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Study Guide to Margaret Atwood: The Handmaid's Tale (1986)

Comprehensive notes / questions by Paul Brians, Department of English, Washington State University, on every chapter of the novel.  eg:

Many readers are surprised to hear Atwood's novel labeled science fiction, but it belongs squarely in the long tradition of near-future dystopias which has made up a large part of SF since the early50s. SF need not involve technological innovation: it has been a long-standing principle that social change can provide the basis for SF just as well as technical change. The Handmaid's Tale is partly an extrapolation of Rachel Carson's Silent Spring, attempting to imagine what kind of values might evolve if environmental pollution rendered most of the human race sterile. It is also the product of debates within the feminist movement in the 70s and early 80s. Atwood has been very much a part of that movement, but she has never been a mere mouthpiece for any group, always insisting on her individual perspectives. The defeat of the Equal Rights Amendment, the rise of the religious right, the election of Ronald Reagan, and many sorts of backlash (mostly hugely misinformed) against the women's movement led writers like Atwood to fear that the antifeminist tide could not only prevent further gains for women, but turn back the clock. Dystopias are a kind of thought experiment which isolates certain social trends and exaggerates them to make clear their most negative qualities. They are rarely intended as realistic predictions of a probable future, and it is pointless to criticize them on the grounds of implausibility. Atwood here examines some of the traditional attitudes that are embedded in the thinking of the religious right and which she finds particularly threatening.

http://www.umanitoba.ca/cm/cmarchive/vol14no1/handmaidstale.html
Margaret Atwood, one of Canada's foremost authors, has joined an illustrious coterie of writers who have envisioned the future. Rather than the quasi-scientific books of H.C. Wells or Jules Verne, Atwood has delineated a social and sexual revolution, or perhaps more accurately, an anti-social. anti-sexual revolution.

Ruth Cosstick, Ottawa, Ontario

http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/womanshour/wwf_handmaids_tale.shtml 

It's thought that Atwood was 'inspired' to write it after visiting Afghanistan in 1978.

http://www.enotes.com/handmaids-tale/11003
The Handmaid's Tale | Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale and the Dystopian Tradition
One of [The Handmaid's Tale's] successful aspects concerns the skilful portrayal of a state that in theory claims to be founded on Christian principles, yet in practice miserably lacks spirituality and benevolence. The state in Gilead prescribes a pattern of life based on frugality, conformity, censorship, corruption, fear, and terror—in short, the usual terms of existence enforced by totalitarian states

http://www.enotes.com/handmaids-tale/11001
The Handmaid's Tale | Complex Interplay of Dominance, Submission and Rebellion
Critics read Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale as a cautionary story of oppression against women as well as a critique of radical feminism. Some who focus on Offred, the narrator and main character, criticize her passivity in the face of rigid limitations on her individual freedom: Gayle Green in her article, "Choice of Evils," published in The Women's Review of Books insists, "Offred is no hero." Barbara Ehrenreich in her New Republic article, "Feminism's Phantoms," finds her to be "a sappy stand-in for [1984's] Winston Smith.

http://www.findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0RGU/is_2004_Nov/ai_n8706127
Handmaid's Tale Reviewer's Bookwatch,  Nov, 2004  by Pogo
Trained into her new position by Aunt Lydia, a mix of sadistic Brownshirt and Madam, the speaker is subjected in a society that regiments her existence down to the details of formal greetings and acknowledgements, deprived of intellectual freedom. Reading is prohibited, viewed as stimulating individualistic thinking that may challenge the oppressive regime. Although biblically based, God is replaced by the state's restrictive theocracy instituting its own form of omniscience through a system of spies, regulations and constant surveillance. Physical movement is restricted as Handmaids appear publicly in pairs with strict agendas regarding their presence outside their respective houses, regulated by time and duties. A necessity to the state for progeny, they are easily disposed and subject to Salvagings…

Chillingly realistic, Atwood draws her perverse totalitarian state from historical precedents: the Nazi dream of world domination and the ruthless Taliban subjugation of women with its extremist punishments and public demonstrations of stoning or dismemberment. Although presented as a an advancement of religious fervor and enlightenment, the Salvagings are as brutal as the Bacchanalian orgies with maenads tearing apart their victims for human sacrifice.
