
eng 2200 
Introduction to English Studies, fall 2008 
Derek Owens, Institute for Writing Studies 
St. Augustine Library, x5610, x6910, x2171 
owensd@stjohns.edu (but use Blackboard email to contact me unless it's an 
emergency) 
 
Class: Mondays 3:35 - 6:30 pm, Sullivan Hall 303 
Office Hours: Mondays 2:30-3:30 and by appt (I'm on campus 4 days a week, but 
often called away to meetings--make appts with me ahead of time) 
 

Course Overview 
 
"Introduction to English Studies" is a required course for all English majors, 
minors, and students concentrating in English; the prerequisite is ENG 1000C or 
transfer equivalent. If you do not have this prerequisite you cannot take this 
course. This course is not a substitute for ENG 1000C. 
 
The purpose of this course is to familiarize you with the discipline of English. 
We'll begin by looking at the roots of "English" as an academic discipline, then 
explore how the idea of "English" has grown to include numerous sub-fields and 
disciplines. We'll address some of the fundamentals you might or might not have 
picked up in prior writing courses: writing summaries, analyzing texts, making 
arguments, citing sources--and the need to revise, revise, revise. Then we shift our 
attention to three texts: Shakespeare's King Lear, Margaret Atwood's The 
Handmaid's Tale, and texts of your own selection. As we read these we'll look at 
the major literary theories that English critics and scholars use to understand such 
works. Along the way you'll be introduced to the expansive and eclectic nature of 
English studies by looking at some of the many different conferences circulating 
within this profession. 
 
Course Objectives 
 
In ENG 2200, students will: 
 
• read texts that explain the history of the profession of English studies 
 
• develop a sense of the current state of the discipline and profession of English 
Studies by regularly reviewing conference CFPs (calls for papers), and locate one's 
own areas of interest within that landscape 
 
• expand upon lessons and methodologies learned in ENG 1000c: writing summaries, 
analyses, arguments, and citing sources 
 
• develop a familiarity with the basic camps of literary theory and criticism 
 



• read several texts as a class (King Lear; The Handmaid's Tale) and engage with 
these works from a specific theoretical lens 
 
• respond to texts of the students' own choosing 
  
Course Outcomes 
 
In ENG 2200, students will: 
 
• read and analyze the assigned texts individually and take part in class dialogues 
about these texts and the ideas presented in them 
 
• reflect on their understandings of, insights about and continuing questions regarding 
the readings after each week’s class via Blackboard discussion postings; students will 
strive to bring additional resources to bear on in-class and online discussions 
 
• revise their own writing on a regular basis, continually working towards writing 
prose that reflects some of the genres, conventions, and discursive assumptions within 
the profession  
 
• explore, at different points in the semester, their own relationship to the profession 
and discipline by reflecting on their professional experiences and aspirations and by 
conducting reviews of literature in areas of interest related to the state of the 
profession. 
 

Blackboard 
 
All information for our course can be found on Blackboard. You’ll need to visit 
our course on Blackboard at least 3 times each week as this is where you’ll be 
uploading papers and contributing to weekly discussions all semester long. Here’s 
how to get there: 
 

Required Texts 
 
These books are available at Ed's bookstore across the street from the Queens 
campus, and the campus bookstore (both bookstores offer the same student 
discounts). 
 
Michael Ryan, Literary Theory: A Practical Introduction, Blackwell Publishing 
 
William Shakespeare, King Lear, Workman Publishing 
 
Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid's Tale, Anchor Books 
 

Absences 
 



50% of your grade is based on your participation in class. At a minimum, 
participation means coming to class on time, prepared to discuss the day's 
assignments. If you are not in class, you aren't participating. Thus: 
  
6 or more unexcused absences for a MWF course = automatic failure 
4 or more unexcused absences for a TR course = automatic failure 
2 or more unexcused absences for a course with classes held one day a week = 
automatic failure 
 

Disability and Special Circumstances 
 
If you have a learning disability, you are under no obligation to inform me, but 
knowing that information can help me make your learning experience better.  If you 
suspect you may have undiagnosed issues and want help, I can provide appropriate, 
confidential contact information.��� 
 

Conduct 
 
Be Respectful 
 
Offensive behavior is unacceptable in any academic environment, and students are 
expected to maintain an acceptable level of professional decorum at all times. This 
means sexual harassment, civil rights violations, or public rudeness will not be 
tolerated. Students are also expected to support the learning purposes of this 
classroom by carefully reading peers’ drafts, listening attentively to other speakers, 
providing helpful and respectful feedback, and devoting time to speaking and 
writing on topics and issues that promote collective learning goals. 
 

Don’t Be a Stranger!! 
 
If at any time in this course you're feeling exceptionally overwhelmed, 
confused, or lost, don't suffer in silence. Email me. Make an appointment to 
talk. I'm pretty good at being able to listen to your concerns and, hopefully, 
making you realize that things aren't as bad as you think. But you must 
come see me to talk early on--if you wait til the end of the semester, there's 
not much I can do for you.  
 

Don't Suffer in Silence! 
 
It's normal to be stressed out in college. It's supposed to be difficult and 
challenging. But if you've got problems of a personal nature and they're getting in 
the way of your studies, don't suffer in silence. Visit the counseling center. It's 
totally confidential. They can help.  
 
http://www.stjohns.edu/admission/graduate/orientation/services/counseling.stj 



 
Handouts 
 
Every week I'll be giving you handouts on documents related to our discussions. 
Not everyone who teaches this course emphasizes literary theory, but I htink it's 
important to spend a chunk of our class getting a taste of what you might 
encounter when you take ENG 2300. We'll refer to all of the stuff below when we 
read Margaret Atwood. 
 

Using Theory to Read The Handmaid's Tale 
 

Formalism 
 

In looking at The Handmaid's Tale, formalists might begin by looking at the overall 
layout of the novel's narrative technique. The story is set in a not-too-distant American 
future that has been taken over by zealous fundamentalists, whose interpretation of Old 
Testament scripture is extremely misogynist ("sexist" refers to unequal representations or 
treatment of women; "misogyny" refers to an outright hatred of women). But this future 
vision of a fascist America is also set in the past, as we jump ahead to the year 2195 in 
the book's (fake) "Historical Notes". So although the book is set in the future, and could 
thus be described as a kind of science fiction, the book is continually referring back to a 
past history--the "true" past of our own late 20th century America, to which Offred refers 
in her memories, as well as to an imagined past history of a dystopian America. Where, 
then, is the actual focus of the novel: the distant future? the near future? the past? our 
present contemporary moment? How might this formal approach to narrative, this 
shuffling of time in the novel--not just the switching from Offred's narrative to the future 
historical notes, but also to temporal shifts within Offred's narrative itself, where she 
jumps back and forth from her present to her past--convey certain themes? And why is 
the novel situated in the United States, for example, as opposed to a country one would 
more readily identify with a totalitarian government? After all, isn't the U.S. where 
women have more rights than in other countries, and where manifestations of feminism 
have had considerable influence in the last four decades? So why put the novel in 
America? 
 
Mikhail Bakhtin, a writer influenced by Formalism, might approach The Handmaid's 
Tale by exploring how "heteroglossia" (being multivoiced) manifests in the novel. Unlike 
poetry, which formalists tended to look at as texts with a central overriding "voice," 
novels were seen as longer works housing a multiplicity of voices, of which The 
Handmaid's Tale has many: Offred's interior narrative voice; Offred's different voice with 
the Commander; Offred's mother; Moira; Aunt Lydia; Serena Joy; Professor Cresent 
Moon, Professor Pieixoto. And one can also infer that in many places Atwood's own 
editorial voice comes through as well. How do these different voices operate, clash, and 
connect? Why do some of these voices remain throughout the novel, and others come and 
go? What can we make of why certain voices appear at certain times? And how does all 
of this relate to the fact that everything in the novel is spoken, not written--Offred's 
account is caught on tape, and even Prof. Pieixoto is speaking to an audience? (And in 
contrast, what can make of the fact that there is so little written language in the novel--
and most of that in the form of surreptitious graffiti?) 
 



Someone like Bakhtin would also be interested in the "carnivalesque" nature of the novel, 
where conventional forms are inverted and turned upside down. (Halloween and Mardis 
Gras, for example, and for that matter most holidays, are carnivalesque in that the 
expected is transformed into the unexpected--such rituals of reversal and re-invention 
exist throughout most cultures, and are common in literature.) For example, women are 
now breeding machines; wives are symbolic; fathers are commanders; the United States 
is now Gilead; narrators lack identities; even Offred says her own account is 
"reconstructed"… 
 
What might one make of Offred's language: her often monotone delivery, her speech 
frequently speckled with run-ons? What can we say of the rhythm of her discourse, the 
repetitive, the language absent of passion? And where are there exceptions--where does 
her language begin to convey anger, emotion, desire? and why does it recede? is there a 
kind of rhythm that can be discerned in her speech patterns? Is the language different, 
say, when it's nighttime? when she's telling a memory? when she's directly addressing 
"you," the reader/listener? All of these are rather formalist questions. 
 
Structuralism 
 
If a structuralist were going to look at, say, the signficance of the color red in The 
Handmaid's Tale, she would be less interested in how red represents fertility, lust, passion, 
and sin, and more so in how red has come to mean these things. How these elements 
within the structure function--not so much what they mean--is what the structuralist is 
interested in. Where many readers are content to point out the symbolism and metaphors 
and themes bubbling up in a text, the structuralist asks: how did these signs come about in 
the first place? Or, a structuralist--and here is where similarities with formalism surface--
might argue that Gilead can only be understood in relation to the two bookends that 
surround it: late 20th c. United States, and the glimpse of post-Gileadean society of 2195. 
A structuralist reading might also examine the sexual and power relationships throughout 
the book: how the brute governmental authority of the Commanders and the Eyes, the 
domestic authority of Serena Joy, and the bodily power of Offred combine to make a triad 
of forces that constitute a framework or scaffolding that supports and informs the entire 
novel. 
 
Psychoanalytical Approaches 
 
If you were to interpret The Handmaid's Tale from a Freudian perspective, you might 
emphasize ways in which Offred is in some ways more like a daughter to the Commander 
and Serena Joy than a surrogate mother. Both the Commander and his wife are old 
enough to be Offred's parents (if not older), and she is punished and rewarded as if she 
were a child: confined to her room; reprimanded by Serena Joy; allowed to play Scrabble 
as a treat. It is of course an extremely perverse, dysfunctional, and abusive "family," but 
one that vividly demonstrates the Electra complex. (In Sophocles's play Oedipus Rex, the 
protagonist Oedipus mistakenly kills his father and marries his mother. This is the 
original narrative from which Freud fashions his concept of the Oedipus complex, his 
theory that infant boys develop an erotic attachment to their mother, which in turn leads 
them to harbor jealousy for the father. For Freud the counterpart to this was the Electra 
complex. Electra, daughter of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, incites her brother Orestes 
to kill their mother to avenge their father's murder.)  
 



While many now criticize Freud's strict readings of Oedipal and Electra urges, along 
with their attendant theories of a castration complex and penis envy,* one can still make 
an interesting case for viewing Atwood's novel through a Freudian lens, if only to 
illustrate the degree to which Gileadean culture was utterly incestuous. For all of the 
Handmaids are not only surrogate mothers, but also daughter-slaves to the State. A 
curious incestual triad takes place, represented vividly in the monthly ceremony where 
the Commander, the Wife, and the Handmaid engage in state sanctioned ménage a trios. 
(The emphasis in any fascist state on purity could ultimately be said to lead to forms of 
incest, the antithesis of diversity.) It is also interesting to note that there are other mother 
figures present: the Aunts, especially Aunt Lydia, and also Offred's real mother, seen 
through the haze of flashbacks--and both mothers are presented as oppositional figures 
(Aunt Lydia sees her handmaids as in need of discipline and restraint; Offred's real 
mother views her as too traditional, and not radical enough). Notice too that there are 
almost no father figures in the novel--even the Commander is only symbolically a father, 
as he has not yet fathered a child. Nick is a potential father figure, but his role is purely 
mechanical, to serve as a procreative organ, and little else. And the memories of Luke, 
the only literal father in the book, are problematized, as Offred, in her memories, 
expresses reservations with his behavior during the military coup. Finally, Professor 
Pieixoto becomes another father figure, with his condescending, patronizing narrative at 
the end of the book. And what are we to make of the almost total absence of children in 
the book? Offred's true daughter is captured only in flashbacks and a single photo; and 
the landscape of Gilead seems almost entirely empty of children and adolescents except 
for the presence of daughters in several ceremonies. In other words, while one needn't 
embrace the overly literalist Freudian theories of castration complex and penis envy, one 
can easily use elements of Freudian analysis to examine the ways in which fathers, 
mothers, and daughters--literal and symbolic--are presented in this novel. 

 
 One could also approach the novel influenced by Freudian theories of dream 
significance and interpretation. There are several places in the book where Offred 
describes a dream she has had--and we can even look at many, if not all, of her memories 
as dreams of a sort, since she refers to them as reconstructions. In Freud's The 
Interpretation of Dreams, our conscious minds continually repress a variety of wishes 
and desires percolating within the unconscious. These urges surface in the form of 
imagery and symbols in dreams, writing, art, and also through parapraxes (Freudian 
slips). Sometimes displacement occurs, where we transfer our feelings onto another 
person or object (if down deep you hate your mother, but aren't able to admit this to 
yourself, and your mother loves strawberries, this might result in your hatred of 
strawberries, in that they unconsciously represent your mother. Also, there is much 
condensation taking place, where a multitude of complex feelings are embodied in short 
dream narratives and simple objects (a recurring dream about your uncle taking a can 
opener to a jar of tomato sauce might embody a host of symbols requiring detailed 
analysis).  
 

In The Handmaid's Tale, can you identify ways in which id, ego, and superego are 
represented (think of Jezebel's, vs. the presence of the Eyes and their vans)? How about 
examples of memory repression? 
 

If one were to look at The Handmaid's Tale from a Jungian perspective, one way 
would be to identify archetypes in the novel, and reflect upon the ways in which they 
interact, fight, and resist each other. 

 



 A Lacanian might notice that The Handmaid's Tale is all about lack, and absence, 
and the inability to be whole and unified. Gileadean society attempts to assert the phallus 
by erasing women: women are no longer citizens, and little more than machines. But this 
fundamentalist insistence on the phallus is the society's demise, as the Commanders  and 
their wives are increasingly infertile. The handmaids are acutely aware of their 
fragmented selves, as they can never bond with the children they are expected to 
incubate. Offred is splintered in multiple ways, in that she has been torn from her true 
daughter (and Luke, and her mother); her situation is the loss and fragmentation of the 
Imaginary Order writ large. As a result, her language is filled with absence--a lack of 
passion, of drive, of energy. But there are exceptions, places where she recalls moments 
of wholeness, and joy, and anger, all of which could be associated with the Imaginary 
realm. Where does one glimpse these moments of jouissance in the narrative?  

 
Marxism 
 
A Marxist reading of The Handmaid's Tale might ask: in what ways is this book a 
condemnation of western capitalism? While being a Canadian citizen hardly means Atwood 
lives outside capitalism, neither is she a proponent of many US policies. Might Gilead society 
be an extension of what she finds to be most problematic about US economics? What of the 
Gileadean economy based on enslavement: can we find parallels in current capitalist 
economies? To what extent is this novel a condemnation of the inherently sexist  nature of 
capitalism itself, where women have always made less money than men, are subjected to 
sexual harassment and discrimination, and must contend with the glass ceiling? (Consider: 
right now there are literally more than one million women involved in a lawsuit against Wal-
mart for discriminating against female employees.) While The Handmaid's Tale offers a most 
extreme view of a government based on misogyny, it can still be seen as a critique of any 
economy that depends upon the subjugation of women. How about the absence of the poor in 
The Handmaid's Tale--where have they gone? Might this also be a critique of the eventual 
progression of a capitalist economy, which, many Marxists would argue, is designed not to 
help the poor, but keep them out of sight? (Notice how in recent US elections, presidential 
candidates have appealed to the middle class, while rarely addressing the poor.) 
 
A Marxist might also call attention to the ironies within the novel. The book was a bestseller, 
a contemporary classic, and continues to sell well. Thus, the novel, and Atwood, benefit from 
a capitalist economy where best-sellers are promoted above many other texts, especially those 
published in small presses. Because the book's presence in major bookstores guarantees that 
many other less successful, small press titles will not be displayed, does the book's feminist 
critique get overshadowed by the degree to which it is used by a major corporation to  make a 
profit? Is it even  possible to offer a viable Marxist critique within the avenues of mainstream 
capitalist discourse? Or should such arguments proliferate in alternative venues, outside the 
trappings of global capitalism? and to what degree is this possible? 
 
A Marxist response might look at how money has been removed from Gileadean society, and 
replaced with a more socialist or communist distribution of goods, via credit or barter. A 
Marxist might object to the manner in which such an alternative economy is inherently 
associated with extreme misogyny, and criticize the novel for denouncing discrimination, 
while associating it with what some might find to be a more egalitarian economic system, 
 
New Historicism 
 



 If I were to look at The Handmaid's Tale from a new historicist perspective, I'd begin 
by looking at Margaret Atwood and her other writings. Atwood was a vocal feminist, and 
called attention to the sexist manner in which male critics often reviewed the works of 
female writers. Atwood was coming of age as a writer during 2nd wave feminism. It's also 
significant that Atwood is Canadian, looking at American culture from the outside, and 
often with a degree of frustration if not contempt for certain US politics. I would want to 
look at statements made by Atwood about America, like this one, where in 1987 she 
opposes the Canada-US Free Trade Agreement: 
 

Canada as a separate but dominated country has done about as well 
under the U.S. as women, worldwide, have done under men; about the only 
position they've ever adopted towards us, country to country, has been the 
missionary position, and we were not on top. 

 
I would also explore the various reasons why a liberal feminist writer like Atwood 

had strong fears and concerns about the Reagan administration in the early 80s. To what 
degree did Ronald Reagan, who literally believed in a coming apocalypse, represent 
elements of the fundamentalist govt of Gilead? In addition, one would need to look at 
earlier dystopian novels, since The Handmaid's Tale is very much in that 20th c. tradition--
how might Atwood have been influenced by works such as Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-
Four? And one would also want to look at why the novel takes place in Harvard Square, 
MA--what are the implications of situating a crypto-Fascist fundamentalist Christian 
government in a place known for its progressivist, multicultural, left politics? 
  

But it would not be enough to simply look at the book in the context of this historical 
information. To continue the new historicist reading, one would have to explore how 
Atwood's themes and preoccupations have either diminished, or become amplified--or 
both--in light of our contemporary culture. In what ways are Atwood's concerns dated? In 
what ways might they be more relevant than ever? In what ways are contemporary readers 
forced to regard The Handmaid's Tale through other cultural lenses that Atwood was not 
preoccupied with: global terrorism, Islamic fundamentalism, 3rd wave feminism? In what 
ways is this novel read differently in 2004, than it was in the 1980s, or 1990s? 
 
Poststructuralism 
 
 How might you embark on a deconstructive reading of The Handmaid's Tale? There 
are many possibilities. Here's just one. 
 
 The Handmaid's Tale has been taught, marketed, and we might argue written as a 
"feminist" text. Margaret Atwood has been described, by herself and others, as a 
"feminist" writer. And so we can look at the text as pedagogical: instructing us in ways of 
reading that offer a counterpoint to masculinst assumptions, histories, and economies. 
However, there are places where the text raises more questions than it answers. Is Offred 
offered to us (and the echo between Offred and offered is noteworthy) as a kind of model? 
Is her mother? If so, can't we find attitudes and behaviors within these characters that are 
problematic, that run contrary to certain traditionally "feminist" insistences on, say, 
equality, self-reliance, determination, autonomy, sovereignty? For that matter, what of the 
women in the historical notes section--Prof. Maryann Crescent Moon, who introduces the 
patronizing Pieixoto, and also the women in the audience--all of whom, we are led to 
believe, laugh in agreement at the smug professor's sexist asides? Are there any women in 
the text that can be offered to us as, if not role models, then examples of a more positive or 



viable way of looking at issues of gender equality? And if this is not the point of the book-
-if Atwood is intentionally avoiding a narrative where women are portrayed in such black 
and white, two-dimensionally "positive" manner, then doesn't the presence of the book, as 
a contemporary "feminist classic," inevitably undercut this? Doesn't the existence of the 
book itself offer some kind of corrective?  
 
 You might also  dive right into the issue of abortion, which is a major subtext running 
through the book. In Gilead abortion is not only illegal, but doctors who committed 
abortion in the previous US society are publicly displayed on hooks for all to see--a 
throwback to a more medieval demonstration of public justice. One can infer that Atwood 
is decidedly sympathetic with pro-choice politics: all throughout Offred is not able to 
choose much of anything. And while I personally (I've no qualms in stating it) sympathetic 
to pro-choice positions, I'm also aware that the pro-life vs. pro-choice binary is, like all 
binaries, rather suspect. I have problems with issues that are presented in such clear and 
obvious, black and white terms. So I might look at The Handmaid's Tale and investigate 
where what seems to be a rather obvious pro-choice subtext in the book breaks down, or 
becomes more tenuous. Why, for example, are there no children in the book--all children 
have been banished to memories and photographs; they've become mythical, or ghosts. 
Are we to somehow equate the absence of children with the pro-life stance implicit within 
Gildeadean society? But wouldn't pro-life policies result in more children, not fewer 
(regardless of the rise in infertility mentioned briefly in the book)? And might not the 
overwhelming emphasis on fertility, and procreation, and heterosexual union be seen as 
overly traditional, retrograde positions, especially from a queer perspective (see my 
handout on queer theory)? Can this book in fact speak to a non-heterosexual audience? 
Does the book overly romanticize childbirth, and thereby unintentionally adopt certain 
strategies associated with pro-life positions? (I've not worked all this out in my head yet, 
but this route of questioning gives you an idea of one possible deconstructive path.) 
 

And what of the presence of Native Americans in the historical notes: if much of 
the former US is now populated by Indians, who are seen, rightly or wrongly, as often 
having a more sympathetic understanding of matriarchal culture and politics, are we 
supposed to see that the phallus of Gileadean society has been replaced with more 
matriarchal impulses? But isn't this contradicted in the very masculinst sense of objectivity 
in Pieixoto? Are we to infer that whether a culture is patriarchal or matriarchal, it's always 
going to be patriarchal? If women get a bum deal in all of these possible histories--late 20th 
c US (as evident in Offred's mother's protestations), Gilead, and even the new republics of 
2195--is Atwood implying that there will never be a government, culture, or history where 
women enjoy genuine equality? If so, does this make the book not only much darker, and 
cynical, but defeatist? (Keep in mind too that Atwood's latest novel, Oryx and Crake, is 
about the end of the world; there's only one man left, and a bunch of synthetically cloned 
nonhumanoids. It is perhaps the bleakest book she's written.)  

 
 Finally, what of the other absences in the book: the absences of people of color 
(though it's hinted at in places that the Marthas might be African American). What kind of 
feminist novel focuses solely on a white, middle class, enslaved protagonist? Or if I am 
making too much of the supposed requirements of a "feminist text" (and I am, if only for 
the sake of argument), then is there any such thing as a genuinely "feminist text"? How 
would we be able to identify it? Can Atwood write as a "woman" if "woman" is a 
problematic, and maybe even nonexistent concept, in that it's presence relies upon its 
antithesis? (We'll get to this more in our discussion on feminism.) Could we say the same 
thing about children: are children necessarily absent in a world conveyed through an adult 



lens? Might not any "adult" novel, written by grown-ups for grown-ups, be considered 
infertile, in that it is outside a child's vantage point? Is the adult world a world where 
children are forever "outside"? Again, I'm not sure where I'm going with this--but maybe 
you get the idea. 
 
Feminism(s) 
 

How might we read The Handmaid's Tale from a feminist lens? One might explore 
the more obvious ways that the book is a condemnation of patriarchal culture and violence 
against women. Then again, this is pretty  obvious. So maybe to dig deeper, one might look 
at examples in the text of how the certain women in the narrative "internalize the 
oppressor," to use Franz Fanon's term (see Postcolonialism), and are victimized in ways 
that require them to perpetuate the work of the enslaving patriarchy.(Offred, Aunt Lydia, 
even Serena Joy are all victims—and yet each of them has a modicum of power as well. 
How is this power assigned to each woman, and where does it come from? To what degree 
are they victims of forces beyond their control? When do they exert power, subtle or overt, 
over other women, and men?)  

 
Or, to dig even deeper, one might read The Handmaid's Tale from a feminist 

perspective dismissed or unaddressed in the novel. How, for example, might a black 
woman read this text, where white women are enslaved but women of color are largely 
absent? Or, how might a feminist who also happens to be a devout follower of Christianity 
or Islam take issue with assumptions in the book? Or: are there any places where the 
feminist messages in the book are compromised—whether by Offred, or the narrative 
structure? What are to make of the fact that in some ways the only bona fide feminist 
character, Offred's mother, has disappeared, assigned most likely to torturous, killing work 
in the outer  colonies? Does she represent 2nd wave feminism? And if so, then is there no 
successive third wave feminist approach—or is this what Offred offers us (and if so, is this 
enough?) What can we say about language as presented in this book, and how oral 
storytelling has replaced writing? Since writing is only to be found in little bits of graffiti, 
or popular women's magazines, and then eventually in the lecture given by Prof. Pieixoto, 
are we to conclude that to tell a woman's story is to resist the writing act itself? Or can we 
draw the opposite conclusion? And does Offred's inability to tell her memories exactly, and 
precisely, lend credence to certain Feminist views that a woman can never successfully, 
complete speak or write "as a women" within an inherently patriarchal  language? 
 
Postcolonialism 
 
If I were to attempt a reading of The Handmaid's Tale by invoking strategies affiliated 
with ethnic studies and postcolonialism I might start by looking at how American culture 
in this novel is portrayed as a history of colonization. Prior to the novel, American history 
is marked by its literal colonization of the native Americans who lived here. American 
history is, among other things, a history of genocide, oppression, and colonization--one 
need only look at how many indigenous tribes were wiped out through war and disease 
and economic enslavement, as well as how so much of the US economy rose to power 
because of its reliance upon tens of millions of slaves. So the history of the US, especially 
from the perspective of a Canadian writer like Atwood, is going to be seen as a history of 
colonization. But in the Gileadean culture of the book, another system of colonization has 
taken place: the  crypto-fascist fundamentalist government has taken over the country, 
replacing American democracy with a totalitarian state, where women are now the 
colonized, the enslaved. Gileadean culture seems to be extremely racialized as well, as 



the Commanders, their wives, and the handmaids are white, whereas there are subtle 
indications that the Marthas are women of color. So we have a hierarchy of enslavement: 
the Wives have authority over their households (to an extent); the white handmaids are 
beneath them; and the Marthas beneath them. Gileadean society has been consciously 
designed to reflect a kind of plantation slave culture, which of course came to be seen as 
a distinctly southern force in antebellum U.S. society.  
 
 But Gileadean society also collapses, as we learn in the historical notes at the end of 
the novel. Here there is an implication that now Native Americans have managed to 
become a stronger cultural force, indicated by the presence of Indian names. This might 
also reflect Atwood's condemnation Canada's own history of colonizing, oppressing, and 
murdering Native Americans, and wishful thinking on her part that these oppressed 
peoples might rise to influence in the future. 
 
 A postcolonialist reading could also take The Handmaid's Tale to task for promoting 
racialized stereotypes of Middle Eastern and Islamic women. Many westerners 
automatically assume that women in Middle Eastern countries who wear veils and 
conceal their bodies in public are victims. Certainly there are plenty of instances where 
women, understandably, have sought to resist such confining clothing, but plenty of 
women have also argued that concealing the body beneath such clothing can also be 
liberating. In other words, western assumptions about fashion and freedom have at times 
too easily created a false binarity, and jumped at the conclusion that women in middle 
eastern cultures are "always already" oppressed by men, as evident in how they dress. 
Atwood might unconsciously or consciously be guilty of this same assumption, in that the 
handmaids are described in a manner similar to how many Islamic women dress today. If 
so, then were I an Islamic woman who embraced dressing in a manner similar to the 
handmaids--or even if I were a Mennonite, or Amish, or some other traditional 
practitioner of a religion where women dressed conservatively--would that mean I must 
on some level identify with an oppressive regime? In other words, to what degree might 
Atwood be guilty of deciding for us what should and should not constitute freedom of 
expression? 
 
 Or, to look at this from another perspective, since so much of Atwood's novel is 
about reconstruction--Offred's memories are often revisions, and she admits they are 
"reconstructions"--how might memory itself be subject to colonization and brainwashing 
at the hands of colonizing forces? In a society where it is illegal for women to read and 
write, how must memory be retained and preserved? And if it is through oral storytelling, 
does this mean that the true story ever really gets told? Or was there never any one true 
story? Perhaps our only obligation is to continually seek to tell our stories, and 
continually cross-examine them, and critique them, along the way? And to what degree 
must we always be on the watch for colonizing forces--like the smug Professor Pieixoto--
who cavalierly dismiss the veracity or authenticity of women's histories? This line of 
questioning illustrates how new historicism and postcolonialism can overlap. 
  
Queer Theory, Gender studies 
 

Were you to approach The Handmaid's Tale from the perspective of queer theory, 
you might look for signs of gender confusion or disruption. Are there places where Offred 
is characterized, directly or indirectly, as male instead of female? Is her desexualization—
the billowing robes, the covering of the body—in some way an attempt to erase "woman" 
altogether? And if so, would this not imply that Gilead is a homosocial culture, one made 



by and for men? And what about the Commander: aren't there places where he seems 
passive, almost "feminine"? Has there been something of a sexual role reversal in Offred's 
and the Commander's relationship? Is Serena Joy really the dominant "male" in this 
household? And what happens if once again we consider the absence of children in this 
culture, although through a queer lens?  

 
 One might also look at Atwood's book as frustratingly heteronormative, for it offers an 
account of a heterosexual woman who, in order to survive, must rely on the manly "Nick" 
and his male contacts who rescue her. How is someone who is gay, lesbian, or queer to 
read this novel—for while one might be able to identify with the overarching feminist 
themes in the book, gays are still largely invisible? And when they  do surface, in 
occasional references to victims of gender crimes, or the Commanders who like to watch 
lesbians in Jezebel's, how are these passages written? What can one say about Atwood's 
decision to keep such references marginal?  
 
 Finally, might we read into the historical notes at the end, where it seems apparent that 
Native American cultures have once again proliferated, due to the names of some of the 
individuals and places? And since in more than a few Indian tribes homosexuality was not 
seen as perverse, but rather something remarkable, even magical (the "Berdache," or the 
"two-spirited" person), is there a subtext here that the prosperous society of the future will 
have to be one that regards homosexuality, or queerness, as normal, and sensible, and not 
"other"? 
 
Ecocriticism 
 

A person reading The Handmaid's Tale from an ecocritical perspective might explore 
how the fundamentalist religious society interprets environment in the book. Are women 
"natural" or "unnatural"? How is environmental decay mentioned in the novel--the toxic 
sites somewhere "out there" where prisoners are sent to clean up? An ecofeminist 
perspective might look at the many different ways women's bodies and women in general 
are defined with "natural" metaphors. If nature is an invention of sorts, and so is "woman," 
then what can one say about Gileadean society that invests so much energy in these 
constructs? A cultural geographer might take a close look at how the campus of Harvard 
University and the surrounding streets and shops of Harvard Square in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts are designed, since this is the location of the novel. How do the 
architecture--the walls, the buildings, the streets, the storefront windows--direct and lead 
Offred through the town on her daily excursions? Are there ways in which the 
surroundings reflect certain themes embedded within the novel? What about the 
distinction between interiors and exteriors: what can one say about Offred's room, or 
Nick's room, and how these micro-environments differ from the gymnasium, or the large 
outdoor gatherings? 

 
 Incidentally, if you think back to our reading of King Lear, an ecocritic would have a 
field day with this play where nature, and often violent nature, plays a major role in the 
plot. Certain things happen indoors that do not happen outdoors, and vice versa. The storm 
in the wilderness is symbolic on a number of different levels; Lear and Edgar dress in 
"natural" elements--flowers, weeds, mud. What are some of the many different ways 
animals are referred to in the play? When are people compared to animals, and vice versa? 
What does "nature" mean in King Lear's universe? Is nature a vital force? something 
dangerous and primal? something that must be tamed? or avoided? 
 


