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Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) 
CHAPTER ONE 

 

We slept in what had once been the gymnasium. The floor was of 

varnished wood, with stripes and circles painted on it, for the games that 

were formerly played there; the hoops for the basketball nets were still in 

place, though the nets were gone. A balcony ran around the room, for the 

spectators, and I thought I could smell, faintly like an afterimage, the 5 

pungent scent of sweat, shot through with the sweet taint of chewing gum 

and perfume from the watching girls, felt-skirted as I knew from pictures, 

later in mini-skirts, then pants, then in one earring, spiky green-streaked 

hair. Dances would have been held here; the music lingered, a palimpsest 

of unheard sound, style upon style, an undercurrent of drums, a forlorn 10 

wail, garlands made of tissue-paper flowers, cardboard devils, a revolving 

ball of mirrors, powdering the dancers with a snow of light. 

There was old sex in the room and loneliness, and expectation, of 

something without a shape or name. I remember that yearning, for 

something that was always about to happen and was never the same as the 15 

hands that were on us there and then, in the small of the back, or out back, 

in the parking lot, or in the television room with the sound turned down 

and only the pictures flickering over lifting flesh. 

We yearned for the future. How did we learn it, that talent for 

insatiability? It was in the air; and it was still in the air, an afterthought, as 20 

we tried to sleep, in the army cots that had been set up in rows, with 

spaces between so we could not talk. We had flannelette sheets, like 

children‟s, and army-issue blankets, old ones that still said U.S. We folded 

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

lights were turned down but not out. Aunt Sara and Aunt Elizabeth 25 

patrolled; they had electric cattle prods slung on thongs from their leather 

belts. 

No guns though, even they could not be trusted with guns. Guns 

were for the guards, specially picked from the Angels. The guards weren‟t 

allowed inside the building except when called, and we weren‟t allowed 30 

out, except for our walks, twice daily, two by two around the football field 

which was enclosed now by a chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. 

The Angels stood outside it with their backs on us. They were objects of 

fear to us, but of something else as well. If only they would look. If only 

we could talk to them. Something could be exchanged, we thought, some 35 

deal made, some trade-off, we still had our bodies. That was our fantasy. 

We learned to whisper almost without sound. In the semi-darkness 

we could stretch out our arms, when the Aunts weren‟t looking, and touch 

each other‟s hands across space. We learned to lip-read, our heads flat on 

the beds, turned sideways, watching each other‟s mouths. In this way we 40 

exchanged names, from bed to bed : Alma. Janine. Dolores. Moira. June. 



COMMENTAIRE LITTERAIRE 

Céline Leblanc – Formation Promotionnelle – Académie de Grenoble 

2 

Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (1985)    

Other possible guidelines for the same text : 

 History and story  history and her story   historiography  telling 
 

Instruction :  Show how relating is essential to the main character.    

 
Analysis:  

“relating” a) recounting; telling a story; reporting  

b) associating; establishing a link / a bond; connecting   

“essential” extremely important; necessary / basic; typical; inherent (in…) 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION: 1) Situate the extract. 

2) Analyze the instructions :  The narrator depicts a world of denial (= an anti-utopia) from 

which relation(ship)s have been banished (b). It seems 

essential for her to relate to others (b) and to relate her story 

(a). But in such a world, should her word be trusted? 

3) Give an outline: I, II, III 

 

 
I. A world in which human beings are categorized, disconnected from one another and from their own 

history. A microcosm from which relating has been banished. 

 

 The world as we know it seems to be gone for good / to be part of History in the narrator‟s present.  

 Cf. the use of the pluperfect + numerous adverbs such as “once” (1), “formerly” (3), “there and 

then” (16), as opposed to “now” (32) 

And what is left from our world is now travestied / parodied / used in a totally different way. 

 Sport places (which used to be places of fun, pleasure and bodily activity) are now turned into 

dormitories (1: “We slept in what had once been the gymnasium.”) or prison yards (31: “the 

football field which was enclosed now (…) barbed wire.”) 

 

 It is a world of military discipline, akin to prison 

 with “guards” (29) supervising the “walks, twice daily, two by two” (31) of the inmates. 

 where people are not individualized: the narrator mainly refers to herself as “we”. 

 with army supplies standardizing the residents‟ private spaces: “army cots (…) set up in rows” 

(21); “army-issue blankets”(23) 

 with a strong sense of hierarchy and the 2 sexes being strictly segregated: the Aunts look after the 

women; their status is inferior to that of the guards (28-29: “even they could not be trusted with 

guns. Guns were for the guards, specially picked from the Angels”). The guards & the Angels 

belong outside the building (29-30: “The guards weren‟t allowed outside the building.” / 33: “The 

Angels stood outside with their backs on us.”) and the female prisoners are not allowed out (l.30-

31).  

 NB: the meta-language reminds us of a religious convent (25: “Aunt Sara and Aunt Elizabeth”) + 

it is interesting to note that angels are known to be asexual / sexless beings. 

 In this world, in essence, human nature is denied 

 adults are infantilized (22: “We had flannelette sheets, like children‟s”) 

 human beings are treated like animals (26: “electric cattle prods”) 

 and all that is essentially human – communicating, touching, feeling – is forbidden (Cf. the last 3 

§).  
 

TRANSITION: As a result, what the homodiegetic narrator – who is also our focalizer in the narrative – has 

left, as a representative of mankind, adulthood and the female sex altogether, is thinking and trying to relate to 

others at any price. It is essential for her because it is a necessary condition for her survival. 
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II. Relating to others and to the nostalgic past = a way of escaping / staying alive 
 

 It seems essential for her to relate this present to her past, in order not to forget it: her memories have to be 

kept alive. Thinking about the past in a kind of reconstruction/recreation of history is crucial 

[historiography]: 

 particularly the history of womanhood: “the watching girls, felt-skirted as I knew from pictures, later 

in mini-skirts, then pants, then in one-earring, spiky green-streaked hair” (7-9). 

 But also moments of fun (10-12) and of course, sexual activity (“the hands that were on us” (16); 

“lifting flesh” (18)). 
 

 Desire and fantasy (“yearning”), that is: establishing a mental or physical bond with something 

unreachable (“expectation, of something without a shape or name (…) something that was always about to 

happen” (13-15), “insatiability” (20)) is a sensation the narrator would not want to see “gone” like so 

many things in her present world. 

 In this light, the Angels / guards happen to be objects of the women‟s desire (33-36: “They were 

objects of fear to us, but of something else as well. (…) fantasy.”).  

 The women‟s yearning can be felt thanks to the use of free indirect speech (“If only they would look. 

If only we could talk to them (…) we thought”). 

 The women wish hard for an opportunity of seducing the men. NB: the Latin etymology for “seduce” 

is se-ducere, which literally means „lead elsewhere‟: relating to them would be like escaping this 

world. 
 

 Using one‟s body to relate to people of one‟s own kind is also a necessity. As in every dictatorial society, 

it is tempting to go against the rules, but here dreaming about seduction or touching hands does not boil 

down to sheer provocation: it is vital. Because their body is the only thing that still belongs to them (“We 

still had our bodies” (36); “In the semi-darkness we could stretch out our arms (…) and touch each other‟s 

hands across space.” (37-39)). 

Word communication also contributes to the women‟s survival (37: “We learned to whisper almost 

without sound.”; 39: “We learned to lip-read”). Uttering names / Naming aloud is a particularly strong 

means of resistance because it gives back to each woman her own identity and individuality: “Alma. 

Janine. Dolores. Moira. June.” (42). We can imagine that these women have been re-christened like the 

“Aunts” and that these names are their real ones, the last name, “June”, being very probably the narrator‟s 

name / the teller‟s name. 
 

 TRANSITION: This naming is not only essential to the characters. For the reader it is a reminder of the 

basic nature of this text: a tale – with an oral quality – in which polysemy is the ultimate form of 

existence. The five names are given in free direct speech, as if we could hear each woman uttering her 

own name. And onomastics here is essential to reach a further degree of comprehension: “Alma” is the 

Latin for „soul‟; “Janine” comes from the Hebrew; “Dolores” is the Spanish for „pains‟; “Moira” is the 

Greek for „destiny‟; “June” is derived from the name of the month and can be related to spring and to the 

planets of the Solar System. Each name seems to have been chosen on purpose: each relates to a reality of 

its own, outside the diegetic world. 

 

 

III. Relating her story / telling / naming / re-member-ing = resisting as a character + existing as a narrator 

(extreme internal focalization) 

 

 Internal focalization is so extreme that we might doubt the narrator‟s reliability: this could well be a lie or 

a bad dream. For in the world that is depicted, we wonder how this testimony would have survived. 

However, every detail is realistic and relates to a system that has existed (e.g. the German or Russian 

camps in recent History). Perhaps the readers will get an explanation of how this account has survived in 

the following chapters but for the moment they have to admit to reading the written trace of a thought or a 

tale.  
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 On the one hand, the oral quality of the text can be felt: Cf. the question in line 20, the automatic-

writing style and the contractions (29, 38). And it endows the narrative with immediacy.  

 On the other hand, the blurring of time references and tenses prevents us from relating the text to a 

specific here and now; some sentences seem to refer both to the present and the past: “Dances would 

have been held here” (9) > “There was old sex in the room and loneliness” (13) > “We yearned for the 

future.” (19) > “It was in the air; and it was still in the air, an afterthought” (20). 

 As a matter of fact, using the adverb “still” in this world of time disconnection is probably a heresy / a 

sacrilege. That is why the teller delights in using it (there are four instances in 42 lines…). 

 

 As we said, words and thoughts are the last strongholds of freedom for the teller and playing with them 

while relating her story is a means of feeling alive by maximizing / optimizing sensations.  

 Hence the predominance of synaesthesia in the reminiscences of the first paragraph: “I thought I could 

smell, faintly like an afterimage, the pungent scent of sweat” (5-6: smell / sight), “the music lingered, 

a palimpsest of unheard sound, style upon style, an undercurrent of drums” (10: sound / sight).  

 The image of the palimpsest is not fortuitous: just like Hester Prynne on the scaffold in The Scarlet 

Letter, the heroine is trying to superimpose good memories upon a traumatic present.  

 

 Every trace of the nostalgic past, even the slightest detail, is an invaluable treasure once transposed in this 

new environment. To a careless reader, the letters “U.S.” (in line 23: “army-issue blankets, old ones that 

still said U.S.”), for instance, might just stand for United States… But a more heedful reader might also 

realize that they are the only vestiges / trace of the written world in this dystopia*. 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION:   

On the one hand, the author seems to imply that we should cherish what we have and delight in what the narrator has 

lost, more particularly the enjoyment of the written word / of reading. Indeed, in dystopias such as Orwell‟s 1984 or 

Bradbury‟s Fahrenheit 451, which bear the same verisimilitude as The Handmaid’s Tale, one of the first things that is 

denied or perverted is the written word.  

On the other hand, our historiographer here is extremely involved and subjective and we are not sure how her written 

testimony came to be. Is this text a trustworthy evidence of resistance or is it just propaganda? Shall we trust this 

narrator? The paradoxical conclusion is that to get an answer we will have to trust her word / we will have to read her 

tale. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*In literature, an often futuristic society that has degraded into a repressive and controlled state, often under the guise of being utopian. Dystopian literature has 

underlying cautionary tones, warning society that if we continue to live how we do, this will be the consequence. A dystopia, thus, is regarded as a sort of negative 

utopia and is often characterized by an authoritarian or totalitarian form of government. Dystopias usually feature different kinds of repressive social control 

systems, a lack or total absence of individual freedoms and expressions and constant states of warfare or violence. Dystopias often explore the concept of 

technology going "too far" and how humans individually and en masse use technology. A dystopian society is also often characterized by mass poverty for most of 

its inhabitants and a large military-like police force. 
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