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M a r g a r e t At w o o d ’ s  Th e  H a n d m a id ’ s  Ta le  ( 19 8 5 )  de p ic t s  a dy s t o p i a n  fu t u r e  w h e r e  af t e r  

a re l ig io u s - p o l i t i c a l up r is i n g , th e  Un i t e d  S ta t e s  ha s  be e n  re p l a c e d  by  th e  to t a l i t a r i a n  re g i m e  of  

G i l e a d . G i le a d  re in f o r c e s  tra d i t i o n a l  ge n d e r  ro le s ,  fav o r in g  m e n  as th e  su p e r i o r  ge n d e r  an d  

op p r e s s i n g  fem a le  ind e p e n d e n c e  an d  au t o n o m y . R id d le d  w it h  en v i r o n m e n t a l po l l u t i o n  an d  

ra d i a t io n , G i l e a d  su f f e r s  fro m  an  inf e r t i l e ,  de c l in in g  po p u l a t io n .  Th i s  led  to th e  cr e a t io n  of  th e  

ti t u l a r  H a n d m a id s , a ne w  ro l e  in so c i e t y  fo r  fer t i le  w o m e n  co n v i c t e d  of co m m it t in g  ge n d e r -

ba s e d  or re l i g i o u s - b a s e d  cri m e s . H a n d m a id s  ar e  giv e n  to a w e a lt h y  ho u s e h o ld  to be  

im p r e g n a t e d  by  th e  m a n  in th e  ste a d  of his  w i f e . If th e  H a n d m a id s  co n c e i v e  a ch i ld ,  th e y  ar e  

fo r c e d  to giv e  bi r t h , an d  af t e r w a r d s  be  se p a r a t e d  fro m  th e i r  ba b y  to be  tra n s f e r r e d  to a ne w  

ho u s e h o l d , w h e r e  th e y  w i l l  co m m e n c e  th e  pr o c e s s  ag a in . Af t e r th r e e  he a l t h y  bi r t h s , th e  

H a n d m a id s  w i l l  be  rew a r d e d , th o u g h  th e  re w a r d  is no t  ex p l ic i t l y  dis c u s s e d . H a n d m a i d s  are  

m e r e ly  ob j e c t s  in th e  ey e s  of so c ie t y . Th e ir  m o v e m e n t s  are  re s t r i c t e d , an d  th e y  are  no t  al l o w e d  

co n t a c t  w it h  fri e n d s  or  fam i l y .  H a n d m a i d s ’ na m e s  are  er a s e d ; th e i r  ne w  na m e  is as s ig n e d  by  

th e i r  ho u s e h o ld . Th e  ne w  na m e  is a co n g lo m e r a t i o n  of  th e  w o r d  “O f ”  an d  th e  fi r s t na m e  of  

th e i r  he a d  of  ho u s e h o ld . Th e  na r r a t o r  of  Th e  H a n d m a i d ’ s  Ta l e  li v e s  in a ho u s e h o ld  ru le d  by  a 

Co m m a n d e r  na m e d  F re d . Th e r e f o r e , he r  na m e  is Of - F r e d : Of f r e d .  

Th e  H a n d m a i d ’ s  Ta le  is to l d  th r o u g h  th e  ey e s  of Of f r e d , a th i r t y - t w o - y e a r - o ld  w o m a n  

th r u s t  int o  th e  ro le  of H a n d m a id . En s l a v e d  as  a H a n d m a i d  af t e r  at t e m p t in g  to es c a p e  G i l e a d  

w i t h  he r  hu s b a n d  an d  da u g h t e r ,  Of f r e d  ha s  be e n  str i p p e d  of  he r  ide n t i t y  an d  fo r c e d  to  liv e  a 

hig h l y  re s t r ic t i v e , tra u m a t i z in g  life ,  on e  w h e r e  he r  ne w  pu r p o s e  is to be  im p r e g n a t e d  by  a m a n  

sh e  did n ’ t  ch o o s e . Of f r e d  tel l s  he r  sto r y  in th e  for m  of  au d io  ta p e s , re c o r d e d  as sh e ’ s  in th e  
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m i d s t  of  try i n g  to es c a p e  G i le a d . As  Of f r e d  re c o u n t s  he r  s to r y  as a H a n d m a i d , sh e  ac t i v e l y  

re c o n s t r u c t s  its  ev e n t s .  S h e  int e r w e a v e s  m e m o r i e s  fro m  he r  pa s t  li fe  w i t h  he r  cu r r e n t  

im p r i s o n m e n t . S h e  int e r s e c t s  he r  na r r a t iv e  w it h  m u lt i p l e  ve r s io n s  of ev e n t s ,  lea v in g  it up  to th e  

au d ie n c e  to de c i d e  w h ic h , if an y , ho ld  tru e . S h e  na r r a t e s  he r  s to r y  in a m ix t u r e  of pa s t an d  

pr e s e n t te n s e s , ca u s in g  co n f u s i o n  re g a r d i n g  th e  set t in g . Th e  re v e a l  th a t  th e  en t i r e  bo o k  is an  

au d io  re c o r d in g  on ly  co m e s  at th e  ve r y  en d  w it h  th e  his t o r i c a l no t e s  sec t io n  of th e  bo o k . 

Na r r a t iv e  un r e l i a b i l i t y  pla g u e s  Th e  H a n d m a i d ’ s  Ta le , an d  it be g i n s  w it h  ou r  na r r a t o r ,  Of f r e d . 

Th r o u g h  re a d in g s  of m e d i c a l - h u m a n it y  an d  co g n i t iv e  li te r a r y  th e o r y , th i s  th e s i s  ex a m i n e s  th e  

m a n n e r in w h i c h  tra u m a  al t e r s  Of f r e d ’ s  na r r a t iv e  vo ic e  in Th e  H a n d m a i d ’ s  Ta l e .  I arg u e  th a t  

Of f r e d ’ s  na r r a t i o n  is a tra u m a  re s p o n s e  to he r  op p r e s s iv e  en v i r o n m e n t  an d  is m o t iv a t e d  by  an  

att e m p t  to re c la im  he r  los t  ag e n c y .  

Th i s  th e s i s  dr a w s  up o n  a m e t h o d o l o g y  inf o r m e d  by  th e  M e d i c a l H u m a n it i e s  fie ld , 

sp e c i f i c a l ly  Ar t h u r  F ra n k ’ s  Th e  W o u n d e d  St o r y t e l l e r : B o d y , Illn e s s ,  an d  Et h i c s  ( 19 9 5 ) . Th is  bo o k  

ex p l o r e s  th e  co m p le x  re l a t i o n s h i p  be t w e e n  ide n t i t y ,  illn e s s ,  an d  sto r y t e l l i n g . Ill pe o p le ’ s  sto r ie s  

ha v e  pr i m a r i ly  be e n  to ld  th r o u g h  th e  pe r s p e c t i v e  of  th e i r  m e d i c a l ex a m i n e r s . Th e y  ar e  tre a t e d  

as an  am a lg a m a t i o n  of sy m p t o m s  an d  dis o r d e r s  dis c u s s e d  in m e d i c a l  te r m in o l o g y  of t e n  to o  

ad v a n c e d  for  th e  ill pe r s o n  th e m s e l v e s  to  un d e r s t a n d . Tr a d i t i o n a l l y ,  w h e n  a pe r s o n  be c o m e s  ill , 

th e y  sto p  be i n g  pe o p le  an d  tu r n  int o  pa t ie n t s  (F r a n k  10 ) .  F ra n k  di s c u s s e s  an  ac c o u n t  in w h ic h  a 

m a n  w it h  ad v a n c e d  m o u t h  ca n c e r  w e n t th r o u g h  ex t e n s i v e  re c o n s t r u c t iv e  su r g e r y  an d  w a s  

fea t u r e d  in a m e d ic a l jou r n a l .  Th is  art i c l e ,  ho w e v e r , re v o l v e d  so l e ly  ab o u t  th e  m a n ’ s  di s e a s e  

an d  his  tre a t m e n t , an d  ba r e l y  inc lu d e d  an y  of  his  ow n  pe r s o n a l  s to r y  ( 10 ) .  F ra n k  saw  a ne e d  for  

th e  inc l u s i o n  of  ill pe o p l e ’ s  s to r i e s  th r o u g h  th e ir  ow n  ey e s  an d  vo ic e s .  Th i s  bo o k  is th e n  fra m e d  
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by  th e  pe r s o n a l ex p e r ie n c e s  of th e  ill ,  fea t u r i n g  na r r a t iv e s  ce n t e r i n g  on  th e  ill pe r s o n  

th e m s e lv e s . Th i s  inc lu d e s  na r r a t iv e s  in w h i c h  th e  ill pe r s o n  dis c u s s e s  th e ir  life  sto r y , inc lu d i n g  

th e i r  illn e s s ,  bu t do e s  no t  re v o lv e  en t i r e ly  aro u n d  it. It es t a b l i s h e s  th a t  illn e s s  do e s  no t  ha v e  to 

be  th e  to p i c  of  th e  sto r y , m e r e l y  th e  co n d i t i o n  th r o u g h  w h ic h  it is to l d . Th e  s to r y  is to l d  th r o u g h  

a “w o u n d e d  bo d y ” , bu t  it do e s  no t ha v e  to  be  so le l y  ab o u t  w o u n d s  or  illn e s s e s  ( F r a n k  3) .  

Sim i l a r l y ,  Of f r e d ’ s  sto r y  in Th e  H a n d m a i d ’ s  Ta le  isn ’ t  so le l y  ab o u t tra u m a , bu t is a sto r y  to ld  

th r o u g h  th e  vo ic e  of  a tra u m a t iz e d  na r r a t o r .  

Th e  W o u n d e d  St o r y t e l l e r : B o d y , Illn e s s ,  an d  Et h ic s  es t a b l i s h e s  th e  im p o r t a n c e  of  

s to r y t e l l in g  am o n g  th e  ill .  It att e s t s  th a t  w o u n d s  im b u e  us  w i t h  na r r a t iv e  po w e r . Te l l in g  th e i r  

s to r y  al lo w s  th e  ill pe r s o n  to  re c o n n e c t  w it h  th e m s e l v e s  an d  re g a i n  th e ir  se n s e  of  ide n t i t y . 

B e c o m in g  a sto r y t e l l e r  “r e c o v e r s  th e  vo i c e s ”  th o u g h t  si le n c e d  by  illn e s s  ( F r a n k  xi i ) .  Us i n g  th is  

po w e r  to cre a t e  sto r ie s  fro m  w o u n d s  pr o m o t e s  he a l i n g  am o n g  bo t h  th e  s to r y t e l le r  an d  th e  

li s t e n e r s .  B y  te l l i n g  th e i r  s to r y , th e  pe r s o n  be c o m e s  m o r e  th a n  th e i r  illn e s s  alo n e , re c la im i n g  

“th e ir  ow n  ex p e r i e n c e  of  su f f e r i n g ”  ( F r a n k  18 ) . W o u n d e d  s to r y t e l l e r s  tu r n  th e i r  su f f e r i n g  int o  

te s t i m o n y , us in g  it to  fra m e  th e i r  liv e s  an d  re c o v e r  th e i r  se n s e  of  se l f .  

W o u n d e d  sto r y t e l l in g  cu lm i n a t e s  in th e  fo r m  of  a “se l f - s t o r y ” , a sto r y  th a t  inv o lv e s  

illn e s s  bu t  pr i o r i t i z e s  th e  ide n t i t y  of  th e  ill pe r s o n  (F r a n k  55 ) . Th e  s to r y  of  th e  se l f  is th e  fo c u s . 

Th e  ill pe r s o n  re p a ir s  th e  da m a g e  th e y  ha v e  su f f e r e d  by  cre a t i n g  a sp a c e  fo r  th e ir  ow n  po s i t iv e  

an d  ne g a t i v e  em o t i o n s  re g a r d in g  th e i r  s to r y . Th e y  re a c q u a i n t  th e m s e l v e s  w i t h  th e ir  se n s e  of  

se l f  by  tra n s f o r m i n g  th e i r  su f f e r in g  int o  a sto r y , w h i c h  ca n  be  sh a r e d  w i t h  ot h e r s . S e l f - s t o r ie s  

al l o w  th e m  to dig e s t w h a t  th e y ’ v e  un d e r g o n e  an d  re n e w  th e i r  ide n t i t y .  Al t h o u g h  Th e  W o u n d e d  

St o r y t e l le r  pr im a r i l y  ad d r e s s e s  na r r a t i v e s  w i t h  ph y s ic a l  illn e s s e s , it al l o w s  fo r  th e  ad a p t a t i o n  of  
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se l f - s t o r ie s  to  ot h e r  fo r m s , su c h  as  tra u m a  ca u s e d  by  ca p t i v i t y ,  ab u s e , or w a r  (F r a n k  69 ) . Th i s  

m a k e s  se l f - s t o r ie s  an  ap p l i c a b l e  int e r p r e t a t i o n  of Of f r e d ’ s  un r e l i a b l e  na r r a t i o n . Of f r e d ’ s  

un r e l ia b i l i t y  as  a na r r a t o r  is m o l d e d / d e s ig n e d  bo t h  as a tra u m a  re s p o n s e  an d  as  a se l f - s t o r y . 

Sim i l a r l y ,  al t h o u g h  Th e  Wo u n d e d  St o r y t e l l e r on l y  inc lu d e s  rea l  life  ac c o u n t s  of  pe o p le  w h o  are  

ill ,  th e r e  is va l u e  in ad o p t i n g  th is  fra m e w o r k  in int e r p r e t i n g  fic t io n a l  ch a r a c t e r s  su c h  as  Of f r e d . 

Pe o p l e  w h o  ide n t i f y  w i t h  Of f r e d ’ s  ch a r a c t e r  ca n  ut i l i z e  he r  sto r y  as  a fo r m  to ad v a n c e  th e i r  ow n  

he a l in g  jou r n e y .  

Th e  fra m e w o r k  fro m  Th e  W o u n d e d  St o r y t e l le r : B o d y , Il ln e s s ,  an d  Eth ic s  is pa r t ic u l a r l y  

ap t  in an a ly z i n g  Of f r e d ’ s  ch a r a c t e r  be c a u s e  of  its  pe r s p e c t iv e  on  un r e l i a b le  na r r a t i v e s . W h e r e a s  

ot h e r  fra m e w o r k s  m i g h t  dis m is s  un r e l ia b l e  na r r a t io n  as inh e r e n t ly  fa l s e , th i s  on e  po s i t s  th a t  it’ s  

a ve r s io n  of  th e  tru t h . Th e  un f i l t e r e d  na r r a t io n  is on e  so  de v a s t a t i n g  th a t th e  tel le r  co u l d n ’ t  

be a r  to sh a r e  it fu l ly ,  so m u c h  so th a t  th e  te l l e r  w a s  for c e d  to a l t e r  it in or d e r  to co n t in u e  th e ir  

s to r y . Th e  ev a s io n  of  th e  tru t h  is sti l l  “th e  tru t h ”  (F r a n k  22 ) . F r a n k  de s c r i b e s  ho w  re c o n s t r u c t in g  

th e  sto r y  re v e a ls  “th e  tru t h  of th e  de s i r e  for  w h a t  is be in g  to l d , as th e  co r r e c t e d  ve r s i o n  of  w h a t 

w a s  liv e d ”  (F r a n k  22 ) . As  a na r r a t o r ,  Of f r e d  hid e s  an d  lie s  ab o u t  ce r t a in  ev e n t s  in he r  s to r y . 

H o w e v e r , in its e l f  th is  re lu c t a n c e  to sh a r e  re v e a l s  he r  ch a r a c t e r  to us . 

Th i s  th e s i s  w i l l al s o  be  su p p l e m e n t e d  by  m e t h o d o l o g y  inf o r m e d  by  th e  co g n it i v e  

fra m e w o r k  of  Th e o r y  of  M in d , as est a b l i s h e d  in Li s a  Z u n s h i n e ’ s  W h y  W e  R e a d  Fic t i o n : Th e o r y  of 

M i n d  an d  th e  No v e l ( 20 0 6 ) . Th e o r y  of  M in d  “d e s c r ib e s  ou r  ab i l i t y  to ex p la in  pe o p l e ’s  be h a v i o r s  

in ter m s  of th e i r  th o u g h t s ,  fee l in g s , be l ie f s ,  an d  de s i r e s ”  ( Z u n s h in e  6) .  W e  as s ig n  th o u g h t s  

ba s e d  of f  be h a v io r ,  su c h  as ass u m in g  th a t a pe r s o n  si t t i n g  do w n  for  din n e r  is lik e ly  hu n g r y  or  
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th a t so m e o n e  w h o ’ s  sh iv e r i n g  is co l d . Al t h o u g h  no t or ig in a l ly  de s i g n e d  for  fi c t io n , Th e o r y  of  

M i n d  pr o v i d e s  us  w it h  a to o l  to “m a k e  se n s e  of fi c t io n a l  ch a r a c t e r s ”  (Z u n s h in e  20 ) .  

B y  ex a m in in g  Of f r e d ’ s  th o u g h t s  an d  ac t i o n s  th r o u g h  a Th e o r y  of  M i n d  len s , w e  w i l l ga i n  

a ric h e r  un d e r s t a n d in g  of ho w  tra u m a  in f lu e n c e s  he r  ch a r a c t e r . Of f r e d  do e s  no t  ex p l i c i t ly  sta t e  

th a t sh e  is tra u m a t iz e d . H o w e v e r , he r  be h a v i o r de m o n s t r a t e s  th a t  sh e  ha s  be e n  ha r s h ly  

af f e c t e d  by  th e  sev e r e  re s t r i c t io n s  th e  so c i e t y  of  G i le a d  ha s  pla c e d  on  he r :  “B u t w h o  ca n  

re m e m b e r  pa in , on c e  it’ s  ov e r ?  Al l  th a t  rem a i n s  of  it is a sh a d o w , no t  in th e  m in d  ev e n , in th e  

fle s h . Pa i n  m a r k s  yo u , bu t to o  de e p  to se e . Ou t  of sig h t . Ou t  of  m i n d ”  ( At w o o d  12 5 ) . Of f r e d ’ s  

tra u m a  is ev id e n t  in th e  w a y  sh e  de s c r ib e s  he r se l f - s t o r y , in w h ic h  pa in  ha s  sca r r e d  he r  in 

inv i s ib le  w a y s , m u c h  lik e  tra u m a . 

Th e  H a n d m a i d ’ s  Ta le  is na r r a t e d  by  Of f r e d  as a “se l f - s t o r y ” . As  sh e  re c o u n t s  th e  ev e n t s  

of  he r  life ,  sh e  is ac t i v e ly  m o d i f y in g  th e s e  ac c o u n t s . S h e  f re e l y  ad m it s  th a t  sh e  w i l l al t e r  he r  

ve r s io n  of  ev e n t s  du e  to he r  ne e d  fo r  a be t t e r  en d in g . “If  it ’s  a s to r y  I’m  tel l i n g , th e n  I ha v e  

co n t r o l ov e r  th e  en d i n g . Th e n  th e r e  w i l l be  an  en d i n g , to  th e  sto r y , an d  rea l  life  w i l l  co m e  af t e r  

it. I ca n  pi c k  up  w h e r e  I lef t of f .  It isn ’ t  a sto r y  I’m  tel l i n g . It’s  al s o  a sto r y  I’m  tel l in g , in m y  he a d , 

as I go  alo n g ”  ( A t w o o d  39 ) .  Of f r e d  ca n n o t en d u r e  he r  cu r r e n t  life  w i t h o u t  re c o n s t r u c t in g  it. It ’s  

to o  pa i n f u l  to w i t h s t a n d  w i t h o u t an y t h i n g  to  so o t h e  th e  w o u n d . Th e  na r r a t i v e  s ty le  in Th e  

H a n d m a i d ’ s  Ta le  is a di r e c t ef f e c t  of th e  tra u m a  Of f r e d ’ s  su f f e r i n g  fro m , an d  it inf o r m s  us  ab o u t  

he r  ps y c h o lo g i c a l  s ta t e  of  m i n d .   

Of f r e d ’ s  tra u m a  is th e  m o s t  ob v i o u s  in th e  de h u m a n i z a t io n  sh e  en d u r e s . Th e  re g i m e  of 

G i l e a d  ro b s  he r  of al l  ag e n c y  an d  ind e p e n d e n c e .  Of f r e d ’ s  li fe  is str i c t l y  ov e r s e e n  by  he r  
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su p e r io r s . S h e ’ s  no t  a l lo w e d  to be  ou t s i d e  by  he r s e l f .  S h e ’ s  fo r c e d  to  w e a r  th e  hig h l y  re s t r ic t i v e  

re d  ro b e s  of  H a n d m a i d s , w h i c h  an n o u n c e  he r  ro le  to so c i e t y , an d  th e  w h it e  an g e l  w i n g s  

he a d d r e s s , w h ic h  bl i n d s  he r  vis i o n . S h e  do e s n ’ t  ev e n  ha v e  th e  co m f o r t  of  he r  ow n  na m e , w h i c h  

pa r t ic u l a r l y  pa in s  he r : “I ke e p  th e  kn o w l e d g e  of  th is  na m e  [h e r  tru e  na m e ]  lik e  so m e t h in g  

hid d e n , so m e  tre a s u r e  I’l l  co m e  ba c k  to dig  up , on e  da y . I th i n k  of  th i s  na m e  as bu r ie d ”  ( 84 ) .  B y  

re m o v i n g  he r  na m e , G i l e a d  ef f e c t iv e l y  er a s e s  he r  ide n t i t y ,  m a k i n g  he r  fad e  int o  th e  

ba c k g r o u n d . Th is  is pa r t i c u l a r l y  de v a s t a t i n g  co n s i d e r in g  th a t  th e  au d ie n c e  ne v e r  ge t s  th e  

op p o r t u n i t y  to dis c o v e r  Of f r e d ’ s  tru e  na m e .  

Al t h o u g h  Of f r e d  w a s  an  ind e p e n d e n t  ed u c a t e d  w o m a n  be f o r e  th e  es t a b l i s h m e n t  of 

G i l e a d , sh e  is fo r c e d  to ad o p t  a dis t o r t e d  pe r c e p t i o n  of  he r s e l f  (an d  of  al l  w o m e n )  to s ta y  al iv e . 

Af t e r  Of f r e d  w a s  fi r s t  en s l a v e d  an d  dr a f t e d  as  a H a n d m a i d , sh e  w a s  sen t  to be  tra i n e d  fo r  he r  

ne w  du t i e s . Ta u g h t by  Au n t s  [hi g h e r - r a n k e d  w o m e n  th a t  ov e r s e e  th e  ind o c t r i n a t io n  of th e  

H a n d m a id s , bu t  ar e  s ti l l  op p r e s s e d  th e m s e l v e s ) ,  Of f r e d , alo n g s id e  a co h o r t  of H a n d m a i d s , w a s  

bo m b a r d e d  w it h  m i s o g y n i s t i c ,  re l i g i o u s  m e s s a g e s  fo r  th e  du r a t i o n  of  he r  s ta y , em p h a s i z in g  

va lu e s  su c h  as ob e d i e n c e , pu r i t y ,  an d  pa s s iv i t y . S h e  ne v e r  fu l ly  ag r e e s  th a t sh e ’ s  m e a n t to be  a 

“w a l k in g  w o m b ” , bu t  th e  pr o p a g a n d a  se r v e s  to co n d i t i o n  he r  int o  as s o c i a t i n g  w o m e n  w i t h  

re p r o d u c t i v e  as p i r a t io n s  an d  ac c e p t in g  he r  ne w  pla c e  in so c ie t y . S h e  be g in s  to ass o c i a t e  he r  

pa s t  life  w i t h  ab s u r d i t y ,  qu e s t io n i n g  ho w  sh e  ev e n  w e n t to un iv e r s i t y  an d  ea r n e d  m o n e y . S h e  

s ta t e s  th a t  “i t ’ s  s tr a n g e , no w , to  th i n k  ab o u t  ha v i n g  a job . . . I t ’ s  a job  fo r  a m a n ”  ( A t w o o d  17 3 ) . 

As  Of f r e d ’ s  ca p t i v i t y  co n t i n u e s , sh e  be g in s  to be  w a r p e d  by  th e  be l ie f s  of th e  reg im e , w i t h  he r  

se l f - id e n t i t y  be i n g  sh a p e d  by  he r  w o m b .  
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“I us e d  to th i n k  of  m y  bo d y  as an  ins t r u m e n t , of  ple a s u r e , or  a m e a n s  of  tra n s p o r t a t io n , 

or  an  im p le m e n t fo r th e  ac c o m p l is h m e n t  of  m y  w i l l . . . T h e r e  w e r e  lim it s ,  bu t  m y  bo d y  

w a s  ne v e r t h e le s s  li th e , sin g le , so l id ,  on e  w i t h  m e . No w  th e  fle s h  ar r a n g e s  its e l f  

di f f e r e n t l y . I’m  a clo u d , co n g e a le d  ar o u n d  a ce n t r a l ob j e c t ,  th e  sh a p e  of a pe a r ,  w h i c h  is 

ha r d  an d  m o r e  re a l th a n  I am  an d  glo w s  re d  w it h i n  its  tra n s l u c e n t  w r a p p i n g ”  ( At w o o d  

74 ) .  

Of f r e d ’ s  ow n  bo d y  ha s  be c o m e  un f a m i l i a r  an d  fo r e ig n  to he r . H e r  bo d y  is no  lon g e r  a ho m e  fo r  

he r  ide n t i t y ; it no w  re v o lv e s  ar o u n d  he r  ut e r u s . Of f r e d ’ s  ide n t i t y  is re d u c e d  to he r  re p r o d u c t iv e  

or g a n s . As  sh e  de s c r ib e s  it he r s e l f ,  so c i e t y  be l i e v e s  th a t “[H a n d m a i d s ]  ar e  tw o - l e g g e d  w o m b s , 

th a t ’ s  al l ”  ( A t w o o d  13 6 ) . No  lon g e r  an  ind iv i d u a l hu m a n  be in g  w i t h  ne e d s  an d  de s i r e s ,  he r  so l e  

pu r p o s e  is no w  to pr o d u c e  ch i l d r e n . 

Of f r e d ’ s  de h u m a n iz a t i o n  co n t in u e s , as sh e  is th e  re c i p i e n t  of ot h e r  pe o p le ’ s  ac t i o n s , 

ne v e r  th e  ins t i g a t o r . As  sh e  s ta t e s  ab o u t  he r  ex p e r ie n c e  in th e  Co m m a n d e r ’s  ho u s e , “I w a i t ,  

w a s h e d , br u s h e d , fed , lik e  a pr iz e  pig ”  ( A t w o o d  69 ) . B y  co m p a r i n g  he r s e l f  to an  an i m a l ,  Of f r e d  

m a k e s  it cle a r  sh e  str u g g l e s  se e i n g  he r s e l f  as  hu m a n . S h e  fee l s  al i e n a t e d  f ro m  he r  ow n  bo d y  

du e  to  a lac k  of au t o n o m y . Th i s  is pa r t ic u l a r l y  gla r in g  w h e n  it co m e s  to th e  se x u a l ad v a n c e s  of 

th e  Co m m a n d e r , w h ic h  Of f r e d  ca n n o t re f u s e , su c h  as  in th i s  se c t i o n : “M y  red  sk i r t  is hi t c h e d  up  

to m y  w a i s t ,  th o u g h  no  hig h e r . B e l o w  it th e  Co m m a n d e r  is fuc k i n g .  W h a t  he  is fu c k i n g  is th e  

low e r  pa r t  of  m y  bo d y ”  ( A t w o o d  94 ) . Of f r e d  dis t a n c e s  he r s e l f  fro m  th e  ass a u l t by  dis s e c t in g  

he r s e l f  int o  bo d y  pa r t s .  S h e  ex i t s  he r  bo d y  to co p e  w i t h  th e  tra u m a  of be i n g  se x u a l l y  ass a u l t e d . 

B y  se e i n g  he r  bo d y  as  fo r e ig n , as so m e t h i n g  th a t  do e s n ’ t  be l o n g  to he r ,  it is ea s i e r  to  co p e  w i t h  

th e  sex u a l  vio l a t i o n .  
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S u ic id e  an d  su ic id a l  ide a t io n  ar e  re c u r r e n t  fo r m s  of  tra u m a  w it h i n  Th e  H a n d m a id ’ s  Ta le .  

In t r o d u c e d  w i t h i n  th e  fi rs t  te n  pa g e s  of th e  no v e l ,  th e y  co n t in u e  to m a k e  ap p e a r a n c e s  fo r  th e  

en t i r e  no v e l .  Th e  fi r s t m e n t io n  of  su ic id e  ar is e s  w h e n  ex p l a i n i n g  ho w  po s s i b l e  w e a p o n s  of  se l f -

ha r m  ha v e  be e n  rem o v e d  fro m  Of f r e d ’ s  ro o m . S h e  m e n t i o n s  th a t  “I kn o w  w h y  th e r e  is no  gla s s ,  

in fro n t of  th e  w a t e r c o l o r  pic t u r e  of  blu e  iri s e s ,  an d  w h y  th e  w i n d o w  on l y  op e n s  pa r t ly  an d  w h y  

th e  gla s s  in it is sh a t t e r p r o o f . It isn ’ t  ru n n i n g  aw a y  th e y ’ r e  af r a id  of .  W e  w o u l d n ’ t  ge t  far .  It’ s  

th o s e  ot h e r  es c a p e s , th e  on e s  yo u  ca n  op e n  in yo u r s e l f ,  giv e n  a cu t t in g  ed g e ”  ( A t w o o d  8) .  In a 

w o r ld  w h e r e  ev e r y  ch o ic e  is m a d e  for  yo u , w h e r e  yo u r bo d y  do e s n ’ t  be l o n g  to yo u , it ca n  be  

fre e i n g  to fin d  an  esc a p e  in de a t h . Of f r e d  is no t  ev e n  al l o w e d  th a t po s s i b i l i t y .  Of f r e d ’ s  be d r o o m  

an d  ba t h r o o m  ha v e  be e n  al t e r e d  to re m o v e  th a t  op t i o n  fro m  he r  m i n d : “T h e r e  w e r e  inc i d e n t s  

in ba t h r o o m s  at fi r s t :  th e r e  w e r e  cu t t in g s , dr o w n i n g s . B e f o r e  th e y  go t  al l  th e  bu g s  iro n e d  

ou t . . . I n  a ba t h r o o m , in a ba t h t u b , yo u  are  vu l n e r a b l e , sa id  Au n t  Ly d i a . S h e  did n ’ t  sa y  to  w h a t ”  

( A t w o o d  62 ) . S h e  co n t i n u e s  to co n f r o n t  su ic id e  th r o u g h o u t th e  no v e l ,  pr i m a r i ly  th r o u g h  he r  

pr e d e c e s s o r , th e  pr e v i o u s  Of f r e d . 

 Of f r e d ’ s  pr e d e c e s s o r  se r v e s  as  a pa r a l l e l  to Of f r e d , de m o n s t r a t i n g  th e  po s s ib le  co u r s e s  

of  ac t io n s  sh e  m ig h t  ha v e  tak e n  if he r  de s p e r a t i o n  gre w  big  en o u g h . Of f r e d  is fi r s t  int r o d u c e d  to  

th e  ex i s t e n c e  of th e  pr e v i o u s  Of f r e d  by  fin d i n g  th e  La t in  m o t t o  “N o l i t e  te ba s t a r d e s  

ca r b o r u n d o r u m “  ca r v e d  int o  th e  ins id e  of  he r  cu p b o a r d  in he r  ro o m . Th i s  ty p e  of re b e l l i o n , as  

w r i t in g  is ille g a l  fo r  w o m e n  in G i l e a d , ins p i r e s  Of f r e d , w h o  be g i n s  to re p e a t th e  m o t t o  as  a fo r m  

of  de t e r m i n a t io n  to ke e p  su r v iv i n g . S h e  fin d s  co m f o r t  in he r  pr e d e c e s s o r  an d  he r  sm a l l  w a y s  of  

re b e l l io n . H o w e v e r , th is  co m f o r t  is ex t in g u is h e d  w h e n  th e  Co m m a n d e r , on e  of Of f r e d ’ s  

ab u s e r s ,  re v e a l s  he  w a s  th e  on e  w h o  ta u g h t  it to th e  pr e v io u s  Of f r e d . Th e  m o t t o ’ s  tra n s l a t i o n  is 
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re v e a l e d  to be :  “D o n ’ t  let th e  ba s t a r d s  g r in d  yo u  do w n " , w h ic h  un d e r  ot h e r  ci r c u m s t a n c e s  

w o u l d  be  ins p i r in g . H o w e v e r , th e  se n t i m e n t  be c o m e s  iro n ic  w h e n  on l y  a few  pa r a g r a p h s  lat e r ,  

it ’s  re v e a l e d  th a t  th e  pr e v io u s  Of f r e d  ki l l e d  he r s e l f  a f t e r  he r  af f a i r  w it h  th e  Co m m a n d e r  w a s  

dis c o v e r e d . As  th e  Co m m a n d e r ’ s  re c o l l e c t io n  sh o w s , “S h e  ha n g e d  he r s e l f , ”  he  sa y s ; 

th o u g h t f u l l y ,  no t  sa d l y . “T h a t ’ s  w h y  w e  ha d  th e  ligh t fix t u r e  re m o v e d . In yo u r  ro o m . ”  H e  

pa u s e s . “S e r e n a  fou n d  ou t , ”  he  say s , as if th i s  ex p l a i n s  it. An d  it do e s . If yo u r  do g  die s ,  ge t  

an o t h e r ”  ( At w o o d  18 7 ) . Th is  rev e a l  on l y  em p h a s iz e s  th e  pa r a l l e ls  be t w e e n  bo t h  Of f r e d s . No t 

on l y  do  th e y  sh a r e  th e  sa m e  na m e , bu t  th e y  ha v e  be e n  m a n ip u l a t e d  in th e  sam e  w a y  an d  m ig h t  

sh a r e  th e  sam e  fat e . Th e y ’ r e  th e  sam e  vic t im  inc a r n a t e d . Ju s t  lik e  th e  pr e v i o u s  Of f r e d , th e  

Co m m a n d e r  ha s  or d e r e d  th e  cu r r e n t Of f r e d  to sn e a k  int o  his  ro o m  an d  en t e r t a in  his  w h i m s . 

Ju s t lik e  th e  pr e v io u s  Of f r e d , th i s  m i g h t ki l l  th e  cu r r e n t  Of f r e d . Th e  re v e a l  th a t  th e  pr e v i o u s  

Of f r e d  hu n g  he r s e l f  in th e  sa m e  be d r o o m  w h e r e  Of f r e d  no w  sle e p s  ha u n t s  Of f r e d :  “I loo k  up  at 

th e  ce i l i n g , th e  ro u n d  ci r c l e  of  pla s t e r  flo w e r s . Dr a w  a ci r c le ,  ste p  int o  it, it w i l l  pr o t e c t  yo u . 

F ro m  th e  ce n t e r  w a s  th e  ch a n d e l ie r ,  an d  fro m  th e  ch a n d e l ie r  a tw i s t e d  s tr i p  of  sh e e t  w a s  

ha n g i n g  do w n . Th a t ’ s  w h e r e  sh e  w a s  sw in g i n g , jus t  lig h t l y ,  li k e  a pe n d u l u m ;  th e  w a y  yo u  co u l d  

sw i n g  as  a ch i ld ,  ha n g i n g  by  yo u r  ha n d s  fro m  a tre e  br a n c h . S h e  w a s  sa f e  th e n , pr o t e c t e d  

al t o g e t h e r , by  th e  tim e  Co r a  op e n e d  th e  do o r . S o m e t im e s  I th i n k  sh e ’ s  sti l l  in he r e , w i t h  m e . I 

fee l  bu r i e d ”  ( A t w o o d  21 1 ) . Of f r e d  se e s  a re f u g e  in su ic id e . S h e  co n t e m p l a t e s  de e p l y  ab o u t  it, as  

sh o w n  by  th e  len g t h y  de s c r ip t io n s  in th i s  pa s s a g e , an d  sh e  fee l s  co m f o r t e d  by  th e  ide a , 

pa r t ic u l a r l y  w it h  th e  im a g e r y  ass o c i a t e d  w i t h  ch i l d r e n . S u ic id e  id e a t io n , w h ic h  is w h a t  Of f r e d ’ s  

w i s h f u l de s i r e  fo r  su ic id e  ca n  be  int e r p r e t e d  as ,  is of t e n  a s ta r k  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of tra u m a .  
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B y  us in g  th e  Th e o r y  of M i n d  in th i s  pr e v i o u s  se c t i o n , w e  ha v e  ga in e d  gre a t e r  ins ig h t  int o  

ho w  Of f r e d ’ s  be h a v io r  sh e d s  lig h t  on  he r  tra u m a . H e r  ps y c h o lo g i c a l  s ta t e  of  m i n d  is f ra g i l e  fro m  

th e  de h u m a n i z a t i o n , th e  se x u a l  ab u s e , an d  th e  su i c i d a l  ide a t i o n  sh e  ha s  be e n  bo m b a r d e d  w i t h  

sin c e  sh e  be c a m e  a H a n d m a i d .  

Of f r e d ’ s  na r r a t i v e  un r e l i a b i l i t y  is a di r e c t  ef f e c t  of  th e  tra u m a  sh e  ha s  en d u r e d . H e r  

ps y c h o lo g i c a l  s ta t e  of  m in d  do e s  no t  al l o w  he r  to  re v i s i t  th e  ex a c t ev e n t s  sh e  ha d  en d u r e d , as  a 

fo r m  of  co p in g  m e c h a n is m . Of f r e d  he r s e l f  ad m it s  th a t  a co n s t a n t  ref r a i n  in he r  pa s t  li fe  w a s  “i f  

yo u  do n ’ t  lik e  it, ch a n g e  it. . . C h a n g e , w e  w e r e  su r e , w a s  for  th e  be t t e r  alw a y s . W e  w e r e  

re v i s i o n i s t s .  W h a t  w e  re v i s e d  w a s  ou r s e lv e s . ”  ( A t w o o d  22 7 ) . If yo u  do n ’ t lik e  yo u r  s to r y , ch a n g e  

it. Of f r e d  ha s  im p le m e n t e d  th is  pr i n c i p le  to he r  ne w  life  as  a H a n d m a i d . B y  re v i s i n g  he r  se l f -

s to r y , sh e  is cr e a t i n g  a ne w  ha p p i e r  re a l i t y  fo r  he r s e l f ,  th o u g h  on e  sh e  ad m i t s  isn ’ t  tru e  an d  

ca n n o t las t .  As  Of f r e d  sa y s , “If  it ’s  a sto r y  I’m  te l l in g , th e n  I ha v e  co n t r o l ov e r  th e  en d in g . Th e n  

th e r e  w i l l  be  an  en d in g , to th e  s to r y , an d  re a l  li fe  w i l l co m e  af t e r  it. I ca n  pi c k  up  w h e r e  I lef t  of f .  

It isn ’ t  a s to r y  I’m  tel l i n g . It’ s  al s o  a sto r y  I’m  tel l in g , in m y  he a d , as I go  alo n g  ( A t w o o d  39 - 4 0 ) . 

Of f r e d  is co n f l i c t e d  be t w e e n  fa l l i n g  in t o  th e  fan t a s y  w h i l e  kn o w in g  it’s  ou t  of re a c h  for  he r . S h e  

de l i b e r a t e s  be t w e e n  ca l l i n g  he r  na r r a t i v e  a sto r y , de m o n s t r a t i n g  th is  inn e r  co n f l ic t .   

Th e  H a n d m a i d ’ s  Ta le  co n t in u e s  w it h  th e  th e m e  of  se l f - s t o r y  th r o u g h o u t th e  no v e l :  as  

Of f r e d  ke e p s  re f e r r i n g  to he r  sto r y  as  a re c o n s t r u c t i o n : “T h i s  is a re c o n s t r u c t io n . Al l  of  it is a 

re c o n s t r u c t io n . It’s  a re c o n s t r u c t i o n  no w , in m y  he a d , as I lie fla t  on  m y  sin g le  be d  re h e a r s i n g  

w h a t  I sh o u ld  or  sh o u ld n ’ t  ha v e  sa i d , w h a t  I sh o u l d  or  sh o u l d n ’ t  ha v e  do n e , ho w  I sh o u ld  ha v e  

pla y e d  it. If I ev e r  ge t ou t of  he r e  — ”  ( A t w o o d  13 4 ) . Of f r e d  fre e l y  ad m i t s  to al t e r in g  th e  s to r y  

sh e ’ s  tel l i n g  w h e n  th e  pa i n  is to o  m u c h  to de s c r i b e . H e r  sel f - s t o r y  inc l u d e s  pa r t s  th a t  ca n n o t  be  
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“f i l le d  in” ; th e y  ca n  on l y  “b e  to l d  aro u n d ”  (F r a n k  23 ) . De s p i t e  th e  pa i n , th e r e  is a vi s c e r a l ne e d  

to sh a r e  he r  s to r y . Th i s  br i n g s  us  to th e  cr u x  of Of f r e d ’ s  ch a r a c t e r ,  w h i c h  is ex e m p l i f ie d  by  th e  

fo l l o w in g :  

 “I’ m  so r r y  th e r e  is so m u c h  pa in  in th i s  s to r y . I’m  so r r y  it’s  in fra g m e n t s , lik e  a bo d y  

ca u g h t  in cr o s s f i r e  or  pu l le d  ap a r t  by  fo r c e . B u t  th e r e  is no t h i n g  I ca n  do  to ch a n g e  

it. . . N e v e r t h e l e s s  it hu r t s  m e  to  te l l  it ov e r ,  ov e r  ag a in . On c e  w a s  en o u g h : w a s n ’ t on c e  

en o u g h  fo r  m e  at th e  tim e ?  B u t  I ke e p  on  go in g  w i t h  th i s  sa d  an d  hu n g r y  an d  so r d i d , th i s  

lim p in g  an d  m u t i la t e d  s to r y , be c a u s e  af t e r  al l  I w a n t  yo u  to he a r  it”  ( At w o o d  26 7 - 2 6 8 ) .  

On e  of  th e  m o s t  vu l n e r a b l e  s ta t e m e n t s  in th i s  bo o k , th is  is th e  co r e  of Of f r e d . Ag o n i z e d , sh e  

te l l s  he r  br o k e n , tra g ic  s to r y , w h ic h  re a w a k e n s  he r pa i n , for  th e  ho p e  th a t  so m e o n e  w i l l li s t e n  

to it. Of f r e d ’ s  tra u m a  de m a n d s  to be  he a r d . H e r  sel f - s t o r y  is to l d  so l e l y  so th a t  sh e  ca n  sh a r e  

he r s e l f  fu l ly  w i t h  ot h e r s .  

B e in g  se e n  is Of f r e d ’ s  g re a t e s t  w is h .  Th e  H a n d m a id ’ s  Ta le  ha s  m a d e  ge n u in e  hu m a n  

co n n e c t i o n  ne a r l y  im p o s s ib le  to Of f r e d , an d  th i s  is by  ex p l ic i t  de s i g n , be g in n i n g  w it h  th e  clo t h e s  

Of f r e d  is fo r c e d  to  do n e : “T h e  w h i t e  w i n g s  to o  are  pr e s c r i b e d  iss u e ; th e y  are  to ke e p  us  fro m  

se e in g , bu t als o  fro m  be in g  see n ”  ( At w o o d  8) .  Th e s e  w i n g s  ob s t r u c t  Of f r e d ’ s  vi s i o n , li te r a l l y  

bl i n d in g  he r  to th e  w o r ld  ar o u n d  he r . Of f r e d  is im p e d e d  fro m  co n n e c t in g  w it h  ot h e r s ,  fo r c e d  to 

se e  re a l i t y  th r o u g h  a na r r o w e r  pe r s p e c t i v e . S h e  isn ’ t  se e n  fo r  w h o m  sh e  is , an d  ne i t h e r  ca n  sh e  

se e  ot h e r s . Th is  fe a r  of be i n g  se e n  is lat e r  em p h a s i z e d  th r o u g h  Au n t  Ly d i a ’s  ad m o n i s h m e n t s . 

“M o d e s t y  is in v is i b i l i t y ,  sa i d  Au n t Ly d ia . Ne v e r  fo r g e t  it. To  be  see n — t o  be  see n  —  is to be  — 

he r  vo ic e  tre m b l e d  — pe n e t r a t e d . W h a t  yo u  m u s t  be , gi r l s ,  is im p e n e t r a b l e ”  ( At w o o d  28 ) . Au n t  
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Ly d i a  he r e  rep r e s e n t s  th e  pa t r ia r c h a l  vie w s  th a t  do m in a t e  G i le a d , an d  w h ic h  dic t a t e  th a t  

w i t n e s s in g  so m e o n e  is a l ik e  to be i n g  pe n e t r a t e d , to be i n g  ro b b e d  of  yo u r  fem i n i n e  vi r t u e .  

H o w e v e r , be i n g  se e n  is w h a t  Of f r e d  de s i r e s  m o s t . H e r  tru e  se l f  ha s  be e n  in hi d i n g  fo r  

ye a r s ,  to r n  ap a r t fro m  he r fam i l y ,  he r  ide n t i t y  an d  au t o n o m y , ev e n  ro b b e d  of he r  na m e . As  sh e  

te l l s  he r s e l f ,  “I w a n t  to be  he l d  an d  to l d  m y  na m e . I w a n t  to be  va l u e d , in w a y s  th a t  I am  no t ; I 

w a n t  to be  m o r e  th a n  va lu a b le . I rep e a t  m y  fo r m e r  na m e , re m in d  m y s e l f  of w h a t  I on c e  co u ld  

do , ho w  ot h e r s  sa w  m e ”  ( A t w o o d  97 ) .  S h e  w a n t s  to be  la i d  ba r e . In a w o r ld  w h e r e  Of f r e d  ha s  

be e n  ro b b e d  of  ev e n  he r  ow n  na m e , be in g  se e n  is ex h i l a r a t in g . It re p r e s e n t s  fre e d o m . It’ s  a w a y  

of  re c o v e r i n g  he r  ide n t i t y .  

 Sto r y t e l l in g  is th e  m e t h o d  by  w h i c h  sh e  fig h t s  fo r  he r s e l f  an d  se e k s  to be  w i t n e s s e d .  B y  

re c o r d i n g  he r  s to r y , sh e  ass u r e s  he r s e l f  th a t  so m e o n e  w i l l  li s t e n  to it. S o m e o n e  w i l l  he a r  w h a t  

sh e  w e n t th r o u g h , an d  th e y  w i l l se e  he r . As  sh e  sta t e s  at th e  be g i n n in g  of th e  au d i o  tap e s , “B u t 

if it ’s  a sto r y , ev e n  in m y  he a d , I m u s t  be  tel l i n g  it to  so m e o n e . Yo u  do n ’ t te l l  a s to r y  on l y  to 

yo u r s e l f .  Th e r e ’ s  alw a y s  so m e o n e  els e . Ev e n  w h e n  th e r e  is no  on e ”  ( A t w o o d  39 - 4 0 ) .  B y  

ch o o s in g  to be l ie v e  th a t  so m e o n e  is li s t e n in g  to he r ,  Of f r e d  re g a in s  th e  w i l l  to liv e : “B y  tel l in g  

yo u  an y t h i n g  at al l  I’m  at lea s t  be l ie v i n g  in yo u , I be l i e v e  yo u ’ r e  th e r e , I be l ie v e  yo u  int o  

ex is t e n c e . B e c a u s e  I’m  te l l i n g  yo u  th i s  sto r y  I w i l l  yo u r  ex is t e n c e . I te l l ,  th e r e f o r e  yo u  ar e . S o  I 

w i l l  go  on . S o I w i l l  m y s e l f  to go  on  ( At w o o d  26 8 ) . Te l l i n g  yo u r  s to r y  im p l i e s  th e  de s i r e  fo r  an  

au d ie n c e , a de s i r e  fo r  co n n e c t i o n . As  F ra n k  dis c u s s e d  in Th e  W o u n d e d  S to r y t e l l e r ,  th e  w o u n d e d  

s to r y t e l l e r s  se e k  an  au d ie n c e  to se r v e  as w it n e s s e s  to  th e i r  su f f e r in g  ( 40 ) . B y  ne e d i n g  so m e o n e  

to se e  he r ,  Of f r e d  fi t s  int o  th i s  ar c h e t y p e  pe r f e c t ly .  S h e  ca n  co n t i n u e  su r v iv i n g , so  lon g  as sh e  

ke e p s  tel l in g  he r  sto r y . Th e  un r e l i a b l e  na r r a t i v e  th a t  be g a n  as a tra u m a t i c  re s p o n s e , a co p in g  
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m e c h a n i s m  for  al l  th e  su f f e r i n g  sh e  ha s  en d u r e d , be c a m e  th e  rea s o n  Of f r e d  w a n t s  to ke e p  

liv i n g . B y  tel l in g  he r  sto r y , Of f r e d  re g a i n s  au t o n o m y  an d  al l o w s  ot h e r s  to kn o w  he r  vo i c e  in a 

w o r ld  th a t  de m a n d s  he r  si le n c e .  
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