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Pretty Legit but Not Perfect: A Take on The Handmaid’s Tale
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If you haven’t heard about The 
Handmaid’s Tale, you haven’t 

been paying attention. But let me hip 
you to the game in case you need to 
catch up:

In 1985 author Margaret Atwood 
penned the original novel, which 
traced a nameless woman’s navi-
gation of a dystopian society. In the 
fictional world of Gilead, the women 
of reproductive age are no longer 
seen as people but merely beings that 
harbor viable wombs. Due to the 
pollutants in the environment, infer-
tility is more common than it is rare; 
these women are broadly stripped of 
their autonomy and agency so they 
can serve as fertile, governmentally 
monitored units.

The society Atwood describes is 
highly stratified, war-torn, and 
rather bleak for a good many of its 
inhabitants. Collectively, in the body 
of works that represent The Hand-
maid’s Tale’s various adaptations, 
women who once worked as educa-
tors, owned property, romantically 
and sexually loved other women, 
held bank accounts, and exercised 
their own reproductive rights no 
longer move freely through society 
as first-class citizens. They are now 
subject to a severely violent, reli-
giously motivated, and perpetually 
martial state.

That’s the gist. Oh — and they are 
expected to submit themselves to 
regular rapes and carry their rapists’ 
children to term as often as possible. 
This is Gilead. Other women of Gilead 
facilitate the rapes by attempting to 
indoctrinate the walking wombs with 
an ideology that suggests they are 
serving a higher purpose and that this 
phenomenon is okay because it has a 
biblical precedent: see “Bilhah.”1

In anticipation of the release of Hu-
lu’s web series adaptation, I read the 
book. The hype was too intoxicating 
not to. Remember: when the first ep-
isodes were released, Donald Trump 
had just taken office as president, 
having made some tasteless and mi-
sogynistic comments about grabbing 
women by the pussy; the #MeToo 
movement had yet to garner its na-
tional following; the wildly popular 
Netflix series Orange Is the New 
Black, with its largely female cast, 
had become a household name; and, 
of course, one of the most qualified 
women in history, former Secretary 
of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, had 
lost the election that would have al-
lowed her to steer the most powerful 
country on the planet.

The world, in a word, was abuzz with 
interest in women being centered 
in narratives and treated as human 
beings deserving of respect, recog-
nition and rights! So when Elisabeth 
Moss — formerly featured as Peggy 

Olson, a spunky and spirited harbin-
ger of women’s rights on Mad Men  
— appeared on screen to advertise 
The Handmaid’s Tale (HMT), eyes 
downcast and hair covered in a 
white bonnet, the image was both 
provocative and compelling. Moss’s 
casting alone inherently added clout 
and credibility to her new role as 
“Offred,” a newly given name (“of” 
+ “Fred”) signifying her subordinate 
status and necessary fealty to the 
male head of her household.

But let’s not get too far ahead of 
ourselves just yet. The book, actually, 
is largely lackluster. (Sorry, Marga-
ret!) The narrative is painfully slow 
and highly introspective and offers 
little resolution to the protagonist’s 
problems. (Spoiler alert: In the end, 
we don’t know if Offred is ushered 
off to a world of doom and dismay or 
delivered into freedom by crossing 
the border into Canada.) However, 
what the book lacks in pacing, it 
makes up for in scenery and setting. 
I don’t mean mountains and lakes; I 
mean a disturbingly familiar society 
that is similar enough to our own in 
the United States to be recognizable, 
yet so offtrack that it is simultane-
ously shocking and sinister. It makes 
readers ask, “How did we get here?!” 
Here — where the state sanctions 
systematic rape of its women of 
reproductive age. Here — where 
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women actively exercising their own 
literacy is a capital offense. Here — 
where torture is a commonplace 
reaction to the faintest suggestion of 
resistance to a powerful state. Are we 
not, after all, “the land of the free and 
the home of the brave”? 

The book is not powerful for its style, 
but rather for the discussions it pro-
vokes and, clearly, the art it inspires. 
What you may not have known was 
that after it was published in 1985, 
there was a feature-length film ad-
aptation starring Natasha Richardson 
in 1990 and then an opera by Poul 
Ruders in 2000. It is uncommon for 
a work to revive itself nearly every 
decade, yet HMT’s longevity reflects 
its continued relevance.

So is the series “good”? That’s what 
you came here for, n’est-ce pas? 

Sure, it’s good. I mean, if you have 
successfully become desensitized 
enough to violence committed 
against women for leisurely enter-
tainment purposes, yes! It’s good. 
HMT kind of makes you ask your-
self, “What exactly am I looking for 
when I approach a television series?” 
Drama? You got it. Suspense? Yup. 
Suspension of disbelief? Sure. Escap-
ism? Um... Fear? Comfort in knowing 
my life is unlike the the lives of the 
featured characters? Presentation of 
a political ideology that acts as such 
a powerful irritant it motivates me 
to reassert my activism and commit-
ment to women’s rights? All of the 
above? 

Don’t get me wrong: I like the series. 
I think I’ll watch anything with Elisa-
beth Moss in it at this point. For me, 
it is art in the truest sense because it 
tugs at the recesses of my soul and 

demands a response. However, I am 
consistently alarmed by the vio-
lent motifs with which the public is 
presented and how we accept them 
because the narrative “needs” them. 
Forced clitoridectomy. Ritual rape. 
Enucleation. Those are just three 
of the acts of violence the audience 
passively consumes in the first season 
of HMT. If we are cozying up on a 
couch with a loved one and a bowl of 
popcorn on a Friday night to watch 
this type of drama, what does that 
say about us and our appetites for 
sensationalized violence? Should we 
not feel and fall ill upon seeing such 
inhumane hurt?

In what ways does the TV series fall 
short? For better or for worse, Hulu’s 
HMT extends the narrative beyond 
the scope of the book, creating a 
world the author never scribed. It 
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exercises liberal creative license, for 
example, in revealing Offred’s “true” 
name, June — though I imagine it 
would be impossible to create a tele-
vision series with flashbacks in which 
the character goes unnamed. I find 
the book very clever in its conclu-
sion, as it sketches a scene in which 
academic sociologists, years follow-
ing Gilead, study the society with 
distance, objectivity, and critique. Yet 
the book doesn’t tell the tale of how 
the society fell. I expect the television 
series will need to reveal Gilead’s 
weaknesses and announce its demise. 
I expected Fred Waterford’s character 
(the figure played by Joseph Fiennes 
who systematically rapes June) to 
be a man with greying to white hair. 
Fiennes passes for someone in his late 
30s, which, for me, challenges the 
suggestion that he is sterile.

Also, Samira Wiley’s character, 
Moira, becomes distraught as a “Jeze-
bel,” a class of women who cannot 
be made to reproduce but are not yet 
disposable. When she is inconsolable 
and spiritually desolate, it is a white 
woman’s forceful pep talk that rein-
vigorates her. As a Black woman, that 
didn’t strike me as having much veri-

similitude. It also struck me as feed-
ing into the white savior complex. Is 
that all we’ve been needing all these 
years — white women to remind us of 
our strength? (Insert dramatic pause 
followed by side-eye.) Solidarity is 
great, but we’ve been drawing on 
wells of resilience beyond our white 
sisters’ words for…ever. It seems 
more likely to me that a Black Moira 
would lift up a white June.

Yes, I recommend the work. It is 
eerie and reminds us of how close we 
are to dystopia. A few consecutive 
elections gone awry and we may be 
headed down a tawdry and seemingly 
irreversible path. In terms of budget, 
I feel the series has been professional-
ly executed, with particular strengths 
in costume design and setting. And 
it includes a cast of multiple talents: 
you can’t get a better Aunt Lydia than 
Ann Dowd, for example, on this side 
of the Atlantic. I see what the pro-
ducers are trying to accomplish by 
weaving African American and mul-
tiracial actors into the fabric of the 
work: they are trying to make view-
ers see that feminism belongs to more 

than just white women — an ideology 
we cannot take for granted — and 
that more than just white women are 
warmly invited to view the show. The 
series is also strong in showcasing the 
ways in which some women partic-
ipate in their own oppression, a case 
in point being Yvonne Strahovski’s 
character, Serena Joy, who before 
Gilead was a working woman with a 
strong and influential voice that later 
is drowned out by patriarchy. 

I recommend the work to feminists: 
women of adult age and men who 
consider themselves allies who are 
sensitive to women’s issues. I suppose 
I recommend it like I would recom-
mend a vaccine: here is a weakened 
form of a virus that will trigger your 
immune system to produce anti-
bodies for fighting off future threats. 
Statistically speaking, it is proven to 
protect a broad swath of the popu-
lace against invasive infections…but 
it may have some undesirable side 
effects as it is introduced into your 
system.

Note

1. “Bilhah,” in Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed., vol. 3, ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik (Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), p. 698; 
Gale Virtual Reference Library, link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/CX2587502975/GVRL?u=vol_m58c&sid=GVRL&xid=c226ce8d  (accessed 
November 18, 2018). According to this source, “Bilhah was given by Rachel to her husband Jacob as a concubine [and she] bore two 
children by him.”  See also Genesis 30:1–8. While Rachel was Jacob’s wife, the couple was unable to reproduce. To resolve the issue of 
lineage, Jacob fathered children with Bilhah in his wife’s stead. In fictional Gilead, where infertility is a major issue, the biblical story of 
Bilhah is used to justify the sexual coupling of married men in power with fertile “handmaids” who are not their wives.

[Katrina Spencer is the literatures and cultures librarian at Middlebury College in Vermont, where she serves the gender, sexuality, and 
feminist studies program, the multicultural student center, and many other groups. Look for more of her writing at mcsweeneys.net and 
katleespe.com.]
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