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Teaching notes 

‘Are there any questions?’: 
contexts for The Handmaid’s Tale 
Luke McBratney 

While The Handmaid’s Tale defies easy categorisation, you can enhance your understanding by 
knowing more about the genres and literary styles to which it might be connected. These notes will 
help you do that and offer further information about some of the related concepts and terminology 
used in Nicola Onyett’s article on pp. 2–5 of the magazine. 

Varieties of fiction 
Science fiction 
Aliens, time travel, intelligent robots: all these are stereotypical elements of science fiction. Yet this 
large genre contains so many disparate texts that it is hardly surprising that writers and critics disagree 
about how it should be defined. For example, one of the masters of the genre, Isaac Asimov, called it 
‘That branch of literature which is concerned with the impact of scientific advance upon human 
beings’; the novelist, Kingsley Amis, defined it as ‘that class of prose narrative treating of a situation 
that could not arise in the world we know, but which is hypothesized on the basis of some innovation 
in science or technology or pseudo-science or pseudo-technology, whether human or extra-terrestrial 
in origin’. Others, however, have been broader in their definitions and take science fiction to mean any 
kind of fiction that deals with the future of humankind and their societies. 

Many critics and many science fiction writers are in no doubt that The Handmaid’s Tale belongs to the 
genre. For example, the novel won the Arthur C. Clark Award for Science Fiction, and Ursula K. Le 
Guin, a celebrated writer of fantasy and science fiction, wrote: ‘To my mind, The Handmaid’s Tale 
[exemplifies] one of the things science fiction does, which is to extrapolate imaginatively from current 
trends and events to a near-future that’s half prediction, half satire.’ 

Dystopian fiction 
Considered by some as a subgenre (a separate group within a larger genre) of science fiction, 
dystopian fiction presents settings in which society has gone terribly wrong. Typically, people are 
unhappy, manipulated and repressed by a system of government which has total control of its 
subjects. Coming from the Greek words dys and topos (meaning bad place) dystopia is the opposite of 
utopia, a term coined by Thomas Moore, whose book Utopia explores an ideal society in which all live 
in a state of freedom and contentment. 

Task 
Margaret Atwood rejects the label of science fiction, arguing that The Handmaid’s Tale is better 
thought of as ‘speculative fiction’. Read ‘The Road to Ustopia’ and listen to the Woman’s Hour podcast 
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(see ‘Further reading’), then explain why you think Atwood prefers not to have the text categorised as 
part of the science fiction genre. Also, explain what Atwood means by speculative fiction. 

Satire 
Satire is a mode of writing that is usually comic and which mocks for a moral purpose.  That is, it 
draws attention to faults — for example, vice, foolishness or hypocrisy — in the hope that they might 
be corrected. Originally an ancient Roman form, satire flowered in the eighteenth century English and 
it has many different types, including invective (sharply mocking or insulting language), burlesque 
(ridiculous exaggeration) and mock epic (a style that applies elevated language — the language of 
the epic — to trivial things).  A quotation from one of the most celebrated satirists, Jonathan Swift 
(1667–1745), is used as the second of Atwood’s epigraphs in The Handmaid’s Tale.  You may know 
his novel Gulliver’s Travels (1726), which satirizes everything from politicians and the churches to 
human nature in general.   

Task 
The Handmaid’s Tale’s second epigraph is from Swift’s A Modest Proposal (see ‘Further reading’).   

Read it closely, then find out about the text from which it comes. Who is the narrator?  Who is the 
target of the satire?  In what ways is the epigraph appropriate for Atwood’s novel? 

Metafiction 
Metafiction is a type of fiction that is self-reflexive: it reflects on its status as a work of fiction. Unlike 
works where the reader is to become immersed in the author’s world as though it is reality and should 
— to paraphrase Coleridge — suspend his or her disbelief, metafictional texts make reference to their 
own artificiality and to other texts.  Recently, the prefix ‘meta’ has gained currency in its own right and 
denotes ‘a consciously sophisticated, self-referential, and often self-parodying style, whereby 
something (as a person, situation, etc.) reflects or represents the very characteristics it alludes to or 
depicts’ (Oxford English Dictionary).  See Sarah Poynting’s article in ‘Further reading’ for a fuller 
discussion, including examples from Doctor Who and Star Trek. 

Task 
Think about the ways in which The Handmaid’s Tale is metafictional. 

What are the effects of the metafictional features?  You might begin by considering the use of the 
epigraphs, the Bible or the novel’s ‘Historical Notes’. 

Postmodernism 
Postmodernism might be thought of as an era (often since 1945) or as a style that is reflected in a 
broad range of artistic and cultural forms. While there are many definitions of the term, some of its key 
features include the following (which are taken from Frederick Jameson’s Postmodernism): 

• depthlessness 

• pastiche (the imitation of a previous form, or the mixing of several forms) 

• the fragmentation of the subject 

• the collapsing of the boundary between high and low culture 

Aspects that we might consider metafictional — ways in which a text refers to its fictional nature — are 
features of a postmodern style. 
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Task 
Think about the ‘Historical Notes’ as a postmodern device. 

In what ways do they undermine the reader’s sense of the novel as a reliable narrative with stable 
characters, a clear beginning and a clear end? How might they alter your perception of the narrative 
when you re-read the novels? 

History and herstory  
Nowadays, history is rarely thought of as a series of definite facts and events told in a neat narrative, 
and it is acknowledged that those who write history bring their own subjective perspective to what they 
write no matter how objective they strive to be. Hence, some are critical of versions of history that are 
‘sold’ as versions of the truth.  For example, some might criticise some versions of history as 
minimising the role of women and being biased in favour of men. In this way, history might be viewed 
suspiciously as his story: a story featuring men, told by men. (It’s worth noting, however, that the term 
‘history’ comes from the Greek historia, meaning ‘inquiry’, and is not in itself biased towards the male 
gender.)   

More recent feminist revisions seek to redress the balance and tell the stories of women. Such history 
— known as herstory — looks at the past from a feminist perspective, emphasising the role of 
women. 

Task 
1  Think about the presentation of the professor in the ‘Historical Notes’. To what extent does he 
display sexist attitudes or bias in favour of a male view of history? 

2 What versions of history can you find in The Handmaid’s Tale? Note the different versions of 
what life was like in the country before the founding of the Republic of Gilead, and think about the 
different ways in which historical information is conveyed in the novel.   

Considering all of the above, as well as ideas of your own, how does Atwood present history in the 
novel? 

Further reading 
Article 
‘It’s all very meta…’, THE ENGLISH REVIEW, Vol. 25, No. 4, pp. 8–9 

Podcasts 
An interview from the BBC’s Woman’s Hour in which Margaret Atwood discusses The Handmaid’s 
Tale, including some of its historical contexts: http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01lfs9s 

A Woman’s Hour discussion first broadcast in 2010, which considers the impact of The Handmaid’s 
Tale 25 years on: http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00vrwrr 

Websites 
In ‘The road to Ustopia’, Atwood reveals her fascination with the sci-fi genre and explains why she 
doesn’t think The Handmaid’s Tale falls into that category: 
http://www.theguardian.com/books/2011/oct/14/margaret-atwood-road-to-ustopia 
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The introduction to Atwood’s book of essays In Other Worlds: SF and the Human Imagination, which 
explores science fiction: 
http://io9.com/5847421/if-it-is-realistic-or-plausible-then-it-is-not-science-fiction 

The text of A Modest Proposal, with some explanatory notes: 
https://andromeda.rutgers.edu/~jlynch/Texts/modest.html 

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 
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