
AS/A-Level Literature Workbooks: The Handmaid’s Tale 1 

© Renée Stanton 2018  Hodder Education 

WORKBOOK ANSWERS 

AS/A-level English 
Literature Workbook: 
The Handmaid’s Tale 

This Answers document provides suggestions for some of the possible answers that might be 

given for the questions asked in the Workbook. They are not exhaustive and other answers 

may be acceptable, but they are intended as a guide to give teachers and students feedback.
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1 Answers will vary, but a story has characters, settings and events that are linked together 

in a fictional world. A story has to begin somewhere and there is often something that 

happens which starts a sequence of events. A story ends with questions answered or 

more questions raised about what happens next. 

2 (a) She would rather believe that her reality is a story – a figment of her imagination. A 

storyteller has control over the ending. She can have some control over her life in this 

story. 

(b) The purposes of her story are unclear but it feels deeply personal. It could broadly be 

to record / give voice to / make sense of her experience by giving shape to her thoughts 

and feelings. 

(c) A story must have an audience, a reader, somebody to listen to it or read it – to share 

it in some way. It makes her feel as if she can connect with someone else and be less 

alone. 

3 (a) Offred has no means of recording her story as it is unfolding so has to rely on her 

mind and her memory. It will be difficult for her to remember accurately all the details when 

she recalls these experiences and tells her story. She also thinks that language is slippery 

as a means of expression and that it is impossible for her to include all the different facets 

of her experience – the things which are perhaps beyond the reach of words. The idea of 

having to leave things out is interesting – the gaps in a narrative. Sometimes the gaps are 

to do with pain or self-censorship. 

(b) Any person telling or writing a story is confronted by the difficulties of finding the right 

words and shaping and selecting their material. What to include and what is excluded – 

not present in the narrative – is all part of the shaping. The means of recording a story is 

not usually a problem, but the accurate recalling of detail from the past is a problem for 

any writer. 

4 (a) Offred is critical of its structure and themes. She considers herself an inadequate, 

passive protagonist and a wavering narrator. Ideally she would like her story to be more 

romantic, dramatic and uplifting, about the significant moments in a life or the wonders of 

nature. 

(b) Offred criticises the material blocking the story and the vagueness arising from the 

constraints of her role. She regrets the narrative unevenness, the stretches when time 

passes and nothing much happens, and the incongruity of contrast when ‘red events’ – 

actions violent, shocking and disruptive – jolt the narrative. Examples might include the 

ceremonies and rituals associated with her role or the commonplace and public reminders 

of Gilead’s power and brutality. Finally she apologises for the narrative’s pain and 

fragmentation. 

(c) Offred is pained and damaged by her story/experience and the retelling causes the 

pain to be felt again. She uses five negative adjectives to describe her story in human 

terms. It is the story of her body – how she has been used, violated and worn down. 

Nevertheless she is propelled by the need to tell and listen to others, in another time and 

space, elsewhere. She knows that her future is uncertain but hopes that her belief in her 

story and her readers/listeners is sufficient to make the telling a possibility. 
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5 (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. 

Opening (Ch 29, p193). The sentence establishes location. Easy. 

(b) And so I step up, into the darkness within; or else the light. 

Ending (Ch 46, p307). The ‘and so’ feels conclusive and connected to the other events 

that have preceded it. Easy. 

(c) A chair, a table, a lamp. 

Opening (Ch 2, p17). The sentence is a minor one without a verb. It feels as if it is floating. 

It could occur in either position. Difficult. 

(d) Idiot, says Moira. 

Ending (Ch 36, p245). This is a fragment of dialogue that could occur in either position. 

Difficult. 

(e) I called it mine. 

Ending (Ch 8, p59). The pronoun ‘it’ refers back to something so an end position is more 

likely. Difficult. 

6 (a) The titles of the 15 sections are all abstract. They are typically one word, a noun, and 

the title ‘Night’ is repeated. The repetition suggests that ‘Night’ is important in some way. 

The titles feel fragmentary and incomplete. 

(b) The titles do not provide a strong interpretative force as there is little guidance to the 

subject matter of the sections to which they are anchored. They are open rather than 

directive. 

(c) The Night sections, or Nap in one instance, frame the others (which are events both 

ordinary and extraordinary). 

(d) The Night sections allow Offred to imagine, think or dream and remember. They are 

her private meditative spaces. In these sections she can connect with her past and the 

different familial roles she used to play. She is in touch with her wider self. Often they are 

flashbacks and memories are recalled. They are often poetic in style. 

7 The Household section covers the episode of the Ceremony, its lead up and aftermath. 

The narrative is stretched because the main event is built up to slowly, emphasising 

protocols and time passing. 

The gathering and the bible reading are meant to express solemnity but Offred’s narrative 

is subversive. In her mind she is free to think what she likes and her mind is roaming. 

The fact that the build up to the Ceremony involves the Commander’s whole household 

and that there is nobody in the sitting room who wants to be there is ironic. 

The attention to detail and the narrative interruptions, caused by Offred’s thoughts and 

memories, contrast with the abrupt way in which the Ceremony itself is suddenly described 

in medias res (in the middle of things). 

There has been a narrative gap and no mention of how the characters behave as they 

move from the public space of the sitting room to the intimate space of Serena Joy’s 

bedroom. 
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The reader is shocked by the scenario with which they are confronted in close up. There 

has been no lead up to this bizarre situation. 

The sexual charge comes later when Offred afterwards butters herself in the privacy of her 

own room, transgresses the boundaries by returning to the sitting room, steals the daffodil 

and then is confronted by Nick. 

This section challenges the reader’s narrative expectations on a number of levels. 

8 Key episode list: 

• Meeting and recognising Serena Joy (contained) 

• Meeting Nick (contained) 

• Meeting Ofglen (stretched) 

• Visit to the Wall (contained but also part of meeting Ofglen) 

• Discovery of the secret message in Latin (contained) 

• Visit to the doctor and his ‘offer’ (contained) 

• Preliminaries to the Ceremony: bath, sitting-room, the Ceremony (red event) and its 

aftermath, stealing a flower, meeting Nick (stretched) 

• The Birth Day (red event) (stretched) 

• Moira’s escape story (contained) 

• First Scrabble game (contained) 

• Cora discovers Offred on the floor of her room (contained) 

• Second Scrabble game with Vogue 

• Third Scrabble game (second and third contained in same chapter) 

• Ceremony post Scrabble (contained) 

• Offred and Ofglen have the conversation outside Soul Scrolls (contained) 

• Offred getting to know the Commander – Scrabble then talk (contained) 

• Serena Joy’s suggestion (contained) 

• Prayvaganza (red event) (stretched) 

• Jezebel’s and failed sex (stretched) 

• Offred’s arranged liaison with Nick (contained) 

• Offred’s other meetings with Nick (contained – narrative summary) 

• Salvaging and Particicution (red events) (stretched) 
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• News of Ofglen’s suicide (contained) 

• Offred’s fear, despair and ‘escape’ (contained) 

9 Points for a romantic reading: 

• Nick is handsome, desirable and mysterious. 

• He flirts with her and touches Offred in a way that signals a desire for intimacy. 

• He kisses her passionately at the first opportunity. 

• Nick rescues Offred in the end. 

• Offred falls in love with him and goes to him of her own volition. 

• She believes herself to be pregnant and feels tender towards him as the father. 

• The power of love and its incapacitating effects – Offred is distracted and less inclined 

to resist or find out information about the Commander for Ofglen. 

 Points against a romantic reading: 

• On occasion there seems to be a rather ironic treatment of their relationship. 

 Points for an act of rebellion reading: 

• Secret love affairs are forbidden, therefore having one is a subversive/transgressive 

act. 

• Offred is rebelling against the teachings of Aunt Lydia and Gileadean propaganda 

about men and women and the rules governing their interaction and behaviour. 

• Serena Joy suggests that Offred has sex with Nick and is colluding with Offred against 

the protocol. 

• Offred is mostly rebellious in mind only, but to see Nick she has to take action, leave 

the relative safety of her room and brave the searchlights and the bullets. In order to 

sustain their relationship she has to be dynamic and take the initiative. 

 Points against an act of rebellion reading: 

• Offred seems rather weak, dependant and love-struck when she is with Nick. 

• She makes excuses when Ofglen asks her to exploit her relationship with the 

Commander because her energies are directed towards Nick. 

10 Answers will vary, but may cover the following points; 

(a) Atwood perhaps wanted the reader to spend a lot of time in the mind of her narrator 

and a first-person, limited narrator is one way of doing this. The limitations of Offred’s 

perspective also fit with the limitations of the Handmaid role. 
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(b) Offred is ordinary, not heroic or overtly rebellious like Moira. It is perhaps easier for a 

reader to empathise with such a character. 

(c) Offred’s narration shows close attention to detail. She tells the reader when she is 

being/has been unreliable in her narration. Her vagueness or state of not being certain 

about events/characters also has the ring of truth. The reader is forced to empathise with 

Offred through the way Atwood handles the narrative perspective and therefore the reader 

has to trust what she says. 

(d) Perhaps the reader feels even more solidarity for Offred as the Historical Notes 

displace or erase Offred from her own narrative. 

11 The first epigraph, drawn from the domain of religion, namely the Bible (the Book of 

Genesis), asks the reader to think about its correspondence to The Handmaid’s Tale. The 

words refer to the significance of children for women and how Rachel’s infertility problem 

might be solved by using Bilbah in her place. This is Rachel’s desperate solution as she 

commands Jacob to ‘go in unto her’ and ‘she shall bear upon my knees, that I may also 

have children by her’. These words are used by Gilead to justify the triangular relationship 

between the Commander, Wife (sterile Rachel) and Handmaid (surrogate Bilbah) and the 

(grotesque) ways in which the Ceremony and childbirth are enacted. Rachel’s desire for a 

child in a patriarchal society is transposed into something horrific. 

 The second epigraph is from Swift’s satirical novel A Modest Proposal (1729). Again, the 

reader is invited to consider the parallels between it and The Handmaid’s Tale. Swift wrote 

this novel with a specific political function – to expose the damage that English economic 

policy was having on Ireland. The gist of the ironic ‘Proposal’ is that Ireland’s problems of 

poverty and overpopulation can be solved by cannibalism – selling its children to be eaten 

by the rich English. This outrageous concept is used to deliver an important message 

about hypocrisy and tyranny. The connection between the two texts is at least twofold. The 

first link is one of irony, the horrific consequences of mismanaged political power. The 

second is one of theme – both deal with problems of population (over and under 

population) and, in both cases, the measures taken to deal with the problem are tyrannical, 

involving the commodification of human beings. Both texts also make profound political 

points about the real-world context of their production. 

 The third epigraph, drawn from the mystical Islamic beliefs of Sufism (expressing ideas 

about the search for divine love and knowledge through direct personal experience of 

God), is a proverb, a saying or general truth. On one level it is a simple statement, ‘In the 

desert there is no sign that says, Thou shalt not eat stones’ but like all proverbs, there is 

an allusive and wise quality to the words. It suggests that humans know what to do without 

being officially told and that their inner life, their knowledge, intuition, feelings and thoughts 

are important to their survival. The link between this proverb and The Handmaid’s Tale is 

perhaps less obvious than the other two epigraphs but certainly Gilead’s regime goes 

against natural feeling. The Handmaids are trained in new ways of behaviour and 

speaking that are artificially imposed. Offred uses the cover of night and the privacy of her 

room to reflect and meditate, to understand, to pray, to keep her sanity and composure. 

12 (a) The professor’s voice is smug, emotionally detached and sexist. His academic 

discourse is an uncomfortable mixture of false modesty and in-jokes. 

(b) He fills some narrative gaps – that Offred escapes; how Offred’s story was 

discovered on a series of audiotapes and the fragments put together by a male academic. 



1 Plot, structure and perspective 

AS/A-Level Literature Workbooks: The Handmaid’s Tale 7 

© Renée Stanton 2018  Hodder Education 

(c) Not only do these Historical Notes belong to a different time frame (2195, post-

Gilead), but they also reinforce the idea of the text as a construct (reconstruction being a 

theme of the novel and an ongoing concern for its narrator). Both of these factors have a 

distancing effect, as does the professor’s focus on the Commander and his possible 

identity. Offred is displaced from her story.
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1 All the themes in the list are significant; the choice of five will depend on what the reader 

brings to the text in terms of experience, background and sensibilities. 

2 As an example: the theme of ownership. 

 The naming system for the Handmaids signals that they belong to a man, whoever their 

current Commander happens to be. They do not have ownership of their identity. 

 Offred’s relationship with the room she occupies in the Commander’s house – the moment 

when she refers to it as ‘my room’ is a significant moment for her. 

 The Handmaids do not own anything. They have no possessions. Offred’s daughter has 

been taken away from her. 

3 (a) Serena Joy and Offred – their first meeting 

 Themes include: power, communication, language, rules, restrictions and routines, 

dehumanisation (‘a business transaction’); surveillance (‘I’ve read your file’). 

 Serena Joy initiates the conversation, and asserts her status and power throughout 

by the use of bold direct statements, questions and warnings. Offred’s role is a passive 

one in the conversation and her hesitation in answering one of the questions reveals her 

quickness of mind and her interest in language. Offred uses a marker of ‘politeness’ 

(‘Ma’am’) for which she is reprimanded. Serena Joy’s manner is strained. 

(b) The doctor and Offred 

 Themes include: corruption, surveillance, complicity, doubt, sex. 

 This conversation takes place during a routine gynaecological examination. The 

doctor’s language deviates from the rules governing interaction with a Handmaid. His 

euphemistic ‘offer’ is coded and whispered. He is abusing his authority and is exposing 

both himself and her to danger. Offred is so shocked that she does not initially understand 

his meaning and has to ask questions to clarify the situation. 

(c) Offred and Nick 

 Themes include: dehumanisation, language, communication, power, surveillance, 

sex. 

 The conversation takes place on the occasion when Offred has been sent by Serena 

Joy to Nick, rather than going of her own volition. Both use language in a way that is 

unemotional and business-like. They both need to psychologically distance themselves 

and this leads to language that is mutually hurtful. 

4 (a) The passing of time/waiting 

(b) Desire, ownership 

(c) Disappearance, life and death 

(d) Escape 

(e) Appearance and reality 
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Life and death 

5 

Example Type of device How it contributes to the theme(s) 

The Wall Setting and symbol Death is displayed on the Wall in a 
gruesome way. People hang from hooks, 
with bags over their heads (pp41–2). 

The Handmaids’ clothing Symbol Draws attention to their life-giving 
potential. A reminder of the blood that they 
lose naturally through menstruation and 
unnaturally if they fail to fulfil their function 
or break the rules (p18). 

 Offred’s room Setting A space that is haunted by the traces of 
previous Handmaids, including one who 
took her own life (p62). 

Janine Character She manages to produce a baby, a new 
life, but that life cannot be sustained and 
the baby becomes a ‘shredder’ (p36, 
pp133–37, p226). 

Birth Day Event The siren that heralds the event is 
simultaneously associated with death and 
life (p21). The baby could be an ‘Unbaby’ 
who is deformed and unable to live 
(pp122–3). 

Rita and Cora talking about the 
Martha who has been shot 

Dialogue Death is commonplace. The Martha was 
‘fumbling in her robe, for her pass’ and 
was mistaken for a man in disguise with a 
bomb. Rita calls it ‘a bad death’, which 
implies that some of these deaths are 
accepted as a necessary part of being 
kept ‘safe’ (p30). 

Offred’s daughter, and husband 
Luke 

Characters Offred is haunted by their absence and 
does not know whether they are alive or 
dead (pp113–16 Luke, pp84–5 daughter), 
although a photo of her daughter is 
eventually shown to her (p240). 

The Salvaging Event Those women who have broken the rules 
are punished by hanging (Ch 42). The 
salvagers wear black hoods and robes. 
The rope by which they are hung is 
touched by the Handmaids as part of their 
ritualistic sharing or complicity with the 
deaths (p288). 
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Example Type of device How it contributes to the theme(s) 

The Particicution Event The Handmaids are given a man, a 
Guardian, supposedly accused of raping 
two Handmaids, to punish and kill (pp289–
92). The attack is a frenzied brutal attack 
(Ofglen intervenes to take his life as 
quickly as she can). The death makes 
Offred feel both sick and hungry but also 
very alive (p293). 

Attitudes towards men and women 
6 (a) It’s natural for men to need a variety of sexual partners. 

 Character: the Commander 

 Evidence: ‘Nature demands variety, for men. It stands to reason, it’s part of the 

procreational strategy.’ (Ch 37, p249) 

(b) Women should stick together. 

 Character: Aunt Lydia 

 Evidence: What we’re aiming for, says Aunt Lydia, is a spirit of camaraderie among 

women. We must all pull together. (Ch 34, p234) 

(c) A husband is a husband for life. 

 Character: Serena Joy 

 Evidence: Till death do us part. That’s final. (Ch 3, p26) 

(d) Women who wear high heels, make-up and short skirts are both fascinating and 

repulsive. 

 Character: Offred (and it is assumed that Ofglen feels this too) 

 Evidence: We are fascinated, but also repelled [by the Japanese women who are 

wearing Western-style clothes and have their hair uncovered] … It has taken so little time 

to change our minds. (Ch 5, p38) 

(e) Handmaids need all the help they can get to fall pregnant. 

 Character: The doctor 

 Evidence: ‘Most of those old guys can’t make it anymore,’ he says. ‘Or they’re sterile.’ 

(Ch 11, p70) 

(f) Women and not men are to be blamed for rape. 

 Character: Aunt Lydia 
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 Evidence: Oiling themselves like roast meat on a spit, and bare backs and shoulders, 

on the street, in public, and legs, not even stockings on them, no wonder those things 

used to happen. (Ch 10, p65) 

(g) Men are only good for one thing – helping to make more women in the world. 

 Character: Offred’s mother 

 Evidence: A man is just a woman’s strategy for making other women. Not that your 

father wasn’t a nice guy and all, but he wasn’t up to fatherhood. Not that I expected it of 

him. Just do the job, then you can bugger off. (Ch 20, pp130–1) 

(h) Men are weak when it comes to sex and its up to women to set the boundaries. 

 Character: Aunt Lydia (we infer) 

 Evidence: It’s forbidden for us to be alone with the Commanders. We are for breeding 

purposes: we aren’t concubines, geisha girls, courtesans. (Ch 23, p144) 

Doubt and uncertainty 
7 

Character  Comment on theme  Textual evidence 

Offred She is uncertain about what has 
happened to her daughter and Luke. 
She is uncertain whether Nick is an 
Eye. 

Daughter: But she exists, in her white 
dress. She grows and lives. Isn’t that a 
good thing? A blessing? (Ch 35, p240) 

Luke: Here is what I believe. (Ch 18, 
p114); The things I believe can’t all be 
true. (Ch 18, p116) 

Nick: Perhaps he was merely being 
friendly. … Perhaps it was a test, … 
Perhaps he is an Eye. (Ch 4, p28) 

Ofglen Uncertain about Offred’s true thoughts 
and feelings. 

Ofglen says nothing. There is a silence.  
But sometimes it’s as dangerous not to 
speak. (Ch 5, p39) 

Serena Joy Uncertain about the Ceremony. Serena has begun to cry. … She 
always does this, the night of the 
Ceremony. ... The tension between her 
lack of control and her attempt to 
supress it is horrible. (Ch 15, p101) 

Religious fundamentalism 
8 (a) In front of us, to the right, is the store where we order dresses. Some people call 

them habits. … The store has a huge wooden sign outside it, in the shape of a golden lily; 

Lilies of the Field, it’s called. (Ch 5, pp34–5) 
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(b) The Commander, as if reluctantly, begins to read. He isn’t very good at it. Maybe he’s 

merely bored. (Ch 15, p99) 

(c) There are three new bodies on the Wall. One is a priest, still wearing the black 

cassock. That’s been put on him, for the trial, even though they gave up wearing those 

years ago, when the sect wars first began; cassocks made them too conspicuous. The two 

others have purple placards hung around their necks: Gender Treachery. (Ch 8, p53) 

(d) Serena has begun to cry. I can hear her, behind my back. It isn’t the first time. She 

always does this, the night of the Ceremony. (Ch 15, p101) 

(e) 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. (Ch 30, p205) 

Language, themes and semantic 
fields 
9 (a) Different semantic fields: colour, parts of the body, flesh/skin, reflection 

(doubling)/apparition, smell, food, scars, radiance. 

(b) Examples that fit more than one semantic field: 2 apparition and colour; 3 skin and 

scars; 5 colour and scars; 8 apparition and colour. 

(c) Links between semantic fields and themes: parts of the body – sex and 

dehumanisation; scars – injury and mutilation; reflection/doubling/apparition – appearance 

and reality; smell – desire, the past; food – life, the natural world. 

10 Answers will vary, but paragraphs should focus on the themes that tend to feature in the 

‘Night’ sections: the past (memories), feminism (as she remembers her mother and Moira), 

sex and desire (as she remembers her relationship with Luke), loss (as she remembers 

her daughter and how she was taken from her). 

11 These are examples of how themes and perspective can be linked. 

 Sex and desire via a female gaze – men (Nick, the Commander) seen through the eyes, 

thoughts and feelings of a woman. It is a feminisation but not of the sweet and gentle 

variety. 

 Communication – Offred’s desire to communicate with other women is very strong and 

she has to stop herself from wanting this. Initially she wanted to connect with the Wife of 

her Commander (‘I wanted to think I would have liked her, in another time and place, 

another life.’ Ch 3, p26) but finds this impossible when she recognises Serena Joy. She 

also hankers after female talk with Cora and Rita (Ch 2 pp20–1). When with the 

Commander at Jezebel’s she is more interested in the women than the men and is 

impatient with his male-oriented focus (Ch 37, p249). 

12 There are many possibilities here – much will rest on the individual student’s interests as 

to which theme arrests their attention and the extent to which they consider it important. 

13 Answers will vary but should cover and develop the following points: 
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History – how it emerges in the paratextual material. 

Dedications – both are linked to Puritanism. 

Epigraphs – satire. 

Historical Notes – the language of history and the nature of historical discourse. What is 

considered to be important about the past, what becomes a key focus for study and what 

is considered more marginal. 

14 (a) The past (the time before) – as a means of contrast with the bad things that are 

happening now); violence; dehumanisation; life and death; rules, restrictions and routines; 

injury and mutilation; surveillance; corruption; survival; complicity; doubt/uncertainty; 

knowledge; freedom; power; isolation; disappearance; escape; absence and presence; 

appearance and reality; fear; identity; betrayal; resistance; loss; ignorance; history; 

captivity/enslavement; religious fundamentalism – all these relate negative tendencies and 

many are inherently negative through their meaning and associations. 

 (b) Desire; sex; motherhood; feminism; storytelling – these are less obvious, although the 

first two are bound to emerge if people are oppressed. The less obvious themes are linked 

to the female perspective, perhaps.
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1 

 Description  Character(s) 

Their name is derived from the name of a man Offred, Ofglen, Ofwarren 

Singer and TV celebrity from the time before Serena Joy 

They only appear in Offred’s thoughts and dreams Offred’s mother, husband and daughter 

A close friend of Offred’s from university Moira 

Independent and courageous Moira, Ofglen 

Knits, gardens and smokes Serena Joy 

Cooks and prepares food, does housework Rita and Cora 

Wears a military uniform and uses a cattle prod Aunt Lydia 

Commits suicide The former Offred, Ofglen 

Has poor mental health Janine 

Is sad and lonely, seeking intimacy The Commander, Offred 

A romantic figure Nick 

 
2 (a) 

Name of role Function Gender Page references 

Angel Guards Handmaids at the 
training centre and fights on the 
front lines. Wears a black 
uniform. 

Male p14, p22 

Guardian Escorts Handmaids to and from 
postings, does routine policing 
and menial jobs for 
Commanders. Wears a green 
uniform. 

Male p23, p30 

Eye Surveillance. Travels in black 
painted vans with white eyes on 
the side and tinted black glass. 
Wears black glasses. Carries 
out acts of violence on the 
streets. 

Male p28, p31, pp30–6 

Commander Senior official in the government. 
Wears a black uniform. Head of 
the household. 
A commander, not Fred, 

Male pp97–9, p230 
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presides over the mass wedding 
ceremony. 

Aunt Trains the Handmaids and 
punishes those who resist. 

Female pp13–14, pp122–
3 

Wife (to Commander) Elderly childless woman who 
has a Handmaid in their home 
for their husband to try to 
impregnate once a month. Their 
role as Wife is restricted and 
constrained by this and they 
have little to do in the home 
apart from trying to enjoy their 
leisure time. Serena Joy knits, 
gardens and smokes. They meet 
other wives at events such as 
Birth Days. 

Female pp22–3, pp135–6 

Handmaid Posted to the homes of 
Commanders for the purpose of 
procreation. Wears long red 
robes and, when outside, white 
wings and a veil. Lives in the 
household and has to submit to 
having intercourse during the 
time of their ovulation. Otherwise 
their role is limited. They are 
allowed outside to go shopping 
but have to go with another 
Handmaid. 

Female pp28–9, Ch 16 

Martha Domestic servant in the 
household of a Commander. 
Wears a dull green dress and a 
veil when outside the house. 

Female pp19–20, pp30–1 

Econowife Wives to poorer men. Wear 
striped red, blue and green 
dresses signifying their multiple 
functions. 

Female p34, p54 

 
2 (b) Moira does not fit in as she escaped from the Handmaid training centre and then 

disappeared before resurfacing in Jezebel’s. Her life there is on the margins of Gilead – 

her role is an unofficial one. 

Offred’s mother has disappeared but is seen by Moira on a film about the Colonies, a 

place where ‘Unwomen’ are sent. 

3 (a), (b) Answers will vary but here are a few examples for (a): 

 Sympathy Hostility Difficult to decide 

Offred The doctor Serena Joy 

Ofglen Aunt Lydia 

Moira 

4 Some examples of simple and complex characters: 
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 Rita and Cora are both simple characters. They play a minor role in the novel, emerging 

only when Offred glimpses them, overhears them or is served food. 

 The Commander is a complex character because he is in conflict with some aspects of 

Gileadean ideology and that provides him with a subversive side. Nevertheless he does 

appear to agree with some of its tenets. He does not change during the course of the 

novel, although more is revealed about him. His power at the end is challenged and he 

appears to be ‘shrinking’ to Offred. 

 Serena Joy is in some ways a caricature. She is mostly always the same: irritable, under 

strain, angry at what she has to endure. She is elderly, arthritic and her beauty has faded. 

Her intervention, by suggesting that Offred have sex with Nick, reveals something new 

about her – perhaps a desperation for a child and a need to move things on so that she 

does not have to have a Handmaid in her home anymore. Her parting shot to Offred is 

‘Bitch’ … ‘After all he did for you.’ 

 Offred is a complex character. She is full of fear and doubt at the beginning and 

traumatised by the loss of her family. Despite this she has a strong need for love and 

intimacy. She is initially surprised by the Commander’s move but is quick to get to know 

him and appraise him. Physically she is not attracted to him but she feels strongly for Nick 

and this makes her feel that she is betraying her husband. She is a sympathetic character, 

with whom the reader can identify quite easily. She is not heroic and feels inadequate at 

times but becomes less risk averse. At the end she steps out into the unknown. 

 Nick is, in some ways, a simple character – a handsome man and a romantic love figure 

for Offred. He is alert to her physicality and responds by showing an interest in her. He is 

also mysterious and Offred is not sure if he is fully trustworthy or whether he is a Guardian 

or an Eye. When he appears at the end, her first thought is ‘you shit’ but we deduce from 

the Historical Notes that he must have been helping her. 

5 (a) Ofgen’s whispered question, ‘Do you think God listens to these machines?’ is a 

turning point in the relationship between Ofglen and Offred because Ofglen is committing 

treason by saying it. Offred’s response reveals that they can now communicate openly. 

(b) Offred’s warning to the Commander, ‘Don’t do that again,’ reveals a change in their 

‘relationship’, a moment when she asserts herself and warns him that his behaviour is 

inappropriate. 

(c) When Serena Joy gives these orders to Offred, ‘You can get up now. Get up and get 

out’, she is expressing her frustration, anger and indignity at the Ceremony and her need 

to get Offred out of her room, an intimate and private space violated by this act. 

(d) Offred feels shame when reflecting on the experience of Janine’s testifying. 

6 Answers will vary. 

Offred 
1 Answers will vary as there are lots of grey areas! 

(a) True and false. She does see the advantage though of being a Martha – female 

friendship, bread making (pp20–1). She also feels isolated as a Handmaid and does not 
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like being held in contempt by Econowives (p54). She gets very bored. She knows that her 

life depends on her ability to fall pregnant. As a Handmaid she has some perks: 

magazines, hand lotion. 

(b) True – mostly. Offred is made vulnerable by her memories. She yearns for physical 

contact (p113) and feels empty. She also is capable of feeling hope (p116) and despair 

and has considered suicide (p205). 

(c) False. Offred is not heroic compared to Moira or Ofglen, who are more willing to take 

action. 

(d) True and false. Time weighs heavily and she is under-stimulated. Nevertheless she is 

always thinking and dreaming, which are more than doing nothing, perhaps. 

(e) True and false. She does value her own physical survival but values her daughter’s 

life more highly. She shields her body during the escape (p85). 

(f) True. Offred is able to cope better than Janine, for example. Her ability to enjoy irony 

and detach herself from horror both serve her well. 

(g) True. Offred is to be believed. She admits when she feels shame and guilt. She 

admits when she is reconstructing a story. She appears to be teasing the reader when she 

does this but she conveys a strong sense of telling her truth and confronting very difficult 

issues such as betrayal and forgetfulness. 

2 (a) (p39) To the interpreter (an Eye) with a group of Japanese tourists. Offred gives the 

safe response, which contrasts with Ofglen’s silence. 

(b) (p63) To Rita. Offred is beginning to get curious and ask questions. This one she 

words carefully to best ensure a response from Rita, who can be uncommunicative. 

(c) (p71) To the doctor. She is refusing his offer to ‘help’ her and is keeping explicitly to 

the rules. 

(d) (pp167–8) To the Commander. She is responding with frustration to his ignorance 

about the realities of a Handmaid’s existence. 

(e) (p177) To Ofglen. This response takes some courage as it is the first time she has 

revealed to Ofglen her real attitude. 

(f) (p198) To the Commander. This is said in response to his question ‘What would you 

like?’ It reveals Offred’s growing curiosity and courage. She is beginning to say what she 

thinks rather than play safe. 

(g) (p204) To God. A prayer. Offred is becoming more desperate. 

(h) (p235) To Ofglen. These negative statements reveal Offred’s powerlessness. 

(i) (p242) To the Commander. Offred is reacting to the glitzy garment she has been 

offered. The question reveals that she can express herself more freely in his company. 

(j) (p283) To Nick. Offred believes or wants to believe that she is pregnant with Nick’s 

baby. 
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(k) (p296) To the new Ofglen. Offred is desperate and knows that she needs to take a 

risk and ask the new Ofglen for help. 

3 Answers will vary. 

4 (a) Answers will vary. 

(b) Justifications will vary. 

5 Answers will vary. 

6 (a) Offred is a rebel, even if her acts of resistance against the forces of oppression are 

minor or internalised because she does take some risks, holds onto her memories and is 

determined to tell her story. 

 Offred is a victim and lacks the power to fight Gilead’s oppressive regime because 

she takes no overt action against the Gileadean regime and lacks the courage of Moira 

and Ofglen. 

 Offred is a participant, accepting and colluding with acts of oppression because she 

seems to find pleasure in some aspects of her role. 

(b) Answers will vary. 

The Commander 
1 (a) Role and status: ‘Real coffee’ suggests the elite have access to high-quality stuff, 

unlike the rest. He has more than one Guardian at his house, one of whom is his driver. 

He has ‘his own quarters’, private space within the house. The term ‘quarters’ has a 

military sense and reminds us of his official rank. Rita’s comment suggests that he is a 

particularly high-ranking Commander. 

(b) The man behind the role: The grey hair reveals his age. The fact that he is looking 

into Offred’s room suggests curiosity or that he goes to places that he isn’t supposed to 

go. The fact that he ‘hesitates’, ‘pauses’ and ‘inclines his head’ makes him sound polite. 

His behaviour is at odds with his powerful role. 

(c) Significant details: His straying into forbidden territory foreshadows Scrabble and 

Jezebel’s. His high rank within the group of Commanders is referred to in the Historical 

Notes. 

(d) Through a woman’s eyes: Awareness of his proximity and behaviour around Offred’s 

personal space. The quality of the observations: the lack of a hat and its social meaning; 

the specificity of the hair colour and the ironic comment Offred makes with regard to the 

‘bald’ Commander she had before. 

2 

Reference Reinforces or challenges 

The Commander knocks at the door … steps 
forward into the room anyway. 

Interesting in that he both keeps to and violates 
protocol. Suggests he is keen to get started? 
Reinforces the idea that he is curious about 
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Reference Reinforces or challenges 

Offred? 

The Commander has on his black uniform, in 
which he looks like a museum guard. 

His uniform is meant to communicate his 
authority. The simile reduces his status and 
possibly reinforces prior information about his 
demeanour being at odds with his status. 

with his straight neatly brushed silver hair, his 
sober posture, shoulders a little stooped … of 
times gone by. 

He is ageing but distinguished, smart and 
wealthy. 

His manner is mild … his blue eyes 
uncommunicative … He looks us over … 
puzzled 

Some of the descriptions (adjectives) reinforce 
the idea that his behaviour is at odds with his 
status – ‘mild’ and ‘puzzled’ – whereas others 
suggest power and control – ‘uncommunicative’ 
or the phrasal verb ‘looks us over’ which conveys 
a swift examination or appraisal. 

He nods … crosses … takes the key out … 
fumbles … inserts … opens … lifts … read to 
… but we cannot read 

This list of processes reinforces his agency – he 
is carrying out the actions and he has access to 
the Bible. The verb ‘fumbles’ is a reminder of his 
awkwardness and perhaps his dislike of close 
scrutiny by his household. Offred’s differentiation 
of ‘being read to’ and ‘read’ reinforces their 
passivity and his control. 

He clears his throat a little, as if 
embarrassed. 
‘Could I have a drink of water?’ he says to 
the air. ‘Please,’ he adds 

The non-verbal gestures reinforce his difficulty 
with the role but the request, despite his polite 
afterthought, conveys an assumption that his 
needs will be attended to by someone. 

The Commander sighs … Now he looks like 
a shoemaker 

A sigh can express many emotions, such as 
sadness, fatigue or relief. Relief could be the 
most likely possibility. The simile reduces him to 
a kind, fairytale figure but Offred is not taken in. 

onto the stub of himself, his extra, sensitive 
thumb … strains blindly forward. 

Here the Commander is reduced to his genitalia 
and Offred’s description of his slug-like penis 
draws attention to his vulnerability and his 
blindness. His manhood diminishes him. 

No wonder he’s like a boot, hard on the 
outside, giving shape to a pulp of tenderfoot 
… no evidence of softness. 

The simile of hard on the outside, soft 
underneath is rejected or self-corrected. Offred’s 
guard is up. 

The Commander pauses … scanning … 
takes his time, as if unconscious of us. He’s 
like a man toying with a steak 

Again the verbs suggest both control and nerves. 

The Commander, as if reluctantly, begins to 
read. He isn’t very good at it. 

Offred detects in his delivery a mindset at odds 
with his role. Her criticism of his reading allows 
her some private power. 

The Commander sits … responsibilities. Offred’s description is barbed. It sounds as if she 
is a wife talking about her hard-working husband. 
It belittles him. 
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Reference Reinforces or challenges 

The Commander opens his eyes, notices, 
frowns, ceases to notice. ‘Now we will have a 
moment of silent prayer.’ 

His facial expressions are a response to his 
wife’s crying (her emotional pain). His request for 
‘silent prayer’ serves as an indirect command to 
his wife to stop crying. 

The Commander clears his throat. … 
It’s the sign off … We are dismissed. 

Control or nerves? 

 
3 (a)  

1 The first observations relate to what Offred is wearing, the decor (which she sees 

in her mind’s eye as her eyes are closed), the smell of the room, its temperature, 

and her physical proximity and contact with Serena Joy. 

2 The first reference to the Commander is shocking because of the suddenness of 

the action described and the nature of the language. The slang verb ‘fucking’ is 

used twice. 

3 Emotional and psychological distance is communicated by Offred’s rationalisation 

of the choice of verb ‘fucking’ over its possible alternatives and the fact that she 

closes her eyes and imagines what is there rather than actually looking. 

4 Offred’s contempt is expressed by her descriptions of the physical process and 

the man himself. 

(b) For example: The Commander’s status is ironically reduced during this episode. He is 

merely part of a physical process, and the rhythms of his movements are a ‘regular two-

four marching stroke’ as if on a parade march. The simile ‘like a tap dripping’, also to 

describe his rhythm, is amusing, revealing Offred’s irritation with him and the situation in 

which she finds herself. 

Serena Joy 
1 Answers will vary. For example: 

Offred, on first meeting Serena Joy, is acutely aware of the physical details that mark her 

age, health and status. 

Offred receives a cold welcome, understandable in the circumstances, when an older 

woman has to allow a young, attractive and fertile woman into her household. 

Offred notices tension in Serena Joy’s movements, in the way she grips and jabs the 

cigarette; the ‘knuckled diamond-studded hands’ later become a means of physical control 

in the Ceremony. 

The fact that Serena Joy smokes offers Offred ‘hope’ that this Wife might ‘bend the rules’. 

(Later in the novel, Serena Joy’s desperation for a child leads her to suggest that Offred 

have sex with Nick to increase the likelihood of pregnancy, a suggestion that conflicts with 

Gileadean rules governing the behaviour of Handmaids.) 
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Her love of gardening and sitting in the garden can be understood as an expression of a 

need to nurture and care for a child. Her passivity – sitting and directing the work in the 

garden – echoes the passivity of her role as wife and mother. She is unable to fulfil these 

roles in an active way and has to rely on others to do the work for her. 

2 Answers will vary. One example is Serena Joy’s name and the way in which it contrasts 

with her demeanour. She is never serene or joyful. 

3 Answers will vary. 

The Commander’s household: Nick 
1 Offred is clearly attracted to Nick, noticing the details of his arms and the ‘jaunty’ angle of 

his cap. His general demeanour and rolled-up sleeves suggest something of his 

personality, a workman-like self-confidence and liveliness. The fact that he is smoking 

conveys something significant too about his networks. 

2 Answers will vary but the concepts of ‘archetype’ and ‘foil’ are helpful in understanding his 

character. 

3 Answers will vary but may include some of the following points of interest: 

• These impressions are reinforced during their first ‘encounter’ when he stands close 

enough to Offred to touch her foot and she feels a sexual charge. 

• Later that same evening, after the Ceremony, he follows her into the sitting room 

during the night and makes a second move. They are both in forbidden territory. The 

physical attraction is mutual. 

• There is uncertainty attached to his character as she is made vulnerable by her love 

and the risks she takes to see him. 

• Serena Joy’s request that she has sex with him complicates the dynamics and makes 

both feel uncomfortable. 

• Nick remains a distant character for the reader and Offred’s fears and doubts remain 

despite her passion for him. 

• His presence at the end of the novel is a surprise to Offred and the reader. His 

reassurance that she is safe and must ‘trust’ him has to be accepted. He quickly 

disappears from the scene. 

The Commander’s household: Rita 
and Cora 
1 Answers will vary. There are some differences in their attitude towards Offred (see Ch 2, 

pp19–20, when she eavesdrops). 

2 Answers will vary but may cover, for example, to what extent Rita and Cora are 

individuated or merely seen as Marthas. Presentational devices include overheard 

conversation; direct conversation; description of facial expression (no details of physical 
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appearance); conversational style (lack of education); responses to situations (Cora’s 

discovery of Offred on the floor of her room, responses to the arrival of the Birthmobile); 

responses at the end of the novel. 

3 Answers will vary, but should note that Rita and Cora are a background presence and their 

function may be to provide realism, and injection of real life in the form of domestic details. 

Moira 
1 Dialogue, description and narratorial comment: 

 Where should I go? 

 Somewhere good. 

 Moira, sitting on the edge of my bed, legs crossed, ankle on knee, in her purple 

overalls, one dangly earring, the gold fingernail she wore to be eccentric, a cigarette 

between her stubby yellow-ended fingers. Let’s go for a beer. 

 You’re getting ashes in my bed, I said. 

 If you’d make it you wouldn’t have this problem, said Moira. 

 In half an hour, I said. I had a paper due the next day. What was it? Psychology, 

English, Economics. We studied things like that, then. On the floor of the room, there were 

books, open face down, this way and that, extravagantly. 

 Now, said Moira. You don’t need to paint your face, it’s only me. What’s your 

paper on? I just did one on date rape. 

 Date rape, I said. You’re so trendy. It sounds like some kind of dessert. Date 

Rapé. 

 Ha ha, said Moira. Get your coat. 

 She got it herself and tossed it at me. I’m borrowing five bucks off you, okay? 

2 (a) Moira is introduced in answer to a question that Offred poses. Moira occupies a 

positive space in Offred’s mind. 

(b) Moira’s speech style is direct and assertive. 

(c) Moira appears to be confident, fun-loving and casual, not afraid to say what she 

thinks or to ask for what she needs. She signals a certain type of unconventionality and 

there is a suggestion that she does things deliberately to cultivate her image in the 

description of ‘the gold fingernail she wore to be eccentric.’ 

(d) The narratorial comments add a nostalgic tone to the descriptions. 

3 (a) The extract is mostly dialogue and therefore Moira is presented primarily through 

what she says. Her manner is direct, challenging, witty and amusing. This contrasts with 

the narrator’s manner, although the inference can be made that Offred, despite being 

disturbed whilst working, is nonetheless happy to see her friend. The cat simile 

communicates fondness, as does the comment ‘she always made me laugh’. 

(b) Moira, despite being bruised, is still high-spirited and the effect of her presence is 

positive/powerful – Offred feels ‘safer’ and ‘ridiculously happy’. 

4 (a) 



3 Characters 

AS/A-Level Literature Workbooks: The Handmaid’s Tale 23 

© Renée Stanton 2018  Hodder Education 

1 Offred is with Ofglen on her first shopping trip. The fact that she is in the company 

of another woman and can see other Handmaids makes her think of Moira’s 

friendship and how precious it was. 

2 Offred has just discovered the Latin message in her room. She reflects on the 

writer and the connection she feels with it as one of the intended receivers. This 

makes her feel ‘a small joy’ and by association she thinks of Moira and Moira 

then becomes the writer. 

3 Moira’s warning is a memory that comes to mind after Offred’s recollection of the 

family escape attempt and how weak she felt at the first checkpoint – ‘white, flat, 

thin’. Moira’s warning relates to the power of the mind (to make things better or 

worse). 

4 Moira’ s substitution of ‘Bomb’ for ‘Balm’ in the hymn is a memory of Moira’s 

subversive wit in the context of the women’s Prayvaganza. 

5 Moira’s insult ‘idiot’ is another affectionate memory that surfaces when Offred is 

about to enter Jezebel’s. 

(b) 

Moira Offred 

Moira’s technical ability and resourcefulness. Offred’s sense of inadequacy when faced with 
an opportunity. 

Moira’s ability to rationalise behaviour and 
counter Offred’s arguments. Her logic. 

Offred’s awareness of Moira’s disapproval of 
Luke. Offred’s sense of being ruled by 
emotions. 

Moira’s homosexuality ‘decided to prefer 
women’ – Offred makes it sound as if Moira is 
ruled by logic or politics, not emotion. 

Offred’s heterosexuality. ‘Men were not just 
going to go away.’ 

Moira’s directness and honesty – her way of 
reassuring Offred. 

Offred’s initial wariness after Moira came out. 

Moira’s response to come and see Offred 
when she knows she needs support. 

Offred’s need to phone Moira at a time of 
crisis – when she has been ‘let go’ from work. 

Moira’s political understanding and overview 
of what has happened and how best to 
counter it. 

Offred’s tendency to see things from a 
personal perspective, to feel vulnerable and 
shaky. 

 

(c) Offred and Moira contrast in terms of their politics and their personality. Their 

friendship is a solid and very warm one, tested by their differences. Their roles are 

complementary. 

(d) Aspects of Moira’s character brought to the fore are: her courage, anger, energy, 

control over her fears/beliefs, trustworthiness (she doesn’t give Offred the details of the 

Quaker couple who helped her), grim humour, her thoughts about suicide. New aspects 
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are Moira’s acceptance of her role at Jezebel’s, her ‘indifference’ and ‘lack of volition’ and 

Offred’s sense that part of her friend had been destroyed. 

Janine 
1 (a) Patterns include: immensity of size (‘vastly’, ‘swells’), display of victory or 

achievement (‘triumphantly’, ‘flag on a hilltop’), health (‘glowing, rosy’, ‘carrier of life’), 

emotions, negative and positive (‘envy’, ‘desire’, ‘enjoying’, ‘covet’). 

(b) Metaphors: ‘a magic presence’, ‘an object of envy and desire’,‘s flag on a hilltop’, ‘the 

carrier of life’. 

(c) The adverbs reveal a negative attitude – as if Janine is overdoing the pregnancy: 

‘vastly’, ‘triumphantly’. The metaphors convey the narrator’s deeply-held and mixed 

emotions. The narratorial comments reinforce meanings by bringing the attitudes and 

emotions to the surface: ‘we covet her’ and ‘she is enjoying every minute of this’. 

2 

Janine Moira 

Words(s) Meaning Word(s) Meaning 

tonelessly, in her 
transparent voice, her 
voice of raw egg white. 

Negative – metaphor 
(raw egg white). 

Unpleasant – her voice 
lacks emotional 
colouration. 

Moira wasn’t a friend of 
hers. 

Implies their difference – 
the difference is a good 
thing as far as Offred is 
concerned. 

like a puppy that’s been 
kicked too often … she’d 
roll over for anyone, 
she’d tell anything 

Simile belittles Janine’s 
submissive and 
untrustworthy behaviour. 

Don’t move … or I’ll stick 
it all the way in, I know 
where … 

Threatening verbal 
behaviour – she took her 
opportunity. 

Janine opened her eyes 
wide and tried to look 
innocent and attentive. 

The verb ‘tried’ suggests 
this is an act. 

Moira had mechanical 
ability, she used to fix 
her own car, the minor 
things. 

Moira is a threat to the 
system, unlike Janine 
who is cowed and a 
threat to the Handmaids. 

Yes Aunt Lydia (×2) Polite agreement to spy 
on the others and betray 
them. 

She is a cunning and 
dangerous woman, said 
Aunt Lydia. 

Offred’s imaginative 
addition to the narrative. 
Offred suggests that 
Moira did not abuse her 
power. 

She knew she would not 
have to kneel down … 

Explains her motivation – 
that her agreement to 
this means escape from 
scapegoating and 
humiliation – again 
suggests Offred’s 
understanding. 

I could kill you, … I could 
injure you so badly. … 
she didn’t kill or mutilate 

Offred’s imagination 
again, of how Moira 
acted the role of Aunt to 
escape.  
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Janine Moira 

Words(s) Meaning Word(s) Meaning 

She was a danger to us, 
we knew that. 

Their avoidance of her is 
now based on the threat 
she posed. 

Moira was out there 
somewhere. … What 
would she do? The 
thought of what she 
would do expanded till it 
filled the room … Moira 
had power now, … she’d 
set herself loose. She 
was now a loose woman. 
… Moira was like an 
elevator with open sides. 
She made us dizzy. 

Moira has transformed 
from a person to an idea 
of freedom, power. The 
simile suggests risk 
taking, adrenalin rush, 
explosive force. She is 
too much – the others by 
contrast were being 
institutionalised, valuing 
their own security more 
than anything else. 

 
3 Answers will vary. 

Ofglen 
1 Offred’s ambivalence is expressed by: ‘she is my spy, as I am hers’ – an 

acknowledgement of the tensions underlying the relationship between all Handmaids. 

Ofglen is described as walking ‘demurely’ which, as well as denoting meekness and 

modesty, also suggests that Ofglen adheres to Gilead’s ideology. 

The simile ‘like a trained pig’s on its hind legs’ has a much stronger and more negative 

meaning. Offred’s dislike is communicated here but there is also a sense that this is a well-

trained Handmaid who might be very different underneath. 

Offred’s concession that Ofglen has not said anything ‘not strictly orthodox, but then, 

neither have I’ reveals uncertainty. 

Ofglen’s comment about the war is given a guarded response by Offred. 

2 Ofglen’s silence and, in particular, her avoidance of looking at the Handmaids whilst in the 

shop is noted as unusual by Offred. She thinks about all the possible reasons for her 

desire not to look up, including ‘maybe she doesn’t want to be seen’. This desire to be 

invisible might well be the case, given that Offred’s role as a member of the resistance 

requires her to blend in to her environment. 

The meeting with the Japanese tourists also reveals a significant difference in 

communicativeness. Offred declines their request with a shake of the head whereas 

Ofglen is silent and has hidden her hands. Offred answers their question, giving a safe 

response, whereas Ofglen remains silent. Offred recognises the danger of silence, which 

implies that there might be more to Ofglen’s silence than modesty. 

Ofglen’s suggestion that they walk past the church is taken as more evidence of Ofglen’s 

pious front as is her (regular) silent praying. Offred’s mixed feelings arise again as she 

reflects on appearance and reality. The ‘tremor’ she feels from Ofglen’s body whilst they 

look at the men’s bodies hanging from the Wall is also assumed to be an act although 
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Offred’s statement ‘I won’t give anything away’ is a subconscious awareness that Ofglen 

might have done. 

3 (a) There might well be good reasons for placing Ofglen at very different points on the 

continuum; there is, however, a strong argument for positioning her closer to Moira than 

Offred. 

(b) Answers will vary but Ofglen’s suicide and act of mercy towards the man at the 

Particicution can be interpreted as strategic, comradely and courageous. Ofglen is more 

like Moira than Offred. 

Aunt Lydia 
1 Aunt Lydia’s statements are ideological, expressing Gileadean values, arising from the 

Handmaid training sessions. They are presented as factual statements but underlying 

them are views, opinions and beliefs. 

The first statement is the final line from Milton’s sonnet ‘On his Blindness’ and the context 

is that all serve God, even those ‘who stand and wait’. Waiting, in particular, is something 

that Offred thinks about frequently. The inference is that by offering themselves, their 

bodies, to Gilead, the Handmaids are serving God. Gilead is implicitly likened to the 

Kingdom of God. 

There are interesting things to think about in terms of the prepositions ‘to’ and ‘from’ with 

regard to the noun ‘freedom’. Aunt Lydia presents ‘freedom from’ as a good thing. 

Many of the statements involve the modal verb ‘will’ and imply a certainty that things will 

change for the better: ‘it will become ordinary’. 

Aunt Lydia’s emotion as she says ‘impenetrable’ is interesting. It seems as if there is 

something personal that rises to the surface as she says this. 

The responsibilities placed on the Handmaids in terms of regulating the behaviour of men 

is a clear message. There is an inference of female superiority here, used to placate the 

Handmaids. 

2 Answers will vary. 

3 Answers will vary. 

Offred’s family 
1 (a) True. Clear terms of agreement! (Ch 20 p131). 

(b) False. The photograph albums suggest a sentimental attachment (Ch 28 p190). 

(c) Difficult one. There are a couple of references to her mother lying in on a Sunday and 

having to stay at home when her daughter was ill. 

(d) Mostly false. Offred was exposed to books and TV programmes beyond her years 

(Ch 24, pp154–5) and attended a feminist book burning, although there is some evidence 

of slight protectiveness here (Ch 7, p48). 
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(e) True. The bogus trip to the park (Ch 7, p48) and references to female friends in the 

home whose presence/behaviour is irritating/inappropriate (Ch 28, pp189–90). 

(f) Difficult one. Not perhaps stable as there was a lot of moving around with its implied 

disruption. But plenty of evidence to suggest that Offred was loved and cared for. 

(g) False. She exposed her daughter to feminist principles but did not impose them. 

(h) True and false. She was still fit and independent but sometimes maudlin after too 

much alcohol (Ch 28, p187; Ch 20, p131: Ch 39, p264). 

2 Some examples: 

 Before the marriage During the marriage 

 A sharer of dreams and hopes  He was domesticated. Cooked. 

 A secret love. Used hotel rooms for sex. A family man, husband and father. 

  A tolerant father-in-law. 

 A romantic figure. 

 Not a distinctly drawn character. 

 His reaction to his mother-in-law’s wrecked flat 

suggests a tacit acceptance of the ways things 

are moving. He takes control in this crisis. 

 Luke comforts Offred on the day she is ‘let go’ 

from work. His comment: ‘It’s only a job’ sounds 

patronising to Offred but is possibly just a clumsy 

attempt to reassure her. 

3 Offred’s daughter is presented through ideas and images of distinctness and 

indistinctness. She is no longer physically present for Offred but alive in her memories and 

dreams. There are no extended descriptions of her and few details of what she said or 

how she behaved. She is a fading memory, a ‘ghost’, who ‘died’ at five but who is now 

possibly still alive and aged eight. Offred’s memories of her daughter cluster around ideas 

of loss, trauma and death. She associates her daughter with her early years of 

development, the baby clothes and the changing colour of her hair as she grew. There is a 

nostalgia for this time when they were safely framed by photographs. The photograph that 

Serena Joy shows Offred is a painful glimpse of a stranger. Her daughter is ‘tall and 

changed’. Her smile communicates that she has moved on to a new life and family. The 

trauma associated with this character helps to explain her presentation and why Atwood 

constructs a shadowy presence rather than a clearly defined character. 

4 (a) Offred’s mother symbolises some of the celebratory and empowering aspects of 

second-wave feminism, casually dressed in colourful suffragette green and purple and 

participating in a feminist protest. In the film about the Colonies seen by Moira, Offred’s 

mother, dressed in ‘one of those grey things’, is associated with death. We have already 

learned that women in the Colonies deal with toxic waste so this image is a particularly 

bleak and poignant contrast. The reader understands that Offred’s mother has been 

brutally punished for her beliefs. 

(b) Offred identifies with her young mother in the documentary, recognising herself in her 

mother. Offred is relieved to hear from Moira that her mother is alive, although Moira’s 

grim comment suggests that she is mistaken to feel that way. As usual Moira’s 

understanding of the situation is more astute and pragmatic. 
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5 Offred fears that Luke is dead and hopes that his death came quickly. She also believes 

that he might be alive, albeit imprisoned, tortured and in pain. She hopes that he has 

escaped across the border, been looked after by Quakers and will contact her with a 

message of reassurance and hope. These three composite versions of Luke coexist in 

Offred’s mind. 

6 Offred’s love for her daughter and desire to protect her are clear to see. Her daughter, too 

young and sleepy to run fast, is her priority. Offred shows altruism here as her concern for 

her daughter is far greater than for her own safety. The physical act of curling around her 

daughter is a primitive response to danger. Offred’s daughter is small, vulnerable and 

frightened. The poignant image that closes the episode is that of her daughter being 

carried off, holding out her arms to her mother in a gesture of love and a desire to remain 

with her. 

7 Offred’s mother symbolises a particular type of second-wave feminist, who melded the 

personal and the political by bringing up her daughter single-handedly. Her spirit and 

dedication to the cause inspires Moira, who is her younger version. Offred’s mother is a 

target for the Gileadean regime. She symbolises free-thinking independence and has no 

place in Gilead’s categories for women. Thus she is exiled to the Colonies as an 

‘Unwoman’. Offred mourns for her mother but also hopes that her spirit, her ‘pizzazz’ will 

keep her alive. 

8 Points of comparison: 

• Offred falls in love with Luke and Nick. 

• When they first meet, their relationship is all about sexual intimacy. Both men are very 

physically attractive to Offred. 

• Offred thinks of Luke when she is with Nick. 

• Offred has a child with Luke and thinks she is pregnant with Nick’s child. 

• Both men want to protect Offred. 

• Both men lack complexity in terms of their characters. 

Points of contrast: 

• Offred eventually marries and has a daughter with Luke whereas she only has a short 

period of restricted physical intimacy with Nick. 

• Offred’s relationship with Luke has had time to develop from one of mutual attraction 

and secrecy to an established relationship based on love and trust. Luke is her lover, 

husband and father to their daughter. Offred’s relationship with Nick does not have 

time to develop and, despite their sexual intimacy and the tenderness she feels 

towards him, she can never be sure that she trusts him. 

9 Offred’s daughter is brought up by two parents who are married and have a fairly 

progressive attitude towards gender roles. Offred works and Luke does some of the 

domestic chores and they go food shopping together as a family. Offred had her own 

daughter in her late 20s, whereas Offred’s mother was 37 when she had Offred and had 

already forged a career for herself. Offred’s job is only mentioned when she loses it 
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whereas her mother’s work, being a single parent, is more important. Offred’s mother is 

sometimes emotionally distant with her – at the book burning she refers to Offred as ‘her’ 

rather than talking to her directly as ‘you’ and Offred feels this keenly. Both mothers 

treasure the early photographs of their daughters and there is a nostalgia felt for that 

tender phase of motherhood. Offred’s daughter is born at a time when infertility and 

sterility were a growing problem and Offred recounts an incident when a woman tried to 

take her daughter whilst they were out. Offred herself was brought up in an environment 

where she was less protected and left to her own devices.
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1 (a) 

Language of Gilead Textual example Comment on values 

Labels for people’s roles Martha A name from the New Testament. 
Martha hosts Jesus and his disciples. 
The Marthas in Gilead are domestic 
servants. The name reinforces the value 
system of Gilead. 

Greetings between 
Handmaids 

‘Blessed be the fruit’ and 
‘May the Lord open’. 

Biblical phrases. Greeting and response 
respectively. 

The naming system for 
the Handmaids 

Offred, Ofglen, Ofwarren Made-up names formed by the 
preposition ‘of’ meaning ‘belonging to’ 
and a Commander’s first name. A male-
centred, patriarchal naming system 
which denies the Handmaid her identity. 

Banned words ‘Sterile’ as an adjective to 
describe a man 

Women are either fruitful or barren. Male 
fertility is a given, reflecting the 
patriarchal nature of the society. The fact 
that women, not men, are implicitly 
blamed for society’s ills, is misogynistic. 

Names of events Salvaging and 
Particicution 

‘Salvage’ means to ‘rescue’. In this 
context people are hanged for (rescued 
from) their sins. The word is being used 
in a new way. ‘Particicution’ is derived 
from the nouns ‘participation’ and 
‘execution’ and merges the two concepts 
to signify a mass beating that brings on 
death. ‘Salvaging’ and ‘Particicution’ 
involve a type of enforced collusion 
where the spectator becomes involved in 
the process of death. 

Names of vehicles Behemoth, Whirlwind, 
Chariot, Birthmobile 

‘Behemoth’ is mentioned in the Book of 
Job – to mean an animal or monster. 
‘Whirlwind’ is used frequently in the Bible 
to mean the power and might of God. 
‘Chariot’ signifies a vehicle used for war-
like purposes in the Bible. These words 
signal Gilead’s theocratic nature, where 
words from the Bible are used or 
recycled. ‘Birthmobile’ is a neologism, a 
compound of ‘birth’ and ‘mobile’ and 
foregrounds the special status of 
childbirth in Gilead. 

People on the margins of 
Gilead 

Unwomen, Gender 
Traitors, Discards 

Neologisms. ‘Unwomen’ means women 
who are old, infertile, rebellious. A certain 
type of womanhood is embedded in this 
word (young, fertile and biddable) which 
reveals a dislike or contempt for certain 
types of women. ‘Gender traitors’ are 
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Language of Gilead Textual example Comment on values 

homosexuals (perceived as a 
crime/betrayal in a world with such fixed 
distinctions around gender). ‘Discards’ 
are those people who are not useful in 
Gilead, or undesirable. 

Words of advice given by 
Aunt Lydia 

Aunt Lydia said it was 
best not to speak unless 
they [the Wives] asked 
you a direct question. (Ch 
3, p24) 

Think of yourselves as 
seeds (Ch 4, p28) 

Aunt Lydia trains the Handmaids to be 
docile, modest and polite – the preferred 
version of womanhood. 

Aunt Lydia tries to get the Handmaids to 
accept their role as a reproductive unit. 

In both cases Aunt Lydia is infantilising 
the Handmaids. 

 
 (b) See above. 

2 (b) Offred’s thoughts have an ironic detached tone expressing lack of enthusiasm. The 

‘silvery canopy’ does more than denote the décor; it suggests the throne-like status of the 

bed and its ostentation. The informal vague reference to ‘what’s going on’ undermines the 

Ceremony, a process which in reality is anything but dignified. Also the negative and bland 

description ‘not exciting’ adds to the flatness. This is also ironic given that the Ceremony is 

an extraordinary situation. 

(c) The first two questions are unspoken and reveal Offred’s astonishment. The life of 

her mind is a lively one as she imagines his next gift. A ‘girdle’ is a sexy piece of lingerie, 

often uncomfortable but designed to flatter the upper body. The question she actually 

poses is much more guarded. 

3 and in the centre of it [the ceiling] a blank space, plastered over, like the place in a face 

where the eye has been taken out. (Ch 2, p17) Simile 

I never looked good in red, it’s not my colour. (Ch 2, p18) Irony 

This is a treacherous smell, and I know I must shut it out. (Ch 8, p57) Transferred epithet 

The Ceremony goes as usual. (Ch 16, p104) Euphemism 

We are two-legged wombs, that’s all: sacred vessels, ambulatory chalices. (Ch 23, p146) 

Metaphor 

We folded our clothes neatly and laid them on the stools at the ends of our beds. The 

lights were turned down but not out. Aunt Sara and Aunt Elizabeth patrolled; they had 

electric cattle prods slung on thongs from their leather belts. (Ch 1, pp13–14) Ironic 

juxtaposition 

The arrival of the tray, carried up the stairs as if for an invalid. An invalid, one who has 

been invalidated. No valid passport. No exit. (Ch 35, p236) Word play 

4 The clothing the Handmaids wear symbolises their special fertile status as menstruating 

women, whose role in life is to produce children for the Commanders and their Wives. 

Their dresses are red as well as long and loose, resembling religious habits, and provide 
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ample coverage of their bodies. The colour red can symbolise love, power, danger, sexual 

provocativeness, as well as blood. The symbolism of their clothing is therefore mixed, a 

curious blend of the religious and the sexual. 

5 Answers will vary. 

6 (a) Ofglen integrates the resistance code word ‘May day’ into a comment on the weather, 

a safe topic. Offred feels the non-verbal charge of the statement but provides a minimal 

response and then a conventional acknowledgement. The slight delay reveals that she 

needed time to process the language. 

(b) The doctor’s colloquial style ‘old guys’ and ‘can’t make it’ is the language of the era 

that preceded Gilead and is coloured by the attitudes of that time. Its function is to attune 

Offred to the past and covertly prepare her for his proposition. His use of the banned word 

‘sterile’ in relation to men is an overt violation of Gilead’s ruling on language use. 

(c) Answers will vary. 

7 The majority of the words are low frequency (not used often in spoken language) and 

contain unusual letter combinations that will score highly. Many are derived from 

Greek/Latin, such as ‘larynx’ and ‘zygote’, and reveal that Offred is educated and has a 

wide vocabulary. The meanings of the words are also significant in this context where 

boundaries are being transgressed. The word ‘gorge’, for example, is understood to mean 

‘fill greedily’ rather than ‘narrow valley’ and ‘limp’ to mean ‘soft and flaccid’ rather than an 

‘impeded gait’. ‘Zygote’ is a specialised biological term referring to the joining of the female 

and male reproductive cells. These meanings connote another context that is significant to 

both of them – the Ceremony and the sexual act. 

8 (a) The language is sensuous and emphatic, expressing a strong desire for physical love 

and human contact. Offred repeats key words like ‘hunger’ and also uses listing, making 

the language resonant and vibrant. Striking metaphors relate to the female body. The 

pronoun ‘I’ feels dynamic and strong. 

(b) Sample analysis for the extract beginning ‘I sink down into my body’: 

Here Offred is using poetic language to describe her body in terms of a landscape that is 

potentially dangerous, uncultivated and frequently flooded. Her mind is at one with the 

earth (her body), gone to a place below the surface, and is able to understand and 

differentiate its sounds, movements and feelings: ‘I sink down into my body’. It is the world 

within her, her menstrual cycle, the mysterious and invisible changes that take place inside 

her ovaries and uterus that she is visualising. She is alert to any change that suggests she 

might be pregnant. The language is dynamic and sensuous rather than scientific and the 

word ‘droolings’ stands out as unusual and disturbing. There is a merging here of the ideas 

of moving water, pleasure and desire. 

9 (a) Answers will vary. An example could be ‘A sitting-room in which I never sit but stand 

or kneel only’ (Ch 2, p18). Offred finds ironic humour in the name of the room, which is 

designed for a purpose that excludes her. 

(b) There is irony of naming, situation and behaviour. Jezebel’s is a name for a notorious 

wanton woman in the Bible. To use this name for a sex club, used by Gilead’s elite (and 

wealthy tourists) reveals a split between private behaviour and public role. Powerful men 

can break the rules they mercilessly impose on others below them in the hierarchy. The 
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phrase ‘our little club’ conveys complacency and amusement at the incongruity of such a 

place. Offred tries to draw attention to the hypocrisy but the Commander is unrepentant, 

justifying its existence within his framework of ‘Nature’s plan’ and also extolling its virtues 

as a good place to do business. When Offred asks ‘Who are these people?’ his answer 

relates only to the men whereas Offred wants to know who the women are. This ironic 

misunderstanding exposes the collision of their worlds. The Commander reduces the 

women to indefinite pronouns (‘That one there, the one in green’) whereas the men are 

‘officers’ and ‘senior officials’. Offred withholds her ironic judgement about this but the 

reader feels it. 

10 (a) There will be a variety of different material and comments here. The exercise is about 

selecting some useful examples and beginning to see patterns in the language. 

Quotation Comment 

Mutely the varied surfaces present themselves: 
the dusk-rose velvet of the drawn drapes, the 
gloss of the matching chairs, eighteenth 
century, the cow’s-tongue hush of the tufted 
Chinese rug on the floor, with its peach-pink 
peonies, the suave leather of the Commander’s 
chair, the glint of brass on the box beside it. 
(Ch 14, p89) 

Offred is focusing on the colour and lustre of 
the sitting room as well as its luxurious feel. 
The descriptions are original and often 
sensuous, such as the ‘cow’s-tongue hush’ and 
the ‘suave leather’. Hyphenation is used three 
times for precision, twice to identify a specific 
shade of colour. The use of ‘present 
themselves’ animates the room although 
‘mutely’ suggests a silent type of 
communication. 

 
(b) There will be a variety of different material and comments here. The exercise is about 

selecting some useful examples and beginning to see patterns in the language. 

Quotation Comment 

I pull her to the ground and roll on top of her to 
cover her, shield her. Quiet, I say again, my 
face is wet, sweat or tears, I feel calm and 
floating, as if I’m no longer in my body; close to 
my eyes there’s a leaf, red, turned early, I can 
see every bright vein. (Ch 13, p85) 

Offred is reliving a painful memory of the failed 
escape attempt. The use of the present tense 
conveys a sense of the moments as they were 
experienced. The use of two verbs (‘cover’ and 
‘shield’) is a typical narrative trait, to emphasise 
a point. The second sentence is very long and 
loosely constructed to suggest the succession 
of fused feelings and images which form part of 
the memory. 

 

11 (a) There is no doubt that this novel contains irony in its characterisation and settings as 

well as its tone so perhaps ‘texture’ is a better word. Offred has an eye for the ironic, which 

is important for her survival as it allows her to detach herself from Gilead and find humour 

in situations that would otherwise be grim. Irony gives the person, who sees or feels it, 

some power even if it cannot be exercised and just remains in the mind. 

There are other tones in the novel, however, which are important. The emotional 

colouration of the Night sections is far from ironic. In these sections Offred allows herself 

to escape from Gilead to an inner world of memories, dreams and thoughts. The tone is 

often sad and sometimes nostalgic about family and childhood. 
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(b) There is an interesting link between irony and dystopia. Dystopia entails the idea of 

its opposite, a ‘utopia’, and there lies an inherent split between the two. In a dystopian 

world, characters find themselves thinking about what life was like before and the gulf 

between then and now. The past might not have been utopian exactly but is highly 

preferable to the present. A dystopia also takes the negative tendencies of our world to a 

new level and as such is satiric in function. Satire, closely allied with irony, exposes 

ideological flaws, the gap between appearance and reality and the ‘human’ tensions 

underlying new laws and restrictions. 

12 The language of Offred’s present is varied in tone and focus. It can be desperate, ironic, 

muted and sometimes poetic too. There are times when her old self rises up in the present 

and almost betrays her, as when she sees Nick for the first time or is drawn to the smell of 

bread in the kitchen, which she calls ‘treacherous’. Much of the time, however, she needs 

to contain herself and deal with the tensions and constraints of her role which limit her 

conversation. 

 The language Offered uses to recall her past life, her thoughts and memories and dreams 

evokes her many selves – mother, daughter and wife. 

13 (a) The language and tone of the male professor is light-hearted initially. To gain a 

rapport with his audience, he makes some well-received jokes which reveal that sexism is 

still alive in 2195. He then adopts a more serious tone as he describes the academic 

process behind the production of the ‘soi-disant’ manuscript, although disturbing elements 

of smugness and complacency are still present. 

(b) His attitude towards Offred is not what the reader expects after having been 

immersed in Offred’s world. His comments about ‘the narrator’ and ‘our narrator’ reveal 

emotional distance. The reader has been close up in Offred’s world and now has to share 

a view of someone who believes that he must not ‘censure’ but ‘understand’ Gilead (p315) 

and be ‘cautious about passing moral judgement upon the Gileadeans’ (p314). There are 

several occasions during the lecture when Pieixoto reveals a certain degree of sympathy 

with Gilead and its architects. Referring to the Commander who gave his name to his 

Handmaids as ‘the gentleman in question’ (p318) seems overly polite whereas his irritation 

revealed in relation to Offred who did ‘not see fit to supply us with her original name’ 

(p318) seems rather contemptuous. 

(c) Atwood’s purpose in characterising Pieixoto in this way might be to remind the reader 

that history is not objective, but always reflects the subjectivity of the people (frequently 

men) who find, gather and present the material to others. 

(d) The reader is left to think about the relationship between Offred’s story and the 

Historical Notes. She is no longer individuated but seen as ‘one of many, and must be 

seen within the broad outlines of the moment in history of which she was a part’ (p317). 

This is disconcerting for the reader who has just finished the story proper and finds 

themselves having to ‘listen’ to such evaluations and understand that Offred’s story is a 

construction, pieced together by male academics from fragments of tape.
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1 Atwood was concerned about: 

• reproductive rights 

• ecological issues 

• infertility and sterility 

• the influence of the conservative religious right 

• misuse of financial and personal data. 

2 Examples of totalitarian regimes in the early twentieth century: 

• the Soviet Union under Stalin 1928–53 

• Italy under Mussolini 1922–43 

• Nazi Germany under Hitler 1933–45 

• Spain under Franco 1936–75. 

 There is a reference to the Holocaust and Hitler in Chapter 24 (pp154–6). 

 Seventeenth-century Puritan communities in the New World: 

• References to women as ‘Handmaids of the Lord’ 

• Attitudes to women and sin 

• Witch trials 

• Puritan practices relating to childbirth: birthing stool, gathering of women at the birth of 

a child. 

3 Be careful in the way you apply anything you have learned about the author’s life to her 

writing. A work of fiction does not necessarily reflect anything about the author’s life and its 

key events or people. Nevertheless there might be some useful information that you can 

glean from what the author herself says about her life and how it has influenced her 

subject matter. The information provided for Question 7 is helpful in this regard. 

 The fact that she is a Canadian writer is of interest. Key themes in Canadian literature 

include its relationship with its neighbour, the United States, the Canadian landscape and 

seasons, victimhood and survival. There are references to Canada in The Handmaid’s 

Tale. 

4 ’Reaganism’ describes the conservative, political and economic ideologies of the popular 

and iconic US President Ronald Reagan, who served two full terms as President from 

1981 to 1989. He was a former Hollywood film actor. Reagan slashed taxes to reduce 

government spending and established the so-called War on Drugs. Under his presidency 

harsh anti-drug policies were implemented which drove up the prison population. His wife 

Nancy Reagan fronted a highly publicised anti-drugs campaign with the slogan ‘Just Say 

No’. He was anti-Communist and invaded the island of Grenada because of the threat he 

perceived from its Marxist government. Grenada was in fact a British Crown Colony and in 
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1983 he apologised to Margaret Thatcher, the UK’s Conservative Prime Minister, for 

invading Grenada without consulting her. He forged a ‘special relationship’ with Margaret 

Thatcher and, with her advice, formed a strong relationship with the Soviet leader Mikhail 

Gorbachev. Reagan’s conservative agenda is seen to have been of lasting significance, 

having led to a major shift to the right in American political thinking. 

 ‘Televangelism’ describes the activity of preaching on television in order to persuade 

people to become Christians and give money to Christian organisations. Televangelism 

enabled the socially conservative religious beliefs, which had taken hold during the 1980s 

under Reagan’s presidency, to be widely communicated and reinforced. Atwood was very 

much concerned about these social and cultural changes and the degree to which various 

right-wing evangelical Christian groups had the platform and the power to influence public 

policy and social attitudes on scientific research, homosexuality, divorce, abortion, 

contraception, obscenity and pornography. 

Historical context 
5 Answers will vary. The idea that Atwood’s fictional world has a historical basis is key. 

6 (a) Mary Webster and Perry Miller both have connections with Puritanism and personal 

connections with the author herself. Mary Webster, the first dedicatee, possibly Atwood’s, 

ancestor, was accused of witchcraft in a Massachusetts Puritan community, strung up and 

left to die but survived. Perry Miller was an academic at Harvard, where Atwood studied, 

with a specialism in American Puritan history. 

(b) Answers will vary. 

(c) Answers will vary. 

Biographical context 
7 See answer to Question 3. The extract provides some interesting material about Atwood’s 

childhood reading and where she was physically situated when she was writing The 

Handmaid’s Tale. 

Current political and cultural contexts 
8 Answers will vary. The degree to which it is imaginary but based on events and beliefs that 

have the ring of historical truth is an interesting area for consideration. Also the idea that 

an allegory stands for something else needs to be considered. 

9 Plans will vary. 

10 Evaluations will vary. Extract A makes better use of the text and has a more sophisticated 

understanding of feminism.
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1 Answers will vary – response is personal. 

2 Answers will vary – response is personal. 

3 Research and personal response on the issues. 

4 Answers will vary. 

5 Marxist criticism: Conflict between classes, oppression of those at the bottom of the 

hierarchy, interaction between people of a different status and acts of resistance against 

those in power. 

Historicism: Ways of thinking and assumptions that prevailed around the time of 

publication. 

Psychoanalytical criticism: The conscious and unconscious mind; the psychological 

motivations of characters’ behaviour; ideas around identity / the self. 

Feminist criticism: The dynamics of gender relations, gender stereotypes, gender and 

power, patriarchy and misogyny. 

Post-colonial criticism: The presentation of, or references to, ethnic minorities, 

relationships between coloniser and colonised; effects of cultural imperialism; the 

nationality of the writer. 

Postmodern criticism: Uncertainties and gaps, different versions, the idea of 

reconstruction; fragmentation, paradox, unreliable narration, challenging of realist narrative 

conventions, different endings, contradictions, being unresolved, ways in which a text 

draws attention to itself as a piece of fiction, difficulties of interpretation, disruption of 

meaning. 

Ecocriticism: Environmental abuse/pollution, relationships between humans and the 

natural world. 

6 Quotation 1: Feminist critics would find the topics of sex, marriage and male inability to 

‘feel’ of interest. 

Quotation 2: Ecocritics would find the topic of birth defects – the effects of environmental 

abuse – of interest. 

Quotation 3: Marxist critics would find the topic of Gilead’s hierarchies and the power and 

status of its citizens of interest. Also the ‘doing of duty’ (ideology). 

Quotation 4: Psychoanalytic critics would find Offred’s fears and the symbolic imagery of 

interest. 

7 Historicists would find quotation 2 of interest – environmental abuse/pollution and its 

detrimental effects on health, including birth defects, were global concerns when the text 

was produced in the early 1980s (and continue to be so). 

 Marxist critics would find quotation 4 of interest – the last statement in particular  – when 

Offred recognises the power of Gilead and its profound effect on her psyche. 

8 Answers will vary as the extent of agreement and disagreement is a personal evaluation. 
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9 Answers will vary as the responses to the critical views are a personal evaluation. 
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Fulfilling the Assessment Objectives 
1 Answers will vary. 

Preparing to answer the question, 
planning and writing an introduction 
(AO1) 
2 (a) Examine the view that the male characters in The Handmaid’s Tale are presented as 

victims. 

You are being asked to ‘examine’ a ‘view’. This means to look in close detail at the 

opinion/interpretation/judgement that male characters are presented as victims in The 

Handmaid’s Tale. This involves some careful thinking about the key word ‘victim’ and the 

range of male characters who may or may not fit the label. You should be thinking about 

the relationship between gender and victimhood. Is it clear cut or fuzzy? Why is the focus 

on male rather than female? You need to try to offer reasons for your observations and be 

open to different ways of thinking about the proposition. 

(b) Victim: somebody harmed, injured, attacked, killed as a result of crime, accident, 

event – being tricked or duped by a person or a system – ideas of passivity or 

helplessness when in a difficult situation/suffering misfortune – a sacrifice to a 

cause/religion. 

(c) 

Victim Not a victim Both Why 

  The doctor  He abuses his 
position of authority 
and exploits the 
system for his own 
benefit. 

Guardian killed at the 
Particicution 

  Because he is a 
sacrifice. Purported to 
be a rapist of two 
Handmaids, one of 
whom was pregnant. 
Ofglen reveals that he 
was a resistance 
fighter: ‘He was one 
of ours’ (Ch 43, 
p292). 

  The Commander Is in some way a 
victim of the system 
he has helped to 
create. His marriage 
is not a happy one 
and there is a part of 
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Victim Not a victim Both Why 

him that is lost and 
lonely. Nevertheless 
he is wealthy and 
powerful and abuses 
his position in a 
number of ways. 

 

2 (d), (e), (f) Answers will vary. 

Writing the introduction for the essay 
3 Introduction A Strengths: clear overview, close exploration of the key word ‘victim’, shows 

awareness of other complicating factors. No obvious weaknesses. 

 Introduction B Strengths: clarity; lively style. Weaknesses: argument lacks caution. 

4 (a) Introductions will vary. 

(b) Plan will vary – below is an example: 

• Introduction: explore the proposition and provide an overview on gender and 

victimhood. 

• Begin with male characters: one paragraph each on: the Commander; the Doctor; 

Luke; Nick; men who are attacked by the Eyes on the street, by the Handmaids at the 

Particicution or hung at The Wall. Five paragraphs in total? 

• Develop an argument about why some men can be seen as victims but why it is 

difficult to argue that all can as I explore the five. 

• Think about women as victims and why their victimhood is to the fore – narrative 

perspective important here. NB Ensure that there is reference to contexts in the body 

of the essay and integrate into argument. 

• Conclude by stating that some men are presented as victims, but to a lesser extent 

than others – that the proposition needs refining and qualifying. Include some critical 

comments here. 

5 Plans will vary. 

6 Answers will vary. 

Topic sentences (AO1) 
7 Answers will vary. 

8 Answers will vary. 
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Adding textual evidence to support 
your argument (AO2) 
9 Answers will vary. 

10 (a) Add/develop a point: moreover, in addition, also, furthermore 

 Make a contrasting point: however, on the other hand, yet, in contrast 

 Draw a comparison: likewise, similarly, in the same way 

 Build towards a conclusion: therefore, consequently, as a result 

 Make an unexpected contrast: although, even though, despite the fact that 

(b) In the first introduction: however 

 In the second introduction: although, even 

(c) however: making a contrasting point 

 although, even: making an unexpected contrast × 2 

(d) Answers will vary. 

(e) Answers will vary. 

Writing a conclusion (AO1) 
11 (a) The conclusion refers back to the question and considers why the proposition is a 

valid one. It feels as if the thinking has come from the essay’s argument, and is not just 

tagged on. 

(b) It has a very good textual overview and manages to cover a lot of ground concisely. 

The key word ‘victim’ occurs frequently, as well as words relating to it, such as ‘victimhood’ 

and ‘perpetrator’. 

(c) Answers will vary. 

Making links between texts (AO4) 
12 Answers will vary. 

Structuring the body of a comparative 
essay 
13 Plans will vary. 

14 Answers will vary. 
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Using context (AO3) 
15 Answers will vary. 

Interpretations (AO5) 
16 Answers will vary. 

17 Answers will vary. 

18 Answers will vary. 

19 Answers will vary. 

20 Answers will vary. 


