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Abstract 

Margaret Atwood’s recent dystopian novel The Testaments (2019) revisits The Handmaid’s Tale by depicturing 
Gilead’s nightmarish world of the patriarchal order, which is established especially against women’s potency. 
The sequel reminds the contemporary readers of Offred and her miseries who told the categorised women of 
Gilead functioning as the Wives, Handmaids, and Marthas. This time, with three different female figures, Baby 
Nicole, Agnes, and Aunt Lydia, as protagonists/ narrators, who take place on the edges of the Gileadean order, 
Atwood transforms the events of The Handmaid’s Tale, told by Offred. The novel encircles Offred’s tale by 
shedding light on the subsequent events told by the second-generation women (Agnes and Nicole) and comprises 
the prequel parts that Aunt Lydia provides. In this way, to “destabilise [the] unitary vision of the subject and 
open it up to the multiple and complex reconfigurations of diversity and multiple belongings, so as to 
[emphasise] … the internal fractures within each subject-position, or the ‘difference within’”1 with this follow-
up text. With the streaming narratives of the three women who set forth the intersected phases to destroy the 
totalitarian regime and reached “identities of their own,” the sequel maintains the intriguing magic of the 
Gileadean tales. This article aims to trace the outlooks of different female narrators who procure a dimension of 
“gynesis” through which the re-exhibited Gilead comes to its end via women who have taken part in the period 
of dissolution. 
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Everyone is the other, and no one is himself. The “they,” which 
supplies the answer to the question of “who” of everyday Dasein, is 

the “nobody” to whom every Dasein has already surrendered itself in 
being-among-one-another.  

Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit 

 
 

1 Braidotti, R. (2017). “Four Theses on Posthuman Feminism.” Anthropocene Feminism. Ed. Richard Grusin. 
The University of Minnesota Press, p.24. 
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Margaret Atwood’s novel The Testaments (2019) represents the dystopian world of Gilead 
depicted in The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) thirty-four years later, at the moment within the #Me 
Too movement when women take place in the streets wearing handmaid dresses to protest 
sexual abuse and harassment. The readers of Atwood presume that the 1985 novel is prescient 
for showing the correspondence with the current world we live in -refugees in lifeboats, 
human trafficking, victim-blaming, abortion rights disputes, and sexual harassment. 
Paradoxically, the first novel did not promise a revolt or unification for women or feminists. 
Still, the patriarchy described as a threatening system in the 1985 novel is used for feminist 
protestations, particularly in 21st-century America. In contemporary America, governmental 
and legal suppressions of women continue to exist bizarrely.  

Following a series of prominent events, including Donald Trump’s election in 
November 2016, measures limiting or even forbidding access to legal abortion in 
nineteen US states, the rise of the #metoo movement, and the appointment of the 
alleged sexual aggressor Brett Kavanaugh to the Supreme Court despite #metoo, 
the hyperreal patriarchy-as-terror-regime that The Handmaid’s Tale portrays has 
felt increasingly relevant. (van Dam and Polak, 2021, p.173) 

In return for these adverse outcomes that still affect women outrageously, Atwood replied to 
the demands of the readers/ audiences to re-create the Gileadean world that is similar to 
current America. Similarly, the Polish women, some of whom wore handmaid dresses in the 
demonstrations of 2020, protested the Polish government’s decision to withdraw from the 
international treaty avoiding violence against women (EU and Council, 2022). The hardships 
that both western and eastern women have been experiencing continuously within current 
patriarchies are the inspiring realities for the recreation of the world of Gilead. A recent event 
in Iran, for instance, has united women across the globe to re-think the position of women in 
patriarchal dominations: “Mahsa Amini, a 22-year-old from Iran’s Kurdistan region, died in 
custody after she was detained last month by morality police in Iran’s capital, Tehran, for 
allegedly failing to fully cover her hair and defying the country’s strict dress codes. Three 
days later, she was dead” (Abbasi, 2022). Iranian women have protested these unjust deeds of 
the morality police through demonstrations, and in Europe and America, some social media 
users cut their hair to show support. Despite these reactions, regrettably, the handmaids’ tales 
remain prevalent even in 21st-century Western and Eastern societies. The continuing 
suppression of women leads the readers to maintain their interest in the handmaids.  

Perhaps due to the loss of the convenient basis for unified identities or the rejection of the so-
called accepted codes of behaviours for individuals within the societies, in current times, 
creating worlds deciphered via multiple perspectives that stress the idea of “difference within” 
becomes an impressive tool for literature. In a similar vein, postmodern feminists criticise 
mainstream feminists when they voice the hardships that women encounter as unified and the 
same. Instead, the distinctness of postmodern feminism is its diversity in theory, which 
proposes the idea that there are differences even within the separated spheres of gendered 
identities. For that matter, the so-called patriarchy is different and diversified, which is why 
Margaret Atwood, in the continuing novel The Handmaid’s Tale, portrayed similar notions 
that postmodern feminists have propounded. Atwood confesses about the creation process for 
the impossibility of using Offred’s voice as the narrator of the new novel (Allardice, 2019). 
Instead, her usage of three female narrators somehow related to Offred is the tool that makes 
the book concordant with the realities of the 21st century. Through this kind of handling 

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/iranian-woman-dies-arrested-morality-police-sparking-protests-rcna48135
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material, she preserves her new novel’s originality. As the American author Joyce Carol Oates 
commentates about the tales of the handmaids: “[W]e don’t remember The Handmaid’s 
Tale because it was palatable. We remember it because it told us something uncomfortable 
about ourselves and the tragedies contained in our futures” (Allardice, 2019). These besetting 
power dynamics continue through multiple dimensions, and the novel shares them as a 
multifarious narrative of the fiction/historic(al) document. In this article, the aim is to trace 
the subversion of the totalitarian regime of Gilead within itself via the multiple narrations of 
gynesis by delving into Gilead more instead of refraining from its nightmarish sphere.  

The Handmaid’s Tale is narrated by a handmaid named Offred, who is used for her body’s 
reproductive capacity in a dystopic world in which women are categorised related to their 
availability to provide children to the oppressive society. In the Puritan Republic of Gilead, 
which is a theocratic state, due to several reasons, there is the problem of infertility, which is 
why women’s bodies become essential. The novel’s ending includes late 22nd century 
scholars of Gileadean Studies who have found the cassettes through which Offred tells her 
story, including miseries, hardships, and eventual escape. In the sequel, similarly, after the 
regime’s fall, we witness the reminiscences of Gilead in the 13th Gilead Studies Conference 
through the findings of the academics of The Ardua Hall Holograph written by Aunt Lydia 
and the testimonies of two young women who are half-sisters Agnes Jemima and Nicole. In 
the conference, the striking difference is that; instead of Professor Pieixoto, Professor 
Crescent Moon named Madam President has taken place. The thematic parallelism and the 
concluding parts reinforcing the two texts’ being historical indicate the continuance of the 
same story of the handmaids in a consuetudinary way.  

The information the reader is offered on the constructed world of Gilead adheres 
to the common notion that there are no new stories: it uses historical narratives, 
such as those around slavery and segregation, as well as political ones, responding 
to the traditional family values of the Reagan era and to the Trump 
administration’s promotion of a similar nuclear family system, with increasing 
limitations on women’s sexual – and other – rights. Atwood’s use of biblical 
tropes offers an implicit response to these Reagan-era political themes and the 
novel’s biblical references have been used again in protest against Trump’s 
revival of such politics… (van Dam and Polak, 2021, p.179) 

The recent political developments, especially about the segregation of women, and the 
adapted TV series of The Handmaid’s Tale, which appeals to the audience’s interests who 
encounter these hardships, are the reasons that pushed Atwood to rewrite Gilead. By 
providing several narrations of different women that may be accepted as testimonies, The 
Testaments transforms the events of The Handmaid’s Tale to fifteen years after Offred’s 
personal story. Her future was uncertain when we last left Offred at the end of The 
Handmaid’s Tale. It was unclear whether the drivers in the car who had captured Offred were 
Eyes (secret police officers arresting her) or Mayday resistance members (trying to free her). 
The 2019 ensuing narrative surrounding Offred’s story focuses on the later events which two 
young girls have told. The girls’ deciphering of the Gileadean world within and the detailedly 
provided parts of the regime’s secrets revealed by Aunt Lydia are the accentuated notion that 
the multi-layered narrative provides. 
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Although categorised as dystopias, both novels reflect some harsh realities of our world. 
Atwood expresses to a question about how she had created that kind of a topic, she did not 
invent them but was inspired by real news: “battle of the sexes rages on as soviet women…, 
overworked mothers…, missing children…, baby-stealing news from 1985” (Margaret 
Atwood on the Real, 2019). For Atwood, the central question of The Handmaid’s Tale is: “if 
there was a totalitarian regime in the United States, what kind of regime would it be?” 
(Allardice, 2019). This question was also related directly to the condition of women regarding 
the Puritan values in America in the 1980ies. Creating an alternative version was meaningful 
for the readers/ audiences who have encountered this appalling world and still find the 
equivalents of those cruel practices in the current society and regime. The similarity of the 
Gileadean world to the 2019s America whimsically reminds the readers of the political 
choices, this time from a different level of the totalitarian process. “Conversely, The 
Testaments instead asks the question how totalitarian regimes fall apart” (van Dam and Polak, 
2021, p.175). As known, the totalitarian regime of Gilead is established and protected by 
several strong people, including some female characters like Aunt Lydia. She was the 
principal ‘Aunt’ who educated women for their functions in Gilead in the Red Centre, 
preparing Offred for her new life as a handmaid. Aunt Lydia is a woman whose cruelty in a 
society where the system was ravaging women and even low-ranking men was one of the 
points that Offred and the readers keep speculating. Despite the readers who empathise with 
Offred and the other handmaids, have not expected to encounter Aunt Lydia as one of the 
narrators/ protagonists of the novel, Atwood shocks the reader by giving voice to her, who 
was one of the cruelest figures in Offred’s story.  

Nevertheless, when the readers proceed to read the continuing story, regardless of the 
anticipation towards Aunt Lydia as one of the harsh government’s persecutors, it is soon 
revealed that she will be one of the key figures in leading this regime ended within itself. 
Lydia expresses: “How can I have behaved so badly, so cruelly, so stupidly? You will ask… 
You yourself would never have done such things! But you yourself will never have had to” 

(Atwood, 2019, p.403). As if by addressing the reader, she both wants to confess her own 
misdeeds and to emphasise the idiosyncrasy of the Gileadean society, which is full of 
repression. However, despite being one of the crucial figures in establishing this repressive 
system, it is revealed in the sequel The Testaments that with the support of Daisy and Agnes 
(the other narrators), Aunt Lydia is the figure who attempts to destroy it. This time rather than 
the Wives or the Handmaids, Aunts became the forefront of the story. The projection is turned 
to the Aunts’ world, who have some power to make other women surrender the system and 
have to obey specific rules themselves. After learning the gaps, conspiracies, secrets, and 
deviations from the basis of the established totalitarian regime, the falling apart of this world 
from within is explained by Aunt Lydia. How come the most potent and severe woman of the 
Gileadean regime had experienced her transformation from a judge to a cruel leader in a 
totalitarian patriarchal world and then to a secret seditionary are the questions that confuse the 
minds of contemporary readers in The Testaments. Her narration constitutes an essential part 
of The Testaments due to her revelation of Gilead’s inner mechanism. She observes, knows, 
and records everything. Furthermore, in the novel’s finale, it is revealed that as a powerful 
woman, she finds a way of her own to demolish the existing Gileadean patriarchy.  

For Atwood, Aunt Lydia’s crucial position in Gilead stems from the fact that she is a 
mysterious and vital regime figure. As a woman, she is underestimated but has a complex 
mind. She knows the inner mechanism of the totalitarian government she is a part of. In the 
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transition period, she has taken to a police station isolation cell called “Thank Tank” to realise 
that she is thankful to survive and collaborate with the male leaders of the Gileadean regime:  

Did I weep? Yes: tears came out of my two visible eyes, my moist weeping 
human eyes. But I had a third eye, in the middle of my forehead. I could feel it: it 
was cold, like a stone. It did not weep: it saw. And behind it someone was 
thinking: I will get you back for this. I don’t care how long it takes or how much 
shit I have to eat in the meantime, but I will do it. (p.149) 

The multifaceted narrative of The Testaments requires the readers to be patient (to read the 
other two narrators/protagonists’ consecutive narrations) to witness Lydia’s revelation. She 
adopts a masterful plan of saving herself first and “avoid[ing] the consequences of the first” 
(p.317) step. Despite her character reminding us of the unjust and cruel deeds of the 
Gileadean world, when she implies the “risks” and the danger of “writing,” and speculates 
about the possible “betrayals” and “denunciations” (p.5), her narrative voice becomes credible 
to a certain extent in its demise to carry some clues. Soon it is hinted that she will include 
Agnes and Nicole (ironically, these women are unknowingly close to Offred), who represent 
the second generation of Gilead to reach the aim of destroying this corrupt world. 

Agnes Jemima is the second narrator, who was very young at the beginning of the Gilead 
regime. She is raised in Gilead within a Commander’s family, including a mother figure, and 
raised adequately to be a good wife. When her mother dies, it is indicated that a woman now 
serving as a handmaid is her birth mother. As a girl raised in Gilead, she has to surrender the 
system; she has to declare that she is content with her circumstances: “What could I say but 
yes and yes? Yes, I was happy. Yes, I was lucky” (p.13). She had blurred memories involving 
Offred and Luke running through the woods with a child. It seems as if this girl may be her 
daughter, who has been taken from her. Agnes directly addresses the reader, and in a friendly 
way, she tells about her feelings. Agnes Jemima, despite her preparation for the expected 
marriage from her, after learning that three candidates are waiting for marriage, associates the 
wedding with a funeral indicating her symbolic death: 

I lay in bed that night with the three photographs of the eligible men floating in 
the darkness before my eyes. I pictured each one of them on top of me—for that is 
where they would be—trying to shove his loathsome appendage into my stone-
cold body. Why was I thinking of my body as stone cold? I wondered. Then I saw 
it would be stone cold because I would be dead. (p.223) 

In the following “Ardua Hall Holograph” part, we encounter Aunt Lydia, whose tone is 
remote. However, at the same time, she seems as if she is writing confessedly: “I am well 
aware of how you must be judging me, my reader, if that is, my reputation has preceded me 
and you have deciphered who I am, or was” (p.32). She further demonstrates how enigmatic 
her position was/is:  

In my own present day I am a legend, alive but more than alive, dead but more 
than dead… I’ve become swollen with power, true, but also nebulous with it, 
formless, shape-shifting. I am everywhere and nowhere… How to shrink back to 
my normal size, the size of an ordinary woman? But perhaps it is too late for 
that… In times like ours, there are only two directions: up or plummet. (p.32) 
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Her narration reveals specific points about society through her explanations of the transition 
process from the so-called normal life to the Gileadean order and how this oppressive regime 
is established. About her own truth as a cruel leader dominating other women, she focuses on 
the explanations, including how she feels the need to preserve her powerful status and tries 
not to lose her womanhood and humanity.  

A teenager who lives in Toronto with her protective mother and father is the third narrator 
named Daisy. Gilead was a political subject of discussion in her school. These people are 
aware of the fact that there is a figure of Baby Nicole, who is “stolen” by her handmaid 
mother and brought to Canada, had become a symbol of evil for Gilead. When her friend tells 
her that “[she]wasn’t who [she] thought [she] was” (p.186), she questions everything that she 
had outside Gilead and Gilead itself falling on her like a never-ending nightmare. When Daisy 
attends a race of anti-Gilledean demand, she experiences the death of her parents at the age of 
16. Then it is revealed that her parents were Mayday campaign agents who aimed to 
overthrow Gilead, and she is Baby Nicole. Thus, it is understood that Agnes and Nicole are 
the daughters of June/Offred. Atwood’s creation of three narrators broadens and deepens the 
readers’ evaluation of Gilead:  

If The Handmaid’s Tale was a psychological study — a claustrophobic look at 
one woman’s sequesterment and inner life — The Testaments is the more 
sociological counterpart. Offred’s reader knew only as much as she did: very 
little. But the three narrators together offer a fascinating higher-level view of the 
world Atwood created. It’s easy to imagine that Atwood could add even more 
perspective on Gilead through the eyes of more characters. And she wrote the 
book in part because she sees the world as shifting more toward Gilead than away 
from it, a sentiment unlikely to dissipate in the near future. (Feldman, 2019) 

Published many years after the first novel, Atwood hints at the inevitable insertion of endings 
into the beginnings of The Testaments. For her, even the cruel leaders and the totalitarian 
regimes will end: “Only dead people are allowed to have statues, but I have been given one 
while still alive. Already I am petrified” (p.3). The narration continues with the testimonies of 
the two young female witnesses whose texts would mean nothing to the Gileadean order yet 
meaningful for the “differences within.” These transcripts, especially that of Aunt Lydia, who 
indirectly gets rid of the domineering cruelty of Gilead through her writing, prove that she has 
enough courage and power to write. Her text indicates the claim that truth and justice will be 
maintained through the pieces of evidence involved in her writing. Continuously, Aunt Lydia 
maintains a womanly process put forward via her dialogue with the reader and connects the 
world of Gilead to our own. This distinctness of her narration -taking place like a frame story- 
is because she knows all about the previous period, the processes of the organisation of the 
existing Gileadean order, and the mechanism that categorises men and women within the 
totalitarian system.  

As mentioned, no new story is offered, but details of life in Gilead are traced and 
deciphered. Everyday life of Gilead is reflected in several ways: within the Commanders’ 
houses, the Handmaids without babies, young girls of the second generation who are raised 
due to the rules of the society, how young girls are prepared for marriage regardless of the 
social status are obliged to marry as soon as possible, and what happens to excluded or 
escaped people outside Gilead are the further concerns that the narrators are representing. As 
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novelists of the 21st century mostly did, Atwood provides multiple viewpoints to maintain 
plurality and diversity in her new novel. Collaterally, the unification of feminist theory as a 
political movement of and for women is questioned, especially in contemporary times. Instead 
of finding a unique model for women, the diversified processes of identity constructions and 
dissimilarities among women, together with the awareness that there is an impossibility of 
reaching “pure knowledge” (Jardine, 1985, p.16), are the emphasised issues of current times. 
In the contemporary era, the attempt is “to think differently and think the Same through the 
manipulation of difference” (p.17). In other words, even in feminist theory, the differences 
between women are re-valued and re-emphasised. After encountering the poststructuralist and 
postmodernist ideas, feminist theory delves into the “Post/Anti-feminism” Era. As Alice 
Jardine explains, together with postmodernism that questions: 

[t]he Ethical, the Right, the Good, or the True… they have denaturalised the world 
that humanism naturalised, a world whose anthro-pology and anthro-centrism no 
longer make sense. It is a strange new world they have invented, a world that is 
unheimlich. And such strangeness has necessitated speaking and writing in new 
and strange ways. (p.24) 

This doubt is due to the lack of new realisations of rationalising and constituting new ways to 
understand the world without essentialism. These re-evaluations result from the urge to turn 
Western grand narratives like religion, history, and philosophy upside-down. For Jardin, this 
problematic conditioning of the powerful and the powerless are the outcome of the males’ 
discursive representations. The perceptions of “techne and physis, time and space” of genesis 
are decisive in shaping our ways of thinking in understanding the issues of “Man, the Subject, 
Truth, History, Meaning” (p.24). “In techne, something is produced… Techne operates 
rationally, with logos, and its goal is genesis, which distinguishes it from purely theoretical 
knowledge (theoria) that has to do with being (on) and not becoming” (Globus, 1995, p.107). 
To perceive this organised thought, Jardine uses a “neologism” called gynesis to explain the 
vague differentiation process. Notably, in gynesis, instead of accepting techne and time as 
male and physis and space as female, newly varied possibilities are considered. By re-
evaluating and re-focusing those categorisations, the aim is to re-insert the feminine into the 
discourse. These new “modes of thinking, writing, speaking [that are necessary for] … the 
object produced by this process is neither a person nor a thing, but a horizon, toward which 
the process is tending: a gynema. This gynema is a reading effect, a woman-in-effect that is 
never stable and has no identity” (p.25). This insertion of the feminine sphere into the 
masculine discourse may be realised by the female gaze or a feminist perception.  

Atwood foregrounds the intriguing and empowering patriarchal world, which bases its order 
on the religious doctrines of a totalitarian patriarchal regime operated in The Handmaid’s 
Tale. Offred (whose name means Of- Fred) could only express and share her lonely and 
emotional perception of this world as a lonely, subordinated woman of Gilead. In The 
Testaments, Atwood provides a larger scale of gynema. With this wreathen version of the 
feminine discourse, as opposed to Offred’s restricted one, this novel subverts the dualistic 
hierarchies and offers several options for the critics and readers. This method constitutes 
gynesis that pave the way to re-evaluating the feminine absence in severe issues like Subject, 
Truth, Meaning, and His/Her(story). Nevertheless, through her multi-layered narration and the 
testimonies of Agnes Jemima and Baby Nicole -the second generation born in and out of 
Gilead- techne and physis are united. Gynesis is maintained via several in-process identities, 
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as Atwood inserts them into the discourse. Even the title, The Testaments, is meaningful in 
that the three narrations of each character contribute to the evaluations. As Atwood asserts 
about the title of her new book: “It has several different meanings: last will and testament, Old 
and New Testaments. And what does a witness give? A testimony, but also a testament, … So 
it’s those three: the witness, the will, and ‘I’m telling you the truth’”  (Feldman 2019). 

As known from The Handmaid’s Tale, one of the significant problematic issues concerning 
the Gileadean society is related to the system’s demands from the women’s bodies by 
ignoring their souls, which primarily revolves around female sexuality concerning fertility. 
Through surveillance of the males, while womanhood and desires are prohibited, fertility is 
supported by the systematic victimisation of women. Paradoxically, sexual desires and 
interactions are prohibited, but pregnancy becomes sacred: 

While some countries implemented different methods such as making birth 
control illegal, the promotion of fertility clinics and the use of surrogate mothers, 
Gilead, with its strong grounding in Judeo-Christian religious ideas, banned all 
non-marital relations but set up the polygamous structure with the Handmaids as 
part of otherwise infertile marriages. (Atwood, 1996, p.317) 

These hardships in the first novel may be explained via Second Wave feminist concerns like: 
“The one is not born but rather becomes a woman” (Simone de Beauvoir) motto which may 
be applicable for the analysis of the novel since there was organised oppression when the 
theoreticians like Simone de Beauvoir, Kate Millett, Mary Ellmann, or Virginia Woolf 
through whose theories, the so-called miseries and problems of women were being 
articulated. In the 21st century, these problems of and about women are no longer understood 
as unified due to differences in ages, classes, races, and sexual preferences. Not only because 
of the diversity but also of the disappearance of the truth or the real, it becomes challenging 
and complicated to decipher the hardships that women have been experiencing, which is why 
Atwood separates and multiplies the narration of the new novel. However, the question is: if 
we no longer believe in “Truth,” how come feminists may claim that they want to reach the 
truth or indicate the truth about women? If “Truth has disappeared” (Jardine, 1985, p.31), how 
can we speculate about the point from which we express ourselves? In western history, “God, 
Money, Phallus” as universal ideals have shaped women. Freudian and Marxist theories 
transformed the evaluations of the position of the subject. History, accepted as “the history of 
Man and men,” began to be evolved into “the End of History, the Death of Man.” The 
reunification of men with women has been reached by “jouissance” that inserts women into 
discourse. As French theoretician Luce Irigaray asserts, ‘jouissance’ is about woman’s 
pleasure which cannot be represented via language. For Julia Kristeva, the ‘semiotic’ 
feminine language may be articulated. As Helene Cixous explains about écriture féminine: 
“Woman must write her self: must write about women and bring women to writing, from 
which they have been driven away as violently as from their bodies” (1976, p.875). 

This “new access to the feminine” is the focal point of “History-u-topia” (Jardine, 1985, 
pp.32-3). The renewed position of women in the discourse fluctuates via the complexity of the 
varied views of women. This newly preferred insertion of women into textual entities creates 
unique meanings in the evaluations to understand the diversity of women positioned as 
subjects or objects within language. 
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If the master is blinded by power, the slave may be blinded by the soul-
destroying experience of powerlessness. She may be driven by hatred, fear, and 
envy of the master, an internalised sense of inferiority, and a compulsive and 
jealous dwelling upon the master’s privilege. Being exploited is no guarantee of 
clarity of vision or possession of truth. (Felski, 2000, pp.197-8)  

The narrator/subject may not necessarily reach the truth. Offred as the victimised handmaid, 
had represented the partial reality of Gilead. In The Testaments, gynesis adds layers to the 
confrontations of women’s transformed position “from time to space, the same to other, 
paranoia to hysteria, city to the labyrinth, mastery to non-mastery, truth to fiction” (Jardine, 
1985, p.38). On an ongoing basis, Atwood uses the issue of questioning about the agent 
domineering the text by telling the story, how and why she is telling it, and who interferes or 
prevents her. Her three narrators transform the representation of Gilead via perceiving their 
bodily functions to provide new horizons of gynesis. Instead of positioning the female body as 
a sacred vehicle to serve fertility notions for future generations, this time, we witness the 
written documents (testimonies) of women who question their roles in society. Aunt Lydia 
questions her power as a leader; Agnes thinks about marriage. After learning to read and 
becoming aware of the difference in Bible, Nicole finds the truth about her identity.  

As known, Western notions of supreme powers, “God, power, and phallus,” as the 
universal ideals shape the totalitarian regime of Gilead. Related to the recent post “isms” that 
lead the thinkers to pinpoint “the end of the history” or “the death of men,” the end of The 
Handmaid’s Tale is pessimistic; there is no hope for women. If a new sphere of feminine 
existence is involved in the existing system (which once avoids it), there may be an option for 
survival. The connection between the old (mature) and young (inexperienced) 
narrator/protagonists and Gilead is not known in the first third of the novel. Daisy realises on 
her birthday that her identity is fake. Agnes begins to remember her memories about Offred: 
“a hazy memory of running through a forest with someone holding [her] hand” (p.85). Aunt 
Lydia is “everywhere and nowhere” (p.388) and knows the details of the interweaved reality 
that the others may not know. Nevertheless, The Testaments, about the post-fifteen years of 
establishing the Gileadean theocratic administration, reminds us of our following Offred with 
bewildered gazes. Her narration includes harsh women like Serena Joy and Aunt Lydia, who 
are powerful yet surrendered to the theocratic government of Gilead, making the other women 
subservient were the embarrassing sides. Rivetingly, while the supporters of The Handmaid’s 
Tale are waiting for the emotional and lonely voice of Offred, the evilest voice of Aunt Lydia 
takes the place of Offred to subvert the previous narration. Through this strategy, Atwood 
changes the discursive mechanisms of the patriarchal world she depicts and the readers’ 
expectations. Women, victimised women, sexually abused women, ignored women, punished 
women, and so on are all represented through the gynesis of The Testaments. As Carol Ann 
Howells explains the historical significance: “[b]y an irony of history, it is Offred the silenced 
Handmaid who becomes Gilead’s principal historian when that oral ‘herstory’ is published 
two hundred years later” (Brainscape). The epilogue of The Handmaid’s Tale takes place 
many years later and validates Offred’s experiences in Gilead via male academic autonomy. 
Ironically, Offred’s unknown daughters, who are subservient, one inside the other outside the 
system, become Gilead’s principal herstorians together with Aunt Lydia when the written 
testimonies are evaluated later by academics, including a female professor. 
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As known, The Handmaid’s Tale foregrounds the issues of the significance of 
positioning genders, categorising them about fertility, and giving birth to selected people’s 
children for future generation control. Offred’s tale becomes the unique symbol for 
emphasising the problems of women carrying a broad scale – like fertility, bodies, exclusion 
of private space, torture, being categorised for male desires, and so on, to be possessions of 
some powerful men. Quaintly, The Handmaid’s Tale continues to attract readers and 
audiences (with the film and TV series adaptations) due to its challenges of the authoritarian 
aspects of entire societies and the miseries of the protagonist. As Atwood indicates:  

Stories about the future always have a what if premise, and The Handmaid’s 
Tale has several. For instance: if you wanted to seize power in the United States, 
abolish liberal democracy, and set up a dictatorship, how would you go about it? 
… 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… (Margaret Atwood: on How She, 2018)   

This resemblance to the Puritan way of organising daily life is due to the events based on the 
framework of religion that is the point of justification of the cruelty of the male order, which 
is why women also surrendered it. However, these highly idealised notions of the so-called 
patriarchal society mirror the current times and are impossible to function wholly in the 21st 
century: Religion, History, Politics, Money, and Phallus as symbols intermingle but fail to 
provide a proper meaning. Thus, re-inserting and re-positioning women into the discursive 
operations are required for dismissed women in the contemporary world, even within feminist 
theories. Hence, as Francois Lyotard puts it: “we Westerners must rework our space-time and 
logic based on non-centrism, non-finality, non-truth” (p.16). This unifying yet domineering 
mentality needs to be deciphered and deconstructed by postmodern thinking and Atwood’s 
first attempt to dig down the Western minds’ centralised, generalised, universalised and 
finalised perceptions. In the sequel, these postmodern declinations that provide alternative 
options for evaluating the past and the present, self and the other, mainstream and marginal, 
the necessity to leave the stage to different women becomes the forefront. 

The digressions of The Testaments reveal that writing, shreds of evidence, and power may be 
practical tools to obtain power. Aunt Lydia tells this process step by step, together with Agnes 
and Daisy’s testimonies added to her writing. Atwood asserts that “when history took ‘a 
different turn’ with Donald Trump, ‘[she] reconsidered and thought of a different way of 
approaching the question. Gilead ends—we know that because we’re told that in the first 
book—but we’re not told how. So the collapse of totalitarianism takes many forms. Which 
form could this one take?’” (Bethune, 2019). If the end of Man and History means the end of 
Nature, there has to be “nonphallocentric, noncentralised, a way of thinking still not 
conceived of, based in networks, a polynodal and non-representational organisation” (Goux, 
1973, p.93). In other words, “man will disappear into the space of the Other, explore it, and, 
ultimately, become it – that is, her” (86). Gilead’s totalitarian system prevents society from 
having a ‘public space’ because ‘private spaces’ are intermingled and under surveillance. A 
separate space regulated by women grants some hints to the readers to trace the origins of 
gynesis. 
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The story about the Handmaids without names and being sexual partners shows 
women’s place in Gilead. Their sexual violation is considered unavoidable. When the Pearl 
girls Becka and Agnes can read in the novel, they realise that the teachings of the Aunts are 
different from the Bible. Since Becka and Agnes become aware of the distortions of the 
Gileadean narratives, even about religion, they begin questioning and rejecting this order. As 
known, the colours of women’s dresses imply specific religious stories: “the Wives wear the 
blue of purity, from the Virgin Mary; the Handmaids wear red, from the blood of parturition, 
but also Mary Magdalene” (Margaret Atwood on What, 2017). While women’s fertility is the 
most significant aspect of the handmaids, in the sequel, women, their bodies, and sexuality are 
the issues specifically focused on. In the novel, the girls learn at school that they have to hide 
their bodies with clothes “because the urges of men were terrible things and those urges 
needed to be curbed” (Atwood, 2019, p.9). As the representative of the oppressive 
government Lydia, and the young daughters of Offred who are exposed to sexual violations in 
different ways, the female narrators of Atwood procure to decipher the cyphers of The 
Gileadean order. 

Lydia’s cynical, world-weary, and ultimately morally ambiguous nature might be 
why Atwood chose to feature two young, in some ways naïve, girls to be the other 
two narrators in The Testaments. Agnes and Daisy are interesting foils to Offred, 
considering they are not only half-sisters but also Offred’s daughters; Agnes’ 
father is Luke, and Daisy’s is Nick. (p.55)  

Despite the Panopticonic dimension of Gilead’s male and female community, Aunt Lydia 
knows everything. Through her powerful status, Aunt Lydia is able to reach more information 
than other women: “I’m discreet. Each one of the top men has always felt that his secrets are 
safe with me; but – as I’ve made obliquely clear – only so long as I myself am safe. I have 
long been a believer in checks and balances” (Atwood, 2019, p.62). After Agnes and Daisy 
achieve to escape, the tricky part of Lydia’s plan is solved. She dies on her terms by 
committing suicide: not caught, tormented, or murdered by the Gileadean leaders. 

Since The Handmaid’s Tale’s ending is unclear, especially about Offred’s destiny, Atwood 
chooses to close The Testaments more straightforwardly. The totalitarian Gileadean regime 
falls, innocent people become free, and some people sacrifice themselves. In ‘The Thirteenth 
Symposium,’ Professor Pieixoto accepts women’s narrations as texts, and when he declares 
the founding of the statue, which is dedicated to Becka put by Agnes and Nicole, the truth 
about Gilead is exposed and proved. As Atwood explains: “[T]here is not just one future, 
there are multiple futures, it depends on our choices now” (The Irish Times, 2019). Despite 
the analysis of Offred’s narration via men, it is revealed in the sequel that Agnes is exposed to 
Gilead from the beginning of her life. Daisy, as an outsider, shares her own evaluation of 
Gilead and Aunt Lydia, provides us with the secrets about the Aunts and the Comrades’ 
worlds, and we realise differences within and outside Gilead. “One person alone is not a full 
person: we exist in relation to others” (Atwood, 2019, p.148).  

All in all, using the manipulative power of Aunt Lydia as the narrator, Atwood reinforces the 
idea that truth is not straightforward, especially after having passed the first phase of the 
totalitarian regime of Gilead, where people had shown absolute obedience. Reading about 
women, being involved in the process of multiplied aspects of the herstories, and blending the 
notions of techne (time) and physis (space), are the consequences of reading the sequel of The 

https://the-handmaids-tale.fandom.com/wiki/Becka
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Handmaid’s Tale. Atwood scrutinises the unjust deeds of the patriarchal societies, this time 
with the after-effects of the system of Gilead, which is why the totalitarian trap for women 
inevitably ends. Since Atwood claims that she is sticking to realities, there may be a hopeful 
future for existing conflicts for gendered identities. Together with testimonies 369A and B, 
anonymously provided written documents of women paved the way to clarify the different 
places within the totalitarian regime. Offred’s story is restricted to loneliness, and since some 
different aspects need to be shown, Agnes and Nicole’s stories, which the potent Lydia wraps, 
are valuable. They declare: “We made it! We made it!” (p.396). “Love is as strong as death” 
(p.415); as expressed in the inscription, they offer new and hopeful futures for new 
generations.  
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