
The Handmaid’s Tale – Context Knowledge Organiser (AO3)  

 

Roe vs. Wade (1973) – a landmark Supreme Court case 
which established a woman’s legal right to an abortion. 
This case is seen by U.S. feminists as something to 
protect. Subsequent government administrations have 
chipped away at the protection for women’s rights issues. 
Gilead is a dystopian world which imagines a total 
annihilation and reversal of Roe vs. Wade, where women 
are reduced to ‘two-legged wombs’.  

Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) - a proposed amendment 
to the U.S. constitution which would have guaranteed 
equal legal rights for all American citizens regardless of 
sex; it sought to end the legal distinctions between men 
and women in terms of divorce, property, employment. 
First introduced in 1921 but by 1982 it had failed to pass 
due to strong opposition. Gilead acts as a nightmare 
mirror which imagines the opposite: women cannot 
divorce, hold property or money.   

Puritanism - the beliefs or principles of a group of English 
Protestants of the late 16th and 17th centuries who 
wanted simplify and regulate forms of worship: a return 
to fundamentalist and traditional interpretation of the 
bible. It has become synonymous in today’s culture with 
censure of self-expression and sexuality. The principles, 
gender-imbalance and costume are all reminiscent of 
Puritan America – Is Atwood commenting on any 
country’s (including the so called progressive West) ability 
to regress and experience extreme politics: China, Hitler’s 
Germany etc?  

Postmodernism – a genre which engages with 
fragmentation, meta-narratives, unreliable narrators and 
intertextuality. The ‘historical notes’ at the end of the text 
reinforce the ‘fictional’ nature of fiction – Offred’s story 
has been transcribed and is now existing as part of a 
lecture series. 

The Bible – the bible’s fundamentalist passages (such as 
patriarchal control of women) are used as a foundation 
for the political system: ‘give me children or else I die’. 
This Old Testament story is used as a pretext for mass 
removal of women’s rights and reduction to their 
generative function. Atwood is perhaps commenting on 
the compulsion for humans to selectively use religious 
texts for their own gain.  

Harvard – The establishment is synonymous with culture, 
knowledge and progression: Atwood chooses its wall to 
be ‘The Wall’ in Gilead where dissidents (political, 
religious, sexual) are butchered and displayed as a 
warning and enactment of power. Is Attwood using a 
symbol of such power to emphasise the degradation of 
Gileadan society? 

Phyllis Schlafly – an American conservative who 
campaigned against the ERA, believed that women 
couldn’t be raped in marriage: "By getting married, the 
woman has consented to sex, and I don't think you can 
call it rape”. Schlafly balanced strong family values with 
politics: she unsuccessfully ran for Congress. Attwood is 
perhaps parodying activists like Schlafly, publically 
campaigning for conservative values who are then 
punished by the system they help to create: Serena Joy is 
arguably a parodied, satirical figure, desperately unhappy 
in the life she has helped create for herself. 

Reagan and the New Right – Ronald Reagan’s presidency 
heralded a new era of politics: where massive amounts of 
funding for the Republican party started to come directly 
from Christian groups and lobbyists. This is seen as a 
danger to Attwood, who uses Gilead as a warning for the 
danger of failing to ‘separate church and state’. His return 
to traditional ‘family values’ was seen as an attack 
women’s rights by second-wave feminists.  

Dystopian fiction - A futuristic, imagined universe in 
which oppressive societal control and the illusion of a 
perfect society are maintained through corporate, 
bureaucratic, technological, moral, or totalitarian control. 
Dystopias, through an exaggerated worst-case scenario, 
make a criticism about a current trend, societal norm, or 
political system. 

Second wave feminism – the 60s and 70s saw major 
breakthroughs for women’s rights in America: access to 
contraception, increased voting rights and access to 
abortion. Gilead reflects the societal fears of the 
vulnerability of these rights.  

The Canterbury Tales – written by Geoffrey Chaucer, 
these tales were an example of masculine dominated 
literary canon. Is Atwood challenging by giving voice to 
oppressed women? 

 

 


