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Practice exam question 

The state we’re in 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 25 of the magazine. 

The middle of an answer 
Although the Commanders function as authority figures at the top of both the Gileadan hierarchy and 
their respective family, Atwood crafts them to be much more. For example, Offred’s Commander, 
Commander Fred (Frederick R. Watford, we are told in The Testaments) is presented ambiguously 
even early in the novel. Atwood ascribes an excess of meaning to his initial description, calling him 
‘genial’ and mild mannered as well as comparing to the disparate elements of a ‘museum guard’, a 
‘mid-western bank president’ and someone from a ‘vodka ad’ in a glossy magazine. Perhaps these 
three similes suggest the main aspects of his personality that emerge as the narrative progresses: his 
dutiful ordinariness, his authority and his desire to transgress and have fun. Thus, Atwood intrigues 
the reader and makes it less easy for them to make definite judgements about him. Her 
characterisation of Commander Fred is also interesting generically, as within this dystopian text is a 
kind of parody of romance, as the Commander woos the woman he has sex with in front his wife, 
having secret meetings, offering her forbidden gifts and taking her out (to the brothel called Jezebel’s). 
Perhaps this narrative of romance functions not only to expose the hypocrisies of those in authority 
and of the theocratic regime itself, but also to show, through this debased romance, just how perverse 
and tawdry things become when women are subjected to institutionalised sexism and control.  

Systemic sexism and unconscious biases are laid bare through the discussion of the Commanders in 
the Historical Notes. The speaker, the male Professor Piexoto, is obsessed with discovering more 
about the leaders of Gilead and the workings of their regime. Accordingly, he is fascinated by Offred’s 
Commander but is disparaging about Offred. He cracks a sexist joke about her education and makes 
other sexual remarks as he explains, almost with admiration, some of the achievements of the 
Commanders who might have been the Fred of Offred’s narrative. After commenting on several of the 
elements of control used by the ‘architects of Gilead’, the professor makes a comment he has made 
elsewhere ‘there was little that was truly original with or indigenous to Gilead: its genius was 
synthesis.’ There is more than a hint of admiration in his tone. Indeed, Atwood seems to be showing 
the tendency of male scholars to perpetuate male versions of history, typically focusing on kings and 
conquerors and marginalising female and social perspectives. The professor pays very little attention 
to the contents of Offred’s narrative and the ways in which her story contributes to overall 
understanding of Gilead. Rather than explore the richness of the material he has in front of him, he 
seems to scoff at Offred and suggest failings of intellect in her for not leaving him with the sort of 
documents he would prefer: ‘… many gaps remain. Some of them could have been filled by our 
anonymous author, had she had a different turn of mind. She could have told us much about the 
workings of the Gileadean empire, had she had the instincts of a reporter or a spy.’ Any interest in the 
handmaids or other oppressed women of Gilead is drowned by his obsession with the Commanders 
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and the male oppressors. He grows emotional in expressing his heart-felt desire to know more about 
Gilead’s leading men — ‘What would we not give, now, for even twenty pages or so of print-out from 
Waterford's private computer!’ Yet that exclamation is surely meant by Atwood to be taken satirically 
— we shouldn’t follow Piexoto in his unconscious sexism and bias towards the Commanders, but 
laugh at the ridiculousness of his approach and instead think of the women who suffer under sexist 
and totalitarian regimes. 

Commentary 
• The argument is assured. The section printed here seems to be following on seamlessly from 

a section about the Commanders as authority figures and there are strong links from 
paragraph to paragraph as the argument progresses logically. 

• The answer contains a range of well-chosen comments on Atwood’s methods and how they 
shape meaning and create effects. The close readings of the initial description of the 
Commander are helpful in that they explore ambiguities and link to aspects of his 
characterisation seen later in the novel.  

• The use of context is strong: the details about patriarchal versions of history are concise, well-
integrated and help shape the argument.  

• While there is no overt use of critics, there is a sense of alternative interpretations being given, 
for example, with the readings of the description of the Commander and the satirical reading 
of Professor Piexoto’s address. 
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