the single among

you”.34  Marriage is the best form of keeping sexual urges under control. The Koran advises 

all men to go home and have sexual intercourse with their wives if any temptations will 

occur, and the man will free his mind. When Ali is dead, Marina is not free to marry a 

Christian man. She is in love with André who is a Christian, but she can be killed if she gets 

married to him.

According to Islamic law, a Muslim woman isn’t allowed to marry a Christian man, 

but a Muslim man is allowed to marry a Christian woman. The fact that I had 

converted to Islam by force and under extraordinary circumstances was irrelevant 

before the government. If I confessed that I had renounced Islam and returned to 

Christianity, according to Islamic customs, I deserved to die.35

Now, she is imprisoned in a religion which wasn’t really her own choice to convert to.

When Marina was back home again after years of struggling, she looked for her books 

in her room, but they could not be found anywhere. The books were very important to her 

and contained memories and her grandmother’s stories. They were like an escape from her 

life, and she needed that. She had longed for them and now they all where gone.

“Your grandmother’s writings. Think Marina! If the guards came to our house 

again and found them, papers with Russian writings, what do you think they 

would’ve thought? It would have taken us years to prove we weren’t communists.” 

I didn’t blame my mother; she had been scared. This was the doing of the Islamic 

revolution.36

                                                
34 Tove Stang Dahl. The Muslim family: a study of women's rights in Islam (Oslo ; Stockholm: Scandinavian 
Univ. Press, 1997) 50
35 Marina Nemat, 251
36 Marina Nemat, 248
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Political oppression is obvious in the novel, as people are afraid of things that used to 

be normal in their lives before the revolution.
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1.2 Emotional captivity

1.2.1 The handmaid’s tale

Under the rules of the Gileadean Society, people have become separated from their loved 

ones. Offred has lost her husband Luke and her daughter. She is now only a breeder and 

nothing else. She isn’t allowed to use lotion or make-up and her hair can’t be exposed. There 

is supposed to be nothing beautiful about the handmaids. “There is suppose to be nothing 

entertaining about us, no room is permitted for the flowering of secret lusts; no special favors

are to be wheedled, by them or us, there are to be no toeholds for love. We are two-legged 

wombs, that’s all.”37

A confusing situation for Offred is during the so-called Ceremony, which is the 

reproduction act between the Commander, his wife and the handmaid. Serena Joy is 

spread out, her legs apart and Offred lies with her head on Serena’s stomach. There arms 

are raised together, which is supposed to signify that they are “one flesh, one being”38. 

What is meant is that she is in control over the situation. As mentioned before she isn’t 

allowed to wear make-up and hasn’t shaved her legs or armpits for a long time. All these 

rules are intended to make her feel as uncouth as possible. Offred has a hard time 

knowing what to call this Ceremony, because she says that it isn’t making love, nor 

copulating, but not rape either. It is something that she has signed up for, but there 

wasn’t much to chose from. She is in a very difficult situation, and so is Serena Joy. It 

becomes more complex after she and the Commander start their game nights, because 

now he wasn’t just a thing anymore and she also felt guilty about Serena.

                                                
37 Margaret Atwood, 136
38 Margaret Atwood,  94
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The novel depicts a society where sex and sex organs are vital and it is obvious that 

desire is a big theme in the text. In the Gileadean Society desire becomes present even if 

it isn’t legal. Desire is buried in the imaginaire39, yet longing for it is found everywhere 

in the text. One example is when Offred would like to help Rita make the bread, she 

thinks about the warmth and softness of touch and says “I hunger to commit the act of 

touch.”40

The lack of emotional security and inability to love puts Offred in a cage in her own 

mind. She is constantly being attacked from the past with emotions she believes make it 

impossible for her to be real again. She knows that there is nothing to be done, but still these 

thoughts come to her mind over and over again. “When I saw that, the evidence left by two 

people, of love or something like it, desire at least, at least touch, between two people, now 

perhaps old or dead, I covered the bed again and lay down on it. I looked up at the blind 

plaster eye in the ceiling. I wanted to feel Luke lying beside me.”41

Again Offred starts to think about her past. She feels that she will die if she can’t love 

and feel loved. She would like to put her arms around something. In “her” quiet room she has 

herself, only herself. She can only hear her own heartbeat and hold her own body. She 

remembers the day she and Luke were leaving the house to escape from the Gileadean 

regime. They didn’t take much packing with them, because they couldn’t afford the slightest 

appearance of leaving. Luke asks her what they should do with their cat, saying that they 

can’t leave her. Luke says that he will take care of it and she knows that he means that he will 

kill the cat. He finds the cat under the bed and takes her to the garage. Offred never asked 

what he did to her and blames herself for not taking her responsibility. She should at least 

                                                
39 Kim A. Loudermilk, 130
40 Margaret Atwood, 11
41 Margaret Atwood, 52
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have asked him about it so that he didn’t have to hold it in for himself. Offred says that: 

“That’s one of the things they do. They force you to kill, within yourself.”42

She is aware that she too is a missing person for those who think about her. It is also the 

fact that she doesn’t know if she ever will see her family again that strikes her emotions at 

times. 

But this is wrong, nobody dies from lack of sex. It’s lack of love we die 

from. There’s nobody here I can love, all the people I could love are dead or 

elsewhere. Who knows where they are or what their names are now? They 

might as well be nowhere, as I am for them. I too am a missing person.43

Because the society has changed all the names, she is afraid she will never find anyone and 

nobody will find her. She hopes that her little girl didn’t die at an age of five. Aunt Lydia has 

told her that it is easier to think of her as dead, because then she won’t have to hope. It would 

be much easier if she would be dead. Extreme emotions run through her body. If her daughter 

is alive, Offred is frightened that her daughter won’t remember her anymore and she is also

terrified that she has lost everyone.  “I feel so alone. All alone by the telephone. Except I 

can’t use the telephone. And if I could, who would I call?”44

1.2.1 Prisoner of Tehran

One of Marina’s friends once said “they can kill me if they want, but I don’t want to be 

raped”45. Marina thinks about this and she realises that she isn’t sure that she knows what 

rape is. She remembers the kiss she once had with Arash which was the best feeling in the 

world. Was Ali going to kiss her? She is disgusted at the thought that maybe Ali will kiss her 

                                                
42 Margaret Atwood, 193
43 Margaret Atwood, 103
44 Margaret Atwood, 195
45 Marina Nemat, 155
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and draws the conclusion that it isn’t rape, or is it? A cold sweat covers her body. Even if 

Marina is rescued by Ali from being executed, she hates him. The thought of how many 

young girls he had tortured through the years makes her hate him even more. She is also very 

afraid of him and is horrified that she has to marry this man. “Once at the car, I realized I 

didn’t want to be alone with him. Fear had crawled under my skin.”46

Marina is a Christian and Ali is a Muslim. Before they get married Marina has to 

convert to Islam and therefore she has to choose a Muslim name. “I was even going to have a 

new name. It was as if he were taking me apart, piece be piece; I was dissected alive. He 

could call me whatever he wanted.”47 Piece by piece she is changed into something she is 

not. She is a prisoner without any rights, this was her destiny. On their wedding night Ali is 

kissing her and touching her. Marina pushes him away. He is much stronger and heavier than 

her so she begged him to stop, but he said that he could not. She screamed, until she accepted 

that she could do nothing. “Anger, fear, and a terrible sense of humiliation twisted, turned, 

and rose inside me like a storm that had nowhere to go, until I had no energy left, until I 

accepted that there was nowhere to run, until I surrendered. It hurt.”48 She had given up; she 

had lost herself to him. She belonged to him and she knew that as long as she was married to 

him she would be a prisoner. According to Tove Stang Dahl, who was a professor of 

Women´s Law and who writes about Duties and Rights in Islamic marriages and concerning 

sexuality, it is the women’s duty of obedience to satisfy her husband as soon as he is struck 

with desire.49

Marina has never been close to her father and mother. She always felt a distance to 

them and ignored at all times. Ali’s parents are kind and warm hearted. They develop a close 

relationship with Marina and Ali’s sister and Marina become friends. She had finally got a 

                                                
46 Marina Nemat, 161
47 Marina Nemat, 174
48 Marina Nemat, 188 
49 Tove Stang Dahl, 166
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loving family. However this is something that makes Marina feel guilty, because she knew 

that they loved her, and she loved them in return. Had she turned her back on her family? 

Love is supposed to be something beautiful and cheerful, but for her it had become a sin. 

Marina gets very sick at one point and a physician takes some tests that confirm that she is 

eight weeks pregnant. She isn’t happy about it and says that it isn’t fair to the baby to be born 

to these circumstances.  

When Marina is released from prison and walks home for the first time in two years she 

doesn’t dare to be happy. She thinks about her parents and André and is petrified of what she 

should tell them about these two years. How could she possibly put it in words? She had been 

tortured, almost executed tied up on a pole, married, widowed and lost her child. Ali has been 

shot to death and after that she lost her baby. Reality and nightmares are always the same, she 

doesn’t know what is true and what is not. Evin had taken her away from home, from her 

family and from her own self. “How was one supposed to live after here”?50

                                                
50 Marina Nemat, 238
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1.3 “The power of language”

1.3.1 The handmaid’s tale

In the Gileadean Society language is considered a very powerful tool. Some men can choose 

their reading material even if it has been banned by the state. Women aren’t allowed to read 

or write and they are discouraged from talking. According to the Gileadean bible “Blessed 

are the silent51”, which is something Offred thinks is made up. Kim A. Loudermilk writes 

about the matter of women’s right to talk in the Gileadean society. “The silent woman is also 

the powerless women”.52 It gives men power over women if women are supposed to be silent. 

When Offred arrives at Serena Joy’s house she walks to “her” room and finds the pillow with 

the cushion where it says FAITH. “I can spend minutes, tens of minutes, running my eyes 

over the print: FAITH. It’s the only thing they’ve given me to read. If I were caught doing it, 

would it count? I didn’t put the cushion here myself.”53 She worries about the legality of the 

cushion and she knows that they are not allowed to read at all, not even the smallest word. 

She knows the power inherent in being approved to do so.54 Furthermore, the handmaid’s 

speech is limited to certain formalizations taken from the bible. When the handmaids meet 

they must greet one another with a phrase. If they refuse, it is a rebellious attempt against the 

Gileadean society. On Thanksgiving there is a gathering in the courtyard, where one 

Commander holds a speech. The yard is filled with Angels and twenty veiled daughters in 

white dresses. It is the mothers who give them up for marriage, that is, arranged marriages. 

Offred thinks about these girls, and whether they remember the times when they were out 

playing? Then her thoughts run deeper. What about the girls who are born in this society, 

they must always be silent. The Commander turns this image around, telling them that they 
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protect them from their youth. Because now, everybody will get married, none of these girls 

have to starve themselves to find a husband. The men are in control over the women. In other 

words, as the Commander says: “For Adam was first formed, then Eve”55.

Once every month Offred has to go to the doctor’s office for tests. This time the 

doctor is offering her a service. He claims that most of the old men can’t do it anymore 

and he says that they might be sterile. Offred becomes shocked because it is a forbidden 

word and there are no men who are sterile according to the Gileadean Society. It is the 

women who are infertile. Serena Joy also claims that maybe “He can’t” when she is 

talking about the Commander. Again, Offred gets confused and assumes that she is 

talking about God. Either way, it is only women who can’t according to the society they 

live in. The word free is also a very powerful word and therefore forbidden. Words like 

that are considered dangerous and may confuse people. Staelse comments on the concept 

of freedom in the novel:

The significance of “freedom” in Gilead is established by the authorities. Its 

meaning depends on the boundaries within which the absence of freedom 

operates and it is relative also to the mental position of the individual 

speaker. When the context is totally restricted, any slight shift of limits 

means freedom.56

1.3.1 Prisoner of Tehran

Marina gets a marriage proposal from Ali, the prison guard. She doesn’t want to marry him 

and Ali threatens her that if she won’t marry him, he will hurt the ones she love. Language is 

a powerful tool and in a position as a political prisoner, the only choice is to listen and do 

what you are told. One example of a powerful statement of Ali’s is the following: “He told 

                                                
55 Margaret Atwood, 221
56 Hilde Staelse, 171
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me that once when I was sleeping, he had stayed by my side and I had called Andre’s name 

in my sleep. He said he had done some research and knew exactly who Andre was and where 

he lived. He said although Andre didn’t have a political record, he could arrange one if he 

had to.”57 What is the price of saving people that you love? Is it enough to get married with a 

prison guard who you hate?

When Ali proposes to Marina, she decides that she won’t tell her prison roommates, not 

her family and not Andrè. She feels guilty and ashamed of what had happened because she 

had put her family and Andrè in danger. She knew what she had to do, she had to marry Ali. 

She knew that his threats were serious. 

My friends surrounded me as soon as I entered the room, wanting to know what 

had happened. I told them that Ali was back and that he just wanted to see how I 

was doing. I could tell from the look on their faces that they didn’t believe me. 

They were worried, but there was nothing anyone could do to help.58

After two years, Marina is released from the Evin prison. Back home she thinks that 

everything will be ordinary again and that all she has been through will disappear. But how 

could it? Silence could eat her up, she realised that nothing will ever be the same again. Her 

homecoming was anything but simple and her memories will haunt her forever. The name 

Evin brought fear to people and was equal to silence. Marina’s reflection about silence is 

deep and one can tell that it is something she is thinking about each day. “I had expected my 

homecoming to make things simple again, but it hadn’t. I hated the silence surrounding me. I 

wanted to feel love. But how could love find its way through silence? Silence and darkness 

were very similar: darkness was the absence of light and silence was the absence of sound, of 

voices.”59 With the regime’s downfall, the whole world will be able to know the truth; 
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prisoners and victims will speak out and torturers will confess. “Then people all over the 

world will see what a despicable phenomenon political Islam is”. 60

                                                
60 Azam Kamguian, 40
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2.1 Means of survival

2.1.1 The handmaid’s tale

The women in The Handmaid’s Tale, especially the handmaids, have lost their freedom and 

their power lies only in their fertility. The protagonist of the novel, Offred, survives the 

oppressive circumstances and manages to escape from the Commander’s residence with hope 

of finding love and a joyful life again. 

One of the things that Offred keeps focusing on is her memory of the past. She is unsure 

whether her memories will help her or tear her apart. In the beginning of the novel she says: 

“I try not to think too much. Like other things now, thought must be rationed. There’s a lot 

that doesn’t bear thinking about.” 61 She is afraid that her memories will eat her up on the 

inside. As the novel goes on, her memories will return to her mind frequently. The regime of 

Gilead wants to abolish the past, but Offred’s connections with her roots in the past represent 

a desire to escape from the trap of defeatism. As Staels writes: “It is an act of survival that 

saves her from despair and that resurrects the missing part of herself.”62 Offred and other 

handmaids take part in a ceremony of childbirth when a handmaid is delivering a baby. Her 

happiness is part memory because she remembers when her own baby was born. One 

example in the novel of how women are kept busy, is the garden. All the Commander’s wives 

have their own garden that they take care of. Offred herself remembers her own garden, “I 

once had a garden. I can remember the smell of the turned earth, the plump shapes of bulbs 

held in the hands, fullness, the dry rustle of seeds through the fingers.” 63 The garden 

symbolises hope, freedom and happier times. When Offred looks at Serena Joy’s garden she 

begins to fantasize about what the garden is about. She believes that whatever silence lies 
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beneath the flowers will be heard. She has hope that the bad things will be revealed some 

day. The Wives of the Commander’s also put a lot of time into knitting, which is another 

example of something that gives the women a purpose, something that they can achieve. 

Offred thinks that: “It’s good to have small goals that can be easily attained.”64 In a society 

like Gilead it is vital for the women to have something that only they can control, that gives 

them a purpose in life. Offred’s own time is during the night. At night time she can do what 

she wants, as long as she is in her room in silence, but it is her respite. Her mind can go 

wherever she likes and she can decide for herself what she wants to think about at this time. 

Offred finds out that the former Offred who lived in the house hung herself in her room,

probably in order to escape captivity and to obtain freedom.

Offred’s silent story telling equals life and survival. It saves her from acknowledging 

defeat and helps her escape madness. She believes in her own voice as a gift of love. Her 

belief in love and life is necessary for her own survival and that of others. 65 When she tells 

her story she hopes that someone will hear it and that the person will pass it on. Her story 

equals someone’s existence, someone who isn’t living in the regime of Gilead. She finds out 

that there are groups of people who help others to escape and flee the state. “The truth cannot 

be proclaimed but must be lived”.66 She knows that she has to survive this in order to tell the 

truth about the oppression people live in.

 When Offred’s real name is forbidden she feels defeated, even though she tries to 

tell herself it doesn’t matter. Offred tries to retain her individual humanity, which is 

undesirable in a society like Gilead.67 Her real name is certainly something that is vital for 

her individual uniqueness. Her spectacular mind games take her somewhere else when she is 
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starting to lose it. She turns her fear of losing her name into a hidden treasure that she will 

come back and dig up again one day. Offred never gives up hope and she has faith that her 

family will be together again. She is aware of the fact that she has to keep herself safe for that 

to happen. “The message will say that I must have patience: sooner or later he will get me 

out, we will find her, wherever they’ve put her. She will remember us and we will be all three 

of us together. Meanwhile I must endure, keep myself safe for later.”68

Another important part of Offred’s survival instincts are love and friendship. Her secret 

love affair with Nick stimulates her desire to re-create her own rights. She goes to see Nick 

every night without Serena Joy knowing. The excitement of the forbidden and her intimacy 

with Nick make her feel alive. She is afraid that he will reject her every time she knocks on 

his door. The fear circulates in her mind, that perhaps he will not break the rules anymore, or 

even worse, that he is no longer interested. Nick’s failure to say these things makes her feel 

extremely lucky. Offred has also started to get to know more handmaids and connect with 

them in a more human way as the novel progress. Everyday she goes to the food market with 

another handmaid called Ofglen. After some time she feels comfortable with her. “Ofglen 

and I are more comfortable with one another now, we’re used to each other. Siamese twins. 

We don’t bother much with the formalities anymore when we greet each other; we smile and 

move off […]”69 At this point they have developed trust and friendship. 

Equally, there are the evenings with the Commander in his secret room. Even though 

she doesn’t have a lot of faith in the Commander she goes to his room to play scrabble with 

him every night. She is asked to go there by the Commander, so maybe she doesn’t have a 

choice? Still, she gets to do something that is forbidden. She gets to speak, spell, read 

magazines and socialize. “We play two games. Larynx, I spell. Valance. Quince. Zygote. I 

hold the glossy counters with their smooth edges, finger the letters. The feeling is voluptuous. 
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This is freedom, an eye blink of it. Limp, I spell. Gorge. What a luxury.”70 After the games, 

Offred is asked to go back to her room and before she goes she has to kiss the Commander 

like she means it. Offred knew that he had something that she had to do for him in exchange. 

To be able to read and talk is maybe worth a kiss? Offred is secretly enjoying these nights 

and it might be because it breaks the pattern from all the rules. She feels in power while 

playing the games with him.71

A character that gives hope to a woman like Offred is her childhood friend Moira. 

Offred believes that she is a strong woman and that she is not afraid of what might happen to 

her if she does not obey the regime of Gilead. “If Atwood will not create heroines, her 

protagonists often fabricate their own. Offred idealizes Moira, who speaks the unspeakable 

that Offred is afraid even to think[…]”72

2.1.2 Prisoner of Teheran

The protagonist in the novel is a prisoner at Evin prison who was at one time, almost killed 

by one prison guard. “As human beings, we have a tendency to turn our backs on what causes 

us sorrow, pain, and despair […] “73 It is vital that Marina has something to live for to be able 

to survive torture, a forced marriage and watching her friends die. 

Marina is getting through all the terrible things that happen with help from her 

memories. Her relationship with her parents is poor and she has never felt close to them, but 

she has a lot of memories concerning her grandmother and how she stood up for her. When 

Marina was only a young girl she broke her mother’s ashtray that her mother always warned 

her not to touch. Her grandmother lied and said that she herself broke it when she was 
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dusting the table. Marina gets surprised because she knew that her grandmother hates to lie. 

She lied because she wanted to spare her pain and she loved her for that. At Evin prison all 

the prisoners get to see their close relatives on visitation day. The rules are simple and they 

don’t get to talk to each other because there is a thick glass barrier between them. Still, it is a 

big day for all the prisoners and most of them cry when they return to their cell. When 

Marina sees her family through the barrier they all cry. She doesn’t tell her mother that she 

has a life sentence because she is afraid that that would kill her. After visitation day it is 

always very quiet. They try not to think about what their life used to be like, but it is hard 

since the memories were all they had. Marina’s thought about the future is; “We had no 

future, only the past”.74 Even though her relationship with her parents was not strong before 

she was sent to prison, her feelings towards them grow when she is apart from them. Love 

and the hope to be with loved ones is something that keeps her focusing on survival. The 

daily routines at prison take her through months and the hope of ever coming home gets 

fainter each day, but she never lets that hope die. She remembers her love for André back 

home. “We had met a few months back, and I frequently saw him at church. Everyone knew 

we liked each other, but we were both too shy to admit it, maybe because Andre was seven 

years older than I.”75 Before she was sent to prison she wasn’t aware of how strong her love 

for him was. When she is locked up in her cell, her desire for him grows stronger and 

stronger. One can tell that it is her memories that keep her alive, but at the same time she is 

terrified that the memories will fade away. At one time she says: “I TRIED NOT TO THINK 

of happiness, of the way things used to be before the revolution, before terrible things 

happened, as if recalling the bright memories would make them fade like old pictures that are 

handled too many times.”76 Marina’s friend Sarah is also a prisoner. She is obsessed with 

memories and her way to not forget them is to write words all over her body. She refuses to 
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take a shower when they have warm water because she is afraid that the words would come 

off. Marina promises her that she will find her a new pen so that she can write them back 

again. Everyone has different ways of dealing with misery, and this was her way.

Christianity plays an important part in Marina’s life. When she is in trouble she prays. 

At one time one prisoner guard named Hamedd asks her how the last couple of months have 

been for her. Her answer is, “God will help me through”.77 The prison guard gets furious and 

says that she is unworthy of His name. When she returns to her cell, her friends look at her 

and notice that she has been hurt because of her swollen red face. She wanted to give them 

hope, but: “I had no hope of parole, but I was not going to give up. This was what Hamedd 

wanted me to do. He had tried to crush my spirits and had almost succeeded. Almost.”78 She 

will never give up and her faith in God will never disappear.

I THOUGHT OF THE CHURCH constantly. I could smell the candles burning of the 

Virgin, their lights flickering with the hope of being heard. Had she forgotten me? I 

remembered that Jesus had said that with the tiniest amount of faith we could throw a 

mountain into the sea. I didn’t want to move anything as big as a mountain; I just 

wanted to go home.79

In the end of the novel the reader will discover that Marina has escaped to live a new life in 

Canada. Her memories from Evin are about to destroy her sanity. She tries to push them 

away but they rush back both day and night. She has never talked about her experiences with 

anyone. “If I couldn’t forget, perhaps the solution was to remember.”80 To forget what 

happened is perhaps impossible, but it is a way for her to continue to live her new life. To 

accept that there is no such thing as closure is significant for her. The guilt of not being able 
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to help her friends will never fade away, but she has to accept the guilt and continue to live a 

life of peace.81
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Conclusion

This essay has analysed in what ways women are being held captive in two texts; The 

Handmaid’s Tale and Prisoner of Tehran. The two main characters in the texts survive 

despite the oppression and life circumstances they live in. 

Human Rights are an issue that have been discussed around the world for decades. To 

begin with, in the novel The Handmaid’s Tale, women are living in captivity in the Gileadean 

society. They are imprisoned because of the political oppression, the power that language has 

over people and their emotional experiences and memories of the past. The protagonist in the 

novel is called Offred. It is forbidden to use her real name therefore she is called Offred,

which means that she belongs to Fred, her Commander. She is not allowed to read or write 

and her main purpose is to produce children. According to the bible which the regime uses to 

control the population in Gilead, a silent woman is blessed. Therefore, women are not 

supposed to speak. Offred must wear the veil and be dressed in a certain way so she won’t 

attract men sexually. She has also been taken away from her family and she is struggling 

because of the fact that she has lost her daughter and husband. 

In the autobiography Prisoner of Tehran the same themes concerning captivity have 

been analysed. Marina Nemat has to go through many difficulties due to her captivity. To

start with, the Iranian Revolution begins when she is young and she has to deal with issues 

where her friends are sent to prison and people are killed on the streets. The school is

transformed into government propaganda instead of education. She is also separated from her 

family and sent to prison because according to the new regime she had rebelled against the 

new laws. Marina is tortured and once almost killed inside the prison, but she gets rescued by 

one of the prison guards who she is later forced to marry. He is a Muslim, so therefore 

Marina has to convert to Islam, and like Offred, she also has to relinquish her real name.



31

All these life circumstances are major factors that prevent the characters from being 

free. They live in conditions that make them physically and emotionally captive. The 

Handmaid’s Tale, is a novel written about the future and a warning about what might happen 

if a society would be completely controlled by religion. The Prisoner of Tehran, on the other 

hand, is an autobiographical text and contains events that have actually happened in Iran. 

There are many resemblances in the texts when it comes to the theme of captivity and the 

main characters in the novels are strong enough to survive their oppressed lives with some 

help from memories, hope and friendship.

It would be interesting to read more about the link between the Iranian Revolution and 

the story in The Handmaid’s Tale. That is one subject that I would recommend for future 

research.
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