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Using this guide

Why read this guide?

The purposes of this A-level Literature Guide are to enable you to organise your thoughts and responses to the text, to deepen your understanding of key features and aspects, and to help you address the particular requirements of examination questions and non-exam assessment tasks in order to obtain the best possible grade. It will also prove useful to those of you writing an NEA piece on the text as it provides a number of summaries, lists, analyses and references to help with the content and construction of the assignment.

Note that above all else teachers and examiners are seeking evidence of an informed personal response to the text. A guide such as this can help you to understand the text, form your own opinions, and suggest areas to think about, but it cannot replace your own ideas and responses as an informed and autonomous reader.

How to make the most of this guide

You may find it useful to read sections of this guide when you need them, rather than reading it from start to finish. For example, you may find it helpful to read the ‘Contexts’ section before you start reading the text, or to read the ‘Chapter summaries and commentaries’ section in conjunction with the text – whether to back up your first reading of it at school or college or to help you revise. The sections relating to the Assessment Objectives will be especially useful in the weeks leading up to the exam.

NB: Line references in this guide refer to the 1996 Vintage edition of The Handmaid’s Tale.


Key elements

This guide is designed to help you to raise your achievement in your examination response to The Handmaid’s Tale. It is intended for you to use throughout your AS/A-level English Literature course. It will help you when you are studying the novel for the first time and also during your revision.

The following features have been used throughout this guide to help you focus your understanding of the novel:
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Context

Context boxes give contextual information that relates directly to particular aspects of the text.
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TASK

Tasks are short and focused. They allow you to engage directly with a particular aspect of the text.
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CRITICAL VIEW

Critical view boxes highlight a particular critical viewpoint that is relevant to an aspect of the main text. This allows you to develop the higher-level skills needed to come up with your own interpretation of a text.
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Build critical skills

Broaden your thinking about the text by answering the questions in the Build critical skills boxes. These help you to consider your own opinions in order to develop your skills of criticism and analysis.
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Taking it further

Taking it further boxes suggest and provide further background or illuminating parallels to the text.
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Top ten quotation

A cross-reference to Top ten quotations (see pages 97–100 of this guide), where each quotation is accompanied by a commentary that shows why it is important.

All top ten quotations are in red.
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Introduction

 

The Handmaid’s Tale is a dystopian vision set in the near future, after the overthrow of the government of the USA. Women’s rights have been eroded with frightening speed as the new Republic of Gilead has restructured society according to an ultra-conservative social, cultural, religious and political framework. The narrator and central character, Offred, a powerless concubine or ‘Handmaid’, tells the story of her life within the household of Commander Fred and his wife Serena Joy. When reading the novel, you need to compare and contrast the contexts of production (i.e. the 1980s, when the novel was written) and reception (our contemporary world). Margaret Atwood has described dystopias as ‘often more like dire warnings than satires, dark shadows cast by the present into the future. They are what will happen to us if we don’t pull up our socks’ (Atwood 2005: 94).
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Context

In Greek mythology, Cassandra was the daughter of King Priam of Troy. The story goes that in an attempt to seduce her, Apollo offered her the gift of prophecy, but when she rejected him, the angry god cursed her so that no one would ever believe her visions of the future. In some ways dystopian novelists can be seen to offer their readers a vision of the time to come that may (or may not) convince them.
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When The Handmaid’s Tale was written, Atwood used the key cultural concerns of that time to construct her dystopian future, and some of her fears about women’s rights, religious fundamentalism and the state of the planet have (fortunately) not come to pass – or not in North America, at any rate. Nevertheless, today’s reader need only look at the position of women under extreme theocratic regimes such as that of the Taliban, the use of unethical and exploitative reproductive technologies and surrogacy arrangements, the widespread dissemination of violent hard-core pornography via the internet, the use of surveillance spyware to spy on a country’s own citizens by major governments, the legally sanctioned persecution of gay men in some parts of Africa, and the impact of pollution and global warming to see that in some ways Atwood was startlingly prescient.

For many people today, The Handmaid’s Tale offers not so much a glimpse of a possible terrible future as a reflection of a far more frightening present. As Susanne Becker has commented, ‘this novel about a young woman forced to bear children under a totalitarian regime after a fundamentalist take-over in the US sparked great controversy and media attention … 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. Atwood belongs to those writers of contemporary world literature who always address, both within and beyond their work, pressing global issues’ (Becker, in Nischik 2000: 29). As the writer herself sees it, the dystopian genre she has chosen is as a form ‘a way of trying things out on paper first to see whether we might like them, should we ever have the chance to put them into actual practice. In addition, it challenges us to re-examine what we understand by the word human, and above all what we intend by the word freedom’ (Atwood 2005: 95).


Synopsis

The narrator of The Handmaid’s Tale lives in the Republic of Gilead, a totalitarian theocracy that has overthrown the elected government of the USA. Because the birth rate has declined very sharply, the state has assumed control of the reproductive process and women are now banned from reading, voting, working or any other actions that might encourage them to challenge the power of the patriarchy. As the story begins, the narrator is living with a group of other trainee Handmaids in a converted gymnasium, which is now known as The Rachel and Leah Re-education Centre (or ‘Red’ Centre, for short). As time passes, the narrator describes her life as a Handmaid, in which her role is to give birth to a child for her high-ranking employers, Commander Fred and his wife, Serena Joy. The narrator is known by the patronymic ‘Offred’, literally ‘of/Fred’, which signifies her status as the Commander’s possession.

Offred’s narrative switches back and forth between descriptions of her cramped and restricted present life in the Commander’s house while on her third and final assignment as a Handmaid, and vivid flashbacks to her previous life (including her time at the Red Centre, where the novel starts). She remembers her feminist mother, her loving husband Luke, their small daughter and her feisty best friend Moira. The reader discovers how the Gileadeans seized power via a military coup as a sinister backdrop of violence against women, environmental disaster and declining fertility led to the end of the American era. In her former life, Offred was a happy wife and mother who worked in a library, but when the Republic banned women from owning property or working, Offred, Luke and their little girl tried unsuccessfully to escape north across the border into Canada. She has not seen either of them since their capture.

With her marriage declared invalid because Luke had been married before, Offred is sent to the Red Centre. Older women known as Aunts train the Handmaids to be subservient concubines concerned solely with bearing healthy children. Offred is pleased to meet her old friend Moira at the Centre, but they lose touch again when Moira manages to escape.

Offred describes her routine, restricted and monotonous existence as the Commander’s Handmaid in minute detail. She goes shopping with Ofglen, another Handmaid, and slowly the two women begin to form a bond. Together they visit the Wall outside what used to be Harvard University, where traitors to the Republic are hanged. They witness another Handmaid, Ofwarren, give birth to a baby girl. Offred also describes the Ceremony, during which the Commander has sex with her as she lies on top of Serena Joy. During a routine sexual health check, the doctor offers to get her pregnant, since the Commander may well be infertile; if this is true then Offred is in real danger, since a Handmaid who fails to get pregnant can be exiled and killed – but being ‘unfaithful’ to the Commander is an equally risky proposal.

As time goes on, Offred is asked to visit the Commander’s study in secret at night. Against all the rules of the Gileadean theocracy, and behind the back of Serena Joy, they play Scrabble and she reads magazines. He asks her to kiss him and they begin to develop a more personal relationship, but Offred has still not become pregnant. As this is her third and last assignment, a terrible fate awaits should she fail to conceive this time: she will be labelled an Unwoman and exiled.

Desperate for a child, Serena Joy suggests that Offred has sex with the Commander’s chauffeur, Nick, in the hope that the Handmaid will become pregnant and they will be able to pass off the baby as her husband’s. Serena Joy bribes Offred with a photograph of the Handmaid’s lost daughter, who was kidnapped after their failed escape attempt. The Commander secretly takes Offred to an illicit nightclub-cum-brothel called Jezebel’s, where she meets Moira for the last time. Moira has chosen to work as a prostitute rather than be exiled to the Colonies, which is where those considered dangerous to the Gileadean regime are sent. That night the Commander and Offred have sex in a hotel room, ignoring the sanctity of the Ceremony and deceiving his wife.

Soon after they return home, Serena Joy orders Offred to visit Nick. Their secret sexual relationship develops into something stronger as she shares stories of her past life with him. As Offred’s illicit personal relationship with Nick intensifies, the wider political situation in Gilead darkens ominously. Ofglen, who is a member of a rebel underground resistance movement trying to topple the theocratic regime, asks Offred to spy on the Commander. Offred and Ofglen attend a Salvaging (a public execution) followed by a Particicution, in which the women are encouraged to lynch a man accused of rape and effectively rip him to shreds. Ofglen rushes to strike the first blow, later telling Offred that the so-called rapist was in fact a member of the underground resistance and that she wanted to knock him unconscious to end his suffering.

When Offred goes shopping one morning, she is shocked to find that Ofglen has been replaced by another woman, who says that her predecessor committed suicide to escape the secret police. Meanwhile, the furious Serena Joy has found out about the Commander’s secret relationship with Offred and has reported her to the authorities. Banished to her bedroom to await her fate, Offred sees a police van approaching the house. Nick says its occupants are actually members of the underground resistance who have come to save her; as Offred leaves with them, neither she nor the reader knows if Nick can be trusted – whether she is heading for freedom or imprisonment.

Offred’s narrative ends here, but it is followed by an extra section called the ‘Historical Notes’. In an epilogue dated June 2195, i.e. a couple of centuries after the collapse of the Gileadean regime, the noted Cambridge University anthropologist Professor Pieixoto is addressing an academic conference. He offers an analysis of Offred’s story, which he and a colleague have transcribed and reconstructed from a bundle of old cassette tapes, explaining that no one will ever know whether the woman known as Offred did in fact escape to freedom. The last line of the novel, addressed to the audience gathered at the University of Denay, Nunavit by Professor Pieixoto, is deeply significant: ‘Are there any questions?’
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Taking it further

According to Margaret Atwood, ‘All fictions begin with the question What if…? … there is always a What if…?, to which the novel is the answer. The What if…? for The Handmaid’s Tale could be formulated: What if it can happen here? What kind of “it” would it be?’ (Atwood 2005: 97–8). Discuss with the rest of your class the nature of the What if…? that drives the narrative within your other A-level texts.
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Who’s who in Gilead

Dystopian texts often explore the ways in which totalitarian regimes manipulate language, and Gilead’s classification of its citizens into clearly defined and gendered groups perfectly exemplifies this. The distinct categories into which all Gileadeans are assigned are as follows:

Men


•  Commanders of the Faithful – black-clad members of Gilead’s ruling class who have extensive privileges.

•  Eyes – spies and secret agents who enforce the Republic’s laws.

•  Angels of Light – soldiers who are accorded some respect and may marry.

•  Guardians of the Faithful – lower-ranking soldiers who wear green uniforms and perform less-valued work; they may be of low intelligence, very young or very old. If they are lucky, the younger ones may become Angels.

•  Salvagers – public executioners who wear black cloaks and hoods.

•  Gender Traitors – gay men who are either killed outright or persecuted and sent to the Colonies. In exile they are forced to wear the same grey dresses as the Unwomen in an attempt to further humiliate and degrade them.



Women


•  Wives are married to high-status men such as the Commanders. Their blue dresses reflect the traditional representation of the Madonna in Western art. When Wives become Widows they wear black, of course.

•  Daughters, who wear virginal white robes, are the children of the Commanders and their Wives. Many have been adopted, since so many members of the Gileadean elite are infertile.

•  Handmaids are fertile younger women who dress in red. They are used as surrogate mothers by elite childless couples.

•  Aunts are older, unmarried and/or infertile women who monitor and control the Handmaids. Their robes are brown.

•  Marthas are older women of low status who work as servants for the Gileadean elite. They dress in green. They are named after the biblical character who spent so long cleaning up before Jesus’ visit to her house that she failed to listen to his teaching.

•  Econowives are the legal wives of poorer men, and their multi-coloured striped robes indicate that their roles are multi-functional; their labour is not sub-divided but all-encompassing. This is because although poorer men were permitted to keep their ‘legal’ wives after the Gileadean coup, they are banned from having Marthas or Handmaids.

•  Unwomen are ‘difficult’ types stigmatised as unfit to participate fully in Gileadean society. Comprising of feminists, lesbians, nuns, dissidents and the infertile, their fate is to be exiled. Handmaids who repeatedly fail to get pregnant become Unwomen. Dressed in grey, they haunt the dreaded Colonies like ghosts, cleaning up toxic waste.

•  Jezebels are prostitutes and as such are allowed luxuries forbidden for all other women, such as make-up and alcohol. Often failed Handmaids, they have been sterilised. Instead of the colour-coded robes worn by other Gileadean women, the Jezebels dress in overtly ‘sexy’ costumes that predate the time of the Republic, such as cheerleader outfits and Playboy Bunny suits. Once their short careers are over, they are exiled to the Colonies.
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CRITICAL VIEW

Feminist critics would draw attention to the fact that while men in Gilead are accorded the respect of their rank or profession, women are defined and divided by their specific roles within a purely domestic or sexual context. This arbitrary and divisive situation encourages a climate in which women dislike, despise and fear each other.
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Babies


•  Keepers are healthy, normal newborns.

•  Unbabies, colloquially known as Shredders, are the one in four Gileadean children born with defects, deformities or congenital abnormalities. They are subsequently done away with.
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