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Abstract: 

The novel, Handmaid’s Tale is set in future at a place called Gilead which is a dictatorial 

phallocentric society. The novel has characterized a dystopia, a term given by Sir Thomas moor 

in his famous work Utopia. Gilead is a world having the tradition of negative utopias like 

dehumanization, totalitarian, and environmental disaster but this dystopia of Atwood differs from 

other dystopias like Huxley's Brave New World and Orwell's 1984. 

My research paper, describing the brief aspect of dystopian beliefs, will be focused upon the 

political dominance and broken identity of females in The Handmaid’s Tale. Offred, the 

protagonist of the story is captured while crossing the border of the country and forced to work 

under totalitarianism of a commander. Her name is never mentioned as all captured fertile ladies 

are called with the same name Offred. The work of an Offred is to fulfill the breeding purpose of 

giving birth for the childless wives of commanders of Gilead. During a monthly ritual the 

Commander intercourses with Offred in the presence of his wife because pregnancy is the social 

goal of every handmaid and if not succeeded the women is considered as unwoman and expelled 

to the colonies to clean up nuclear waste. 

Gilead is a dystopia having negative conditions of survival, especially for some particular 

sects and groups.  Handmaid's Tale presents a different world where the society is typically an 



Scholar Critic                                                       ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
 Vol-02, Issue-03, December 2015.                                                      ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 

19 
 

antagonist.  Gilead is a society where life is worse than death, people in captivity having no 

desire and aim live their lives like animals. This unfortunate life is enacted by a totalitarian 

government based on a strict religious belief. Gilead is an adverse place for oppressed while 

dominant group enjoys this place like a paradise. They have their own government their own 

laws and court. Handmaid Tale is a story told by a woman who was once in captivity by the 

authoritarian government of Gilead and was forced to live a condemned life. 

Freedom is impossible in Gilead, if anyone is caught running from the center, he/she has to live 

the most distorted life as directed by government or to die but death is also a very dreadful thing 

there as convicted is brought the crowd of captives and bare hand people beat that convict to 

death, if they don't beat him they are beaten by the police of the state. All the handmaids are 

trained in a place called red center where they are brainwashed into the religious based ideas that 

if an offred give birth then she is fulfilling her duty and are also taught that this duty is not 

assigned from the state government, but God himself assigned this duty to them by making their 

body productive and healthy. Offreds are required to take an oath of being honest towards their 

commander and their wives additionally they will not enjoy the ceremony of intercourse, always 

will be emotionless. Moreover, they will happily accept the opportunity to have a non-erotic sex 

with highly political figures as a blessing and will give birth a child beside they will never claim 

the baby as their own because it will be the child of the whole territory. 

Domineering government keep a sharp eye on offreds, they cannot fly away, if they try to escape 

and failed then captured by the police, they have very brutal punishment, sometimes they are 

hanged on a wall before the crowd as a lesson for the others. Building in which they are trained 

is constructed in such a manner that nobody even can think to cross the boundaries. As 

protagonist assumes: I know why there is no glass, in front of the watercolor picture of blue 

irises, and why the window opens only partly and why the glass in it is shatter-proof. It isn't 

running away they're afraid of. We wouldn't get far. It's those other escapes, the ones you can 

open in yourself, given a cutting edge. (2.4) there is no way out, Janine one of the friends of 

protagonists, tries twice to run away but failed, was beaten harshly and forced to work in 

colonies where she gradually lost her fingers due to cleaning up the infected area of the territory. 
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In Gilead democratic government is ousted by a dictatorial government where civil rights, 

freedom, choice no more exist. This is a most conservative state determined to annihilate 

homosexuals, abortionists and all religions except their own. Totalitarian government of Gilead 

forces to other sects of people to live in miserable conditions, snatches their jobs, make them 

homeless. People are bound to live in Gilead in worst conditions, they even cannot cross the 

border of the country. The protagonist has a daughter who is separated from her and her husband 

dies on front while they try to cross the border. She always thinks of her husband and daughter 

living with a hope of seeing the face of her daughter again which looks like a false dream. When 

she is posted at commander’s house, the home and lavish life of Gilead’s commanders and their 

wives reminds her that she is also a human having same desires like them having her own 

identity, her own family, and a happy abode: 

We used to talk about buying a house like one of these, an old big house, fixing it up. We would 

have a garden, swings for the children. We would have children. Although we knew it wasn't too 

likely we could ever afford it, it was something to talk about, a game for Sundays. Such freedom 

now seems almost weightless. (5.4) 

War has left its unending mark of destruction, the territory is infected by radioactive rays. The 

population of Gilead suffers infertility, childlessness, and defective births. The government made 

a rule in which all captive women from other sects who are infertile, aged and homosexual will 

be sent to a radioactive infected area to clean-up the waste in colonies while young women were 

ordered to marry to the commanders of the territory. Commanders marry them only for getting 

the child through them and if any woman unable to give birth then she is declared unwomen and 

expelled from the territory to the infected area. 

Moreover, the political leaders are very corrupted they take all advantages, they are not bound to 

anything. Legally they cannot involve other than their own wives, but they are childless then a 

handmaid will be allotted to them with whom they will intercourse in the presence of their wives. 

Commanders have to be faithful to their wives, but the commander in the story calls offred for 

unofficial meetings and takes her for an outing in a brothel and forces her to have an erotic sex 

with him. Not only this commanders but other commanders are also enjoyed with prostitutes and 

with the ladies of colonies. However the upper-class people enjoy lavished life but other lower 
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ranked people have to follow the orders only, they don't have the liberty to find or see a female 

other than their allotted wives. Low ranked men are ordered to respect handmaids as they are 

making the child for the nation. Many times in the novels when offreds passes by coups have to 

be full of respect to them with lower eyes. Even if the territory claims to be most peaceful place 

on the earth but have more partial things for their own people too. When protagonist asks the 

commander the reason of being oppressed by the brutal government even having no fault of them 

he says:  We 've given them more than we 've taken away, said the Commander. Think of the 

trouble they had before. Don t you remember the singles bars, the indignity of high school blind 

dates? The meat market. Don t you remember the terrible gap between the one who could get a 

man easily and the ones who could t? Some of them were desperate, they starved themselves thin 

or pumped their breast full of silicone, had their noses cut off. Think of the human misery. (221-

2) 

 

People in Gilead is not known by their names because their own identity is no more exist with 

the new government they have to change their names and identity also. The government has 

specified them into categories in which they have a different identity and according to that they 

have to wear their dresses.  The different costume is an identifier of them which shows the 

category they belong to. The protagonist of the story, whose real name is not mentioned, has the 

same name what her group has. She is an offred like others having same identity and purpose of 

life. They wear red color which identify them fruitful ladies who are newly posted to 

commanders and will soon give birth and serve the nation with their productivity. Captured 

ladies in Gilead have to forget about themselves, even their own body is not theirs, it’s with them 

because this will be used for Gilead. For Gilead, they are only a womb until and unless it works 

they exist among people when it stops working they are expelled to colonies. Captive ladies 

don’t know each other with their names, they have different dresses to be recognized, they are 

not individual they are groups. They long to be called by their names, they wish to talk to each 

other, they yearn to share their grief, but they are not allowed to talk or whisper. In the night 

when they are instructed to go to the main hall to sleep, they can only see each other's faces and 

through lips reading they talk and communicate. Protagonist hopes to have a normal life ahead 

and wants her name to be called she says: I want to be held and told my name. I want to be 
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valued, in ways that I am not; I want to be more than valuable. I repeat my former name, remind 

myself what I could do, how others saw me (97). 

Not only Offreds but Aunts, Marthas, Econowives, unwomen, Jazebell, keepers also have their 

common identity. They are recognized with their work, not with their names.  The work of aunts 

is to train the handmaids. They directly control to the handmaids, however, they are also one of 

them, but they cannot serve the country by giving birth. These are unmarried, infertile, and older 

women they are doing this work to avoid to go to the radioactive infected area. The color of their 

dress is brown. This is considered a high class of the captured women as they only have 

permission to read the books, otherwise captured one don’t have permission to touch anything 

except their own clothes and the carpet which they weave in the spare times. 

Another category comes of Marthas who are also infertile and older but have domestic skills, 

they are good to cook and cleaners at home so they serve commanders wives in their households. 

They clean the home, water the plants in the garden. The color of their dress is green smocks. 

Comparatively Econowives are those ladies who are married to a low ranking woman. They are 

ordered to perform all the female functions. The color of their dress is multicolored red, blue, 

and green to reflect their multiple functions: red for giving birth, green for domestic duties and 

blue for companionship. They are in a little better condition as they have their own home, even 

though it's not permanent, but still they don't have anyone to rule on them.  

Other unidentified females are unwomen who are sterile, widows, feminists, lesbians, nuns, and 

politically rebellious women. They are exiled to colonies, some for agriculture and some to clean 

up the infected area. The handmaids after their third postings if they don’t conceive a baby they 

also have to join one of these groups. Similarly, Jezebels are those women who are most 

attractive, educated and stylish they are forced to become a prostitute for commanders and their 

guests. They are given some medicine to become a sterile because only offred can beget a baby. 

These ladies can wear makeup, drink wine and can make a relationship with men, but when their 

beauty starts fading away they are sent to colonies. 

The protagonist doesn’t have an option except being obliged to intercourse with the commander 

while the wife of commander holds her hands and fix her on her own body likewise commander 

is also restricted to touch the body parts of offred during the sex. She is nothing to them but only 

an object to be used. It is her third posting to that commander and she is also not the first one to 
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serve this commander, there may be many before but as she says: I don't know what happened to 

the one before. On a certain day, she simply wasn't there anymore, and this one was there in her 

place. It isn't the sort of thing you ask questions about because the answers are not usually 

answered you want to know. Anyway, there wouldn't be an answer. (4.18) 

In either case, the females are in the worst conditions having no identity, no self-respect. They 

are used as an object. In this novel Atwood estimates a life if the extremist of state overthrows 

the government and take over the state then what conditions a common person may face. This 

novel is based only on imagination by Atwood but still she takes many things from daily life. 

She manifests the extremists who in a veil of religion take advantages and suppress the people of 

another belief meanwhile she reveals Political ups and downs around the world, also, how the 

nuclear-effected earth is destroying the fertility of cultivated land and disease people are 

suffering from, are some other issues she raised through her novel. She mingles science with 

religion, she takes this present era to an ancient age where women were restricted to home only 

and companionship to their husband similarly breeding was their main duty to perform.   
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