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Plot, structure and perspective
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A sound knowledge of the narrative structure of The Handmaid’s Tale is essential for the exam. You need to
know the text really well and be able to refer to its key episodes. The Handmaid’s Tale has a loose narrative
structure, woven around episodes, rather than a more conventional linear plot. The handling of time is important
in this novel as it adds complexity. The narrative is non-linear and includes flashbacks and repetitions. Some of
it is described as if it were happening in the present moment and some is described as happening in the recent or
distant past. You also need to think carefully about the narrative perspective. Offred is an internal,
first-person narrator.
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STARTING OUT
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Narrative: the representation of an event or a series of events. Narrative structure is the way in which these
events are put together.
Episode: an event or a series of events.
Plot: the main events in a narrative, arranged in a pattern or sequence, often where one event is the cause
of another. A linear or chronological plot or narrative runs continuously from one particular point in time
to another. Time is handled in a straightforward way, with the beginning, middle and end of the narrative
presented in that order. A non-linear or non-continuous narrative jumps forwards or backwards in time. The
term flashback is used to describe scenes that occur prior to the main narrative; flashbacks are an example of
non-linearity.
Narrative perspective: the point of view of the narrator, the teller of the story. An internal narrator is a
character within the story who is doing the telling. A first-person narrator is one who refers to him/herself as ‘I’.

Before you think about Offred’s story and how it is told, write your own definition of ‘story’ in 50 words.
Include in your definition what features a story usually includes and anything else you think is relevant.

2

Offred is the narrator and the story she tells is her own. In Chapter 7 she thinks about the meaning of the
word ‘story’, the process of storytelling and its requirements. Re-read from ‘I would like to believe that
this is a story I’m telling. I need to believe it. I must believe it.’ (p49) to ‘But it’s no good, because I know
you can’t.’ (p50).
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(a) Why does she want to frame her experience as a story?

(b) What do you think the purposes of her story might be?

(c) Why is having someone to tell the story to, an addressee, so important to Offred?

CONTINUED
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Addressee: a broad term for a reader or a listener.
3

At the beginning of Chapter 23, Offred thinks about her story again, using the term ‘reconstruction’ to
describe the process of recreating past events in her mind while she lies on her bed. Re-read from ‘When
I get out of here’ to ‘crosscurrents, nuances’ (p144).
What do you understand here about the difficulties posed by ‘reconstruction’:
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(a) for Offred in particular?

(a) T
 owards the end of the novel, at the beginning of Chapter 41, Offred is reflecting on her story so far.
Re-read from ‘I wish this story were different’ to ‘rainstorms, or snow’ (p279). Summarise in 50 words
how she feels about her story and what she thinks is wrong with it.
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(b) for anybody wanting to tell a story?
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b) Offred continues her criticisms in this chapter. Re-read from ‘Maybe it is about those things’ to
‘nothing I can do to change it’ (p279). Summarise in 80 words what other negative features she
identifies. Include in your summary an interpretation of the phrase ‘red events’.
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c) Offred also reveals in this chapter the emotional effect that storytelling has on her. Re-read from
‘Nevertheless it hurts me’ to ‘I tell, therefore you are’ (p279). What do you learn here about her
feelings and why she continues her storytelling despite them? How does she imagine her addressee?
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We expect novels to be organised into chapters and The Handmaid’s Tale follows this convention. Chapter
openings can signal a transition from one character or location to another or establish time of day.
Chapter endings can provide a pause for thought and raise some questions.
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Decide whether the sentences below are chapter openings or endings. Identify those sentences which are
easy to categorise and explain why. What difficulties do the others pose?
(a) I’m sitting in the Commander’s office, across from him at his desk, in the client position, as if I’m a
bank customer negotiating a hefty loan.

(b) And so I step up, into the darkness within; or else the light.
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(c) A chair, a table, a lamp.
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Another feature of the narrative structure of The Handmaid’s Tale is the 15 named sections spanning the
46 short chapters.
(a) Do you notice anything unexpected or odd about the titles for the 15 sections?
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(e) I called it mine.
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(d) Idiot, says Moira.
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(b) To what extent do these titles help you interpret the novel?

Co

(c) What do you notice about the sequencing of the ‘Night’ sections?

(d) What common elements can you find in the ‘Night’ sections? Think about subject matter and style.
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DEVELOPING YOUR SKILLS
Look again at section VI, entitled ‘Household’, which contains four chapters. Why do you think this section
has been organised in this way? What episode is it dealing with and why is the narrative so stretched at
this point?
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Make a list of the key episodes in the novel. Which ones are ‘red events’? How many key episodes are
contained in one chapter and how many, like the Ceremony, are stretched over more than one chapter?
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Challenge yourself
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Although The Handmaid’s Tale is a dystopia, there is, according to some critics, an element of romance to
be found in its narrative, namely the relationship between Offred and Nick. Do you interpret Offred and
Nick’s relationship as a romance, founded on sexual desire and love, or as an act of rebellion against the
regime of Gilead? Make a list of points that support these two different readings. Try to find three points
in support of each reading. Also think about ways in which you can contest these readings.
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Atwood begins her novel with two dedications: ‘For Mary Webster and Perry Miller’. Find out who
these people are and why Atwood dedicated her novel to them.
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Points for a romantic reading

CONTINUED
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Points against a romantic reading
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Points for an act of rebellion reading
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KEY SKILLS

:S

am

pl
e

Points against an act of rebellion reading

Different ways of reading
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In order to develop intellectual maturity, it is important to reflect on your interpretations and see other
critical viewpoints.

TAKING IT FURTHER

Co

10 On a separate sheet of paper, write four paragraphs or an essay plan in response to these four questions
on narrative perspective.
(a) Why do you think Atwood chose a first-person narrator and a limited point of view for this novel?
(b) Why do you think Offred was the right choice of narrator for Atwood, and not Moira?
(c) To what extent is Offred’s narration reliable?
(d) How do you feel about Offred as narrator after reading the Historical Notes?
Limited point of view: only the perspective of one character is revealed.
Reliable narrator: a narrator whose judgement and perceptions the reader trusts, as opposed to an
unreliable narrator, whose perceptions appear biased, faulty or distorted.
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Challenge yourself
The Handmaid’s Tale shares some features of the ‘slave narrative’. Research this type of story and
make a list of the common features. To what extent do you think The Handmaid’s Tale is a reworking
of ‘a slave narrative’?
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11 Atwood prefaces her novel with three epigraphs: three verses from Genesis, an extract from Swift’s
satire A Modest Proposal and a Sufi proverb. Karen Stein states that these epigraphs are ‘framing devices’
that ask us ‘to read the novel in a particular way’.
Read the epigraphs carefully and research the texts from which they originate. On a separate sheet of
paper, write a paragraph on each epigraph, exploring its purpose(s) and relationship to the novel.
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Epigraph: a literary device usually placed at the beginning of a text. Its purpose is to introduce, comment
on or contextualise the text to which it is attached by drawing a comparison or association. It can help to
establish a mood or tone.
Satire: a literary device employed to expose corruption of an individual, a society, or those in positions of
power. Exaggeration and irony are used to focus attention on vices and hypocrisy. Laughter is a weapon
used for the purpose of ridicule but satire is also politically motivated. Habits of behaviour and beliefs are
challenged with a view to changing them for the better.
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12 The Historical Notes are the concluding frame to the novel and force you to look at the novel in a new
way. They can be said to have a distancing effect on the reader.
On a separate sheet of paper, write three paragraphs or an essay plan in response to these three
questions:
(a) How do you respond to Professor James Darcy Pieixoto’s narrative voice, attitudes and values?
(b) What light does he shed on the novel?
(c) In what way are you distanced from Offred’s story by reading the Historical Notes?
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Distancing effect: a reader’s emotional involvement is jolted by a device (in this case the Historical Notes).
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