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Abstract 

This essay shows how Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) functions as a 

critique of patriarchal society as it depicts a dystopic, dismantled society where women are 

divided into societal groups on biological grounds. Based on socialist feminist literary theory, 

an analysis is carried out of two of the female characters, Offred and Serena Joy, who are both 

oppressed by a patriarchal, totalitarian government; an oppression that is manifested in 

different ways. Offred is used as a tool to provide children and Serena Joy is confined within 

the home. The focus of the analysis is on the oppression of these two characters by the 

patriarchal government through the removal of their rights due to their gender. Red and blue, 

the two colors used to mark their different societal groups, are analyzed to show how they 

affect the reader’s perception of these characters and how the novel demonstrates the division 

of women visually.  

  

Keywords: Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, dystopia, feminism, socialist feminism, 
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Sammanfattning på svenska 

Denna uppsats visar hur Margaret Atwoods roman Tjänarinnans berättelse (1985) fungerar 

som en kritik mot ett patriarkalt samhälle. Denna kritik tar sig uttryck genom en dystopisk 

skildring av ett samhälle där kvinnor delas in i sociala grupper baserat på deras biologiska 

förutsättningar. Med utgångspunkt i socialistisk feministisk litteraturteori görs en 

karaktärsanalys av två av de kvinnliga karaktärerna, Offred och Serena Joy. De är båda 

förtryckta av det patriarkala, totalitära styret, ett förtryck som tar sig uttryck på olika sätt. 

Offred används som ett verktyg för att öka barnafödandet och Serena Joy är isolerad i 

hemmet. Analysen fokuserar på förtryckandet av de två karaktärerna baserat på borttagandet 

av deras tidigare rättigheter på grund av deras kön. Röd och blå, två färger som används för 

att markera deras sociala grupp, analyseras för att påvisa hur de påverkar läsarens uppfattning 

av karaktärerna och hur romanen rent visuellt kategoriserar kvinnor i olika grupper.  

 

Nyckelord: Margaret Atwood, Tjänarinnans berättelse, dystopi, feminism, socialistisk 
feminism, färgsymbolik 
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On the wall hang the three women from this morning, still in their dresses, still in their 

shoes, still with the white bags over their heads. Their arms have been untied and are 

stiff and proper at their sides. The blue one is in the middle, the two red ones on either 

side, though the colours are no longer as bright; they seem to have faded, grown dingy, 

like dead butterflies or tropical fish drying on land. (Atwood 295)  

Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) tells the story of Offred, a Handmaid 

in the state Gilead, located in what used to be part of the United States where the government 

has been overthrown by a religious party that now controls the state and its residents. Offred’s 

role as a Handmaid is to provide children to the important and successful men in the state 

whose wives are infertile; Handmaids are issued to a household by the totalitarian 

government. The Wife of her household, Serena Joy, is the one in charge of Offred and has 

the power to control her fate. The novel depicts a patriarchal society in which men have 

power over the female population, but it also portrays female antagonists as enforcers of these 

patriarchal structures. In this essay, the two opposite characters of Offred and Serena Joy are 

analyzed from a socialist feminist point of view to show that Atwood’s novel presents a 

critique of patriarchal values through its dystopic depiction of a fictional society that divides 

women into societal classes and forces them to enforce patriarchal values.  

Offred and Serena Joy are antagonists that complement each other. Offred is the 

protagonist and focalizing character of the novel, while Serena Joy is a minor character, yet 

the power dynamic between these two characters plays an important role in the critique of 

patriarchy presented in The Handmaid’s Tale. Offred is used as a breeding stock to 

complement Serena Joy’s lacking fertility. Offred functions as the reader’s eyes in this new 

society, as she presents thoughts both on pre-Gilead and her new situation. Serena Joy 

functions primarily as patriarchy’s implementer as she advocates traditional gender roles and 

family values. Their opposition is also socially manifested as they are classified into different 

social groups based on their biological abilities which is manifested by different colors on 

their clothes. The two colors that they are assigned, red and blue, are opposites that often 

denote contrasting meanings, such as hot and cold; love and death. These two colors function 

to strengthen the opposition between them and the reader’s perception of the characters 

Serena Joy and Offred. After giving a brief overview of the novel and the theoretical 

framework used, I first analyze Offred, the main character and narrator of the novel, before 
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analyzing Serena Joy. I then show how these two characters function in Atwood’s dystopic 

critique of patriarchy’s division of women.  

In Gilead, women are forced by the patriarchal government to function as resources for 

the society depending on their fertility and their occupation pre-Gilead. The overtaking of the 

government started with small things after an attack on the president and congress in order to 

make it more secure. After a while, all economical assets belonging to women were frozen 

and on the same day women were dismissed from their workplaces: “Any account with an F 

on it instead of an M. All they needed to do is push a few buttons. We’re cut off. … Women 

can’t hold property any more, she said. It’s a new law” (Atwood 187). In the decades leading 

up to Gilead, childbirth decreased due to radiation from toxic waste and nuclear weapons, 

resulting in both male and female infertility. In Gilead, women who are still fertile are 

assigned the roles of Handmaids, as is Offred. The arrangement with Handmaids is based on 

selected extracts from biblical texts in which Rachel is unable to give Jacob a child and 

therefore gives him her handmaid, Bilhah, who carries her child in Rachel’s place: “Behold 

my maid Bilhah, go in unto her; and she shall bear upon my knees, that I may also have 

children by her” (Atwood 7). All Handmaids have been assigned a patronymic name with the 

prefix ‘of’ to show which man the Handmaid belongs to: Offred is thus the property of Fred. 

The women in Gilead have literally become nameless and powerless. Their social status is 

further undermined as they are also divided into social groups that are color coded to 

differentiate the groups from each other.  

There are six categories of women in this new society: the Wives, who are wives to the 

powerful and important men; the Handmaids, fertile women who are issued to those 

households where the Wives are infertile; Marthas, who are servants and kitchen maids; 

Econowives, who are the Wives of the poor and less powerful men of Gilead but who also 

perform the duty of Marthas and if possible, a Handmaid and the Aunts, who instruct and 

educate the Handmaids at Red Centers before they are assigned to a household (together with 

the Wives they are the highest ranked category of women). Lastly, there are the Unwomen 

who are sent to the Colonies where they clean up toxic waste. Each category of women has its 

own color to show their function, by Fiona Tolan described as social status marked by a color 

code (150). The Wives wear blue, the Handmaids red, the Marthas wear a dull green and the 

Econowives’ dresses are white with stripes in blue, green and red. The arrangement of having 

a child through a Handmaid is not based on pleasure and is not something that is supposed to 

be enjoyed. The Ceremony, as the act is called, takes place once a month and it starts with the 
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husband reading biblical texts while the whole household is gathered: Wife, Handmaid and 

servants.  

The novel’s dystopic setting highlights the negative aspects of the patriarchal values 

upheld in Gilead. Defined by Merriam-Webster Dictionary, a dystopia is “an imaginary place 

where people lead dehumanized and often fearful lives” (“Dystopia”).  Lyman Tower Sargent 

defines a literary dystopia as a fictional society that a contemporary reader perceives as being 

worse than the society that one lives in (Sargent 9). For a contemporary reader of Atwood’s 

novel, the restriction of female rights and the use of women as breeding stock in the novel is 

far from the reality in a modern, more equal society. An additional aspect that contributes to 

the novel functioning as a critique is offered by Raffaella Baccolini who differentiates 

dystopic novels, where readers are left with little hope, from critical dystopic novels and 

argues that, in Atwood’s novel, there is resistance and hope thanks to the absence of 

subjugation (520). Instead of depicting Offred as crushed under the government’s demands, 

something that according to Baccolini is a common feature of dystopic novels, there is hope 

within the novel, both for her as a protagonist but also for the reader (520). Baccolini argues 

that this aspect is characteristic for the critical dystopic novel, together with the presence of a 

collective memory (520). By letting the individual memory develope into a collective 

memory, hope is still present (Baccolini 521). In Atwood’s novel this is portrayed as Offred 

has conversations both with Ofglen, another Handmaid, and with Moira, her friend from pre-

Gilead. Although, Baccolini states, this notion of hope is not a guarantee for a utopian ending 

(521) and in Atwood’s novel, readers are left with their hope that Offred managed to escape 

Gilead but have no certainty. Lastly, Baccolini also considers blended genres to be typical for 

the critical dystopia, and in Atwood’s novel the diary form is combined with epistolary 

features (Baccolini 520).  

An opposite view of this dystopic aspect of the novel is presented by Fiona Tolan who 

in her book on Atwood’s works reasons on how parts of the dystopic world of Gilead could 

be considered a form of feminist utopia as the women are freed from the fear of men that they 

used to have pre-Gilead (Tolan 152). Women are no longer objectified and do not have to fear 

abuse or rape as they now are protected in their assigned roles (Tolan 151). This is expressed 

by one of the Aunts: “There is more than one kind of freedom, said Aunt Lydia. Freedom to 

and freedom from. In the days of anarchy, it was freedom to. Now you are being given 

freedom from. Don’t underrate it” (Atwood 34). Tolan argues that the Handmaids, at the Red 

Center, are in a form of utopia as it is an all-female environment where women teach other 

women (Tolan 152). Although Gilead as a society might not be a feminist utopia, Tolan 
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argues that it reaches feminist goals as women will be united further down the road (152). 

This is also the message that is conveyed by Aunt Lydia: “There can be bonds of real 

affection, she said, blinking at us ingratiatingly, under such conditions. Women united for a 

common end!” (Atwood 171). Through a socialist feminist analysis of the characters, I show 

that Gilead is not a utopia and that the patriarchal division of women in Gilead contributes to 

the novel functioning as a critique. 

Socialist feminist literary criticism has its roots in feminist literary theory, described by 

Lois Tyson as a theory that “examines the ways in which literature (and other cultural 

productions) reinforces or undermines the economic, political, social, and psychological 

oppression of women” (83). This oppression of women is, among other things, being upheld 

by traditional gender roles that make it possible to justify unequal conditions in the workplace 

and in society as a whole (Tyson 85). These gender roles prescribe different qualities and 

abilities to the sexes that produce a view that men are more suitable to be in high positions in 

politics, corporations and in the academic world (Tyson 85) and this is clearly the case in The 

Handmaid’s Tale too. According to Tyson, this is due to a general view on men as superior to 

women: men are seen as strong, decisive and rational while women are more nurturing and 

irrationally emotional, weak and submissive, qualities more fitting for family life and minor 

roles in the work place (85-86).  These traditional gender roles contribute to the notion of 

marriage as a form of saving and guarantee for female happiness, and a way of controlling 

female sexuality (Tyson 89), roles that has been used in the creation of roles in The 

Handmaid’s Tale. Socialist feminist theory has taken aspects from Marxist theory, and as 

defined by Deborah L. Madsen, it focuses on the oppressive power relationships that are 

found in society and how they are strengthened by the roles produced in families (Madsen 

184). Thus, the family is the place where male domination and female subordination are 

learned (Madsen 185). In the society of The Handmaid’s Tale, families are destroyed and new 

families are created in which gender imbalances and male domination are built in. Socialist 

feminism also examines how patriarchy and capitalism cross paths in terms of power 

relationship and oppression (Madsen 186) and below I show how complicated the relationship 

between capitalism and women’s rights is in The Handmaid’s Tale. Socialist feminism 

compares women to the proletariat and men to the bourgeoisie where the female ability to 

carry children is considered as a form of production where the product can be sold or traded 

(Madsen 194), which makes the theory particularly suitable for the analysis of this novel. 

Madsen presents the work of socialist feminists like Juliet Mitchell, Sheila Rowbotham and 
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Zillah Eisenstein, and a selection of their concepts are used in my analysis of the two 

characters, such as the domestic family roles and the oppression of women within the home.  

The Handmaid’s Tale has been the subject of numerous feminist analyses and Katharyn 

Privett’s article on the subject shows how, even though it is a patriarchal society, a matriarchy 

consisting of the Wives and Aunts enforces the desires set forth by the men (265). In addition, 

she points to Offred’s body being a symbol of enslavement but also of survival, as it is thanks 

to it that she will avoid the Colonies (Privett 266). Offred does not only tell the story about 

Gilead but also of her pre-Gilead life and how the religious party made small, subtle changes 

that finally allowed the coup d'état. By allowing Offred to remember the pre-Gilead time, 

Atwood makes it clear to the reader that she has had an everyday life, just as everyone has. 

This strengthens the feeling that it could happen to anyone at any time and as the level of her 

oppression is revealed, the reader’s sympathy for her becomes a natural feeling. The reason 

for the derogation of female rights is that men felt that women were too independent which 

made traditional marriage and gender roles redundant. In this new society, men again have 

control and the ability to feel. Offred’s Commander justifies their actions as “Better never 

means better for everyone, he says. It always means worse, for some” (Atwood 222).  As the 

reader gets insight into her thoughts as well as actions, Offred as a character becomes round 

and dynamic, which the flashbacks from her pre-Gilead life contributes to. Offred is the 

focalizing character, and some parts and aspects of the story are naturally left out if she is not 

involved. As she tells the reader both of her positive and negative personality traits, one could 

consider her being more reliable as a narrator, but as she withholds both her and others’ real 

names from the reader her reliability is reduced. This becomes clear in the Historical Notes 

that function as an epilogue to the novel, as there are no historical records of some of the 

names that she uses (Atwood 321). In addition, she herself explains that she does not 

remember exactly how things happened as she could not write them down the moment they 

took place (Atwood 255). Also, Offred sometimes narrates alternative scenarios, as when she 

meets Nick and tells two different stories before she concludes that she is not sure how it 

happened (Atwood 273-275). Her reliability could therefore be questioned as there is no way 

for the reader to be sure of any of the events that she describes but it could also function to 

strengthen the sense of reality in the novel, since it is hard to remember something in detail 

after it has happened. Uncertainty about Offred’s reliability therefore makes the novel more 

universal; Offred could be anyone at any time. 

The Handmaids are not supposed to spend time alone with their Commanders; they are 

only to meet during the Ceremonies. But one evening, the Commander’s driver Nick finds 
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Offred to tell her that the Commander wishes to see her in his office the following evening 

(Atwood 109-110). This of course puzzles Offred as it is forbidden; not even his Wife is 

allowed in his office: it is not a place for women (Atwood 146). To go to him would be 

breaking the rules, but disobeying his request would also be unacceptable. She complies with 

his wish and goes to his office:  

My presence here is illegal. It’s forbidden for us to be alone with the Commanders. We 

are for breeding purposes: we aren’t concubines, geisha girls, courtesans. On the 

contrary: everything possible has been done to remove us from that category. There is 

supposed to be nothing entertaining about us, no room is to be permitted for the 

flowering secret lusts; no special favours are to be wheedled, by them or us, there are to 

be no toeholds for love. We are two-legged wombs, that’s all: sacred vessels, 

ambulatory chalices. … He isn’t supposed to meddle in such household discipline, 

that’s women’s business. … There’s no doubt about who holds the real power (Atwood 

146).  

This quote explicitly demonstrates the function of the Handmaids to the reader as Offred 

describes them as not being for pleasure; they are not geisha girls or courtesans. As they are 

clothed in heavy, robe-like dresses that cover up the shape of their bodies, there is supposed to 

be nothing left for men to desire about them. Offred’s description of the Handmaids as 

ambulatory chalices and sacred vessels connects their use further to the religiosity and belief 

that govern the state. Nevertheless, Offred is invited by the Commander; an act that she is 

sure has a sexual purpose. As it turns out, she is only invited there to play Scrabble – at first, 

he desires her intellect and thoughts, not her body, but this soon develops into a physical 

desire as he takes her to Jezebel’s, a gentlemen’s club for Gilead’s wealthy, influential men.  

That is, she is once more used as a belonging, a decoration for him to show off to other men 

that occupy the same high positions as he does in Gilead. 

Offred’s part in this patriarchal, dystopic society is forced upon her as she has to 

perform the work of carrying children for the prominent women in Gilead who themselves are 

infertile. Another way that Gilead’s government works to weaken the female population is by 

excluding them from society. As stated by Madsen, socialist feminist theory focuses on the 

use of maternity and childbearing that function as a subordination excluding women from 

society and public life; it is one of the gendered inequalities of social life (189). Giving birth 

is the duty of Handmaids, and when a Handmaid is to give birth, the other Handmaids are 

summoned to assist her; it is a collective act. The remainder of her time Offred spends in her 
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room, isolated from the rest of the household, or on walks to the store together with another 

Handmaid, Ofglen. Thus, even though Offred is used simply to produce a child for the 

Commander and the Wife and will not become a mother in the traditional sense, she is still 

excluded from society and from the company of other persons. She is only allowed to spend 

time in her room or in the kitchen, with the exception of Ceremonies and her shopping walks. 

She has no means of communication and no way of interaction except with Marthas and an 

empty, template conversation based on weather and blessedness with her walking partner, the 

Handmaid Ofglen. Rowbotham quotes feminist Simone de Beauvoir’s famous work The 

Second Sex (1949), where woman is described as: “the Other at the heart of a whole whose 

two components are necessary to each other” (de Beauvoir 29; vol. 1 intro). The quote 

emphasizes how man and woman cannot function without the other due to biology 

(Rowbotham qtd in Madsen 191). In Atwood’s novel, a third party is included when biology 

fails, making man, Wife and Handmaid the three components that together complete each 

other, but still with man in charge: “There’s no doubt about who holds the real power” 

(Atwood 146). Offred is, as she herself describes it “for breeding purposes” (Atwood 146) 

only and she has no say in the matter, as she performs the duties of a Handmaid.  

In the household, Offred’s ability to bear children is used as a product that she provides 

the Commander and Serena Joy with in order to keep herself safe. The independence and 

autonomy that is a key aspect of an equal society and that Offred had Pre-Gilead has been 

taken away from her. She had independence and control, both over herself and her body, but 

in the new state of Gilead she has neither. According to Madsen, women’s lack of control 

over their bodies and rights is generally compared to workers’ lack of control over their labor 

and products in socialist feminism (191). The patriarchy has given women a role which they 

must fit into (Madsen 191). In Atwood’s novel, Offred must fit herself into the role decided 

for her by the patriarchal government; she no longer has any independence or autonomy as 

her Commander, and his Wife, are the ones in charge of her. If she should make a mistake or 

behave in an unacceptable way, he can have her reported and sent to the Colonies. He is in 

control and holds the power, both in the household and in society, even though they both have 

been academically educated and were formerly viewed as equal citizens. In addition, her role 

as a Handmaid can be analyzed as an exchange of services where she provides her fertility in 

order to keep herself safe and protected by the Commander. Offred, by being a Handmaid, 

gets to survive and can avoid being sentenced as an Unwoman, in line with Privett’s 

reasoning that Offred’s body is both the tool for enslavement and oppression but also of 

safety (266).  
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In Gilead, women’s rights have been heavily reduced, but in the pre-Gilead era, thanks 

to the expansion of capitalism, women as a collective became stronger and patriarchy’s power 

thus was weakened, resulting in an increased equality. Here, the socialist feminist analogy 

between women and workers fails: capitalism in general is considered bad as it oppresses 

workers, but in the novel it instead becomes associated with freedom for women. As Offred 

and the other women were deprived, first of their money, assets and occupation and later their 

rights over their own bodies and reproduction, the patriarchal government could again 

strengthen their power and hold over the female part of society.  

The freedom of deciding over her own relationships is also withheld from Offred as her 

relations are strongly limited. Eisenstein has shown how a common view in most societies is 

that sexual relations resulting in maternity within marriage are positive as they are associated 

with family and give motherhood a positive, desirable connotation, but sexual relations 

outside of a marriage become illegitimate (in Madsen 196). Offred together with the 

Commander and his Wife perform the Ceremony where conception is hopefully achieved, an 

act that could be considered adulterous; The Commander and Serena Joy are married and by 

engaging in the Ceremony, they break one of the Christian commandments of not committing 

adultery. But by using the passage about Jacob and Leah, the government has found precedent 

to justify the Ceremony. The Ceremony then correlates with the patriarchal values, thus 

making the act an allowable exception.  

Offred does exert some control over her relations and, at great risk to herself, she is also 

engaged in an illicit sexual relationship with Nick, another man in the household and the 

Commander’s driver. Even though it is suspected to occur within several households, this is 

not sanctioned, as Offred belongs only to the Commander; she is only his to use. This is a 

clear example of how the system is hypocritical and contradictory as women are used as 

belongings to men, but only to the influential and wealthy ones. The relationship with Nick 

starts on Serena Joy’s initiative, as she suspects the Commander of being sterile and unable to 

make Offred pregnant, but Offred continues to see him after their initial, thought to be only, 

meeting. This relationship, if discovered, could lead to Offred being relabeled to an 

Unwoman, even though the Ceremonies should be considered more adulterous in Gilead as 

the Commander is married and Nick is not. Offred is not in a traditional relationship with 

either of them but belongs to the Commander, decided by the patriarchal ruling. The moral 

power lies with the religious government, who have the power to decide what is right and 

wrong. In her life before the government shifted, Offred had an affair with a married man. 

This man later became her husband as he divorced his former wife, but for a period, she was 
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an adulteress, performing a sin that goes against one of the Christian commandments. Similar 

to Hester in The Scarlet Letter (1864), Offred is being punished for her sin. Hester is forced to 

wear the scarlet colored ‘A’ which shows everyone around her that she has sinned; her shame 

must be carried for all to see. For Offred, the red dress functions in a similar way as everyone 

can see what her function is and what she is used for: a tool for conception. As she has sinned 

pre-Gilead, her punishment is to be a Handmaid, due to her remaining fertility. Offred was 

considered an adulterer; what differs from the arrangement with Serena Joy and the 

Commander, according to the ones in charge in Gilead, is that the latter has biblical 

precedents which distinct the two. Offred’s role in this arrangement is therefore sanctioned by 

the state and no longer a crime.  

By using this categorization of women into different groups, the government oppresses 

the female population. Offred, being a Handmaid, has been given the color red to show which 

group of women she belongs to. All of her material belongings are in this color: her clothes 

and her shoes, her bag and umbrella. Red is also used to signal special places for the 

Handmaids; at gatherings, red pillows are used for them to kneel on. The so-called 

Birthmobiles used to transport Handmaids to births are painted red, with a siren signaling that 

there are Handmaids on the way. It is a heavy, strong red that, clothes-wise, works to isolate 

the Handmaids’ bodies by using a heavy, dense fabric for their clothes, removing every risk 

of exposure. The red clothing becomes a symbol for the Handmaids, by others considered 

something bad: “it’s the red dress she disapproves of, and what it stands for. She thinks I may 

be catching, like a disease or any form of bad luck” (Atwood 19-20). Other things associated 

with the color is blood and red tulips; in Serena Joy’s garden, Offred observes the crimson red 

tulips (Atwood 22) which during the novel blossom out more and more: “opening, no longer 

winecups but chalices; thrusting themselves up” (Atwood 55). She also compares the color of 

the tulips with bloodstains on a hanged man (Atwood 43). These associations together with 

the historical connotations contribute to the perception of her as a character.  

Historically, red has been closely connected to blood and as a result it has been a warm, 

life-giving color, a denotation that has been traced back to early Sanskrit as well as Latin 

(Gage, Colour and Meaning 110). Similarly, it has been seen as an earthly color (Gage, 

Colour and Culture 207). In different cultures, colors are believed to belong more to one of 

the genders, and a common view is that red, with its warmth, is more feminine but also a 

sensual color (Gage, Colour and Meaning 36; Colour and Culture 248). Red has also been 

used with negative connotations, such as in The Scarlet Letter mentioned above. In Jane Eyre 

(1847), like in The Handmaid’s Tale, red is a symbol for isolation when Jane is locked away 
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in her dead uncle’s room, the red-room, where she is left alone. Warmth, earthly, blood and 

life-giving, sensuality and femininity, sin, isolation and adultery are the connotations with the 

color red used in this analysis of Offred to show how the color contributes to readers’ 

perception of her and to the dystopian depiction of patriarchy in the novel.  

These aspects of red add to the perception of Offred as a character in a subtle way as the 

reason for the color is never explained to the reader. Offred herself, on several occasions, 

refers to her clothing as fiery and warm due to its thickness but also as the color “sucks in 

heat and blazes with it at the same time” (Atwood 213). She, in her role as Handmaid, is the 

very representation of being life-giving as it is her only task in Gilead. This makes her the 

very essence of a woman, as giving birth is the most female ability to have. As she still has 

her fertility, she is still connected to earth. Another feminine quality with strong connotations 

to red is sensuality. Offred and the other Handmaids are not supposed to be desired, but 

despite this they are desired nonetheless. They are a symbol for the most feminine act, 

childbearing, and their function is for the men to have intercourse with. Even though the 

Ceremony is not sensual or an act of pleasure, Offred’s Commander starts to desire her as a 

woman. The description of the red tulips as “chalices; thrusting themselves up” (Atwood 55) 

adds to this connotation of sensuality and fertility as they are closely connected with Offred 

and her red dress. The connotation between red and blood is strong and for Offred blood 

comes to symbolize failure as menstruation is a sign of a failed Ceremony where no 

conception has taken place: “Each month I watch for blood, fearfully, for when it comes it 

means failure. I have failed once again to fulfil the expectations of others, which have become 

my own.” (Atwood 83). In her role as a Handmaid, she is isolated from the rest of society but 

has also been separated from her husband and daughter and does not know whether either of 

them is still alive.  

Serena Joy, the Wife of the Commander and the other female participant in the 

Ceremony, is in many ways Offred’s opposite. Together with her husband she is in charge 

over Offred as long as she is posted in their household. She is a minor character, but she is 

central for how the novel plays out as she and Offred are opposing characters. Serena Joy is 

only described and presented through Offred’s eyes and thoughts, but as very small and subtle 

things, such as shifts in facial expressions, are described, she too becomes a rounded 

character. As she makes decisions and acts in ways that are against the rules, she also comes 

across as dynamic and less predictable than if she only followed the rules and made logical 

decisions. She is Offred’s antagonist, as she is in an opposite position where she controls and 

restrains Offred. Pre-Gilead, Serena Joy was an active and prominent figure within the 
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religious party that is now ruling the state. She started off as a singer in a gospel choir but 

then advanced to becoming a spokesperson for the party as she proclaimed traditional family 

values. Her position was that women should stay within the home but that she, by making 

these speeches, was sacrificing herself for the greater good of others. Offred reflects upon the 

fact that Serena Joy has been taken at her word and is now stuck within her home: “She has 

become speechless. She stays in her home, but it doesn’t seem to agree with her. How furious 

she must be, now that she’s been taken at her word” (Atwood 56). Serena Joy is not able to 

make her speeches anymore; her audience has disappeared as her own words have become the 

reality. 

The information that is given about Serena Joy is only through the eyes of Offred; all 

her traits and actions are narrated by Offred. Through a window in her room, Offred observes 

Serena Joy when she is in one of her few domains, the garden, a place where she is in charge: 

This garden is the domain of the Commander’s Wife. Looking out through my 

shatterproof window I’ve often seen her in it, her knees on a cushion, a light blue veil 

thrown over her wide gardening hat, a ba sket at her side with shears in it and pieces of 

string for tying the flowers into place. A Guardian detailed to the commander does the 

heavy digging; the Commander’s Wife directs, pointing with her stick. Many of the 

Wives have such gardens, it’s something for them to order and maintain and care for. 

(Atwood 22) 

As demonstrated above, as a Wife Serena Joy is to perform the assigned female duties in the 

household, such as gardening. She is to perform no physical tasks though; for that she has 

male servants who are more apt. As she is no longer fertile, gardening has been assigned as a 

task for her, where nursing the garden and taking care of it could be analyzed as a form of 

maternity through which she can exercise her female qualities. She uses the flowers from the 

garden to decorate the home, just as she is a form of decoration for the household and her 

husband. The garden as a responsibility has been created by the patriarchy to keep the Wives 

occupied.  

One aspect of how the government works to oppress women is by removing their 

autonomy. They have assigned the Wives their own territory, resulting in a fake feeling of 

being in control, even though they are very much not. This is also illustrated through 

requiring the Commander to knock before entering: “The knock is prescribed: the sitting 

room is supposed to be Serena Joy’s territory, he’s supposed to ask permission to enter it. She 
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likes to keep him waiting. It’s a little thing, but in this household little things mean a lot” 

(Atwood 97). This knock, that precedes the start of the Ceremony, is demanded by the 

government, perhaps as a tool for her to feel in control and in command over the situation, but 

it is unnecessary as she herself has a passive role in the ceremony. The fact that she is a 

woman makes it impossible for Serena Joy to have any power as the patriarchal government 

has excluded women from all opportunity of power. She has nothing to contribute with; it is 

the men who rule, even though she was an active and prominent person within the religious 

party before they took government. Serena Joy’s infertility makes her useless as a belonging 

or object to the Commander; as reproductive stock she has little worth but this has been 

solved by the instating of Handmaids, continuing the male domination of women. Although, 

as the party is strictly religious, the Wives are anyway kept at their husbands’ sides, 

functioning as a decorative front for their marriage. By remaining in their marriages, they 

avoid breaking the holy vow to love their spouse, for better or worse, and therefore remain 

good Christians. This arrangement devised by the religious politicians of Gilead creates a 

structural domination of women through which the female population can be kept oppressed. 

Similarly, Madsen points out that socialist feminist theory sees the domination of women as 

embedded into religious structures (192). Although Serena Joy holds power over Offred, she 

too is isolated within the home as she has no freedom to leave the house and its garden on her 

own accord; she can only leave when she is to assist another Wife at a birth or when she is to 

take part in a gathering sanctioned by the government. So even though Serena Joy and Offred 

are part of two different social groups and Serena Joy is perceived as being more powerful, 

they are both oppressed by the patriarchal government as they have been given parts that they 

must adapt to. In Serena Joy’s case, this part involves enforcing the oppression of other 

women, Offred and the Marthas of the household, in order to survive. By letting the readers 

see how the different women have to oppress and be oppressed by each other, the novel’s 

critique of patriarchy is strengthened.   

Another way that patriarchal rule has weakened the female population is by forcing 

them into predetermined social groups. Eisenstein points to the fact that a woman married to a 

man who belongs to a higher social class than her automatically includes her into the same 

class (in Madsen 195). That is, women are identified through their husbands. But if the wife is 

a housewife, she does not have the same rights and possibilities as he has since she has no 

income or security of her own (Madsen 195). Serena Joy is married to the Commander who is 

high in rank and an esteemed member of the ruling class men of Gilead which automatically 

gives her the same status. If she did not have her husband, she could be considered low in 
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class and status. In Serena Joy’s case, she has no work that can give her status as she is not 

allowed to have an occupation, being a woman, and as a consequence she has no money or 

income. In addition, she does not have a functioning reproductive system that qualifies her for 

maternity and motherhood, thus making her less of a woman. On the other hand, she had a 

prominent role within the party pre-Gilead and was successful in her work for it. This aspect 

could change her fate; if she had not already been married to the Commander perhaps she 

would have been assigned to another man or been given the role of an Aunt.  

In order to keep women oppressed and unaware of their oppression, the government 

creates a division between women by the social groups used in the state. By making “women 

divided ‘inside and against ourselves and one another’” (Rowbotham 34, qtd in Madsen 191) 

patriarchy can prevent women from becoming conscious of their oppression and thus avoid a 

revolution. Handmaids are used for the husbands of Wives who suffer from infertility, 

creating such a division between women against each other. For the Wives, this means that 

another woman is included in their marriage, risking their husband’s faithfulness, as 

expressed by Serena Joy as Offred arrives at their house: “As for my husband, she said, he’s 

just that. My husband. I want that to be perfectly clear. Till death do us part. … It’s one of the 

things we fought for” (Atwood 26). By creating this division, also against the Marthas and the 

Econowives, the government reduces the risk of women joining forces against the unequal 

treatment which enables the men to continue their hold over women. This division could be 

compared to Privett’s discussion on the use of matriarchal ruling as an enforcer of patriarchy 

(265). 

Serena Joy and the other Wives are allotted a light, powder blue color on their clothes 

and belongings which, in contrast to the Handmaids’, are made of a light, airy fabric. Similar 

to the red Birthmobiles, the Wives have their own, light blue Birthmobiles. Except for the 

Wives, in the novel, the blue color is also ascribed to irises, the sky and Serena Joy’s eyes; 

Offred describes them as being a cold, hostile blue (Atwood 25). Also, on a single pillow in 

Offred’s room the word Faith is embroidered in a pale, light blue. Historically, the color blue 

has been representative of the sky as well as of heavenly, celestial objects (Gage, Colour and 

Culture 89), and it is a symbol of religious purity as it, according to theosophy, was seen to 

have a spiritual content (Gage, Colour and Culture 248). In opposition to red, which is a 

warm and female color, blue is associated with more male qualities, such as a cool sharpness 

and masculinity (Gage, Colour and Culture 207). Rather than a color of love and sensuality, 

blue has been a symbol for friendship (Gage, Colour and Culture 143) and reliability; where 

red has been considered life-giving, blue has been a representation of coldness and death 
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(Won & Westland 451). Masculinity and friendship, purity, heavenly and reliability, cool 

sharpness and death are the connotations to blue that are relevant in the analysis of Serena 

Joy.  

These aspects from the historical meaning of the color contribute to the reader’s 

perception of Serena Joy. In her blue dress, Serena Joy is a representation of the heavenly and 

religious in Gilead, before the shift of government she was active and engaged in the religious 

group that is now ruling the country.  The Wives are, after their husbands, the highest ranked 

group in the society, perhaps due to their religious purity and reliability. Serena Joy supports 

the arrangement with Handmaids and even if it may be her husband that is infertile, she is 

supposed to be the carrier of the infertility as “There is no such thing as a sterile man any 

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

the law” (Atwood 71). That is, even if there is no ‘fault’ on her part, she will stand loyally by 

her man, which is something that the husbands can rely on. Serena Joy and the other Wives 

are therefore a symbol of reliability, which is strengthened by their blue dresses. Her 

supposed infertility entails a diminishing femininity in this patriarchal society and therefore 

another woman has to be included in the household to perform this female duty. As a result, 

Serena Joy is considered less of a woman, symbolized by her masculine colored, blue dress. 

In addition, she is the oppressor of Offred as she executes the oppression set forth by the 

patriarchy and in line with Privett’s argument she thus performs the part traditionally carried 

out by men (265). On the same note, blue is used to denote death, something that in this 

context can be analyzed as her inability to give life to a new human. The cool sharpness that 

is used together with blue is also expressed by Offred when describing Serena Joy’s eyes as 

hostile and cold (Atwood 25) which contributes to the perception of her character as 

masculine rather than feminine as it traditionally is a male coded quality, and therefore 

another symbol of her infertility. Whereas Offred is dressed in the life-giving red, Serena Joy 

has the color of friendship, suggesting that as she can no longer contribute to her relationship 

with maternity and childbearing; for her husband she is of no use in that sense. This color-

code illustrates how patriarchy has visually divided women into social groups and therefore 

erased their individuality.  

To conclude, this essay has shown how The Handmaid’s Tale, through its dystopic 

depiction of a fictional society, presents a critique of patriarchal society. Using the lens of a 

socialist feminist analysis, I have shown how both the characters Offred and Serena Joy are 

oppressed by the governing patriarchy of Gilead. This oppression is initiated by a dismantling 

of the rights that they had before the religious party took over the ruling of the state. In pre-
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Gilead women were able to have their own income and could have an occupation on almost 

the same conditions as men. They had autonomy over their own bodies and were free to use 

contraceptives, they could partake in demonstrations, engage in the debate on equality and 

they had the opportunity to study for an academic qualification within any field.  

 In Gilead, women instead are reduced to their gender and their ability to become 

pregnant. Offred is still fertile and her function in society is to bear children. She is excluded 

from society at large, as are all the women in Gilead who have been assigned different roles 

by the patriarchal, totalitarian government. Offred exchanges her body and its function for 

staying alive. She must adapt to the morality of the government, which decides what is right 

and wrong. The oppression of Serena Joy is manifested in a different way. As she is no longer 

fertile, she has been given the task of looking after her garden, to maintain and care for it. 

This task, created by the men, is supposed to keep her occupied and to have something to care 

for before she receives a child from her Handmaid. She was an active member of the religious 

party before, but similar to Offred, she has now been placed within the home, performing 

women’s work. She is dependent on and defined by her husband, the Commander. Thanks to 

his status she is also considered wealthy and esteemed, even though she can perform no work 

of her own. The colors used to categorize the two characters into their respective group of 

women, red and blue, contribute to the readers’ perception of them. As the colors have 

opposite connotations they strengthen the analysis of women being divided against each other 

in this patriarchal society. Offred’s red dress deepens the perception of her as feminine and 

life-giving whereas Serena Joy’s blue color contributes to the perception of her as more 

masculine and cold, unable to carry a child but also as an enforcer of patriarchal values and 

ideas.  

Gilead is depicted as a dystopic society in which a majority of the population has been 

dehumanized. Socialist feminist literary theory clearly helps to show Offred and Serena Joy 

are oppressed by patriarchal society. By using women as breeding stock and belongings in a 

dystopic setting where they risk death by hanging if they were to disobey, the novel can 

clearly be read as a critique of patriarchal ideas. The characterization and use of the two 

opposing female characters exemplify how the patriarchal government works to not only 

oppress women by categorizing them into social classes but also by dividing them against 

each other. Through the classification into Wives and Handmaids, women are forced to 

function as oppressors of other women in order to stay within the role that is set forth for them 

by the ruling men.   
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