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Introduction 

Margaret Atwood is a Canadian author born in 1939 in Ontario. She is the author of more than 

forty works including fiction, essays, poetry and books for children. She wrote The Handmaid’s 

Tale in 1985 which is a work of speculative dystopian fiction. Since the novel was published, 

it has raised many questions about women’s place in society, about the patriarchal domination 

in modern societies and religions’ control over people’s lives. The novel was a success and as 

one can read in the article “Haunted by the Handmaid’s Tale,” the book “has sold millions of 

copies worldwide and has appeared in a bewildering number of translations and editions.” 

Furthermore, The Handmaid’s Tale includes torments and tortures that are made to the female 

characters (and the male characters sometimes) which Atwood has taken inspiration from 

events that have already happened in our world as she writes in the newspaper article “Haunted 

by The Handmaid’s Tale”: “I would not include anything that human beings had not already 

done in some other place or time, or for which the technology did not already exist. I did not 

wish to be accused of dark, twisted inventions” (Atwood). The dystopian setting of The 

Handmaid’s Tale is set in the United States, which had become the Republic of Gilead. As a 

standard set by the regulations of this new Republic, women are more affected by Gilead’s 

system, as they are objectified and re-educated to fit the new rules. Handmaids are the last fertile 

women and are forced to have sexual intercourse with men to conceive children. The 

Handmaid’s Tale shows how women in the dystopian state of Gilead, especially the female 

protagonists Serena and Offred, are under oppression and how they react to a totalitarian society 

in which they are the victims. The novel also emphasizes the dystopic aspects of an oppressive 

system, which could have been a utopic idea for the people, as it prevented rape and was made 

to secure women’s place in society. Angela Gulick mentions that Gilead transforms “the utopian 

dream into a nightmare, focusing on the sacrifices and dangers to be found in the pursuit of 

perfection” (10). Gilead would rather kill its residents to reach its idea of perfection rather than 

let them live. 

This alternate route toward Gilead’s path toward utopia is described through the eyes of 

the narrator, Offred, as she reveals the dark sides of Gilead. In her diary, she talks about her 

standard of living conditions while detailing the similar living conditions of other female 

characters. The reader observes that women in Gilead still retain some degree of free will that 

is portrayed through the tense competition and the hierarchy between the female characters and 

male characters. Offred also depicts a society where the female characters compete with each 

other by manipulating one another, mainly using their capacities of being pregnant as well as 
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their relationships as leverage to further their gains. It also appears that Offred and Serena, the 

main female characters, form some sort of union in order to compete with the other women. 

The male characters are also used to exploit the main female characters’ power for their own 

benefit. Therefore, I will argue that the main female characters, Offred and Serena, use their 

fertility and their relationships with one another and the male characters, Nick and the 

Commander, to compete and exploit not only the male characters but also each other, and in 

turn challenge Gilead’s rules and patriarchal foundation of government. 

Background 

This section will provide information about when and in which circumstances Margaret Atwood 

wrote her novel, as most of The Handmaid’s Tale was inspired by real events such as the rise 

of conservative ideas in the USA in the 1980s. According to Françoise Coste, the domination 

of conservative ideas in society was threatening for liberals and feminists who were afraid to 

see their rights diminished: “Reagan was in fact unable to view women as a distinct group, with 

distinct interests” (5). This is what happens with the female characters in The Handmaid’s Tale. 

Offred and the other female characters have no civil rights and are as a result at the bottom of 

the hierarchy. During the time of the story’s conception, Atwood saw that the political 

atmosphere had already begun to be oppressive, as Ronald Reagan, the leader of the Republican 

Party, had been elected President of the United States (1981) and Margaret Thatcher, the leader 

of the Conservative Party, governed the United Kingdom from 1975 to 1990. The rise of 

extreme religious and political opinions was therefore encouraged by the many conservative 

parties which were taking over society. According to Armstrong in her article “Why The 

Handmaid’s Tale Is So?”,  this rise of conservative party is also depicted in Atwood’s novel: 

“The book mirrored the United States’ embrace of conservatism, as evidenced by the election 

of Ronald Reagan as president, as well as the increasing power of the Christian right and its 

powerful lobbying organisations such as the Moral Majority.” Atwood also writes what she 

thought about the United States in her article “Haunted by The Handmaid’s Tale”: 

The deep foundation of the United States—so went my thinking—was not the 

comparatively recent 18th-century Enlightenment structures of the Republic, with their 

talk of equality and their separation of Church and State, but the heavy-handed theocracy 

of 17th-century Puritan New England—with its marked bias against women—which 

would need only the opportunity of a period of social chaos to reassert itself. 

Atwood could be referring to Gilead as a warning of what could possibly happen in the USA 

and maybe to the world. Furthermore, The Handmaid’s Tale was heavily inspired by George 

Orwell’s novel 1984.  According to Gulick, “Atwood was writing a text that was arguably to 



5 
 

take over where 1984 let off” (1). Gulick also states that “The Handmaid's Tale, itself an 

example of dystopian fiction focusing on physical and spiritual oppression, media 

manipulation, and the control of human thought as necessary governing mechanisms of society, 

has often been compared to Orwell's 1984.” (1). As Atwood was inspired by the people’s fear 

of conservative leaders, Atwood’s novel portrays a place where women’s rights are suppressed. 

She draws attention to the possible dangers coming from conservative beliefs such as patriarchy 

and the normalization of the oppression of women. 

Aim and Approach 

The aim of this essay is to investigate the competition and relationship between The 

Handmaid’s Tale’s two main female characters, Offred and Serena, as well as to analyse how 

they challenge patriarchy through their relationships to men, especially Nick and the 

Commander. I will use a feminist approach to analyse the relationships between the female 

characters Serena and Offred in the novel. Feminism investigates the ways in which women are 

socially, economically and mentally confined and oppressed in society (Tyson 139).  Atwood’s 

novel therefore presents a society where feminism and women’s rights are non-existent. Men 

are not as affected by oppression as patriarchy reigns in Gilead, which allows the male 

characters to have more civil liberties than those granted to the female characters. As Tyson 

states, patriarchy promotes traditional gender roles. If someone does not agree with the 

standards for traditional gender roles, patriarchal men and women would judge them to be 

unnatural and immoral (142). In Atwood’s novel, many characters believe that men are superior 

to women in every possible way, such as in physicality, education, economics, and politics. 

Atwood also suggests in her novel that the female characters in The Handmaid’s Tale will die 

if they do not respect patriarchy, as these rebellious women (bad women) are seen as a danger 

to men’s authority and could result in other women protesting for their civil rights. The women 

themselves are depicted throughout the novel to be good or bad women. Indeed, one can see 

the dichotomy of the good and the bad women in Gilead is stereotypically represented by the 

Wives - those being the good women - and the Handmaids - those that are bad women. While 

women are placed in these categories, men can still enjoy their high status and freedom. 

Therefore, the tenets set by men in Gilead force its inhabitants to adopt traditional gender roles, 

which, according to Tyson, are where men are seen as strong-minded, protective and rational, 

and women as more emotional and inferiors (142). The novel illustrates how gender roles are 

normalized and used in a country where women are almost insignificant and completely under 

men’s dominating control. 
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These social norms are the motivators that lead Serena and Offred to challenge patriarchy 

by either competing or dominating each other by emphasizing their social power over Nick and 

the Commander. They will also be used to explore the female characters’ relationships with 

each other, the competition between them. 

In this essay, I will focus on how Serena and Offred’s behavior deconstructs the 

conventional dichotomy in Gilead. As previously stated, the dichotomy can be seen in the two 

main categories of women in Gilead, the Wives and the Handmaids.  The Wives are the good 

women, as they have led exemplary lives. The bad women are the Handmaids, as the lives they 

led in the past are seen as sinful. However, the choices Serena and Offred make and the positions 

they take within their relationships with each other and the male characters reveal another inner 

hierarchy which at times contradict their place of good and bad women and their rightful status 

that Gilead has chosen for them. By behaving in the wrong way by disrespecting their given 

status in Gilead, they deconstruct the dichotomy, striving and claiming for their rights and 

therefore challenging Gilead’s principles and the patriarchy.  Therefore, those changes within 

their relationships will help to analyse how Serena and Offred use each other and compete with 

one another. 

As Adrienne Rich writes in Compulsory Heterosexuality, the sexual domination 

perspective, is “purporting objectivity, sexual abuse and terrorism of women by men has been 

rendered almost invisible by treating it as natural and inevitable” (Rich 11). J. Brooks Bouson 

also writes in his study that women in Gilead are no longer degraded and raped, as they are no 

longer the victims of men’s sexual instincts (140). Therefore, Bouson states that the perception 

of rape, degradation and abuse had changed as the female characters are no longer seen as 

victims, even if they are victims through the readers’ eyes. However, the female characters in 

the novel use what the sexual domination perspective stands for in their favour by objectifying 

and abusing men. I will use the sexual domination perspective to analyse how Offred and Serena 

sometimes exploit the male characters, Nick and the Commander. Offred and Serena use the 

power they sometime have over men to survive and to control their status in their household. 

This change of power relationship, between male and female characters, can be observable 

when Serena exploits Nick for his fertility, or when Offred charms the Commander and uses 

Nick. The men are objectified and diminished whilst the women become more powerful. 
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Previous Research and Material 

In this essay, I will use the Penguin Random House UK edition of The Handmaid’s Tale which 

was published in 1985. Much research has been carried out on The Handmaid’s Tale since its 

publication, but in this essay, I will particularly analyse how the female characters, Serena and 

Offred, compete with each other and how they use their relationships with each other and with 

the male characters in order to challenge the patriarchy in the novel. I have used several works 

to support the writing of this essay such as essays and articles.  I have gained some new insights 

into how to approach the novel from these secondary sources, but I will not present them in any 

particular order, as I have not relied on one more than the others. 

A study which I have not mentioned in the analysis, but which has provided much 

inspiration, is Women Disunited: Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale as a Critique of 

Feminism by Alanna Callaway. Callaway mentions how women do not support each other and 

are disunited in Atwood’s novel. (48). The female characters do not need each other to be 

empowered, however, I partially disagree with Callaway’s idea of disunity between the female 

characters, as I found that Serena and Offred create a new dynamic by dominating each other 

and men. Even though they do compete and appear as enemies in the novel, Serena and Offred 

plot “their” pregnancy together, and protest against patriarchy in their own ways, which could 

be seen as a collaboration between the two female characters. In The Ambiguity of Power in 

Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, Georgia Parlama writes about how and when the 

female characters in the novel actually have the upper hand and dominate and manipulate the 

male characters. Parlama indicates that the female characters are not completely destitute of 

power and free will and can still find ways to use their power in society. Parlama states that 

each character (female and male) can have power as they have interchangeable position in their 

household (and sometimes in society) as “the characters live in a panoptical atmosphere, every 

character can move from the position of the master to that of the slave and vice and versa” 

(Parlama 5). I agree with Parlama’s idea as my analysis supports that the female characters are 

not completely deprived of power. Parlama believes the female characters in The Handmaid’s 

Tale have more power than they are expected to have. I analyse how Offred and Serena 

manipulate the male characters and therefore appear as powerful. I have also mentioned 

Foucault’s work such as Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison and The History of 

Sexuality, Vol I: An Introduction (1975) (quoted from Amin Malak’s essay), which also 

provided relevant comments about power and sexuality. 
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There are further works that analyse women’s relationships with each other and their body 

in The Handmaid’s Tale, such as Tara Van den Neste’s dissertation Female Dystopia as a 

Warning. Andrea Jonsson’s Bachelor’s essay “Enforcing Patriarchal Values: A Socialist 

Feminist Analysis of the Characters of Offred and Serena Joy in Margaret Atwood’s Novel The 

Handmaid’s Tale,” or Fredrik Pettersson’s Discourse and Oppression in Margaret Atwood’s 

The Handmaid’s Tale also explore in depth the female character’s conditions. They observe 

how the women in the novel have some power, either by dominating the male characters or by 

dominating each other. Stephanie Barbé Hammer’s “The World as It Will Be? Female Satire 

and the Technology of Power in The Handmaid’s Tale” also offered more perspectives about 

the novel, which supports my essay concerning the female characters’ place in Gilead and how 

they sometimes use their status or power to challenge patriarchy. Other works, which have 

helped me to write this analysis will also be mentioned in this essay. 

Analysis 

Serena and Offred: From Competition to Collaboration 

This section will consist of two sub-sections where the relationships between Serena and 

Offred, Serena and Nick, Offred and the Commander will be analysed and how the female 

characters compete and dominate each other, and therefore challenge patriarchy. This first sub-

section will focus on the main female characters, Serena and Offred, and analyse the way they 

use each other’s fertility and infertility to dominate or compete with each other, and even 

sometimes collaborate with each other to challenge patriarchy. 

Serena Dominating and Exploiting Offred 

The disgust that Serena feels when she is with Offred and the perception she has of Offred are 

ways to dominate her in order to be more powerful. However, her perception and disgust also 

indicate that Serena is threatened by Offred’s fertility. Offred mentions several times how badly 

Serena treats her, both verbally and physically. Offred also describes how distant and cold 

Serena is when she is in Offred’s company. The reader understands that Serena is not only 

profoundly repulsed by Offred because of her status of Handmaid, but also of Offred’s 

incarnation of the bad woman. Serena and Offred’s relationship is not only based on their status 

of good and bad women but is also based on the fertility and infertility competition between 

them, Serena is also repulsed by the fact that she needs Offred’s body, which she despises, to 

help her to gain a better status among the other Wives. The Wives in Gilead know that they are 

worthier beings than Handmaids and should not be obliged to be in their presence. For instance, 
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Serena’s disgust of her Handmaid suggests that Offred’s badness could contaminate Serena’s 

perfection which Serena shows to Offred through her behaviour: “There is loathing in her voice 

as if the touch of my flesh sickens and contaminates her” (Atwood 106). For Serena, being next 

to Offred is a punishment and she feels humiliated by her infertility and her dependency on 

Offred’s fertility. Offred’s use of the words “loathing”, “sickens” and “contaminates” 

emphasizes how Serena portrays Offred as a bad woman whilst Serena’s role of a good woman 

is enhanced as she appears pure and perfect compared to Offred. Offred also talks about 

Serena’s hateful opinion on Handmaids “‘Little whores, all of them.’” (125). Serena distasteful 

and hateful comment on Handmaids shows that she has the capacity and power to say such 

things in order to reduce Offred to the lowest level possible. Therefore, by treating her 

Handmaid badly, Serena reminds Offred that she is only a tool to her and that her status of Wife 

makes her the one at the head of the household.  Andrea Jonsson also states that Serena is “The 

oppressor of Offred as she executes the oppression set forth by the patriarchy and in line with 

Privet’s argument she thus performs the part traditionally carried out by men” (Jonsson 14). 

Serena indeed performs a man’s behaviour towards Offred, in order to show that she is stronger 

and more powerful than Offred, but it also reveals that Serena does not completely respect 

Gilead’s law as she adopts a man’s behaviour. By objectifying Offred and not behaving as she 

should, Serena appears as ungrateful for having a Handmaid and she appears to the reader as a 

bad woman, challenging patriarchy and disrespecting Gilead’ laws. 

Serena adopts masculine behaviour towards Offred, whom she exploits and competes 

with to show her power. Serena tries to avoid Offred, however, she also sees a possibility to 

gain a better place among the Wives and to become a mother by convincing Offred to have an 

affair with Nick. She bribes and almost seduces Offred into the whole enterprise by promising 

her a picture of her daughter whom she has not seen in many years: ‘“Maybe I could get 

something for you” she says. Because I have been good. “Something you want”, she adds, 

wheedling almost. […] ‘A picture’, she says, as if offering me some juvenile treat […] “Of 

her,” she says. “Your little girl.’” (Atwood 216). Serena’s tempting and motherly tone is only 

used to reduce Offred to a child, as Zarrinjooee and Kalantarian also state in their article: “The 

society of Gilead treats the Handmaids like someone who is immature; they are “kept vulnerable 

and treated as children” (69).  Serena does not want Offred good or to seduce her so she will 

have what she wants. Serena’s behaviour becomes very similar to her husband’s, as she tries to 

reward Offred by tempting her in order to make her sleep with Nick and get pregnant. Therefore, 

Serena reverses the role between men and women. Andrea Jonsson also writes that Serena is in 
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charge of Offred’s life and controls her fate: “[S]he controls and restrains Offred” (Jonsson 10). 

Serena’s control over Offred emphasizes that she has much more power than what she is 

supposed to have, and she uses it to cheat on her husband and to challenge patriarchy. Fiona 

Tolan also offers another analysis and sees the characters (and therefore Serena as well) as 

“categorized in a manner that is seen as limiting and dehumanising” (150). Thus according to 

Tolan, the female characters in Gilead do not have any sort of power at all. However, as Serena 

talks and acts like her husband, she is no longer dehumanised or constricted, and she even 

becomes empowered as she is the one degrading and abusing her Handmaid. Moreover, she 

challenges patriarchy, as her status of good woman is actually the one of a bad woman, therefore 

deconstructing the natural dichotomy, and going against the social norms by exploiting a man 

and her Handmaid for her own benefit. 

Offred Dominating and Threatening Serena 

Offred’s description of her fertility indicates that she competes with Serena and therefore 

challenges the status of good and bad women. Offred knows that Handmaids are essential in 

Gilead as they are the last fertile women. The Wives who are infertile need Handmaids to fulfil 

their status of good-women and mothers and will be seen as fruitful if their Handmaids give 

them a child. However, Offred mocks Serena attempts to wear flowers, a sign of fertility and 

reduces Serena to a ridicule woman. Therefore, Offred sees herself in the role of the good 

woman, as she is fruitful and helpful to Gilead: “Even at her age she still feels the urge to 

wreathe herself in flowers. No use for you […] you’re withered. They’re the genital organ of 

plants” (Atwood 91). Offred mocks Serena’s faded fertility and sees her as an incapable woman, 

which is disrespectful towards Serena who is supposed to be superior to Offred. However, 

Offred elevates her role in Gilead by emphasizing that her reproductive organs are sacred, even 

though they are the reason for her enslaved role in Gilead: “We are two-legged wombs, that’s 

all: sacred vessels, ambulatory chalices” (146). By calling her fertility “sacred,” she sees herself 

as a Holy Miracle, a reincarnation of the Virgin Mary. Just like the chalice, she carries what is 

most sacred, a child, who comes to save mankind and in this case Gilead’s residents. 

Furthermore, as she qualifies herself to holy and sacred objects, and enhances the importance 

of her role, she appears as something good, and therefore a good woman in the eyes of the 

reader and Gilead. In his study, John Gage mentions that the Wives’ clothes are supposed to 

represent “the mantle of the Virgin Mary” (15). However, Offred incarnates the Virgin Mary 

as she sees herself as the container of something sacred, thus deconstructing the dichotomy. 
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This puts Offred in the position of ultimate good woman and both Virgin and Mother. She, 

therefore, competes with Serena by saying that her place in Gilead is more valuable. 

Nonetheless, even if Offred’s views about her status deconstruct the dichotomy, she 

associates her person to a chalice and vessel and therefore objectifies herself.  Indeed, the 

chalice and vessel, even if sacred objects, are still objects that one uses. Offred somehow 

submits to her role of fertile woman by seeing herself as an object and letting Gilead use her 

body. However, even if she unconsciously accepts her objectification, she remains quite 

powerful by distancing herself from the Commander and Serena when she talks about the 

Ceremony, which is when she is most objectified. In her essay, Jadwin mentions Offred’s 

attitude towards the Ceremony and writes: “Though her diction is crude, Offred is careful to 

choose the verb that best describes her position as an object rather than a participant—even the 

kind of unwilling participant that would be characterized by the word “rape”’ (35). Therefore, 

Offred is powerful as she does not accord any importance and respect to the Ceremony. She 

looks down on it and on the Commander and Serena, which gives her the upper hand. In A 

Practical Introduction to Literary Theory and Criticism, M. Keith Booker also writes that 

Offred’s language and depiction of events in Gilead (such as the Ceremony for example) 

“contrast strikingly with the official seriousness of the religious regime in Gilead much in the 

way that François Rabelais’s carnivalesque writing” (269). Again, one sees Offred minimizing 

and ridiculing the importance given to the Ceremony and detaching herself from it, even if she 

is still objectified by her Commander and Serena. Therefore, to be powerful is to reproduce, but 

to reproduce is to obey Gilead rules, which the character is obliged to do. Consequently, the 

narrator does have power over Serena and can compete with her thanks to her fertility, but she 

is nevertheless submissive to Gilead’s patriarchal system as she compares herself to objects and 

is an object to others. 

Offred’s fertility and knowledge of Serena’s ambitions to become a mother and to access 

a more powerful place in Gilead, make her superior and in charge of Serena’s life. Indeed, 

Offred is Serena’s last chance to succeed. However, Offred is also a reminder that Serena has 

failed in Gilead, and echoes to Serena’s past life as she was an activist before becoming a bitter 

and frustrated woman. Stephanie Barbé Hammer writes about Serena in “The World as It Will 

Be? Female Satire and the Technology of Power in The Handmaid’s Tale”: “[T]his high-

ranking wife is a former “total Woman” activist who is enraged and embittered by the existence 

which her successful advocacy now imposes upon her” (411). Even if Serena’s active 

preachment succeeded, she feels captive and restrain as she has to follow her own advocacy. 
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She is dominated by her own rules and she is bitter not to be able to be in charge like she used 

to be. While Serena is disempowered, Offred is in a position of power due to her organs and 

she can control Serena’s future. Indeed, Offred knows that Serena is determined to have a child: 

“She does want that baby” (Atwood 73). Therefore, Offred has more power in her relationship 

with Serena as she is the one who can give that baby whilst Serena must wait and is ashamed 

of her infertility. However, Offred’s hate for Serena makes her hostile to give her child away to 

Serena, and seems to interfere with her getting pregnant: “I merely hated her […] because she 

hated me too and resented my presence, and because she would be the one to raise my child” 

(170). Offred would not like to let Serena raise her child, which goes against Gilead’s law and 

make Serena wait even longer to upgrade her status. Offred controls Serena, both 

psychologically and physically, and makes Serena more submissive to her. Desperate to become 

a mother and elevate her social status, Serena suggests a secret affair between Nick and Offred, 

which proves how determined she is to gild anew her place in society. 

Offred and Serena Collaborating 

Offred and Serena need each other in order to appear as faithful women, which challenges the 

patriarchy and changes the dynamics between Serena and Offred. The novel The Handmaid’s 

Tale’s, many elements are inspired by biblical passages and symbols such as the name of 

Gilead, which is a peaceful place in Palestine in the Old Testament.  However, the novel is 

focused on Rachel and her maid Bilhah. Rachel is a desperate and barren woman who begs her 

husband Jacob to get her maid pregnant in order to give her children: 

And when Rachel saw that she bare Jacob no children, Rachel envied her sister; and said 

unto Jacob, Give me children, or else I die. […]. And she said, Behold my maid Bilhah, 

go in unto her; and she shall bear upon my knees, that I may also have children by her.4 

And she gave him Bilhah her handmaid to wife: and Jacob went in unto her.5 And Bilhah 

conceived, and bare Jacob a son. (Authorized King James Version, Genesis. 30.1-3) 

The system in Gilead uses Rachel as a representation of the Wives. The Wives are barren and 

cannot have children with their husbands just like Rachel. Moreover, the husbands are essential 

to the Wives, as Jacob is essential to Rachel, as “There is no such thing as a sterile man anymore, 

not officially. There are only women who are fruitful and women who are barren, that’s the 

law” (Atwood 71). The Wives, therefore, need their Handmaids, who are the representation of 

Bilhah the fruitful maid, and who will serve as wombs to the Wives in order to give them a 

child and happiness. In his study Jafari mentions that “the role of the Handmaids is thus like 

that of Bilhah, Rachel’s maidservant, to copulate with the Commander in a ceremony that is as 

long as it is complicated in order to conceive a child for the Wife.” (388). Therefore, the roles 
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that the female characters have in Gilead are important and symbolic but create conflicts and 

competition. However, Serena and Offred’s co-dependency questions how important they are 

to one another if they want to survive. Serena (Rachel) will die socially among the Wives if 

Offred (Bilhah) does not give her a child. However, Offred will die physically (as she will be 

sent to the Colony) due to her incapacity to produce a child. Offred’s position is therefore more 

dangerous than Serena’s. Serena would indeed only be socially humiliated if she did not have 

a child. Therefore, in order to survive, Serena uses her Handmaid as a surrogate to become the 

mother of Offred’s child. Therefore, Offred and Serena collaborate in order to survive in Gilead. 

However, Serena and Offred’s collaboration shows that they still have free will and power 

as they plan Offred’s pregnancy with another man and are willing to use their fertility to survive. 

Serena realizes that the Commander cannot give them what they need to survive in Gilead, so 

they seek another “Jacob” to save them: “‘Maybe he can’t’ she says. Does she mean the 

Commander, or God? […]. Either way it’s heresy” (Atwood 215). Serena’s comment is 

dangerous and challenges every principle in Gilead, thus reverses the roles in the Biblical 

passage mentioned previously: it is not the Wives (Rachel) who are barren anymore, but the 

Husbands (Jacob). The narrator even mentions in her diary that a doctor suggested his help, 

knowing that many Commanders were already sterile and that many women have intercourse 

with other men than their Commanders: “‘Lots of women did it’ he goes on. You want a baby, 

don’t you?’ ‘Yes’, I say. It’s true, and I don’t ask why, because I know. Give me a child or else 

I die. There’s no more meaning to it” (Atwood 71). The doctor’s offer gives therefore an excuse 

to seek another man than the Commander to have a child. Furthermore, it proves that Offred 

and Serena are not the only women desperate to have a child and plan a secret pregnancy with 

another man in order to survive. Whilst Serena and Offred behave as they should in the society 

and therefore appear as faithful women, they both secretly disrespect Gilead’s authority and 

men’s power as they use Nick as a surrogate and objectify him. 

Serena and Offred: Exploiting and Manipulating Nick and the Commander 

In the previous sub-section, the focus was on the competition and relationship between the 

female characters in the novel. In this sub-section, the relationships between female and male 

characters will be analysed, especially between Serena and Nick, Offred and Nick, and Offred 

and the Commander. Therefore, I will analyse how the female characters use the male 

characters and exploit them in order to compete with each other and to challenge the patriarchy. 
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Serena Exploiting Nick 

Serena’s crucial role in the romance between Offred and Nick reveals that she exploits her 

Handmaid’s lover to access a higher status among the Wives, thus dominating Nick and 

challenging Gilead’s rules. The competition among the Wives is noticeable in the novel. They 

are jealous of each other, and Offred notices their feigned happiness for a new mother and her 

baby during the episode of the birthday: “Envy radiates from them, I can smell it, a faint wisp 

of acid mingled with their perfume. The Commander’s Wife looks down at the baby as if it’s a 

bouquet of flowers: something she’s won, a tribute” (Atwood 136). Serena’s behaviour during 

the birthday shows that her only wish is to “win” a child in order to receive admiration and 

respect, but she feigns delight with the other Wife to hide her envy.  By secretly using Nick to 

get Offred pregnant, Serena will be able to prove her worth to the other Wives and receive the 

admiration that she so dearly wants. Otherwise, Offred’s unfruitfulness (or The Commander’ 

sterility) will affect Serena as Offred’s fruitfulness is supposed to represent Serena’s fertility. 

Thus, Offred can be seen as an extension of Serena’s body and mind. In this case, Gilead has 

succeeded in making Serena think that her only real achievement as a woman is to breed: “In 

the patriarchal societies, maternity is women’s biological task. Women in Gilead are devalued, 

and they are worthy only for their fertility capacities” (Zarrinjooee, Kalantarian 68).  Therefore, 

Serena needs to control Nick and Offred to fulfil her task. By controlling Nick’s body, Serena 

objectifies Nick, whose sole purpose is to reproduce from now on and is inflicted the same 

treatment that the Handmaids receive. By using Nick, Serena challenges the patriarchy as she 

acts just like the Commander with Offred and reverses the sexual domination perspective as 

she is the one to abuse and degrade a man. Furthermore, Serena becomes a bad woman as she 

does not hesitate to cheat on her husband in order to become a mother and a more important 

woman in Gilead. 

Moreover, not only does Serena use Nick to become a mother and to defy to rules but she 

also uses the financial aspect of their relation to make him accept his new role. This financial 

aspect reveals how Serena’s status is reversed into the one of a bad woman as well as she 

appears abusing towards Nick, and how she uses her power over Offred and Nick to compete 

with the Wives.  When Serena tries to convince Offred to have an affair with Nick, she tells 

Offred that Nick will accept the role of a surrogate. Nick mentions to Offred that he is paid for 

serving Serena, which emphasizes his role as a prostitute in his affair with Offred: ‘“I know it’s 

hard for you” […]. He shrugs. “I get paid”, he says, punk surliness. But still makes no move. I 

get paid, you get laid”’ (Atwood 274). Nick’s indifference to his new role shows that he does 
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not mind being controlled by a woman which is forbidden in Gilead. This also reverses Serena 

and Nick’s rightful status in Gilead as Serena takes the man’s place and Nick accepts his role 

as a Handmaid/ prostitute. Furthermore, Nick has to let Serena have the upper hand because he 

has very little power compared to Serena who is a Wife and he is only a chauffeur and 

handyman in their household.  In his work Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 

Foucault argues that power only becomes “a matter of productive service from individuals in 

their concrete lives” (125). Therefore, Nick is under Serena’s power and Serena is determined 

to produce a child as it is her most important purpose in Gilead. Even if Gilead tries to confine 

her, Serena strives for a better life for herself in Gilead by using all her power and is driven by 

competition with the other female characters. Her behaviour is empowered by her determination 

to become a mother and uses all her skills to outsmart the patriarchy. 

Offred Exploiting Nick 

Offred disobeys the law that forbids sexual relations between men and women, as she exploits 

Nick to fulfil her sexual desires. Offred mentions several times that she is sexually frustrated 

and sometimes thinks about consented sexual intercourse, which she is not allowed to have any 

more. The first time she talks to Nick, they kiss, and she talks about her growing frustration: 

“He puts his hand on my arm, pulls me against him, his mouth on mine, what else comes from 

such denial? Without a word. Both of us shaking, how I’d like to” (Atwood 109). The use of 

the words, “how I’d like to,” reflects Offred’s desire to have intercourse with Nick. However, 

Gilead forbids sexual intercourse if it is not in order to reproduce. In his essay, “Margaret 

Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale and the Dystopian Tradition,” Amin Malak quotes Foucault’s 

The History of Sexuality to illustrate how sex is treated in Gilead: “To deal with sex, power 

employs nothing more than a law of prohibition. Its objective: that sex renounces itself. Its 

instrument: the threat of a punishment” (419). Therefore, Gilead forbids its inhabitants to have 

sex in another purpose than reproduction, as sex should not be seen as any source of pleasure 

but only as a mean of reproduction.  However, even if Gilead forbids Offred to love or to have 

a sexual relationship with a man, Gilead cannot control her feelings or needs. Offred only sees 

her affair and intercourse with the Commander as a transaction, as if they only were doing 

business together and refers to their relationship as “this is serious business” (105). 

Furthermore, during the Ceremony, Offred is not really human anymore but is rather “desexed 

and dehumanised” (Malak 420). However, Offred’s lust does not disappear even under such 

circumstances and what makes Offred’s sexual desires become a reality is Serena’s wish to 

become a mother, which gives Offred the possibility to fulfil her desires. Offred uses Nick to 
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fulfil her wishes and challenges Gilead and the patriarchy. As she starts her affair with Nick, 

her life quality changes, enhancing the competitive relationship between the two women. 

Moreover, Offred’s power in her relationship with Nick emphasizes that she as the upper-

hand and uses Nick to satisfy her desires. For Offred, it is no longer a question of getting 

pregnant, but a way to satisfy her needs, and this is why she continues to meet Nick in secret. 

Offred is selfish during her affair with Nick as she does not wonder about what Nick feels and 

only sees him as a tool: “I did not do it for him, but for myself entirely. I didn’t even think I 

was giving myself to him” (280). Offred’s selfishness also indicates that those encounters with 

Nick are the only moments when she feels that she does something for herself and is not 

restrained by Gilead’s rules. Her behaviour also emphasizes her role as a bad woman in her 

relationship with Nick, as she exploits him. In her study, Georgia Parlama states that “Offred is 

in control in their relationship, because she gives her body and receives Nick’s sperm in 

exchange, but he receives nothing for his offer, except pleasure. Considering that men always 

give in order to take something back, the one that has the upper hand here is Offred” (37). As 

Parlama mentions, Nick does not receive anything in exchange and is reduced to the pleasure 

he gives to Offred. Just as with Serena, Nick submits to Offred and takes the role of the 

Handmaid whilst Offred uses and exploits him like the male characters (the Commanders) do 

with the female characters. Therefore, she reverses the sexual domination perspective and 

challenges patriarchy by adopting a man’s attitude towards Nick. 

However, Offred’s relationship with Nick is also a protest against Gilead’s law, as she 

wants to feel loved by someone, even if it is forbidden. Offred does want to feel pleasure but 

she also wants to be loved and appreciated hence why she goes back to Nick every night and 

gradually fall in love with him: “I went back to Nick. Time after time, on my own” (Atwood 

280). Even if seeing Nick in secret is extremely dangerous for her, Offred seems to be driven 

by love although she tells the reader that there is no love allowed in Gilead, not even affection. 

Gilead succeeds in controlling the most private moments of its residents, forcing them to stay 

away from each other. Love is even seen as a futile and loathsome concept: “‘Love? Said the 

Commander […]. Oh yes, he said, I’ve read the magazines, that’s what they were punish , 

wasn’t it? But look at the stats, my dear. Was it really worth it falling in love?”’ (Atwood 232). 

Men in Gilead do not see love or sexuality as a romantic or pleasurable concept, but as “a 

question of political power” (Booker 80). Even the Aunts try to educate the Handmaids to forget 

everything about love: ‘“Love’, said Aunt Lydia with distaste. ‘Don’t let me catch you at it […] 

Love is not the point’” (Atwood 232). However, Offred still believes in love and feels that she 
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needs it to survive and feel alive as Staels writes: “this belief in the power of love and life is 

key to her own survival” (Staels 168). Furthermore, Offred gradually feels more accustomed to 

her body and claims her right to be loved, thus creating her own passive revolt (Atwood 282). 

According to Tara Van den Neste, Offred’s affair with Nick makes her happier and gives her 

purpose in her life. She feels useful and appreciated by a man (38). Van den Neste also states 

that Offred is “no longer merely a usable body” (Atwood 172). Offred’s life becomes more 

bearable and enviable. As she gains love and attention from Nick, Offred is more fulfilled than 

Serena, who is neglected by her husband and suffers from the prohibition of love and 

relationships in Gilead. As Offred falls in love with Nick, she challenges Gilead and competes 

for love and recognition. 

Offred Manipulating the Commander 

Offred manipulates the Commander and gains power by using her body and femininity, thus 

regaining power over her body and also becoming a good woman in the eyes of the Commander. 

In the Commander’s office, Offred has the upper hand, as she soon learns how to manipulate 

him. She also recalls what Aunt Lydia told her at the Red-Centre: “‘Men are sex-machines,’ 

said Aunt Lydia, ‘and not much more. They only want one thing. You must learn to manipulate 

them, for your own good’” (Atwood 153). Therefore, Offred suggests that she is allowed to use 

her charms and body to make the Commander obey her. She also mentions that she has used 

her body to seduce men just like she does with the Commander. Her charms make her aware of 

her power over them, such as when she seduces the young soldiers in Gilead: “I move my hips 

a little, feeling the full red skirt sway around me […]. I enjoy the power […]. I hope they get 

hard at the sight of us” (32). By deploying her charms, Offred becomes more aware of her body 

and feels less objectified and more empowered. She also learns that if she kisses the 

Commander every time he asks her to, she will be able to have the upper hand over him: “I 

know I have to take seriously, this desire of his. It could be important, it could be a passport” 

(154). Offred refers to the Commander’s desire to kiss her as a possibility to give her more 

power and to challenge patriarchy. Her status of bad woman also changes as she appropriates 

and competes for Serena’s place in the Commander’s heart. Van den Neste also writes about 

Offred’s power over Serena and the Commander in her intimacy with the Commander. Van den 

Neste argues that the connection with the Commander makes Offred feel like a Wife (42). 

Furthermore, by reviving her lost femininity, Offred is no longer objectified but empowered, 

whilst the Commander is dominated and used for his influence, which therefore does not make 

her a victim anymore. Offred is active in her protest even if the Commander does not realise 
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what she is doing. However, Stephanie Barbé Hammer writes about Offred’s behaviour and 

qualifies her as passive, as being “a woman who has, for the most part, lived by watching others 

do” (413). She also writes that Offred does not have any control and never had any control over 

her life. However, I do not agree with this opinion, but see Offred as a subtler and more discreet 

protester. Indeed, Offred knows that she has some sort of power over the Commander: “I have 

power over him, of any sort but I do” (221). It is the fact that she knows that she has some 

power over her Commander that makes her more active in her protest and aware of the 

possibility of gaining even more power by playing the Commander. Therefore, Offred 

challenges Gilead’s patriarchy by manipulating the Commander. 

Offred manipulates the Commander to have what she wants and also uses him to learn 

more about Gilead. Therefore, as she learns more about the system, she becomes more educated 

than most women in Gilead. Offred feels more at ease with the Commander and starts asking 

him for more information, such as who the Handmaid before her was, why and how Gilead has 

become what it is “‘I would like to know”. It sounds indecisive, stupid even, I say it without 

thinking. “Know what?” he says. “Whatever there is to know” I say; but that’s too flippant. 

“What’s going on.’” (Atwood 198). The Commander answers her and even takes her to places 

like Jezebels, where Offred sees where men’s real power is. Offred’s status also changes as the 

Commander treats her as a confidant and sees her as a good woman and competes with Serena’s 

place as the Commander’s Wife. Offred figures that she can learn more about Gilead when the 

Commander needs to explain why the men had to make many drastic changes in society. It is 

during those moments of confessions that Offred can manipulate the Commander and ask him 

more about Gilead: “he wishes to explain things, justify himself […]. The problem wasn’t only 

with the women, he says. The main problem was with the men. There was nothing for them 

anymore” (221). Therefore, the Commander becomes a victim while Offred who knows more 

than what she is supposed to, is able to judge him for his crimes. It gives her the upper hand as 

well as some degree of independence. In another analysis, Zarrinjooee and Kalantarian argue 

that “The Handmaid’s situation corresponds to Beauvoir’s assertion about the definition of 

woman by man that is a woman is not an “autonomous being” (69). Zarrinjooee and Kalantarian 

write that Handmaids (Offred) cannot control or do anything out of their role which men gave 

them. However, I do not agree as it can be seen that Offred does make decisions and make 

moves independently and autonomously from the role she is given and from her Commander. 

For example, Offred asks more about Gilead and chooses to risk her life to know more about 

the system. Fredrik Pettersson writes about Offred’s need for knowledge and points out that 
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knowledge is more important to Offred than any material things that she could get from the 

Commander: “What she really wants is knowledge. It is not knowing the real “truth” that is 

worst for her. Keeping people in ignorance is an important device for the regime since one 

cannot exert any resistance without knowledge of an alternative. Resistance is based on a 

“cause”, which, in its own right, is based on an understood “truth” (10). Pettersson highlights 

that the characters cannot go against Gilead’s law as most of them do not know Gilead, and 

thus have no choice but to obey. However, Pettersson suggests that if Offred knows about 

Gilead’s system, she will be able to resist and create her own protest against Gilead. Offred, 

therefore, becomes more empowered by knowing the truth and can passively resist Gilead’s 

authority. Offred then has more power than the Commander who becomes a tool to her, 

therefore reversing the roles in society. 

Conclusion 

The competition and relationships between the female and male characters in The Handmaid’s 

Tale show that the female characters, Serena and Offred, have more power than expected. 

Serena and Offred, still have some sort of power that they use to revendicate their rights, even 

if it implies betraying each other and not supporting one another. Serena represents a woman 

who is determined to reach her goals and indifferent to what the consequences or whom she 

hurts. To succeed, she abandons her role of perfect Wife and takes a man’s role in the novel. 

Serena and the Commander are often compared in my essay, showing that Serena mimics him 

in order to be able to upgrade her status as a Wife and to survive in Gilead. For Offred’s part, 

even if she is at the bottom of the hierarchy in terms of freedom, she still manages to make her 

life bearable and becomes the one in the household who controls all the other characters. Most 

of Gilead’s residents assume that Handmaids are the most affected by Gilead’s authority and 

rigidity as they have almost no rights left. Nevertheless, it is the Handmaids, through Offred’s 

example, who are the ones in control in the residents’ households and who eventually become 

more powerful. Offred, therefore, holds the power over Serena, the Commander and Nick. Even 

if she sometimes is defeated by Gilead’s law, she nevertheless is powerful in her role of 

Handmaid. This study also showed that men like the Commander and Nick are not as powerful 

as they are supposed to be. The Commander and Nick are controlled and exploited by Offred 

and Serena. Therefore, Serena and Offred are not completely controlled by Gilead’s patriarchal 

society and protest by challenging it through the reversal of roles placed upon them by Gilead 

and the manipulation of men. 
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This essay offered some new perspectives about women’s relationships with each other, 

and women’s relationship with men in The Handmaid’s Tale. Female characters in The 

Handmaid’s Tale do not necessarily need to support each other to succeed, but compete with 

each other to be more successful in Gilead, unlike Strommen’s study where he writes that “the 

ideology of ‘sisterhood’ emphasized the power of women’s friendships to transform and 

validate the self” (1977). On the contrary, women in Gilead are more empowered if they are on 

their own. Even if they can collaborate in order to survive, they do it to defeat Gilead’s authority 

and compete with others, by using their fertility or infertility but also by exploiting men. 

However, each small protest that the female characters do, even if against each other, is a 

revendication for their rights, therefore they form a unity. The male characters do not hold 

absolute power over the female characters and are not as in control of their civil liberties as they 

think they are. Therefore, even if Gilead is a dystopic and confining country for all female 

citizens, including Offred and Serena, it fails to control them completely. 
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