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    Margaret Atwood is the author of a vast range of both fiction and non-fiction works, including 17 poetry collections and 16 novels. She won the Man Booker Prize in 2000 for her novel The Blind Assassin and has been nominated for the award on three further occasions: for The Handmaid’s Tale in 1986, Alias Grace in 1996, and Oryx and Crake in 2003. Considered one of Canada’s greatest writers, Atwood continues to write to critical acclaim: her recent publication Madd-Addam (2013) provides a “magnificent final instalment” (Adair, 2013: para.3) to The Madd-Addam Trilogy. She repeatedly explores the politics of Canadian identity, environmental issues and, despite her discomfort with the ‘feminist’ label, women’s rights. She writes within the realm of science fiction, dystopia, fantasy/myth and historical fiction.

  


  
    THE HANDMAID’S TALE


    A DYSTOPIAN NOVEL


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Atwood, M. (1996) The Handmaid’s Tale. London: Vintage.


      	1st edition: 1985


      	Themes: politics, women’s rights, sex, oppression and power, language, morality

    


    The Handmaid’s Tale (1986) is set in a future world called the Republic of Gilead, once the United States of America. Gilead was formed by a group of religious extremists called the ‘Sons of Jacob’, who replaced democracy with Christian theocracy. Under this totalitarian regime, the Sons of Jacob have severely repressed human rights and abolished women’s rights entirely, reorganising society into Old Testament-inspired hierarchies. As most women in Gilead are infertile due to pollution, the government has created the Handmaids in an attempt to deal with the declining birth rate, where young women with healthy reproductive systems are forced to bear the children of high-ranking commanders. Focusing the story on one young Handmaid named Offred, Atwood lays bare the chillingly painful effects of authoritarian brutality.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE HELL OF GILEAD


    The novel opens in a school gymnasium, where the narrator and other women are being imprisoned. The women are forbidden to speak with each other or walk freely outside the building, and are monitored by those the narrator calls ‘Aunt Sara’, ‘Aunt Elizabeth’ and ‘Aunt Lydia’: stripped of any autonomy, they have become “ladies in reduced circumstances” (p.18). As we are to learn as the novel progresses, this is the Women’s Centre. The story then jumps forward in time, where the narrator Offred is working as a Handmaid for a Commander married to Serena Joy, once a famous soprano singer. The narrator has been in this post for five weeks, and we learn that she has previously had two postings to different officials. Her job is to have sex with the Commander (a mechanical process named the Ceremony) in order to provide him and his Wife with a child. The Handmaids are permitted one walk a day, in pairs, around the Republic of Gilead. Offred walks with a Handmaid called Ofglen. Atwood intersperses the narrator’s present narrative with flashbacks and reflections. We jump back in time through the narrator’s memories of her husband Luke, her daughter, her best friend Moira, her mother, and her life before the Republic’s regime. We learn that Offred and Luke attempted to flee from Gilead across the Canadian boarder, but were captured and have since been separated.


    BREAKING THE RULES ON THE INSIDE AND THE OUTSIDE


    Atwood takes us through the narrator’s walk with a Handmaid named Ofglen to “the thing [they’ve] in truth come to see: the Wall” (p.41). The Wall is designed to trap people inside the Republic of Gilead, and is lined with the dead bodies of so-called war criminals. It is clear that under Gilead’s oppressive regime, no individual can speak out against the state without fearing for their life: as such, the narrator “must not feel” and “won’t give anything away” (p.43). Offred then goes back to the Commander’s home and, once dismissed, goes up to her room. She finds the Commander hovering outside her bedroom, “violating custom” (p.59). Once the Commander hurries away, the narrator enters her bedroom and takes the reader through the space: we learn that the previous Handmaid left a message on the inside of the cupboard, “Nolite te bastardes carborundorum” (p.62); however, Offred, and consequently perhaps the reader, does not yet know what this phrase means.


    It is May. Atwood returns to Offred and Ofglen’s walks, mirroring the earlier episode of the two looking at the wall. As they are leaving, Ofglen says “It’s a beautiful May day” (p.53). We later learn that the word ‘Mayday’ is the secret password of the resistance, the people working together against the Republic’s oppressive regime; however, at this point in the novel it seems that the narrator does not fully understand the significance of Ofglen’s choice of words.


    In the night following one of the Ceremonies, the narrator illegally sneaks out of her room to steal something from Serena Joy’s parlour. Surprisingly, she runs into Nick, the Commander’s chauffeur, compromised in a similarly illegal act. He tells the narrator that he was coming to find her with a message that the Commander wants to see her tomorrow in his office. The Commander and Offred subsequently start meeting secretly. At first, they play Scrabble two to three nights a week. The Commander then begins buying the narrator gifts, such magazines and hand lotion, and in the meetings Offred is given the opportunity to read. On one occasion, Offred asks the Commander what the inscription on the inside of her cupboard means, and we learn that it translates to “don’t let the bastards grind you down” (p.197). We also learn that the previous Handmaid hanged herself. The narrator finds that their secret meetings make the Ceremonies more awkward, for “he was no longer a thing” (p.170).


    INCREASING RECKLESSNESS


    Ofglen and Offred slowly grow closer. Through one brief exchange around halfway through the novel, the women come to the mutual understanding that neither of them are true believers in the Republic’s cause. Ofglen and Offred start attending events together, for example Janine’s childbirth and a Prayvaganza (weddings for the Wives’ daughters). A crucial event is when the two go to a Women’s Salvaging, a public group execution at which women are forced to be present. A man is being put on trial for rape. During the trial, Ofglen surges forward and kicks the man in the head, knocking him out. Returning to Offred, she hastily explains that the man was not a rapist but “one of ours” (p.292), on side of the resistance, and that she attacked him to put him out of his misery.


    As the Commander has not yet managed to get Offred pregnant, Serena Joy privately requests that Offred secretly have sex with Nick. She schedules this for the same night that the Commander decides to take Offred out to a brothel called Jezebel’s, with the intention of having sex with her outside of their usual Ceremonies. Whilst at the brothel, Offred sees her best friend Moira. We learn that Moira escaped the Women’s Centre by impersonating an officer, dressed in brown uniform. For eight to nine months, she lived underground, moving slowly across the continent towards the border; however, she was captured in Salem. Rather than going back to the Women’s Centre, Moira had to choose between going to the Colonies or working at Jezebel’s, and picked the latter. Moira and Offred’s reunion is emotional and raw. Parting with Moira, the Commander then takes Offred to a former hotel room to have sex, where Offred forces herself to fake enjoyment. Once they return to the house, Offred is ordered by Serena Joy to go and see Nick, and they have sex. However, after having slept with him on Serena’s orders, Offred then begins to do so of her own accord. They develop feelings for each other, and she starts telling him secrets about her past and present. Offred soon suspects she may be pregnant.


    OFFRED’S FATE


    After the Women’s Salvaging, Offred does not see Ofglen again, but is still permitted to resume her regular walks. Partnered with “the new Ofglen” (p.295), Offred tries out the coded language of the resistance by dropping the phrase “May Day” (p.296) into conversation. It is quickly apparent that the new Ofglen is a true believer in the Republic’s movement, but is very aware of the resistance’s codes; as such, she susses Offred out instantly. As a warning to Offred, the new Ofglen then tells her that the old Ofglen committed suicide, having been discovered as a member of the resistance. Returning home, Offred finds that Serena Joy has become aware of her secret arrangement with the Commander. Offred contemplates suicide. A black van comes for her seemingly sealing her fate; however, Nick arrives and tells Offred that they are members of the resistance coming to rescue her. As it is unclear whether Nick is being truthful, the novel’s ending is ambiguous, and Offred’s fate is as much confined to “the darkness within” as it is “the light” (p.307).


    After the narrative has ended, the book closes with a section titled ‘Historical Notes’, where Professor Pieixoto discusses the novel in 2195, after the fall of Gilead. The professor reveals that the narrator recorded her narrative on tapes that he then transcribed. Despite his research, the professor says that Offred’s fate remains unclear.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    OFFRED


    Offred is the narrator of the story and the novel’s protagonist. However, her real name is not actually Offred. She “has another name, which no-body uses now because it’s forbidden” (p.94). Stripped of her own name and by consequence her previous self, her existence as ‘Offred’ is one she must fabricate in order to suit the Gilead regime:


    “My self is a thing I must now compose, as one composes a speech. What I must present is a made thing, not something born.” (p.76)


    As such, Atwood asks the reader to distinguish between the performative Offred and the real, private self of the narrator. The former is obedient, quiet and submissive, and espouses the indoctrination of the Republic mechanically and unemotionally. As such, Offred can be interpreted as a passive figure who relies upon the more radical actions of the people around her. For example, if we are to believe that Nick is a member of the resistance, then Offred’s ‘escape’ at the end of the novel is facilitated by the people around her. As H. S. Macpherson explains, Offred therefore becomes a “passive everywoman, awaiting rescue” (2010:56).


    However, whilst Offred is not as rebellious as Moira or Ofglen, she nonetheless holds onto her sense of autonomy in the subtlest of ways, for example by stealing things from the Commander’s Wife, or making forbidden eye contact with a Guardian when out walking. Towards the latter half of the novel, the narrator’s rebelliousness begins to dominate and crush the Offred that acts as a performative pawn of the Republic. In order to continue her forbidden relationship with Nick, for example, she “became reckless” and “took stupid chances” (p.280). Similarly, although Offred rationally knows that she should “give it a week, two weeks, maybe longer” to gauge whether the new Ofglen is part of the resistance or not, she cannot bring herself to hold back (p.296). Ultimately, her increasing recklessness throughout the novel demonstrates how her independence cannot be fully foiled or suppressed through indoctrination under the repressive regime.


    Through the narrator’s frequent flashbacks, the reader can piece together parts of her previous life. We learn that her relationship with Luke started as an affair, as Luke was previously married to another woman. We also learn that she tried to escape with Luke and their daughter, but they were captured at the border last minute. Under the Republic’s regime, divorces were invalidated, making Offred an adulteress and therefore a sinner. As such, the Republic claimed the right to take away their child and give her to a ‘legitimate’ family, whilst Offred was forced to become a Handmaid. As Offred doubts that she will see any of her family again, her flashbacks are a painful articulation of grief. Offred flits between thinking of her daughter as “the ghost of a dead girl, the little girl who died when she was five” and maintaining some painful hope that she “still does exist” (p.74). Offred is engaged in a
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