
ENGLISH LANGUAGE & LITERATURE INTRODUCTORY TASKS 
 

 Read the three extracts below about our exam novel The Handmaid’s Tale. 
 Produce an A4 sheet about the novel, with ten pictures that represent different 

aspects of the book (themes, characters, settings and so on) and ten quotations 
about the novel from different reviewers. Hand this in to your teacher in your first 
English lesson.  

 You will need to get a copy of The Handmaid’s Tale as soon as possible and finish 
reading it by the end of October. The course materials refer to the 1996 Vintage 
edition of the book (ISBN: 978-0-099-74091-9). 
 

The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood (1985) 
 

 
Amazon.co.uk blurb  

In the world of the near future, who will control women's bodies? 
 
Offred is a Handmaid in the Republic of Gilead. She may leave the home of the 
Commander and his wife once a day to walk to food markets whose signs are now 
pictures instead of words because women are no longer allowed to read. She must lie 
on her back once a month and pray that the Commander makes her pregnant, 
because in an age of declining births, Offred and the other Handmaids are only valued 
if their ovaries are viable. 
 
Offred can remember the days before, when she lived and made love with her 
husband Luke; when she played with and protected her daughter; when she had a 
job, money of her own, and access to knowledge. But all of that is gone now.... 
 
Funny, unexpected, horrifying, and altogether convincing, The Handmaid's Tale is at 
once a scathing satire, dire warning, and tour de force. 

 
Extract from an introductory essay by Erin Striff 

The Handmaid's Tale, a best-seller and Margaret Atwood's most popular work, was 
short-listed for the Booker Prize, won the Arthur C. Clarke Award for science fiction, 
and was made into a mainstream film. Drawing on a tradition of dystopias such as 
Aldous Huxley's Brave New World (1932) and George Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-Four 
(1949), the novel is set in Gilead, a near-future right-wing totalitarian regime in 
which the function of the caste of women called handmaids is reduced to childbearing. 
The novel also responds to the political climate of the 1980s: Gilead contains 
elements of the American extreme right, religious fundamentalism, and antifeminist 
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backlash. Not surprisingly, much of the novel's early criticism focused on whether or 
not this dystopia accurately predicted the future of North American society.  

The Handmaid's Tale is characterized by a fragmented narrative and disjointed 
subjectivity. The handmaid, Offred, is a reluctant narrator, periodically fictionalizing 
her life story when it becomes too painful for her to relate. The reader is presented 
with a set of competing narratives, one having no more authority than another. 
Offred's refusal to relate a cohesive narrative creates a complicated relationship 
between the novel and its readers. For example, Gilead has deprived Offred of her 
name, supplying her instead with the patronymic Offred, or “of Fred,” after the 
commander for whom she is handmaiden. Although Offred tells Nick what her name 
is, she does not disclose this information to the reader, denying the reader easy 
access to her character.  

Offred's narrative is presented as a protest against the society and has political 
ramifications. In a nation where women are not allowed to read or write, a woman's 
autobiography is a dangerous weapon. Offred's own distrust of political movements 
ensures that she does not write her narrative instead of instigating revolution; rather, 
she demonstrates that telling women's stories is itself a revolutionary act. At times 
she breaks off from her autobiography to tell the stories of other women, because she 
finds their stories to be less painful than her own. In this manner she relates the 
story of Moira, a woman whom she views as assertive in a way she herself is unable 
to be, in Moira's voice. By recounting the stories of Moira and other women victimized 
by Gilead, the novel moves beyond the fictional autobiography of one woman to tell 
the story of a society of women.  

 
Extract from ‘The Handmaid’s Tale as a Dystopian Novel’ from Teachit.co.uk  
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