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What does it mean for the novel?  

It’s still tricky to puzzle out! Atwood’s gloss suggests to me that we look at the prohibitions of 
Gilead and explore them in relation to human desires – comfort, love, sex, for example. We also 
need to consider the way in which Handmaid encourages us to look at our society – the pre-Gilead 
society – and to examine whether we are happy to pay a price for the freedoms we enjoy.  

I – Night  
Chapter 1 

Immediately, we’re in another world – “what had once been the gymnasium.2 That past tense lands 
us in a future alternative, where gymnasiums no longer exist but have been converted into 
something else. Sleeping in it also implies that something catastrophic has occurred, bringing to mind 
relief centres following a major natural disaster, for example.  

The first page is a litany of the loss that has occurred, highlighting the changes that have taken place. 
The gym should be a place of physical activity – whether the “pungent scent of sweat”, the 
abandoned basketball hoops, or the perfume of the watching girls that still somehow lingers. 
Atwood also utilises the gym as a former dance hall, evoking a high-school atmosphere that is fragile 
and easily broken – the “tissue paper garlands”, the “mirrors” that cast light on the dancers below, 
moving, changing, altering but never stable. 

The gender conflict is established from the outset. The girls “watch” – no female sports teams In this 
gym! The scents are also undeniably associated with sex, the sweat and perfume evoking 
pheromones and hormonal attraction.  The as-yet-unnamed narrator describes the “old sex…and 
loneliness, and expectation” that the teenagers in the gym experienced, again linking it inextricably 
with sex. The expectation is maybe even more recognised by a modern teen reader, who’s 
bombarded with images of sex and desire, their interpretation of love and affection shaped by their 
media exposure.  

Juxtaposed with this youthful, inexperienced physicality, the gym has been transformed into a 
sleeping area – “army cots” brings a note of doubt, suggesting hardship and once more the sense 
that something has happened.  

The regulation that governs the maids seems relatively innocuous at first, with the army context – 
“we folded our clothes neatly” – but then the Aunts are introduced. They “patrol” with “electric 
cattle prods”, instruments of torture and control. Atwood creates a further layer of authority with 
the guards, permitted guns but not allowed within the gym, and the handmaids aren’t allowed out. 
The entire scene shifts to something more like a prison than a gym; the physical and sexual freedom 
that used to be present in the room has been locked down, controlled, virtually erased.  

Sexuality is problematic, before and in this new situation. The narrator describes pre-Gilead 
experiences as “yearning”, “lifting flesh”, “hands”, “the small of the back”. These terms objectify and 
reduce the objects of desire, just as the handmaids reduce themselves when they consider the 
guards: “Some deal made, some trade-off, we still had our bodies. That was our fantasies.” In Gilead, 
the gym remains a place of desire but it has shifted – the women in the dark reach out for one 
another, touching hands across the space, seeking perhaps a comfort instead of a sexual experience.  

The chapter ends with the names – “Alma, Janine, Dolores, Moira, June.” But the names, in many 
ways, remain anonymous: does it matter who is who? A list of names is meaningless without some 
personality or characteristic attached to it. Yet the whispering of it in the dark lends it illicit weight; 
we know that this is forbidden in this new world.  
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Themes:  

 Sex and sexuality – the physicality of the gym, with the descriptions of yearning for sexual 
contact.  

 Female relationships – the connections between the handmaids established as they whisper 
to one another. The way that some women (the aunts) have betrayed others to get more 
authority 

 Patriarchal control – even the aunts are evidently below the guards, who have guns rather 
than cattle prods.  

 Memory – Offred’s narrative 
 Communication – the whispering between the girls as they maintain some form of illicit 

communication 

Characters:  
o The aunts and handmaids are introduced as concepts, rather than individuals – even the list 

of the names at the end is relatively anonymous.  
o Offred, the narrator, tells us that she was present in the time before whenever we are now, 

and has memories of how things have changed.   

Language, structure and form  
The list of the handmaids implies their lack of distinction.  

The contrast of pre and current Gileadean worlds, highlighting what is through what has been lost.  

Context 
A fairly typical dystopian setting – this introduces a new world, but one not that far removed from 
the original. The world has undergone significant changes but remains broadly recognisable. The 
timing of the novel is important; the American high-school gym has echoes of the clothing the 
students wear, ending with “one earring, spiky green-streaked hair” suggesting the punk era of the 
early 1980s.  

II – Shopping  
Chapter 2 
The theme of death is immediately present in the description of the room – “they’ve removed 
anything you could tie a rope to” – and as the window only partly opens, there’s a hint of a prison-
like claustrophobia. Elsewhere, Offred imagines gossip about a woman poisoning a man with toilet 
cleaner – “you’d have thought he’d tasted it.” Offred sometimes tries to find the optimistic side - “A 
chair, sunlight, flowers, these are not to be dismissed. I am alive, I live, I breathe.” – it’s almost 
immediately undercut with a reference to Aunt Lydia claiming this is living in privilege – and it 
doesn’t sound that way to a reader.  

Offred’s room is an important location; neutrally decorated, generic, she even wonders if it is 
“government issue”, letting us know that this is temporary. She also refuses to call it “my room”, 
unwilling to accept that this is her life (although she does accept this later on).  

The ideology of the time is present here immediately. The decorative touches are made by women 
in their spare time, out of objects that have no use. In the bed, “sleep or no sleep” is all that 
happens, but she shuts her mind down at that point – “thought must be rationed”. Even here, alone 
in the room she sleeps in, Offred feels under scrutiny.  

Atwood begins to reveal the role of others in the house, controlled so much that even their 
umbrellas are allocated by colours. The Marthas in the kitchen are clearly servants working in the 
home. Here, we get again another hint as to Offred’s role – Cora’s comment that if she’d been ten 
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Themes:  

 Loneliness – musing on the Commanders “one and one and one and one doesn’t equal 
four”, Offred is isolated in her bedroom, literally placed above Nick but cut off from him by 
being inside while he’s outside.  

 Loss: Offred criticises her former self for not realising how good her life was. Perhaps being 
more aware could have meant she might have protested more in the first place? As we 
know, there was little protesting until everything had virtually already happened. “How were 
we to know we were happy, even then? Because we at least had that: arms, around.” 

 Memory is difficult for Offred and she struggles to recall the faces of Luke and her daughter. 
She says she tries “to raise my own spirits” – a phrase which initially could be read as making 
herself lift up emotionally, but quickly becomes the ghosts of memory, “pictures in an 
album.” The almost clichéd view of remembering people is undercut with the imagery of the 
album burning, “their features curl and bend as if the paper’s burning, blackness eats them,” 
the darkness bringing us back to the night-time of the beginning of the chapter. They fade, 
the ghosts, and she knows she can’t speak to bring them back.  

Characters:  
o Luke’s practical, but his seeming coldness might be difficult – killing the cat doesn’t seem to 

trouble him.  

Language, structure and form  
Luke’s comment that he’ll “take care of it” (the cat) is picked up by Offred because of “he said it 
instead of her, I knew he meant kill”, and she realises the depersonalisation, from her to it, is crucial 
in his divorcing his feelings for the cat, so he can kill it. The verb “take care” might also be 
interesting to a reader – it is often used colloquially for this darker purpose, rather than caring at all. 
She realises, too, that the “creating an it” is important – “So that’s how they do it, I thought. I 
seemed never to have known that before.” Contextually, it’s also important to note that fascist 
regimes seeking scapegoats, such as the Nazis destroying Jews, also sought to separate, 
depersonalise and dehumanise before introducing concentration camps, portraying Jews as animals, 
liars and degenerates known as the “Untermenschen”, or sub-humans.  

“The eyes of God run all over the earth” is a quote from the bible. Here, Offred uses it to refer to 
the Eyes in Gilead. The Commander used it in chapter 15 to end the prayer session.  

Context 
Atwood uses a distorted version of the Lord’s prayer (below), possibly to indicate the fallibility of 
Offred’s memory. It also enables her to pick apart several religious ideas contained within it. 

The Lord’s 
Prayer 

Offred’s narrative Analysis 

Our Father, 
which art in 
heaven, 

My God. Who Art in the Kingdom of. 
Heaven, which is within. 

The idea of Heaven being within would be 
heretical in Gilead, but speaks to a more modern, 
forgiving view of spirituality rather than organised 
religion.  

Hallowed be thy 
Name, 

I wish you would tell me Your Name, the 
real one I mean. But You will do as well 
as anything 

There’s a sense Offred believes. “You” won’t just 
‘do’, it creates a sense of intimacy and trust that 
she’s trying to express 

Thy kingdom 
come, 
Thy will be done, 
in earth as it is in 
heaven. 

I wish I knew what You were up to. But 
whatever it is, help me to get through it, 
please. Though maybe it’s not Your 
doing; I don’t believe for an instant that 
what’s going on out there is what You 
meant 

Typically, prayers request or thank. Atwood skirts 
around the idea of free will by suggesting God 
started something then let things take their 
course. Either he’s not omnipotent after all, or he 
isn’t benevolent – a classic dilemma of religious 
understanding 
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Give us this day 
our daily bread; 

I have enough daily bread, so I won’t 
waste time on that. It isn’t the main 
problem. The problem is getting it down 
without choking on it. 

 

And forgive us 
our trespasses, 
As we forgive 
them that 
trespass against 
us; 

Now we come to forgiveness. Don’t 
worry about forgiving me right now. 
There are more important things. For 
instance: keep the others safe, if they are 
safe. Don’t let them suffer too much. If 
they have to die, let it be fast. You might 
even provide a Heaven for them. We 
need You for that. Hell we can make for 
ourselves. 
I suppose I should say I forgive whoever 
did this, and whatever they’re doing now. 
I’ll try, but it isn’t easy. 

The concept of making one’s own Hell is 
important, not only because Gilead is a social 
rather than natural dystopia, created by humanity, 
but because the population pre-Gilead did little to 
prevent it. Is her suggestion that she’ll forgive the 
others now genuine?  

And lead us not 
into temptation, 
 

Temptation comes next. At the Centre, 
temptation was anything much more than 
eating and sleeping. Knowing was a 
temptation. What you don’t know won’t 
tempt you, Aunt Lydia used to say. 
Maybe I don’t really want to know what’s 
going on. Maybe I’d rather not know. 
Maybe I couldn’t bear to know. The Fall 
was a fall from innocence to knowledge. I 
think about the chandelier too much, 
though it’s gone now. But you could use 
a hook, in the closet. I’ve considered the 
possibilities. All you’d have to do, after 
attaching yourself, would be to lean your 
weight forward and not fight. 

Temptation linking here to the sexuality and 
sensuality that Gilead’s concerned with. She also 
links knowledge and temptation – the knowledge 
of Eve and Adam, falling from innocence, knowing 
what sex is, knowing ‘too much’. Her questioning 
also demonstrates her conflict over knowledge 
and when to choose not to know (pre-Gilead, 
for example). sThe word “fall” – mankind falling 
from the garden of Eden -  leads us into another 
pragmatic of suicide, with the “fall” from the 
chandelier, and thus onto other possible 
alternatives, seemingly never far from her mind.  

But deliver us 
from evil. 

Deliver us from evil. A single-line paragraph, suggesting the “evil” is the 
temptation t suicide – also a religious idea as 
suicide is against God’s law. It might also suggests 
that Offred wants to commit suicide to escape the 
evil of Gilead and be delivered from her current 
situation.  

For thine is the 
kingdom, the 
power, and the 
glory, 
For ever and 
ever. Amen 

Then there’s Kingdom, power, and glory. 
It takes a lot to believe in those right 
now. But I’ll try it anyway. In Hope, as 
they say on the gravestones. 
You must feel pretty ripped off. I guess 
it’s not the first time. If I were You I’d be 
fed up. I’d really be sick of it. I guess 
that’s the difference between us. I feel 
very unreal, talking to You like this. I feel 
as if I’m talking to a wall. I wish You’d 
answer. I feel so alone. All alone by the 
telephone. Except I can’t use the 
telephone. And if I could, who could I 
call? Oh God. It’s no joke. Oh God oh 
God. How can I keep on living? 

The link to death continues with reference to 
heaven – the Kingdom – and the hope, although 
perhaps ironically this is carved onto a gravestone, 
surely the most concrete symbol of the end. In 
the comment “I guess it’s not the first time”, 
Atwood reminds us of all the other times that 
religion has been used as an excuse for 
oppression or distortion. She suggests she has run 
out of coping methods – “I guess that’s the 
difference between us”, because she can’t stand it 
any longer. 
The colloquial section brings back the friendly, 
almost confiding tone, but Offred becomes more 
angry and distraught from “I feel unreal”, when 
she is contemplating her loneliness – the only 
person she can talk to is God, who doesn’t 
acknowledge her. Eventually, her repeated 
exclamations herald a rare breakdown.  
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femaleroad (as Moira calls it) has Canada as its destination, a land of freedom and democracy in 
contrast to Gilead.  

Form, structure and language  
Unreliable narrative  
Offred’s unreliable narrative is important in understanding both character and themes of the novel. 
The narrative is unstable – Offred herself retells, recaptures, replays different events and consciously 
“rewrites” as she is telling her story. As a character, she’s aware that a linear narrative forces 
perspective to change and imposes a logical series of events and logical responses onto lives which 
are not necessarily that way. Atwood thus explores the complexities of the writer’s craft, as well as 
creating a story that opens up more questions the further the reader progresses. We hear 
alternative voices through Offred too, as she repeats what she has been told by others, repeats Aunt 
Lydia at the Rachel and Leah Centre, heads lectures, and records conversations, yet it all filters 
through Offred’s memory.  

Offred makes frequent, repeated reference to her own reliability. In addition to the retelling of 
scenes, for example the first encounter with Nick, told three times, she also says “I made that up”, 
“it didn’t happen that way,” she ‘fills in’ what Moira would have told her had they had more time 
together. She creates a story from her experiences.  

‘It’s impossible to say a thing exactly the way it was, because what you say can never be 
exact, you always have to leave something out, there are too many parts, sides, 

crosscurrents, nuances’.” (Ch 25)   

Atwood’s exploration includes ideas about why we write – to understand ourselves, to make sense 
of what happens to us, to comfort and entertain, us and other people. We also tell stories as 
warnings not to repeat the mistakes of the past or others, and as a way to distance ourselves from 
those mistakes. “Those who can believe that such stories are only stories have a better chance.” 
Offred says that she hopes that the person listening will remember her, seeing story-telling as an act 
of memory, and refers to memorialising Luke and her daughter, keeping them alive.  

“I’m too tired to go on with this story. I’m too tired to think about where I am. Here is a 
different story, a better one.”  

Atwood’s concern with writing and storytelling is evident too in Offred’s language ruminations; she 
is always turning words over in her mind, forensically examining their meaning, connotations, their 
etymology, their nuance, so that she can select the best word possible, or form a distraction from 
the world around her. Here, too, Atwood explores the writer’s craft and the importance of 
vocabulary in self-expression.  

In the Historical Notes, Prof. Pieixoto takes issue with this, suggesting that the story told is illogical 
and lacks coherence – they have pieced together the story from a series of tapes in an order which 
also ‘fits’, imposing an organised structure onto the narrative. Seven of the sections are called 
“night”, for example; can we infer that this structure has been imposed by Pieixoto and his 
colleagues, to create coherence? Helene Cixous, a critical theorist, wrote about ecriture feminine, 
or ‘women’s writing’, and suggested that female writing is less linear than male writing; it meanders, 
wanders into different trains and is less direct: 
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Sample questions – and how to choose what to answer 
There will be a choice of three questions. For the Dystopian section, there will be on one 1984, one 
on The Handmaid’s Tale, and one open question which could be applied to either. You must use 
either 1984 or The Handmaid’s Tale in this third question. You can use both – so you may 
have studied both and have a choice of all three. 

The questions will have a quotation, and an instruction to compare the topic of the statement with 
another text from the wider reading list. There are some suggestions below for practice essays you 
might write. The statements after the quote are all essentially instructing you to do the same thing – 
compare both texts, in light of the given statement.  

FROM EXAMPLE OCR PAPERS:  

 ‘Much dystopian fiction attacks social and political institutions.’  
Compare ways in which Atwood portrays such institutions in The Handmaid’s Tale with the 
methods employed in at least one other text prescribed for this topic.  

 ‘Writers of dystopian fiction often seek to satirise human failings.’  
By comparing The Handmaid’s Tale with at least one other text prescribed for this topic, discuss 
how far you agree with this view.  

Dystopian fiction often paints a frightening picture of the future.’  
By comparing at least two texts prescribed for this topic, explore how far you agree with this view.  
In your answer you must include discussion of either Nineteen Eighty-Four and/or The Handmaid’s 
Tale. 

ADDITIONAL STATEMENTS: 

Below are some additional statements that you can put in front of the phrase:  

By comparing at least two of the prescribed texts, explore how far you 
agree with this view.  In your answer you must include discussion of either 

Nineteen Eighty-Four and/or The Handmaid’s Tale. 

Many dystopian novels explore the theme of isolation.   

The difficulty of employment and work is often explored in dystopian fiction.  

Dystopian fiction often idealises freedom.  

Individual identity, physical and mental, is often under threat in dystopian fiction.  

Dystopian fiction often portrays freedom as problematic, but the ideal nonetheless.  

The conflict between the individual and society is characteristically dystopian. 

Setting is always a key aspect of dystopian writing. 

Dystopian writing often portrays a bleak future for women.  

Dystopian writing is really about the present, rather than the future.  

Dystopian writing is a way to come to terms with the social problems of the past and present.  

Immorality is more often rewarded in dystopian fiction than virtue.  

The need for an open society is a central concern of dystopian literature 

Dystopian fiction wrestles with the concern that to be free, one cannot be safe. 
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The human need for community is a key discussion in dystopian literature.  

We admire defiance against authority, as long as it suits our beliefs.  

Writers of dystopian literature assume that all humans are, essentially, prone more to evil than to good. 

Rebellious protagonists are still able to be tamed by government power and regulations.  

Women are systematically degraded by men. 

Dystopian protagonists have two choices – accept their fate or face destruction. There is no middle way.  

How to make choices in the exam 
In addition to The Handmaid’s Tale, you’ll have another novel you will have studied. If this is 1984, 
you’ll have a choice of 3 questions. If not, you have a choice of two. In either case:  

1.Read them all, and underline the important words in the question. It’ll help focus you on the full 
theme you’re addressing. 

2. Write an opening sentence, and three key points for your choices: 

Dystopian fiction often paints a frightening picture 
of the future.’  
By comparing at least two texts prescribed for 
this topic, explore how far you agree with this 
view.  In your answer you must include 
discussion of either Nineteen Eighty-Four 
and/or The Handmaid’s Tale 

‘Much dystopian fiction attacks social and political 
institutions.’  
Compare ways in which Atwood portrays such 
institutions in The Handmaid’s Tale with the 
methods employed in at least one other text 
prescribed for this topic.  

While 1984 and The Handmaid’s Tale both 
speculate on potential terrifying futures, 
exploring the totalitarianism of governments, 
religious fundamentalists and individuals’ 
inability to stand up to corrupt leadership, their 
novels end on an equivocal note, in which their 
dystopian futures may again be overcome 

- Control of the individual – clothing, 
action, surveillance 

- Government, or religious 
fundamentalist control  

- The pseudo-non-fiction endings  
appendix exploring the language from a 
post-1984 world, and the conference 
ironically demonstrating even more 
silencing of Offred 

1984, with its post-World War Two focus on 
totalitarianism and fears of the military-
industrial complex, and The Handmaid’s Tale’s 
second-wave feminist statement against a 
religiously-sanctioned patriarchy, both attack 
significant institutions of the government and 
the church. While the seemingly unchecked 
power of these institutions is the dystopian 
risk, the more threatening targets are also 
explored: the acquiescence of individuals to a 
creeping control, and their participation in their 
own oppression 

- Surveillance and control by institutions, 
sanctioned by law/economics, and 
religion 

- The media and ‘soft’ control – 
telescreens / performance /  

- The tacit support of individuals – 
Offred’s fiancé, the professor delivering 
the lecture / prayvaganzas,  the child 
spies/ anti-sex league 

 

PRACTICE DOING THIS! It’s SO important – you discover where you’re having trouble with your 
argument, and you decide your argument now rather than as you’re writing. Don’t try to second-
guess the examiner, or think about what anyone else is doing. Do the question you think you 
can do the best. Remember: you do have time to do this. Five minutes spent deciding and 
planning is better in the long run.  


