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Practice exam question 

The Handmaid’s Tale 
Cathy O’Neill 

Guidance for the question on p. 15 of the magazine. 

The beginning of the answer 
The totalitarian theocracy of Gilead in Atwood’s dystopia, The Handmaid’s Tale, seizes control of the 
reproductive process along with all aspects of family and public life. As childbirth lies at the heart of 
the novel, Handmaids are merely vessels for the repopulation of Gilead. As Atwood asserts in her 
introduction to the 2020 edition of the novel, ‘The control of women and babies has been a feature of 
every repressive regime on the planet’. We need only think of Muslim women in China being given 
contraception without their consent, or the Taliban’s removal of women from all sectors of public life in 
Afghanistan, to see the truth of this statement. The novel erases children, except in Offred’s memories 
of her own daughter, who has been abducted by the state. Yet Atwood uses childhood games as a 
running motif as if to remind us, through irony, that the improvisation of childhood play has no place in 
this totalitarian nightmare.  

Atwood frames her novel around the enforced repression of women, opening with Offred’s memory of 
the Centre, where the Aunts indoctrinate the young women into believing that their role as Handmaids 
is a blessed escape. Subversion exists, but is muted: ‘We learned to whisper without sound’. The girls 
imagine they could make a deal with their guards, ‘some trade-off, [where] we still had our bodies’. 
The narration immediately snuffs out any such reprieve — ‘That was our fantasy’ — because the 
Handmaids’ bodies are not their own, as demonstrated in the scene where Janine gives birth. Atwood 
makes the childbirth grotesque. Janine, crouching on the commode, is seen as ‘like a doll, an old one 
that’s been pillaged and discarded, in a corner, akimbo’. This simile is characteristic of references to 
childhood in the novel. It evokes and then immediately destroys childhood delight and replaces it with 
the language of war, abandonment and implied violence. 

Yet the scene is not all so detached in tone, as Atwood makes the collective nature of birth almost 
sexual: ‘“Push, push, push,” we whisper. “Relax. Pant. Push, push, push.” We are with her, we’re the 
same as her, we’re drunk.’ Yet, rather than being pleasurable, the aftermath returns the Handmaids to 
their subject state: ‘My breasts are painful […] We sit on our benches, facing one another, as we are 
transported; we are without emotion now, almost without feeling, we might be bundles of red cloth’. 
The involvement in the birth was false. The passivity is their actual lot; they are no more than their 
clothes. 

Childhood enacts the Gilead regime in its travesty of human relations. The position of Commander 
Warren’s Wife, ‘on the seat behind and above Janine, so that Janine is framed by her: her skinny legs 
come down on either side’, reminds us of the Ceremony in which Serena Joy holds Offred’s hands as 
her rings cut into her fingers. Atwood suggests that sex and childbirth are interchangeable and uniform 
in Gilead — both are simply transactions for the benefit of the elite. Offred comments dryly on the 
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arrangement of their bodies: ‘What it really means is that she is in control, of the process and thus of 
the product.’ 

Commander Warren’s Wife is presented as ridiculous, with her blue fuzzy slippers ‘like toilet-seat 
covers’ and her tight little smile ‘like a hostess at a party she’d rather not be giving’. The comic and the 
grotesque meet as the ‘crowning, the glory, the head’ of the baby is seen as ‘purple and smeared with 
yoghurt’. But any laughter is stifled by witnessing, what Nicola Onyett calls, ‘a grotesque parody of the 
Handmaid’s labour’. The baby is transferred straight to the Commander’s Wife as ‘a tribute’. Offred’s 
memory of giving birth to her own, now abducted, daughter reinforces the connection between 
childbirth and loss. As if to confirm this, Janine’s baby turns out to be an Unbaby, or shredder, after all. 

Commentary 
The answer is strong on AO1, which is to articulate informed, personal and creative responses to 
literary texts, using associated concepts and terminology, and coherent, accurate written expression. It 
addresses the question convincingly and head-on in the introduction by using Atwood’s analysis while 
also offering some recent instances of the control of women and babies by repressive regimes to 
assert their authority. The assured argument also addresses AO3, which asks you to demonstrate 
understanding of the significance and influence of contexts in which literary texts are written and 
received. This is done neatly and effectively, as real-life examples of the Taliban and the Chinese 
communist state help to develop the argument and demonstrate the student’s broader understanding 
of the novel and its themes. 

As well as being written in a fluent, academic register, with a flexible vocabulary, the student 
demonstrates good control of the argument, with a good balance of material. For example, the way in 
which the student introduced children into the discussion of childbirth was neat and avoided a more 
mechanical split between the two elements of the question. 

AO2 — analyse the way in which meanings are shaped in literary texts — is also met to a high level. 
The student focuses on the scene in Chapter 21 when Janine (Ofwarren) gives birth to demonstrate 
the centrality of childbirth in the novel. The analysis of the scene is detailed, perceptive and contains 
confident close reading, with some illuminating comments not only on this scene but on other aspects 
of the novel. They explore how the simile of Janine being ‘like a doll’ is characteristic of references to 
childhood in the novel, which evokes then destroys childhood delight. 

Thus far in the answer, AO5 — explore literary texts informed by different interpretations — has not 
been a focus, but the quotation from the ENGLISH REVIEW article by Nicola Onyett is helpful and adds 
some weight to the argument. 

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