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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This chapter presents the introduction of the research. It describes background 

of the study, literature review, limitation of the study, problem statement, objective 

of the study, benefit of the study, research method and research paper organization. 

 

A. Background of the Study 

    The Handmaid’s Tale is a dystopian novel. This novel type is science 

fiction or speculative fiction in the 19
th

 century written by Margaret Eleanor 

Atwood. The first novel was published in United States by McClelland and 

Stewart in 1985. The novel is based on the idea from Geoffrey Chaucer’s The 

Canterbury Tales that is still related to the stories of The Merchant’s Tale and 

The Parson Tale. This novel explores themes of women in subjugation and the 

various ways to get agents.  It consists of 324 pages. 

Margaret Atwood was born in 1939 in Ottawa Canada. She studied in Victoria 

College at the University of Toronto and graduated from Radcliffe College. 

Atwood’s family lived in Toronto and Ottawa city. When, she was six years 

old, she began to write poems, books, novel and comic, although Atwood did 

not attend school full time by the age of eleven; her novel became best seller, 

and popular fiction. In  1961,  when she was  nineteen  years  old  she  

published Ganda Persephone. Ganda Persephone is the collection of poem 

about Persephone characters mitologis. She also received  many  awards   and  
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she wrote more than twenty book, poetry, nonfiction, fiction, children book, 

and short stories. Her novels namely Cat Eye (1989), The Robber Bride (1984), 

Alias Grace (1996), The Edible Woman (1974), The Handmaid’s Tale (1983) 

and The Blind Assassin (2000). Margaret Atwood also had the collection of 

short stories namely: Good Bones and Simple Murders (1994) and a volume of 

poetry, morning in the Burned House (1995) (Atwood’s, 1986: 110). 

The novel of The Handmaid's Tale tells about Offred who is a 

Handmaid in the Republic of Gilead, a totalitarian and theocratic state that has 

replaced the United States of America. Because of dangerously low 

reproduction rates, Handmaids are assigned to bear children for elite couples 

that have trouble conceiving. In the old world, before Gilead, Offred affairs 

with Luke, a married man. He divorced his wife and married Offred, and then 

they had a child together. Offred’s mother was a single mother and feminist 

activist. The architects of Gilead began their rise to power in an age of readily 

available pornography, prostitution, and violence against women when 

pollution and chemical that effect to declining rate fertility. They repress by 

women’s rights, forbidding women to hold property or jobs. Offred and Luke 

took their daughter and attempted to flee across the border into Canada, but 

they were caught and separated from one another.  

Offred marriage was voided (because Luke had  been divorced), and 

she was sent to the Rachel and Leah Re-education Center. This  place called 

the  Red  Center by  society. At the center, women were  indoctrinated   into  
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Gilead’s ideology in preparation for becoming Handmaids. Aunt Lydia 

supervised the women and giving speeches extolling Gilead’s beliefs that 

women should be subservient to men and only care with bearing children. 

Daily activity Offred restricted by commander. She went shopping with 

Ofglen, another Handmaid, and they visited the Wall outside that used to be 

Harvard University, where the bodies of rebels hang. She had to visit the 

doctor in order to be checked for disease and she had to endure the 

“Ceremony,” in which the Commander read regulation household from the 

Bible, and then she went to the bedroom, where his Wife and Offred waited 

for him, and then Comander doing sex with Offred. The first break from her 

routine occured when she was visiting the doctor and offering to have sex 

with her in order to get her pregnant, it is suggesting that her Commander was 

probably infertile. After a Ceremony, the Commander Sents his gardener and 

driver. Nick requested Offred to meet him in is office room in the next night. 

She began visiting him regularly. They played Scrabble and he let her look at 

old magazines like Vogue.  

The reality Offred didn’t get pregnant, Serena suggested that Offred 

often should have sex with Nick secretly. Serena promises to bring a picture 

of her daughter if she sleep with Nick, and offred knows that Sarena always 

knows where ever her daughter stay. In the same night Offred sleep with 

Nick, and the Commander secretly took her out to a club called Jezebel’s, 

where the Commander mingles with prostitutes. Offred saw Moira working 

there. The two women met in a bathroom, and Offred learnt that Moira was 
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captured just before she crossed the border. She chose life in a club over 

being sent to the Colonies, where most political prisoners and dangerous 

people were sent.  

After coming back from Jezebel, Serena arrived and told Offred to go to 

Nick’s room. Offred and Nick had sex, and then they began to sleep together 

frequently. Offred is caught up in the affair and ignored Ofglen’s requests that 

she gathers information from the Commander for Mayday. One day, all the 

Handmaids took part in a group execution of a supposed rapist, supervised by 

Aunt Lydia. Ofglen strike the first blow. Later, she told Offred that the so-

called rapist was a member of Mayday and she helps Offred out of his misery. 

Shortly thereafter, Offred went out shopping, and a new Ofglen met her. 

This new woman was not part of Mayday, and new woman told Offred that 

the old Ofglen hanged herself when she saw the secret police coming for her. 

At home, Serena had found out about Offred’s trip to Jezebel’s, and she sent 

her to her room, promising punishment. Offred waited there, and she saw a 

black van from the Eyes approach. Then Nick came and told her that the Eyes 

were really Mayday members who had come to save her. 

There are many public responses to The Handmaid’s Tale novel such as 

readers, industry, and market’s responses. This novel brings positive and 

negative effects. The First is positive response from Amber Geektastic, he 

states that: 

In The Handmaid’s Tale, Margaret Atwood has created a 

claustrophobic vision of the near-future that is as lyrical as it is  
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chilling. Truly great speculative or dystopian fiction is based in 

reality; the horrors of the future must be believable to have power, 

and this is powerful stuff. The Republic of Gilead, the name given to 

the society that was once America, is a place ruled by a shadowy 

government of religious fanatics who have imposed their values by 

terror and lies.  

(http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/38447.The_Handmaid_s_Ta

le) 

 

The second is negative response from Ksmith, he states that: 

It's a dystopian novel about an America taken over by patriarchal 

theocrats. The narrative is so constrained as to be claustrophobic, as 

if the reader is experiencing the world with her vision restricted by 

the uniform the handmaidens wear. The tone is, of course, dark, but 

there are touches of arch humor. Sadly, it feels relevant today, 

although some passages evoke specific controversies within the 

second-wave feminist movement for those of us who were there. 

I'm guessing that younger readers will miss the critique of cultural 

feminism and may not fully appreciate the porn-wars theme.  

( http://www.librarything.com/work/1667444) 

 

The industry also shows the successful of the novel. The Handmaid’s 

Tale won the 1985 Governor General’s Award and the first Arthur C. Clarke 

Award in 1987, and it was nominated for the 1986 Nebula Award, the 1986 

Booker Prize, and the 1987 Prometheus Award. It has been adapted for the 

cinema, radio, opera, and stage.  

 There is also market’s response. This novel has best seller responses. 

The Handmaid's Tale, a best-selling book first published in 1985, could have 

been marketed as a kind of sci-fi horror story. In this future, nearly all the 

women have become infertile, so the few who can still have babies have been 

rounded up, brainwashed, and assigned to powerful men in a twisted attempt 

to restore the human race. 

http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/38447.The_Handmaid_s_Tale
http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/38447.The_Handmaid_s_Tale
http://www.librarything.com/work/1667444
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There are four reasons why the writer is interested to study this novel. 

The first reason is character and characterization. Offred and Commander are 

the character in The Handmaid’s Tale. Offred is intelligent, perceptive, and 

kind. Offred who was separated from her husband and daughter after the 

formation of the Republic Gilead. Commander is handsome, sympathetic and 

friendly. Commander is Offred’s Commander and the immediate agent of her 

oppression. They are protagonist in the novel. 

The second reason that makes the novel interesting is theme. The thema 

is women should struggle for freedom to free themselves from oppression. 

The third reason is a realistic historical novel. The novel gives us the 

historical women’s life includes women’s position, women’s role, women’s 

right, and women’s participation in Cambridge, Massachusetts United States and 

also the events in it.  

The last reason is The Handmaid’s Tale is popular novel. It gets some 

awards for example Clarke Award in 1987, it was nominated for the 1986 

Nebula Award, the 1986 Booker Prize, and the 1987 Prometheus Award. 

Moreover besides that The Handmaid’s Tale is  also adapted into film and 

opera with the same name. 

Oppression is the condition that happens when people are pushed down 

by societies or the people of weak and people who are not able to resist when 

they are oppressed by others. The people who have experience in oppression, 

they will feel weighed down in body or mind and depression, while those 

who oppress no matter the cause, degree or consequence (Deutsch, 2006: 76).  
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In the real life people do not escape from the oppression. People who feel 

oppression are weak people, for example; oppression experienced by college 

students that are conducted by the senior, oppression suffered by migrant 

workers abroad, oppression suffered by labor in order to work but without any 

wages and oppression experienced by children against their parents (Deutsch, 

2006: 76).   

 Actually oppression of women does not occur "naturally”, however 

because the existing systems that make it happen. Oppression of women 

causes to the feeling of sad, frustrated and angry. Oppression is often 

experienced by women from ancient times to the present such as: sexual 

oppression and rape. Besides that, women also often experience physical 

violence and psychological. The examples are oppression of women is 

violence outside the marital relationship, female genital mutilation and rape in 

marriage (Deutsch, 2006: 76).  

Gender difference is not a problem as long as it does not cause 

inequalities of gender. But , in fact that gender differences cause many 

inequalities moreover women, because women is known as a weak person 

who has low power in society. Those phenomena cause many unfair 

treatments toward women like sexual harassment, violence in the households, 

economical poverty, negative judgment, etc (Smith, 2008: 15). 

One of the problem which is often faced by every human being 

especially, women is how to stand up their right and not allow their male 

dominated society to define what it means to be women. Women themselves 
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must show their capability, to prove who they are and what role they will play 

in society. Therefore, according Elliot in Mandel (1995: 5), that every person 

has equal opportunities and civil right and they should  be allowed to exercise 

freedom of choice without interfere of public opinion on or law. 

Based on the previous reason the writer will observe Atwood: The 

Handmaid’s Tale Novel by using feminist criticism. So the writer constructs 

this research entitled OPPRESSION AGAINST WOMEN IN 

MARGARET ELEANOR ATWOOD THE HANDMAID’S TALE (1985) 

NOVEL:  A   FEMINIST CRITICISM. 

B. Literature Review 

The Handmaid’s Tale novel is the interesting object to be researched. 

As long as the writer knows, in Muhammadiyah University of Surakarta and 

Surakarta Region. There is no research related this novel, but there is the 

same issues found in Muhammadiyah University of Surakarta. 

There is the research Dita Monila Sinta (2004), in his research entitled 

“Oppression against women in North Country Movie by Nike Caro: A 

Marxist – Feminist Approach”. 

In this research the writer used the similar issue namely Oppression 

against women and the approach is Marxist – Feminist Approach. However, 

the different is the object of the research.  

C. Problem Statement 

The main problem of the study is “How is oppression against women is 

reflected in Margaret Eleanor Atwood: The Handmaid’s Tale?” 
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D. Limitation of the Study 

In this research paper, the writer focuses this research in analyzing the 

limitation oppression against women as a major character in Offred reflected 

in The Handmaid’s Tale on feminist criticism. 

E. Objectives of the Study  

The objectives of the study are as follows:  

1. To analyze The Handmaid’s Tale novel based on the structural elements. 

2. To analyze The Handmaid’s Tale novel based on the feminist approach.  

 

F. Benefits of the Study 

The benefits of the study are: 

1. Theoretical Benefit 

 The writer hopes this result can be useful as references, additional, and 

contribution information and suggestion to larger the knowledge especially 

in The Handmaid’s Tale novel. 

2. Practical Benefit 

The study is hoped to help the writer, reader, research and the other 

students of Muhammadiyah University of Surakarta or other university to 

get deeper understanding about message in the novel and how to use literary 

theory feminist criticism in the real world. 

G. Research Method 

1. Type of the Study 

In the research the writer uses descriptive qualitative research. 

Descriptive qualitative is the method of collecting, describing, classifying, 
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and analyzing the data, and then drawing conclusion. By using the 

descriptive method, the writer has the purpose to explain oppression against 

women in the novel The Handmaid's Tale using feminist criticism. 

2. Object of the Study 

The object of this research is Margaret Eleanor Atwood The 

Handmaid’s Tale novel. In conducting the research, the writer is going to 

analyze it by using a feminist approach. 

3. Type of the Data and the Data  Source 

There are two types of the data namely primary data and secondary data. 

a. Primary Data Source 

The primary data source is the novel Margaret Eleanor Atwood The 

Handmaid’s Tale. 

b. Secondary Data Source 

The secondary data sources are from the article, journal, internet, book, 

and reference which are relevant with the study. 

4. Technique of the Data Collection 

The technique of data collecting in this study takes the following 

steps to the data analysis, they are:  

a. Reading the Margaret Eleanor Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale novel in 

many times. 

b. Browsing to the internet to get several information and articles related to 

the object of the study.  
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c. Identifying the problem and finding the data. Therefore, research 

problem statement and objective of the study can be drawn clearly. 

d. Taking the important notes of important data, both primary and 

secondary data.  

e. Collecting some supporting data from other references related to the 

topic. Therefore, the problems appearing will be able to be answered 

completely.  

f. Arranging the data into several parts according to its classification.  

5. Technique of the Data Analysis 

The technique of data analysis in this research paper is descriptive 

analysis. The writer makes some interpretations of the novel dealing with 

the character from the major character which researcher wants to analyze 

using feminist approach. Then, the data reports will contain dialogues and 

narrations.  

H. Research Paper Organization 

This research paper organization of Oppression Against   Women in 

Margaret Eleanor Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) using A Feminist 

Approach and it is divided into six chapters. Chapter I deals with introduction 

that covers the background of the study, literature review, limitation of the 

study, problem statement, objective of the study, benefit of the study, research 

method and research paper organization. Chapter II covers with the 

underlying theory that consists of describing feminist literary containing 

major principle in feminism, notion structural element and also theoretical 
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application. Chapter III concerns with social background of American society 

in late 20
th

. Chapter IV deals with structural analysis containing the structural 

elements of the novel and discussion. Chapter V presents feminist analysis. 

Chapter VI is conclusion and suggestion. 

 


