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QUOTATIONS AND ABBREVIATIONS

All references to Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale are to the 1987 edition, London: Virago.

The following abbreviation has been used:

HTThe Handmaid’s Tale


CHAPTER 1

CONTEXT

Margaret Atwood is an internationally renowned, highly versatile writer whose work, comprising poetry, novels, short stories, literary criticism and essays has been translated into more than 20 languages and published in over 25 countries. Recognized as a feminist author, and the greatest living Canadian writer, engaged with issues of gendered and national identity, she also problematizes both of these labels and trends in her work. She is, above all, a creative explorer of what it means to be human and how this can be expressed through the strategies and genres of fiction, language and narrative.

She was born on 18 November 1939, in Ottawa, Ontario, the second of three children. Until she was 12 she spent most of her summers in the wilds of the northern bush country of Quebec and Ontario with her family. Dividing time between the bush and the town helped develop a sense of dual identity and allegiance which has informed both the imagery and ideas in her work. In 1946 her family moved to Toronto, where she attended high school (1952–1957). Between 1957 and 1961 she studied Honours English (with the critic Northrop Frye and Jay Macpherson) at Victoria College, the University of Toronto, graduating in 1961.

Atwood was initially known for her poetry, which deals with respect for the possibilities of language underpinning her ability to express forms of perception and to demystify the stereotypes, the personal, national or gendered myths and representations by which we conceive and manage our lives.

Margaret Atwood’s first collection of poetry was a privately printed, self-published chapbook, Double Persephone, which won the E. J. Pratt medal in 1961. She won a Woodrow Wilson Fellowship which enabled her to become a graduate student at Radcliffe College, Harvard University, Massachusetts. In 1962 she gained her MA and began to read for a PhD at Harvard on ‘The English Metaphysical Romance’. Deciding that academic life (or at least academic research) was not for her, after all, she interrupted her studies to work for a market research company in Toronto and to teach English at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver (1964–1965). Here she wrote the first draft of The Edible Woman which was published in 1969. In 1966 she published The Circle Game, which received the Governor General’s Award for Poetry. The Animals in that Country appeared in 1968; with The Journals of Susanna Moodie and Procedures for Underground (both 1970), and Power Politics (1971), Atwood established herself as an important poet and then as an equally important novelist. The publication in 1972 of both Surfacing and Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature consolidated her significance as a novelist and a cultural critic.

Margaret Atwood has lived primarily in Canada, with spells in the US, and Europe. She has won the Governor General’s Award twice (1966 and 1986); the Welsh Arts Council International Writer’s Prize (1982); the Los Angeles Times Prize for Fiction (1986), and has been several times shortlisted for the Booker Prize, which she won with The Blind Assassin in 2000. She is politically and socially involved through PEN and Amnesty International and continues to be active against social injustice. Atwood’s work is read throughout the world and both Surfacing and The Handmaid’s Tale have been made into films.

GENRE FICTIONS

Her interventions into literary and popular fictional genres, such as Gothic romance, spy thriller, science fiction, feminist fable, comedy and crime fiction have enabled the re-scrutinizing of those genres. Jeremy Brooks, (The Sunday Times, 27 May 1973) praises her perception and imaginative expression, noting ‘the balance between the narrator’s interior vision and sharp observation of the real world’. Her writing has had a significant influence on contemporary writing by women, and has brought the re-writing of genre fiction to the fore as a form of cultural critique in postmodernist and other contemporary writing. Many of her works rewrite romantic fictions, while The Handmaid’s Tale rewrites science fiction and utopian fiction forms.

CONTEMPORARY CONCERNS

Comparing the context of then, the 1980s, and now, is very important for a contemporary reader. We need to understand what the issues, trends and concerns were in the 1980s which produced this novel and how Atwood looked forward through her dystopian fiction, to a world where the worst that could happen has happened, and where some of the hopes, such as for a world where women were really important, had actually not led to quite the outcome that was hoped for. We inevitably look at the concerns of the novel in context of the 1980s and in our own context and will find some of it surprisingly fresh and frightening as it takes current trends one step further to their possible resolutions, while some other events and trends which Atwood was concerned about have perhaps been resolved, in the years between 1987 and now. We need to be reading with two contexts at least in mind.

Atwood’s work engages with modernist and postmodernist philosophical concerns, with the nature of reality, history and identity. She has tackled a whole range of conventions, social, personal and political issues, from sisterhood to reproductive technologies, eating disorders to identity theft, and in her dystopian novels, of which The Handmaid’s Tale is one and the recent Oryx and Crake, the other, she looks at the dire consequences of contemporary behaviours and mistakes, in the latter novel focusing on the end of the world as we know it, a logical next step on from current trends in anti-emotional, anti-artistic, scientific rationalism and dehumanization.

The Handmaid’s Tale was published in 1985, in a period in which second wave feminism flourished, and much of her concerns here are with issues of women’s lives, freedoms, procreation and rights over their own bodies. It was also a period of the rise of fundamentalist religious regimes, especially in Iran, which Atwood visited just prior to writing the novel. Since the novel’s publication, second wave feminism has flowered and been replaced by post-feminism and third wave feminism, what this means in effect is that the idealistic values and visions often (or seems with hindsight) extreme visions of
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