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Spectal Delivery:
Twenty-first Century Epistolarity
in The Handmaid’s Tale

LINDA KAUFFMAN

A woman's life is all like the act of giving birth; a solitary, patnful,
furtive act.
—The Three Marias: New Portuguese Letters

SET IN CAMBRIDGE before the year 2000, Margaret At-
wood’s The Handmaid's Tale (1986) depicts the aftermath of
a paramilitary coup by right-wing fundamentalists who estab-
) lish a theocracy in the United States, renamed the Republic
of Gilead. Born about 1965, the heroine is old enough to remember her
feminist mother’s activism, but young epough. o be recruited into surro-
gaté mothéi‘hood mn the new regime. Toxic wastes, nuclear accidents, and
epidemics like AIDS have so decimated the populauon that reproduction
is compulsory: the surrogates, called handmaids, dressed in red habits
and veils, are assigned to aging childless couples among the regime’s
elite. The narrator is stripped of her previous identity and given the
name “Offred,” a patronymic cOmpos: the possessive. preposition
and the ﬁrst name (m“héfﬂ?fase, Fred) o the Commander whom she
services. T

~The novel seems at first to have littde in common with epistolary
literature, since ietter writing will presumably become extinct in the age
nological” w1zardry ‘Bit Atwood _trans-,

fs of epistolarity. inta. the twenty-first, century,
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transforming the heroine’s “letter” into a tape recording from the 1990s,
purposely recorded randomly from memory. The medium changes, but
the mode remains the same. The novel’s re-presentation of speech is a
reconstructioh several tmes removed, for Offred’s discourse is muted,

médiated; sud modified by the interventions of time and technology, and
Q,yirﬁ:é}mine writing appended to hér own speech. Heriapes are un-
carthed ‘dnd feesHstructed in 2195 by a m chivist whose written
transcript is the narrative we read. The representational status of writing
' and the-voice-of authdFity are thiis decentered by Atwood’s juxtaposition
of two entirely different texts, one masculine and one feminine. Atwood
apocalyptically forésees the failure of humanism, liberalism, indi-
vidualism, feminism, and capitalism; disintegration and calamity follow.
Postmodernism is therefore stamped on the text as indelibly as the

, \ ROSTIErRK of epistolar i5"My aim in this essay is first to examine the
B novel's formal velat ons. to.epistolary traditions, particularly i
i

ting versus feminine speech. I shall then &%plain how the
v, in order to show that apoc-
o the special deli f the

. novel functions as an a; ‘
alyptic_politics are as vital as poe

¢ postmodern epistolary mode.
gt P R R T R S S

Masculine Writing/ Feminine Speech:
Atwood's Epistolary Predecessors

The Handmaid's Tale has been compared thematically to The Scarlet Letter
and to “fearsome future” novels like 1984, but its origings can be traced
to the locus classicus of epistolarity, the Hervides, for, like Ovid’s heroines,
Offred narrates from exile, a ceaseless reiteration of her desire and her
despair. She is multiply exiled: in obliterating the world she used to
know, the Gileadean regime transforms her into “a refugee from the
past.”? When she flees Gilead, she is literally exiled; she makes hef tapes
while being hidden by the underground resistance movement. Thus, as
with Ovid’s Briseis, Dido, Penelope, and Medea, both Offred’s psyche
and the nation are in a state of siege among warring factions; in narrating,
Offred .situates_herself in a land ape that is simultaneously psychic,
physical, and political.? Whéteds in earlier epochs the heroine addressed
a reader (real or imagined), Offred addresses an imaginary listeper. But
like all earlier epistolary heroines, she reveals her pain and compulsively
repeats it, as when she confesses:

It hurts me to tell it over, over again. Once was enough: wasn’t once
enough for me at the time? Byt I keep on going with this sad and hun-
gry and sordid, this limping and mutilated story, because after all I want
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you to hear it. . . . By telling you anything at all P'm ar least believing in
you, I believe you're there, I belj u into being. Because T'm telling
you rhls story I will your exxstence I tell, efore you are. (268} -

What Offred wills is nothmg less than a future for the human race, since,
at the moment when she actually speaks, its destruction seems imminent.

By positing a listener, she affirms her faith in its survival. Far from being
a solitary testament of “individual feeling, a purely interior discourse of
the heart, Offred’s obsessions of necessity center on history, politics, and
apocalypse. Apocalypse generally connotes catastrophe: terrorism, mass
torture, nuclear accidents, deadly new strains of contamination. But

apocalypse also s:.gmﬁes revelation of what was, is, and wﬂl be; in thlS
ly

The epxstolary gesture always entails.the i
ating, and it is
e. Offred’s narrative embodies both
impulses: she dissimulates by disguising.all.the.names. and. by.scrambling
the order of her tapes, and she.confides by repaymé,_{tenacmus liste

tolary confidant is most fundamentally
hivist.* Just as the heroine i glimpse
intoa past that the archivist barely comprehends, his own historical notes
provide a glimpse into a future that neither the heroine nor the reader
could have foreseen, for. by 2195 the entire.map of the world.has been
transformed in terms of territory, language, culture; religion, and pol-
itics.
The texe thus articulates the problems of transmission. and. receptior
an amculanon for which epistolarity is ]uSdY Iy ‘nowned and in which the

;g_clng ) ve che act of retammg or, collectmg . One part of the
narrative fon . .. is the story of the coﬂecuon-—mhow the
letters become available to an “Editor.” That is precisely the story that
the historical notes tell. Only_after the reader finishes Offred’s discourse
and turns to those notes do the novel's epistolary origins become appar-
ent: the fiction of found tapes is the next century’s equivalent to. the |
fiction of found letrers. Professor Pieixoto, Cambridge University’s di-
rector of twentieth- and twenty-first-century archives, recounts his dis-
covery of Offred’s tapes to the 12th Symposium on Gileadean Studies in
2195. More than thirty tapes are found in what used to be Bangor,
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Maine; they were purposely recorded at random intervals on different
musical cassettes to camouflage their chronology, coherence, and signifi-
cance. Pieixoto determines that the tapes are authentic rather than
forged, and draws deductions about the handmaid’s culture. The very
sequence of the sentences we read results from Piexioto’s guesswork; he

arranges Offred’s “blocks of speech” in a plausible order. He is aided by

| voice-print eXpers and techAicians w fis
/ solete: the tape recorder, The natrative we read is thus C
an approximation, subject to numerous interventions, all of wh
dermifie the voice(s) of authority and. the validity-of interpretation,
"Perhaps the most celebrated predecessor in the tradition of the fic-
tion of found letters is Lettres portugaises, published in France in 1669 by
Claude Barbin, who added an awis g lectenr asserting that the letters
were written by a Portuguese nun, Mariane, after her seduction and
abandonment by a Freach chevalier. Barbin recounts his difficulties in
“translating” the letters and “verifies” their authenticity, but he may have
perpetrated one of the greatest literary hoaxes of all time, for ANy NOW
believe that Racine’s friend Gabriel-Joseph de Lavergne de Guiileragues
authored the letters.® Both editor and author, well aware of the public’s
distaste for fiction, accurately predicted the scandalous appeal the “histo-
ry” of the nun’s passion would ‘have for the public. Like Barbin, . At
wood’s archivist insists on the authenticity of hi discovery, and repudi-
MWKSEEMFSI‘Q_é‘HEg"“f&'jﬁ?ﬁiﬁﬁﬁ'ﬁﬁblishéfs"ﬁé e paid large sums, wishing
no doubt on the sensationalism of such stories.” Of of his
moralistic editorial intrusions follows: “It appéars that cerrain periods of
history quickly become, both for other societies and for those that follow
them, the stuff of not especially edifying legend and the occasion for a
good deal of hypocriticai self-congratulation” (302). Burt the archivist
commits the very crimes he condemns, for he has litle sensitivity to
Offred’s predicament or her pain. His tone is jocular; Offred’s narrative
comes. t0.be entitled “The Handmaid’s Tale™ 453 Fawdy joke among his
colleagues: “the word t2il . . . being, to some extent, the bon . as’it
v'i'r‘é}‘éh,*"'éfﬂcomenl_g;ggz in that phase of Gileadean society” (301). In this
pun, the issues of gente (tale) and. gender (tail) are joined. Professor
Pieixoto does not know how to describe the document as a genre; in
terms of gender, he is condescending, ascribing the aleatory construction
of the discourse, its lack of style, to the poor education of North Ameri-
¢an females'in the 1980s, and apologizing for the quality of Offred’s
mind. He ‘wishes hér record contained more data about the Gileadean
regime and yearns for some of the Commander’s computer printouts. He
1, dgnores the fact that it is precisely because she is female that she is denied
# access to the kind of information he desises. Pieixoto and his cohorts are




Tuwenty-first Century Epistelarity in The Handmaid’s Tale 225

mereiy the most recent of a long series of epistolary editors who appro-

§ ég andizement, and seif—congmtuianon
His obsession with lit ral facts is pamcularly chilling since

a

e i 3 _ and when she delivers a healthy Baby, its appropriation and t e'mhand-

' L e maid’s dismissal will follow—an ugly perversion of the spirit of the bibli-
cal dictum. How does one respond to such perversions? “One detaches
onself One describes,” says Offred (95). )
' VRALEALIGn, Offred gives us the sense not Just
of narrating to the moment, but of narrating und
want to be relli hi y,” she confesses (273). Just " traditional
epastolary heroines draw attention to the blots on the paper, the tear-
stains on the page, and the self-reflexivity of their acts of writing, Offred
repeatedly reminds us that

‘ . _ ‘ _ s thxs is a reconstruction. All of it is a rec mcrucuon It’s a reco

. Co S - o . > '_ now, in my head. . . When T get out of here, if 'm ever able

’ ' ' down, 1 form even in the form of one voice to anothet, it will be a
reconstrucmua then 100, at yet another remove. I's impossible to say a
thing exactly the way it was, because what you say can never be exact,
you always have to leave something out, there are t00 many parts, sides,
crosscurrents, nuances; too many gestures, which could mean this or that,
. B : o i too many shapes which can never be fully described, too many flavors, in
< ) R ) e ) ) - ) : B the air or on the tongue, half-colors, oo many. (134)

She emphasizes hesia, the poetic mixture of sensory impressions,
because it is the ure of life that ianguage cannot capture; that texture

- . o ' ‘ ‘ : i : i cannot be put into words is one of the hallmarks of ep1stolar1ty as. the ¢

‘ ' . : Portuguese nun reflects, “It seems to me that I am doing the greatest
possible wrong to the feelings of my heart in trying to make them clear in
writing to you.”? Offred is similarly overwhelmed by the incapacity of
language to encompass experience or feeling; it is always approximate, as
she says in describing her affair with Nick: “I'm not sure how it hap-
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pened; not exactly. All I can hope for is a reconstruction: the way love
feels is always only approximate” (263). What is lacking in the archivist’s
commentary about Offred’s dis ourse is precxsely any sensitivity to taste,

texture, touch, souild mght-——f Ehe pamcuiamy of matenal ex;stence in
a specific historical moment. T
“That particularity is one of the hallmarks of epistolary writing-to-the-
moment, but it has frequently led epistolary theorists to identify the
epistle exclusively with individual feeling, as. if. such. feelmgs could be
isolated from social issues or politics. That is.one.of the myths Arwood
dlsmantles prstolanty is in fact mtrmsmally political, whether one
thinks of Ovid’s exile, or Clarissa’s rebellion against patriarchal bour-

geois ideology, or the three Marias’ prosecution for obscenity. Exiled,

: imprisoned cloistered, or “shut up,’ " epistolary heroines are deeply sub~
-, versive because for them writing itself is an act’

"“As the three

I+ Marias proclaim; “When wotan rebels against man, nothing remains

unchanged.”® Transgression lies in the telling. The Handmaid's. Tale,
then, differs in ciegree rather than klﬂd from its epistolary predecessors:
what remains implicit i in ‘a text like. Lettres portugaises, for example, is
merely more exphczt in Atwood’s . novel: sex and politics are indis-
tmgu:shabie as transfer points of power and ‘oppression in 4 society
under siege. The Portuguese fun’s seéduction is metonymic: she is en-
thralled by (and in thrail to) a Frenchman stationed in Portugal to expand
the empire of the Sun King; once the conquest of woman and colony is
accomplished, the chevalier sails home. In Gilead, similarly, woman’s
body becomes the territory to master; female sexuality is harnessed for
the “higher good” of the body politic, and viable ovaries become 2
“national resource” (65).

The appropriation of the female body and voice is therefore closeiy
allied with other political acts of appropriation and conquest. O
the process of mastery by stealing the language, a theft that is BrLe
theme in, Atwood’s poetry as well as her fiction. In the “Circe/Mud”
poems in You Are Happy (1974) for example, Circe is mmally mistress of
the island and namer of ail things on it, but Odysseus vanquishes her by
possessing her body and stealing her words: she spends her days “with
my head pressed to the earth to stones, / to shrubs, collecting the few
muted syilabies left over.” She resists speaking in the “received lan-

. guage,” as if aware that mythology always reproduces the same stories—

of seductxon betrayal, conquest, power. She tries to subvert the glor-
i ious epxc of omaipotent patriarchs by referrmg to Odysseus’s “stupid

boat, / your killer’s hands.” Yet she is helplessly doomed to silence, for
she recognizes that he is the narrator of his odyssey,.and she knows :
“It’s the story that counts.” Despite her magical powers and propheuc
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228 LINDA KAUFFMAN

under which Offred iabors do not_perinit the luxury of the archivist's so-

The act of i«:nowmg is fioy hke hstemng to a discourse already
constituted, & mere fictidn which we have simply to translate. It is

e e

rather the elaboration of 2 new discourse, the" arnculanon of a
.. .. What can be said of the Work can never be ¢onfised with
what the work itself is saying, because two distinet kinds of discourse
which « d1ffer in both form and content are bemg supenmposed o

Awwood juxtaposes the handmaxd’s discourse with “what can be said™
by the archivist, who errs in presuming that - knowledge is an act of mere
translation, once he assembles the proper technoioglcal équipment. The
traditional definitions of “feminine” speech versus “masculine” writing
are thus reaccentuated in Atwood’s novel: the feminine is_subjective,
disordered, associative, illogical; the masculine is objective, orderly, con-
ical. ¢ WHEChOIOmlES have been reiterated by theorists of
epastolamty through the ages, and have been used to decide whether the
letter writer’s sex can be determined solely by internal stylistic evidence:;

with such texts as Lettres portzzgaz‘m for example, the question continues

/hear whether_ E‘E_Eej?eaker is male or femaie the questzon will be less
{ambiguous in epistolary productions "of the twenty-first century.

Ovid’s heroines and the Portuguese nun are clearly Offred’s an-
cestors, but her relationship with her missing husband, Luke, most close-
Iy resembles Héldise’s with Abelard. Years after Abelard’s castrafion and
heét converitual incarceration, Héloise still refuses to face the fact that
their separation is permanent; instead she sustains, her illusio

passion in “her letiers. Offred is equally. defiant and xllog:cai

not
reconcile Herself to the fact that she and Luke will never be free, never
make love again, that he may not even be alive. She imagines three
alternative fates for him: that he was killed when they were captured;
that he is a political prisoner; that he escaped and is working in the
resistance movement. She confesses, “The things I believe can’t all be
true, though one of them must be. Buel. beheve in all of thern ai! three

believing EE ‘mé, rfight gow, the only way I can believe anything”

(106). In contrast to Pieixoto’s literalness, Offred strives to sustain a
spiritual belief. “In reduced circumstances you have to believe all kinds
of things. I believe in thought transference now . .. I never used to”
(ros). Thaus, irrationality, which in former times would be seen as merely
personal—and feminine—is here transformed into an explicitly political
act, for Offred’s survival is at stake in sustaining herself in order to
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230 LINDA KAUFFMAN

Nick. Finally, when the Commander takes her to Jezebel’s, the private
men’s club and brothel, she plays the prostitute. But the formal codes are
here transformed into political crimes, for reading is not merely “an
Jmaginary or metaphorical. transgression.” 12 Instead it is a literal crime,
!pumshabje e by the amputatlon ofa hand The Gileadean regime pumshes
| those who commit the “crime” of ¢ “unchastity” by amputating an arm and
the crime of adultery by execution (275). In Gilead, these codes reflect
an ideology devoted to.the repression of human desire in general and
female sexuality in parncular i T
“What ‘caused such sadden and severe societal repression? Offred
learns from the Commander that the revolution came about because men 1

felt r1rreievants ‘There was nothing for them to do with women . . . the
sex was 100 easy. Anyone could just buy it. There was nothing to work
for, nothing to fight for. . . . You know what they were complaining
about the most? Inability to feel Men were trning off on sex, even”
_(210). This revealing statement 1mp11es that male potency. dérives. from
and depends on the oppression of others. Only by wrapping women in
vezIs and habits, by persecuting “deviants,” by suspending civil liberties,

do'such men derive a sense of meaningful ex1stence As the three Marias
observe, “The basic repression, the one which . .". lies at the very core of
the history of the human species, creating the model and giving rise to
the myths underlying other repressions, is that of the woman by the
man.”** At one point, Offred prophetically envisions a male listener to
her tape and addresses him directly. After declaring thar it is impossible
to describe anything accurately, in all its fullness, she makes a crucial
distinction between masculine and feminine responses to her discourse:

If you happen to be a man, sometime in the furure, and you've made it
this far, please remember: you will never be subject to the temptation
or feelmg you must forgive, a man as a woman Ie's dafﬁcult to resist,

ower, and 10 wgt@hold or bestow itis a powEr, ‘perh aps e
greatest {133 gy T

This puzzling statement is perhaps made clearer by relating it to Offred’s
attitude toward the Commander. She weighs individual responsibility,
emotional involvement, and the power of forgiveness as she tries to find
the words to describe his monthly violation of her.

He is fucking . . . the lower part of my body. I do not say making love,
because this is not what he’s doing. Copulating too would be i inaccurate,
because it would imply two people and only one is involved. Not does
rape cover it: nothing is going on here that I haven’ th:gne?.l up for. (94)
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Offred’s comment about forgiveness thus arises in the context of
whether it is possibie to forgive the Commander, who puts her life in
peril by breaking the rules of their intercourse. On the one hasd, he
becomes an individural person rather than a thing to her, and she to him,
which slightly eases her otherwise unbearable existence. On the other
hand, she is compietely in his power, and he can turn on her, or turn her
in, at any moment, as happened to the previous handmaid. It may seem
as if Offred is advocating forgiveness, but she goes on to record her
childhood memory of 4 télevision documentary about the wife of a.
SS-officer-who-was-responsible for.sending Jews_ro_the ovens. Offred
reflects that the wife “did not believe he was 2 monster. He was not a
monster, to her. Probably he had some endearmg trait: he whis-
tled . . . he called his dog Liebchen. .. . How e is.to.invent.a
humamty, for anyone at all. What an avai able - temptation” (145-46). Th

forgiving wo would result in fq ﬂgettmg, and that is emctiy what.she records
her.narrative.to.prevent: her listeners must remember history and must
not eradicate the memory of what has been done to the spirits and bodies
of the regime’s dissenters and its victims.

Docile Bodies: An Anatomy of ldeology

Offred neither forgives nor forgets; she rebels by keeping the past alive.
What the regime would eradicate, she reinscribes. Her first words evoke
the “afterimage” of a world long ago and far away: she remembers the
basketball games and high school dances held through the decades in the
gymnasium where she is imprisoned, which has been turned into a re-
education center to indoctrinate handmaids in their new roles. “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 . .. we yearned for the future” (3). The
intensity with which teenagers year d for the future is grimly ironic in

_ , w.arrived,.emptied of hope, choice,
possxbxhty The somethmg thhout shape or name” is desire, and Offred
remembers her own “insatiability,” a craving all ore poxgnant now,
since es;rg is precisely.

: ividual memories illuminate not ]ust her intimate relations,
but political and historical moments, ranging from her mother’s feminist
activism for abortion rights and against pornography, to her own com-
bined roles as working woman, wife, lover, friend, mother, citizen. But
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Gilead strips women of their individuality, categorizing them hier-
archically according to class status and reproductive capacity. They are in
fact, metonymically colo )
labor: the Commanders’ wives wear biue (a mnant per aps of aristocra-
cy's blue bloods); the handmaids wear red, the color_of‘biood and “econ-
owives,” distributed to lesser funcuonanes in the regime, wear _multi-
colored dresses, to indicate that they have to perform mulnple sexual
and’ housew1feiy functzons The very term “econowives” makes explicit

ion of the female Men without any status

are not “issued a woman not even one” (18). The traffic in women

ehmmazes thewmdzwdual female personality; she me eI

The novel thus gives 2 new and ominous meaning to the phrase “the

body-politic” by laying bare the devices by which subjects of the state aré ™

ideologically constructed. Atwood implicitly inquires, “What is woman?”
The answer: a person of the female sex. Only in certain relations of
power and exchange does she become a servant, a womb, or a sexual
partner, as Simone de Beauvoir observes in The Second Sex, which may
have provided Atwood’s donnée, for in trying to distinguish production
in the Marxist sense from biological reproduction, de Beauvoir observes:

it is impossible simply to equate gestation with a service, such as
military service . . . no stare has ever ventured to establish obligatory
copulation. . AIl that can be done is to put womarn in a sitvation
where maeermty is for her the sole cutcome—the law or the mores
enjoin marriage, birth control and abortion are prohibited, divorce is
forbidden, 14

That is precisely the situation Atwood imagines: mass marriages are
arranged; divorce is prohibited; free will and individual choice cease to
exist. Like Héloise, Mariane, and the many nuns in The Three Marias,
Offred takes the veil not from internal religious conviction but because
external pressures coerce her to harness her sexuality. The only dif-
ference between her existence and a nun’s is that the latter is forced to be
chaste, whereas for, Offred and all handmaids copulation is obligatory;
birth control and abomon are prohibir d; woman mpelled to bring
forth or face death.

‘Apocalypse depicts what has been, what is, and what will be. Atwood
depicts what “woman” has been in the Judeo-Christian tradition, from
biblical times through the 1980s to the end of the next century. From
Medusa to the Virgin Mary, from the biblical handmaid Bilhah to Hester
Pyrone, from Mary Webster!® to Maryann Crescent Moon in 2195, the
novel assembles the constructions of “woman”™ monster, madonna,

i
h
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witch, womb, whore, revolutionary, heretic, prostitute, servant, mother.
Atwood’s purpose is to show that revolutions come and go, but women’s
fates remain whoiiy unchanged The th _Manas share the Same insight

through time, asking in a woman’s diary entry from 1800:

What woman is not a nun, sacrificed, self-sacrificing, without a life of
her own, sequestered from the world? What change has there been in
the life of women through the centuries? . . . We are living in an age of
civilization and enlightenment, men write scientific treatises, and ency-
clopedias, nations continually change and transform their polirical seruc-
ture, the oppressed raise their voices, a king of France has been sent to
the guillotine and his courtiers along with him, the United States of
America has gained its independence. . What has changed in the l1fe
of women?16¢ B

Rather than being progressive, history, for women, is both regressive
and repressive. Atwood is unflinching in depicting the oppression of
women before the coup as well as after: before the coup, women were
not safe on the streets; portable “Pornomarts” were on every comer
“snuff” ﬁims celebrated the murder and d!SSECthfI of female bodies. The
new regime promises an end to rape, pornography, and Violence. As
Arwood observes, “A new regime would never say, ‘we’re socialist; we're
fascist.” They would say that they were serving God. . . . You can devel-
op any set of beliefs by usmg the Bible. . Represswe regimes aIways

prom:ses and icipated in boa’k—'ﬁt}gg}pgsk,“' ¢
their own ensIavemem it is "i)remsély the cooperanon of feminists with
nght -wingers that helps bring about the fundam ntalgs;ﬂtwcoujgn pornogra-
phy is banned, but so aré all ¢ivil liberties. Mart Taw is imposed and all
undeswables—wprosntutes lesbians, and feminists like the narrator’s
mother—are forced to clean t0x1c wastes until they die from contamina-
tion. All are lebeled “unwomen.” Language thus defines reality, which is
ong reason that Offred spends so much time medirating about words
comparing their meanings before the c d
and construction. Of the word chatr, for example, she reflects * It can
mean the leader of a meeting. It can also mean a mode of execution, It is
the first syllable in charity. It is the French word for flesh. None of these
facts has any connection with the others” (110). But in fact there is an
associative connection, for the leaders of the revolution enforce their
power by torturing the flesh of dissenters. Resisters receive no charity,
no mercy; instead, they are executed.

The Handmaid's Tale functions as an a%gy, exposing
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in what used to be Harvard Yard. The present reality in all its horror is
already coming to seem normal-—even to her—and the next generation
will_have no_memoty, no means by which to measure the relative nor-
mality or abnormality of the regime. Indeed, time is carefully manipu-
fated so that all remnants of the past, pre-Gilead reality are obliterated:
there are no dates after the 198os; all historical documents are de—
stroyed, and the Glleadean reg penod;caliy wipes out even 1
computer records after various purges.

In 7 society under siege, when the brucal force of a coup prescribes
the law of the land, subjects are defined solely by obedience: the subject
who is constituted as subiject is he who obeys. As Foucault observes:

The historical moment of the disciplines was the moment when ap.arr.
of the human body was born, which was directed not only at . . . the
fitensification of its subjection, but at the formation of a reiacmn that in
the mechanism itself makes it more obedient as it becomes more useful,
and conversely. Whar was then being formed was a policy of coercions
that act upon the body, a calculated manipulation of its elements, its
gestures, its behaviour. The -human hody was entermg a machinery of
power. that explores it, breax 3
anatomy,” which was also a rnec_amcs of power

was bemg born.?2

Disciplined like soldiers, the handmaids learn to control their bodies, to
respond mechanically, to act as a collective unit. As with a soldier or a
nun, each handmaid’s body and gestures must reflect her status; she is
commanded by signais, not by comprehension Perhaps the closest
model for the behavior desired of her is, dmmgg—rhe leading of horses
through _theu:npaces—wh:ch metaphorically &gmﬁes blmd obgw;,ence 23

sured by bells, as once in nunne
mirrors” {8). Offred’s bodﬂy_movemems are n};nutei ni
many_minutes in the bathroom; so many, _chances (three to conceive.
Her entire existence as handmaid consists of Waiting: waiting for the
monthly “ceremony” during which the Commandéf tries to impregnate
her; waiting for the results; and, if they are positive, waiting to deliver
the baby. Another way to ensure obedience is to enforce silence; since
spies are everywhere, the entire society ceases to speak freely, and the

- )haﬂdmalds are only allowed to speak in prescribed pious clichés.

Atwood portrays a regime in the process of establishing the_mecha-
e

nisms of repression tha_g will eventually be invisible. At the moment, they

can still be i~ executions still abound; checkpoints stop citizens from

fleeing the city; police vans suddenly materialize on the streets and whisk




.

horror is
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unsuspecting citizens away. However, once Gilead works out the kinks
in its repressive mechanisms, all citizens will, like the handmaids in their
red habits, exist in a state of conscious and permanent “compulsory
visibility” that will ensure the automatic functioning of powerme

Eyed, and eventually, as in Bentham’s panopticon,
surveillance will become permanent in its effects, even if discontinuous
in its action, for the insti will be invisible but ompiscient- 24

Arwood’s novel is thus an exempiary response to the challenge
Michéle Barrett recently addressed to feminist literary critics:

1 can find no sustained argument as to why feminists should be so inter-
ested in literature or what theoretical or political ends such analyses of
literature serve. . . . Related to this is the inadequacy of feminist
attempts to explore the ways in which matetial conditions have histori-
cally structured the mental aspects of oppression.23

Atwood’s aim, however, is precisely to demonstrate how material con

tions structure mental oppression, for despite all Offred’s efforts o re-
“HRember her priot existénce, she has begun to take on the perception the
regime wants her 1o have of herself. When she sees 2 pregnant woman,
for example, she feels the emptiness of her own womb and experiences a

sense of fmiure futility, and worthlebsness Her brea

Although Offred internalizes the oppremoa to which she is sub—
jected, she also resists it. Shecrepossesses her body by making lo
Nick,.an-act for which she could be executed; she is compelled toward
him, “expecting at any moment to feel the bullets rip through me” (268).
By telling him her real nam
that the regime. sought to ] ]
eradicable desire is. As de Beauvoir observes, “Itis imposmbie to brm&
the sexual instinct under a code of regulations. . . . What is certain is that
it does not permit of integration with the social, because there is in
eroticism a revole of the instant against time, of the individual against the
universal.”2% In this way Offred defies the regime’s definitions of her, for
she and Nick “make love each time as if we know beyond the shadow of
a doubt that there will never be any more, for either of us, with anyone,
ever” (269).

Paradoxically, she also resists the regime by taking responsibility for
her actions. Offred recognizes that she is guilty of numerous sins, albeit
sins different from those defined by the regime. She castigates herself for
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The Three Marias, the heroine’s discourse simultaneously reveals her
oppression and resistance, collusion and rebellion. Thart duality, indeed,
is yet another hallmark of the female voice in epistolary literature.

Quakers and Catholics also resist the regime; even Southern Baptists
start a civil war, which to Artwood proves that there is considerable
resistance, even among groups one would have thought would support a
fundamentalist takeover. Her view of the Southern Baptists, however,
seems overly optimistic in reality, for the 14.6-million-member de-
nomination in 1987 elected a leader who endorses a literal interpretation
of the Bible, insisting that “the narratives of Scripture are historically and
factually accurate.” A moderate minister who dissented from the major-
ity vote noted that the election “seems to reflect the agenda of the
fundamentalist takeover.”??

Thus another reason for feminist literary analysis is that novels like
Arwood’s are less about the “fearsome future,” than about the “fearsome
present,” for she dismantles received ideas and unquestioned assump-
tions about religion, sex, politics, women's cultures—and feminism it-
self. Arwood audaciously creates a heroine who is in a very real sense
responsible for the Gileadean coup: she is apathetic politically, compla-
cent about women’s struggle for equal rights, absorbed solely in her
individual existence. All around her she sees racial hatred, religious in-
tolerance, and sexual repression intensifying daily. If The Handmaid's
Tale were solely a tragic tale of one woman’s suffering, it would merely
reinforce the emphasis bourgeois ideclogy places on the individual, but
by focusing equally on the decimation of a culture and a race, Atwood.
expands the,»p_atameter&of the.epistolary mode, Perhaps the most chill-
ing statement in the novel is that of Professor Pieixoto, who observes,
“There was little that was truly original with or indigenous to Gilead: its
gemus was synthesxs (307). The repressions Gilead devises are 2 syn-
thesis Of all Previcis cultures: it borrows from the Spanish inquisitors,
the Puritans, Khomeini's Iranian followers, the KGB, the CIA. Gilead
borrows Hitler’s ractics of enc1rchng urban centers _persecuting the Jews,
eliminating 1 ndemrables and usmg female bod:es as laboratories for

genetic. reproducuon ‘Pierxoto comments, “The soaobxologxcal theory
of natural polygamy was used as a scientific justification for some of the
odder practices of the regime, just as Darwinism was used by earlier
ideclogies” (3c0).

Since such ghastly practices come to seem normal while Offred is
witnessing them, one inevitably wonders what hope there is of sustaining
any sense of outrage nearly two centuries later. Because readers in the
1980s are closer to the period Offred describes, our horror at what may
become our imminent destiny is proportionally greater; Pieixoto and his
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colleagues, however, look coolly back on a distant past. Whereas Offred
sees nothing but pain in her narrative, two hundred years later, it is
merely a source of quaint curiosity to the historians, archaeologists, and
anthropologists who hear it. The immediacy of her danger and her de-
scriptions of the evils she witnesses seem so remote in 2195 that her
audience cannot even rouse itself to murmur against “the banality of
evil”: nothing is condemned by Pieixoto, who warns:

tious_about. passing. moral judgmént-upon-the-

have learned by now that such judgments are of necessity culture-specif-
ic. s Our job is 1ot Lo gensure but to understand” {302)

ular historical moment:

Maybe none of this is about control. Maybe it isn’t really about who can
own whom, who can do what to whom and get away with iz, even as far
as death. Maybe it isnt about who can sit and who has to kneel or stand
. or lie down, legs spread open. Maybe-it's.about. who can do what.to.
whom and be forgiven for it. Never tell me it amounts to the same
fhmg (134-35) o

You.gas oniy forgwe atrocmes that you forget and ()ffreci

Af wiuch there are'no ag,ents and no evais }udgment is necessary, “she
insists, to prevent zhe past from repeating itself.

The archivist’s myopia is ironically underscored by the last words of
the text: “Are there any questions?” The novel leaves us haunted by
myriad questions: What was Offred’s eventual fate? What happened dur-
ing the intervening century and a half to the United States and North
America? The human race has survived, and the planet seems to have
replenished itself—there are fish, oceans, forests—but what kind of

“society exists in 21957 Is it less sexist, racist, homophobic, fanatical? Is it
more just? Or is it a telling comment that the archivist refuses to con-
demn Gilead as evil? Perhaps his society has merely perfected Gi ead’

“genius for synthesis,” making the mechanisms of power an: 1
completely invisible—and thus aﬂ pervaswe What 1f anythm have we
learned from history?

The novel resists closure, leaving us with disturbing questions rather
than soothing answers. Atwood records the failure of humanism, libes-
alism, individualism, and feminism, but she offers no substitutes, no
solutions, no comforting fictions of personal or political redemption—
including feminist fictions. As Elaine Hansen observes, “This kind of
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issue” is slouching toward Bethlehem may not yet be more than an
embryo, but the seeds of dis¢iplinary power and punishmen oF the body
pblitic have already been sown. Like F¢ cault; Atwood.is. i

ry of the present.3>
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United States . .. to become a slave state something like the Republic of
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. . :  “Trying To Do Without God”:
B ' : T'he Revision of Epistolary
Addyress in The Color Purple

CAROLYN WILLIAMS

IN HER FIRST letter to God, Celie recounts her rape at the
o , hands of her Pa. Celie is fourteen at the time, and she prays
L ‘ _ o ‘ . ) to God for “a sign letting {her] know what is happening to
‘ - : ‘ 2 [her}.”! But the sign for which she prays is not forthcoming.
That first letter initiates the story of Celie's unrelenting victimization,
until little by little she manages—through identification with other wom-
en—to find her strength and identity. The epistolary form of Alice
Walker's The Color Purple highlights this aspect of its content, since the
letters themselves figure crucially in the plot. Toward the middle of
the novel, Celie discovers that her husband, Mr. . has been hiding .
the letters from her sis €,
i ; 1 Nettie’s restored letters, Celie leacns |
ed hus moti respondence with /

God—was not her Pa after all, but her stepfather. Her last letter to God ¥
at this point feveadls the amiize feels upon realizing that her
- AT _ ‘ _ : : have been paying attention |
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274 CAROLYN WILLIAMS

Dear God,

That’s it, say Shug. Pack your stuff. You coming back to Tennessee
with me.

Burt 1 feels daze.

My daddy lynch. My mama crazy. All my little half-brothers and
sisters no kin to me. My children not my sister and brother. Pa not pa.

You must be sleep. (163)

T it D

Surely the most striking feature of the novel's particular epistolary form
involves-the.shift.in.address that occurs at.this.point, as Celie turns-away
tead to add sister. In
her second letter to Nettie, Celie offers an explaniation of her turn away
from God as addressee. True to the womamst philosophy of.the.novel,?
Celie’s explanation involves the race well as the gender
associated wi g

Dear Nettie,
I don’t write to God no more, [ write to you.
What happen to God? ast Shug.
Who that? I say. .
Anyhow 1 say, the Goci I been praymg and wnl:mg o is A 1 ag\z' And

"She talk and she talk, Trying @& buc:]ge re w way from blasphemy. But
{ blaspheme much as 1 want to.
All my hfe 1 never care what people thought bout nothmg I é1d I

In the remainder of this crucial ietter Shug offers Cehe a revised under-

standing of what “God” might be; and by the end of the novel, Celie has
rmanaged to put Shug’s revised notion of Ged into  pragtice. On the level
Jof form as wellas exp!:cst ¢ ntent ‘this eptsrolary text pe,nfnrms the work
“and by the end, that work is no longer
3uch a “strain.” The shift in Celie’s address from God to Nettie, divinity
to humanity, figurative to real family, “father” to sister, male to female,
white to black, turns the novel in amdi{ggﬂ%}gward thﬁwe

3 “Amen” of its closure.

Though Celie"dées not understand this until much later, the God
whom she initially addresses is identified with men from the start. The
choice of God as addressee, for example, is not made by Cehe herse f but
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clear in the italicized epigraph to the first letter, which suggests that
Celie’s text opens under the auspices of a voice other than her own: “You
better not never tell nobody but God, 1t'd Eill your mammy” (11). Celie
Fostlows this advice When she “protects” her mother from knowing the
identity of her first chiid’s father, and thereby, of course, she also pro-

tects the abusive father. “She ast me bout the first one Whose is it? I say

G_od s. I don’t khow 5o o;her manior what else to say” (12). This refusal
t0 identify the real father has the ironic effect of identifying.that.f

God; and this ironic association further serves Celie to explain to

er mother when the child disappears. “Finally she ast Where is it? Lsg
(}Q_d took it” (12). Here “God” serves Celie as a mask for that other
“he,” who gives her ch:ldren and then takes them away.
Recogmzmg the bitcer irony of Pa’s tecommendation of God as cot-
respondent depends on seeing Celie’s simultaneous exclusion from and
_implication within the male network of power relations. She attempts to
protect her mother from death by collaborating with the father’s lies
er.dies. AnYWaLs- and-Gelie-then. reahzes that-hes.death.cam
“Trying 1o beli

him looking” t my little sister. She scared. But I say I'll take care of you.
With God help” (13). Her desire to protect her sister motivates Celie’s
marriage to Mr. , insofar as her motives figure at all in what is
basically an arrangement of convenience berween father and husband.
Mr. turns out to be a fit successor 10 Pa, and Celie’s plan to protect
Nettie from Pa only puts her in danger from Mr. , who, like Pa, has
his eye on Nettie. When she refuses his sexual advances, he sends her
away and revenges himself on the sisters by plotting 10 ke ie from

it

receiving Nettie’s letters (26, 119). In other words, he takes Celie’s sister

away from her, completing the process that Pa began of isolating Celie

from the other women 1n her family:
Her isolation is the precondition of Celie’s contmued correspon-
dence with God The u&‘l"’el s epxscoiary form, in h st
solated from one

ano:her thhm the patrxarchal petwork, 2 concern that is also elaboxatei f.

themanzed thhm thé ncjvel Because of Pa and My, «, there is no one
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