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===== (00:00) to (02:00) =====

Hi I'm John Green this is Crash Course Literature and last week we
wrapped up our discussion of George Orwell's 1984. Lately here at
Crash Course we've been a bit preoccupied with dystopias which is
to say imagined futures where things have gone horribly wrong.
You know, as opposed to the present. I've always loved a good
dystopia they can show us the signposts pointing toward disaster,
remind us of the resilience of humanity, help us to think through the
consequences of social and political change, and also fill us with
pure and unadulterated terror which brings us to Margaret Atwood's
The Handmaid's Tale.

Atwood said that Orwell's 1984 was a direct model for The
Handmaid’s Tale which she began writing in the actual 1984. In a
Guardian article she explained that she intended to present a
dystopia from a female point of view. “The majority of dystopia’s -
Orwell’s included - have been written by men and the point of view
has been male. When women have appeared in them, they have
been either sexless automatons or rebels who’ve defied the sex
rules of the regime.” Which is to say they’ve been either the wife
in 1984 or the mistress in 1984.

Today we’re going to discuss the real despot-isms that inspired
Atwood, introduce you to her red-cloaked and stony-faced
protagonist Offred, and explain why the author characterizes her
novel as speculative fiction. If you like you can even turn on the
captions and read along because reading is not illegal … yet.
Margaret Atwood was born in 1939 in Ottawa, Canada. she’s the
author of over 40 books of fiction, and poetry, and essays. she’s
also one of Canada's leading literary critics.

Her 1972 survey Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature
investigates what gives Canadian woks their distinctive national
identity. She’s also really good at twitter. Oh its already time for the
open letter?

An open letter to author’s Twitter accounts. But first lets see whats
in the secret compartment today. Oh it’s nothing.

What a crushing disappointment. Just like most author’s Twitter
accounts. Dear author’s Twitter accounts: oh my gosh, why do you
have to ruin it?

===== (02:00) to (04:00) =====

There’s such an incredible magic to reading a book that you love
and that you're overwhelmed by the beauty of and you think, “I
can’t believe that this book was written by a person! That person
must be so amazing!” and then you go to Twitter and you look up
their Twitter account an they're complaining about the wireless at
Panera not working, or their flight was delayed, or they're enjoying
their vacation in Cape Cod and it turns out they're just a totally
regular person, except for Margaret Atwood. I almost universally
find author Twitter accounts to be a complete disappointment and i
have to say, mine more than most. And yet, somehow, a few
authors retain their intimidating and intoxicating brilliance on Twitter,
and by a few I mostly mean Margaret Atwood.

Best wishes, John Green. Atwood’s childhood was tranquil and
somewhat idyllic when not being homeschooled by her mother, she
trailed her father and entomologists through the backwoods of
Quebec, which sounds pretty great, especially if you’re into
Canadian Bugs. They're a lot like American bugs except much more
polite, and also they spend half as much money on healthcare, but
get better healthcare.

Are we still talking about bugs? Anyway given all of this, you might
be wondering what Atwood could possibly know of the real despot-
isms on the scale scene in the Republic of Gilead, the fictional
government in The Handmaid’s Tale. Well, I’ll let you in on a little
secret of the authoring trade: not all fiction is autobiographical.

Although, my most recent novel sort of is, but anyway a related
point, its also possible to respond to history that one has
experienced from a remove. Especially if you're a genius, and
Margaret Atwood really is. As for which events crossed Atwood’s
radar as she wrote in the mid-1980s, there;s a box labeled
Handmaid’s Tale background in the University of Toronto’s rare
book library.

It contains her notes for the novel, Rebecca Mead of the New
Yorker wrote about it, “ There were stories of abortion and
contraception being outlawed in Romania, and reports from Canada
lamenting its falling birth rate, and articles from the US about
republican attempts to withhold federal funding from clinics that
provided abortion services. There were reports about the threat to
privacy posed by debit cards, which were a novelty at the time, and
accounts of the US congressional hearings devoted to the
regulation of toxic industrial emissions, in the wake of the deadly
gas leak in Bhopal, India …

===== (04:00) to (06:00) =====

... An associated press item reported on a Catholic congregation in
New Jersey being taken over by a fundamentalist sect in which
wives were called "handmaidens" - a word that Atwood had
underlined." The events that occur in The Handmaid's Tale are
based on these reports but filtered through and authorial lens that
imagined a nightmare of inequality, oppression and enforced
ignorance. Let's go to the thought bubble. So, The Handmaid's Tale
is set in the Republic of Gilead an ultraconservative theocracy
within former US territory.

Much of the land is radioactive or otherwise poisoned by toxic
waste, the birth rate has fallen dramatically, aged are infertile
women, homosexuals, political dissidents, supporters of abortion,
non-whites, and members of religious groups other than the brand
of Christianity sanctioned by the state are forced to clean up this
toxic material. Women who have been involved in extramarital
affairs or second marriages prior to the revolution that seem
capable of reproducing, are forced to become handmaidens. Their
purpose is to provide healthy babies for commanders of the military
class, these women are renamed for the commander that they
serve.

Atwood's protagonist is called Offred, which signifies her status as a
, she is "Of - Fred". The name also suggests that she is an offering,
she has been "offered" to reproduce. The other classes of women
that remain in Gilead include; Wives, married to commanders,
Econowives, married to lower ranking men, Marthas, servants in the
commander's houses and Aunts instructors of handmaids and
overseers of executions.

For the most part these women are denied an education, the right
to vote and the chance to work for pay. Most are also forbidden
from reading.  possession The novel opens in the Rachel and Leah
Re-education Centre, a former gymnasium where the handmaids
are trained for their life in service. In mesmerizing and poetic prose,
the narrator describes the yearnings that haunt that place, "Dances
would have been held there;the music lingered, a palimpsest of
unheard sound, style upon style, an undercurrent of drums, a
forlorn wail, garlands made of tissue-paper flowers, cardboard
devils, a revolving ball or mirrors, powdering the dancers with a
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snow of light."

===== (06:00) to (08:00) =====

"There was old sex in the room and loneliness, an expectation of
something without a shape or name. I remember that yearning [...]
we yearned for the future." Thanks thought-bubble. So we all know
that yearning for the future but in Gilead this desire, and so many
desires have been completely perverted, and the future that
happened is in a word, horrific.

Handmaids whisper almost without sound to communicate as the
Aunts with cattle prods slung on thongs from their leather belts
monitor their every move. So this future ended up looking a lot like
some terrifying fun-house version of the past in which state
sanctioned oppression based on gender, and race were the norm,
and that I think, gets at something important in the novel. In
contemporary life we expect progress in the future, we expect that
over time human lives will become longer, and healthier, and
happier, and richer.

But in Atwood's future when we begin to experience regression the
response is to seek restoration to some glorified past no matter how
oppressive it might be. This idea to make a fallen nation strong
again or great again is one that we all feel at times, and in The
Handmaids Tale we are shown one vision of what can happen
when yearning for the future takes the form of grasping for the past.
But so back to the plot, Offred had been married to Luke, a man
who was married once before, and after the couple and their
daughter are caught trying to escape to Canada Offred becomes a
handmaid.

She's sent to the home of a military commander and forced to go
through a horrifying monthly ritual modeled on Genesis 30 in which
Rachel and Jacob used their maid Bilhah as a surrogate. But let's
not mince words here, the so called ceremony is state sanctioned
rape and in the midst of that ordeal Offred makes two really
powerful insights; first she notices that the commander is quote,
"preoccupied, like a man humming to himself in the shower without
knowing he's humming; like a man who has other things on his
mind. It's as if he is somewhere else..."

===== (08:00) to (10:00) =====

And then she observes that the wife, Serena Joy, who is present for
these so called ceremony, "continues lying on the bed, gazing up at
the canopy above her, stiff and straight as an effigy." Offred
wonders, which of us is it worse for, her or me. There's two things I
want to highlight there; first, Offred's empathy, even amid this horror
she is able to empathize with the commander's wife and even with
the commander. That shows that even at the height of the horrors
of this dystopia, Offred's humanity is not taken away from her and
when you contrast that with 1984, I think it offers a different vision
about what governments can and cannot do when it comes to
reducing people's humanity. So there are many victims in Gilead
but there are also several heroines, Offred's heroism is subtle but i
think it is still very real because she refuses to relinquish what
Orwell in 1984 called the Ownlife.

She retains her individualism, eccentricity, and humanity shortly
after the so called ceremony of copulating with the commander.
Offred spreads a packet of butter onto her hands and face, "as long
as we do this, butter our skin to keep it soft, we can believe that we

will someday get out, that we will be touched again, in love or
desire. We have ceremonies of our own, private ones." And
although she describes this act as degrading, to such devices we
have descended, finding a way to be comfortable in her skin helps
Offred remember the desires of her past and to stay sane, "Sanity is
a valuable ; I hoard it the way people once hoarded money.

I save it, so I will have enough, when the time comes." That sanity
is critical to her survival as are her tiny moments of own 
resistance.  life and Offred's mother is another heroine, a second
wave feminist who fought for women's rights, and before the
revolution she was a marcher, and a sign waiver, and a
pornography burner but Offred's mother pays a steep toll for being
outspoken. She is exiled to the toxic colonies. Offred's college
friend Moira is similarly brazen in her resistance, after staging a
daring escape from the re-education centre though, Moira is
captured, sterilized and forced to become a sex worker. 

===== (10:00) to (12:00) =====

Offred wants to believe that Moira will also escape this prison: "I'd
like to tell a story about how Moira escaped, for good this time. Of if
I couldn't tell that, I'd like to say she blew up Jezebel's, with fifty
commanders inside it. I'd like to end with something daring and
spectacular, some outrage, something that would befit her. But as
far as I know, that didn't happen.

I don't know how she ended, or even if she did, because I never
saw her again." We see here Offred trying to take control of the
narrative; trying to tell a story that is daring and spectacular, where
the protagonist wins or at least takes a lot of bad guys out with her.
But she can't. Those traditional narratives of the hero's journey
aren't available to her because they aren't true to her experience.

We also never learned how Offred's mother or Offred herself end,
but we do know that she finds a way to tell her story and that her
story survives. But aside from that, we can only speculate, which
makes a kind of sense because The Handmaid's Tale is speculative
fiction. In a 2005 interview, Atwood defined the genre: "I'd like to
make a distinction between science fiction proper and speculative
fiction.

For me, the science fiction label belongs on books with things in
them that we can't yet do, such as going through a wormhole in
space to another universe; and speculative fiction means a work
that employs the means already at hand, such as DNA identification
and credit cards, and that takes place on planet Earth." As to the
point of speculative literature Atwood writes: "Literature is an
uttering, or outering, of the human imagination.  It lets the shadowy
forms of thought and feeling - heaven, hell, monsters, angels and all
- out into the light, where we can take a good look at them and
perhaps come to a better  of who we are and what we want, and
what the limits to those wants may be.  Understanding the
imagination is no longer a pastime, but a necessity; because
increasingly, we we can imagine it, we'll be able to do
it."understanding Part of the magic of The Handmaids Tale is that it
feels so real, it belies the old line that it can't happen here and
reminds us it can always happen here.

===== (12:00) to (12:41) =====

In short, the handmaid's tale is speculative and it is fiction, but that
doesn't mean it's untrue. Thanks for watching, I'll see you next time.
Crash Course is filmed here (?~12:11) and it's made possible by
your support at Patreon. Patreon.com/crashcourse.
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Patreon is a voluntary subscription service where you can support
crash course directly through a monthly donation to help us keep it
free, for everyone, forever. We make crash course with Adobe
Creative Cloud, you can get a free trial at a link in the description.
Thanks to everyone who supports us on Patreon and to all of you
for watching, and as we say in my hometown, don't forget to be
awesome.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

                               3 / 3

http://www.tcpdf.org

