
From an interview with Atwood: 
Was there any special research involved in writing The Handmaid's Tale? 
“I clipped articles out of newspapers. I now have a large clippings file of stories supporting the 
contentions in the book. In other words, there isn't anything in the book not based on something that 
has already happened in history or in another country, or for which actual supporting documentation is 
not already available.” 
How does knowing this information change the way you think about the story? Or does it?  

Why is the main character called “Offred”? 

Why are all the different classes of people given the colors that they are given? Are there are classes 
that you think are conspicuously absent? 

There are so many biblical references in this book that they are hard to count. What is the message that 
Atwood is trying to send about religion?  

Offred brings up the difference between “freedom to” and “freedom from” (24). 
What are the differences? Are we always trying to balance the two? Do you have to have balance or is 
one better than another? Which one are people more willing to give up? Why? 

“Ordinary, said Aunt Lydia, is what you are used to. This may not seem ordinary to you now, but after a 
time it will. It will become ordinary” (33). How does something like this become ordinary? Are you 
surprised by how fast the world has changed, by how fast people have assumed their roles? Why do you 
think they do?  

Speaking of the past affair with Luke, “We thought we had such problems. How were we to know we 
were happy?” (51). This is such an interesting concept. If you don’t know that you are happy, how is that 
happiness? What is happiness?  

Is what is shown on the news true? Does it matter? What information can Offred get if it is lies? (82-83). 

She doesn’t tell her daughter where they are going when they try to flee. She says, “We didn’t want to 
lay upon her the burden of our truth” (84). Later, she says that they didn’t tell her so she wouldn’t 
betray them. However, she says the “burden” sentence first. What does it mean in this context? What 
other kinds of truths are burdens? 

Serena Joy – She used to sing on television (Tammy Faye Baker?) and tell other women to stay at home 
(Phyllis Schlafly?). She gets stuck at home in the end. Did she really believe what she was saying? Did she 
just do those things for attention or power? What does she represent? 

The wordplay in this book is stunning. Why does Offred play with words so much? 

Offred remembers back to a time when her mother took her to a book burning. Why does Atwood 
include this? Based on this and other events, what is she saying about feminism?  

What do you think the Commander wants with Offred? 

Add your questions here.  


