
 
 

 

The Testaments 

(Questions) 

 

1. Clothes play a dual role in the novel. They signal life stages as well as status and 
class: the pink, white, and plum dresses worn by "special girls"; the drab prison-
like stripes of the Econofamilies; and the green dresses of the betrothed girls. Did 
this aspect of the novel strike you as odd? Or is it actually not very different from 
our own obsession with brands and logos that convey a certain level of wealth 
and status? 
 
2. Aunt Lydia tells us that Gilead actually has "an embarrassingly high emigration 
rate." Can those who manage to leave Gilead ever truly "escape"? 
 
3. Daisy/Jade is, to say the least, a reluctant revolutionary. But if you were her age 
and were asked to absorb all of the shocking information she has to process in a 
very short period of time, would you have reacted any differently? 
 
4. After Agnes is assaulted, she recalls other girls who reported such incidents 
having been told that "nice girls did not notice the minor antics of men, they 
simply looked the other way," which is a troubling parallel between Gilead and 
reality. Do you think there will ever come a time when women will feel 
unashamed to speak out when they are sexually assaulted? Or has this time 
already arrived in the age of #MeToo? 
 
5. When Aunt Lydia dons the garb of the female stadium shooters, she says, "I felt 
a chill. I put it on. What else should I have done?" What would you have done? 
 
6. Agnes’s interpretation of "Dick and Jane" showcases Margaret Atwood’s 
trademark wit, but there is more to it than that. Discuss the ways in which the 
author cleverly builds the sense of suspicion and fear that informs the way Agnes 
processes the events in her life at Ardua Hall. 



 
 

 

7. Several references are made to shortages of basic necessities such as food and 
electricity. Birth defects and juvenile cancer also seem to plague Gilead. What do 
you think has caused this? Possibly environmental issues? Or the ongoing war? 
 
8. Agnes considers her admittance to Hildegard Library to be a "golden key" that 
will reveal "the riches that lay within." But it is here that she learns the truth 
about the Concubine Cut into Twelve Pieces, as well as the truth about her half-
sister. Is there any book that provided you with a similar pivotal and eye-opening 
experience? 
 
9. When Aunt Lydia relays the Aesop’s Fables story of Fox and Cat, she reveals 
much about her survival skills. Which are you—Fox or Cat? 
 
10. Did the book inspire you to take action so that Gilead remains fiction? Did you 
perhaps become more active in local politics or make a charitable donation to an 
organization that supports women’s rights? 
 
11. The conclusion of The Handmaid’s Tale left readers with many tantalizing 
questions. Which of your questions were answered by The Testaments? Which 
were not? 
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The Testaments 

(About the Author) 

 
Born: November 18, 1939 in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada 
Nationality: Canadian 
Occupation: Writer 
 
Margaret Eleanor Atwood is one of the most prominent writers in world 
literature. Born November 18, 1939 in Ottawa, Ontario, she spent many summers 
in the northern Ontario and Quebec bush where her father, Dr. Carl Edmund 
Atwood, an entomologist, conducted his research. Atwood has won numerous 
awards for her poetry and her fiction, including the Booker Prize for fiction in 
2000 and two Governor General's awards. Her writing has received critical 
acclaim in the English-speaking world and has been translated into Danish, 
Finnish, French, German, Japanese, Italian, Spanish, Swedish, Turkish and several 
other languages. 
 
Atwood's prodigious corpus includes poetry, novels, short stories, literary 
criticism, and children's literature. Her first volume of poetry, Double Persephone 
(1961), won the E.J. Pratt medal in 1961. Fellow Canadian poet, Dennis Cooley, 
has commented on the "hurtful connections between people and their 
environment" in Atwood's The Circle Game (1966), The Animals in That Country 
(1968), Procedures for Underground (1970), The Journals of Susanna Moodie 
(1970) and Power Politics (1971). The poetic speakers in the works that follow this 
period [You Are Happy (1974), Two-Headed Poems (1978), True Stories (1981), 
Interlunar (1984)] are generally more confident and less ironic. Morning in the 
Burned House (1995) incorporates classical as well as popular history and myth. 
Despite the powerful nature of her poetry, Atwood is probably best known for her 
fiction, which foregrounds feminine experience. Her first novel, The Edible 
Woman (1969), portrays a woman aware of rampant consumerism in her society. 
In Surfacing (1972), a nameless female narrator searches for her father in the 
Canadian wilderness. The novel explores the fusion between woman and nature. 



 
 

 

Lady Oracle (1976), Atwood's third novel, depicts a rather romantic heroine by 
the name of Joan Foster. She has been called Atwood's funniest and messiest 
character, because she cannot easily be pinned down. Life before Man (1979) 
lacks the humorous dimension of Lady Oracle and is not typical of Atwood's other 
texts. It has also been criticized for the weak plot and the dull, flat world it 
presents. Despite these shortcomings, Life before Man has enjoyed popular 
success. Bodily Harm (1981) offers a unified plot filled with suspense as well as a 
Caribbean island setting. 
 
Novels published within the next decade reflect Atwood's continued interest in 
female characters and the construction of story and art. In The Handmaid's Tale 
(1985), for example, Atwood creates a futuristic, religious dystopia where women 
have virtually no rights. The text includes a story told by a handmaid whose sole 
function is that of a reproductive vessel. An interesting postscript highlights the 
self-reflexive or meta-textual elements of texts. Cat's Eye (1988) focuses on the 
childhood, youth, and adulthood of a woman artist who attends an exhibition of 
her paintings and remembers her past. The Robber Bride (1993) explores tensions 
between three female characters and a manipulative woman by the name of 
Zenia, described as "the turbulent center of her own never-ending saga." Based 
on a true story, Alias Grace (1996) offers a psychological portrait of a servant girl 
convicted of murdering her employer and his mistress in Canada in the mid-19th 
century. 
 
Atwood's The Blind Assassin earned the prestigious Booker Prize in 2000. A 
multilayered narrative, the novel presents the fictitious memoir of an elderly 
woman, whose life is marked at age 25 by the death of her sister. In awarding 
Atwood the Booker honor, judge Simon Jenkins called Assassin "a complex book 
that works on many different levels. Far-reaching, dramatic and structurally 
superb, it demonstrates Atwood's immense emotional range, as well as her poet's 
eye for both telling detail and psychological truth." Atwood was also shortlisted 
for the Booker Prize for her science fiction novel, Oryx and Crake. Like The 
Handmaid's Tale, Oryx and Crake muses on where humanity could be headed. Set 
in the United States of the future, the novel centers around Jimmy (also known as 
Snowman) and Crake, who have been friends since adolescence in the 
corporation-dominated world. While the adult Crake uses his intellectual genius 



 
 

 

to bioengineer a new and improved human race which worships him, Snowman 
becomes the last real human left on Earth. Critics generally found Oryx and Crake 
(2003) to be a worthy successor to The Handmaid's Tale. 
 
In addition to her poetry and novels, Atwood has written a variety of other texts. 
Her short stories include "Dancing Girls" (1977), "Murder in the Dark" (1983), 
"Bluebeard's Egg" (1983), and "Wilderness Tips" (1991). Good Bones (1992) 
consists of short sketches and prose poems that demonstrate Atwood's humor 
and mental gymnastics as she experiments with forms other than conventional 
lyric poetry, shorts stories, and novels. Atwood has also written children's 
literature, including Princess Prunella and the Purple Peanut (1995). In this text, 
most of the words either begin with or contain a P. The CanLit Foodbook (1987), 
an alternative cookbook, is another of the author's less "serious" texts. Another 
challenging text is The Tent (2006), a challenging collection of prose and poems. It 
reveals some of the author's life and career concerns though a behind-the-scenes 
look of updated myths and fables as well as the writing process. The book is full of 
dark humor and satire. 
 
Although Atwood makes a point of distinguishing herself from literary scholars, 
she has edited anthologies and flirted with academia by writing literary criticism 
and lecturing at universities. Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature 
(1972) focuses on images of victims in Canadian literature. She also analyzes 
Canadian literature in Strange Things: the Malevolent North in Canadian 
Literature (1995), a book of four essays originally presented as the Clarendon 
Lectures at Oxford University (England) in 1991. In these essays she discusses the 
Franklin expedition, the Grey Owl phenomenon of whites turned native, the 
Wendigo (a giant cannibalistic Algonquin Indian monster), and women writing 
about the North. Her views on authorship are contained in Negotiating with the 
Dead: A Writer on Writing, published in 2001. 
 
A series of conversations with Atwood can be found in the documentary film 
Margaret Atwood: Once in August (1984), where her inscrutable, compelling yet 
cutting presence torments the interviewer. She has often been accused of 
contrariness in her discussions with critics; however, interviewers who insist on 
explicit parallels between her work and her life are largely to blame for the 



 
 

 

author's irritation. Numerous interviews with Atwood reveal that she is constantly 
reinventing herself. She has even entered the realm of cyberspace with the 
creation of her own home page on the world wide web. 
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The Testaments 

(Reviews) 

 

The Guardian (UK) 
 
[Atwood} is interested not in how people become degraded, as objects…, but how 
they became morally compromised…. The first book was good on the envy 
between women, when they have no power; The Testaments looks at 
collaboration—another vice of the oppressed…. The Testaments is Atwood at her 
best, in its mixture of generosity, insight and control. The prose is adroit, direct, 
beautifully turned. - Anne Engright 
 
 
Kirkus Reviews 
 
[W]hat Atwood left unsaid in the first novel generated more horror and outrage 
than explicit detail can.… It's hard, of course, to compete with a beloved classic, 
so maybe the best way to read this new book is to forget about The Handmaid's 
Tale and enjoy it as an artful feminist thriller. 
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The Testaments 

(Enhancement) 

 

Awards 

Margaret Atwood of Toronto and Bernardine Evaristo of London won the 2019 
Man Booker Prize. Atwood won for The Testaments (Chatto & Windus) and 
Evaristo won for Girl, Woman, Other (Hamish Hamilton). They each received 
25,000 [pounds sterling] (approximately $31,500). The finalists, each of whom 
received 2,500 [pounds sterling] (approximately $3,150), were Lucy Ellmann of 
Edinburgh, Scotland, for Ducks, Newburyport (Galley Beggar Press); Chigozie 
Obioma of Lincoln, Nebraska, for An Orchestra of Minorities (Little, Brown); 
Salman Rushdie of New York City for Quichotte (Jonathan Cape); and Elif Shafak of 
London for 10 Minutes 38 Seconds in This Strange World (Viking). Liz Calder, Peter 
Florence, Xiaolu Guo, Afua Hirsch, and Joanna MacGregor judged. The annual 
award is given for a novel published in the previous year that is written in English 
and published in the United Kingdom. As of this writing, the next deadline has not 
been set. 

 

Themes 

Following up 1985’s A Handmaid’s Tale, The Testaments depicts the last days of 
Gilead, a dystopian society that has replaced the United States in the near future. 
Gilead is a theocratic regime, meaning that its government and its religion are 
intertwined at every level, and the rulers believe that their authority comes from 
God himself. Thus, the ruthless oppression and terrible violence it inflicts are all 
done in the name of God, using pieces of the Bible or other religious teachings as 
its justification. While the totalitarian government’s actions may seem extreme, 
Atwood draws each brutality from actual historical events, crafting Gilead into a 
disturbing warning of the possibilities of theocratic governments and the abuse of 
religious power. While the novel does not argue that all religion is inherently bad, 



 
 

 

it demonstrates the power and potential of religious abuse already realized 
throughout history. 

Originally established as a “Puritan theocracy,” Gilead’s power structures are 
justified through particular passages from the Bible, demonstrating how religion 
can be employed to establish and uphold totalitarian systems. Although very few 
individuals are allowed to read it, Gilead’s leaders hold the Bible as their source of 
authority and power—the only Bibles are kept “in the darkness of their locked 
boxes, glowing with arcane energy,” suggesting that Gilead’s general citizenry 
ascribe a mythical sense of power to them in their minds. This increases the 
power of Gilead’s leadership, since they can argue that any dissension is a 
betrayal of not just Gilead, but God, and thus a threat to the dissenter’s mortal 
soul. As they preach it, obedience to God is the same as obedience to the 
government. 

Aiming to subjugate women, the men of Gilead base their marital systems almost 
entirely on a brief description of Abraham’s life in the Old Testament, where he 
has complete power over his wife, and when she could not bear him a child, has 
sex with her handmaid as well to produce an offspring. By codifying this one 
instance into law and creating a class of Handmaids who are forced to bear men’s 
children, Gilead’s male leaders are able to enforce and justify a regressive view of 
marriage and gender that benefits themselves at the expense of women. 
Although Canada exists as a democratic state and opposes all of Gilead’s ideals, 
Gilead’s leadership indoctrinates its citizens to believe that Canada is morally 
bankrupt, equating them with Sodom, a city that God smites in the Old Testament 
as punishment for their wickedness. By teaching and reinforcing the belief that 
the outside world is sinful and the object of God’s wrath, Gilead’s leadership 
strengthen their grip over their own citizens, who want to live virtuous lives and 
thus fear the corruption of the outside world. 

However, the novel clearly argues that Gilead’s understanding of the biblical God 
is misconstrued and that religious hypocrisy is rampant within Gilead’s leadership, 
suggesting that such a totalitarian regime built on religion is abusing that religion 
and bastardizing it, rather than embodying it as it was meant to be practiced. The 
narrative argues that Gilead’s leadership only utilizes some of the Bible and 



 
 

 

ignores much of it. When Becka, a young woman who is training for a celibate, 
administrative role called an Aunt, is finally allowed to read the Bible for herself, 
she discovers that the “Gilead kind of God”—an overwhelming masculine and 
powerful God—does not fit with the idea of God written about in much of the 
Bible. Although she cannot admit this publicly, Becka warns her friend Agnes that 
the Bible “does not say what they say it says” and that after reading the Bible 
oneself, one can either “believe in Gilead or […] believe in God, but not both,” 
arguing that Gilead’s oppressive vision of God and the Bible’s description of God 
are mutually exclusive. 

Despite the fact that Gilead claims to be a bastion of moral purity, the majority of 
its leadership are disturbingly criminal and predatory. Many of them murder and 
bribe others to increase their power, and prominent figures use their power to 
sexually abuse and even murder children and teenage girls. Although Agnes once 
believed in Gilead’s righteous cause, as she learns about the widespread and 
grotesque crimes at the highest levels of government, she realizes that “Gilead is 
rotten,” suggesting that it is not the bastion of biblical or moral principle that it 
claims to be. 
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