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‘In Gilead, love no longer exists’, Examine this view of Atwood’s presentation of relationships in The 

Handmaid’s Tale.’ 

 

Love can be defined as an intense feeling of deep affection and to some extent creates emotional 

stability and keeps the individual in synch with their environmental circumstance. However, within 

Margaret Atwood’s infamous novel The Handmaid’s Tale, she deliberately depicts a practically 

loveless society, where individuals are barred from loving, to the point of emotional detachment, 

thus leading to superficial failed relationships. This is evidently seen through Offred’s and the 

Commander’s adulterous affair, that also symbolises rebellion from the rigid strict Gileaden regime. 

Furthermore, this is also seen through Serena Joy’s excessive hostility towards Offred which 

heightens her powerlessness. Atwood could perhaps be manifesting how a failed utopia like Gilead 

could only be successful through the states manipulation and control of relationships, such as 

Offred’s separation from her daughter hence, reinforcing the idea that ‘love no longer exists’ within 

Gilead. Despite this, some may agree to argue that this is not the case since during the night Offred 

is able to recall and cherish her loved ones, which essentially spurts the idea of escape and rebellion 

within her. Therefore, perhaps Atwood could be suggesting how Love and relationships are a 

formidable force that can outdo the wrong, perhaps suggesting how the union of females in 

feminine love and loyalty could ultimately defeat the most rigid of regimes; including the patriarchy 

reinforcing Puritan Movement in the 1980’s that attempted to return the woman to the home. 

Atwood is possibly influenced by the societal state of the Cold War as well as other totalitarian 

regimes, like Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union that distilled and inhibited any form of Love and 

relationships, hence making the dictatorial sovereign successful.  

 

Firstly, the lack of love is seen through the severe hostility, detachment and lack of sympathy shown 

by Serena Joy to Offred. She clearly feels no sorry or pain for Offred’s situation, ‘I want to see as 

little of you as possible’, this is indicative of how Serena Joy does not aim to ignite a relationship of 

friendliness and companionship towards Offred. As the adjective ‘little’, could perhaps be 

metaphorically symbolic of Offred’s demeaning position within the household as well as her lack of 

power and voice. This stimulates Offred to crave love and attentiveness, ‘I wanted then to turn her 

into an older sister, a motherly figure, someone who would understand and protect me.’ The acts of 

‘understanding’ and ‘protecting’ are common features of love and motherly affection. However, the 

past participle verb ‘wanted’ acclaims how Offred does not have such a liberty and support. Atwood 

constructs this to be a fundamental feature of the Gileaden regime that prevents strong 

relationships between females from forming, hence distorting any forms of rebellion. This allowed 

critics like Alanna Callaway to truthfully deduce that within Gilead Atwood creates a new form of 

misogyny other then men hating women, it is rather women hating women, thus it’s the lack of such 

a sisterhood and love that makes it easier for women to be oppressed. This is definitely the case as 

later in the novel Serena Joy exploits Offred’s love for her daughter and utilises their separation to 

promote her own selfish desires. Overall the presence of women like Serena Joy and Aunt Lydia who 

tear other women down essentially stops the blossoming of love and formation of relationships.  

 

Furthermore, the regime compromises the love and relationship between the Commanders and the 

wives. This is because the wives essentially have to watch their husbands be intimate with another 

woman, this places immense pressure upon a marital relationship. This is clearly evident through the 

ending of the ceremony, where Offred is left contemplating, ‘Which of us is it worse for, her or me?’. 

The use of this rhetorical question showcases how both women are left in compelling situations. For 

Serena Joy arguably her whole relationship is compromised and placed at the brink of demolition. 

This clearly crystallises how the totalitarian regime of Gilead is successful in hijacking and ruining 

personal relationship. This is commonly expected from dystopian states as seen by George Orwell’s 



‘1984’, in which protagonist Winston’s relationship with Julia is negotiated through being under the 

fear of Big Brother. Despite contextual differences both authors are able to manifest how dictatorial 

states like Gilead and Oceania essentially make it impossible for love to exist.  

Furthermore, this is emphasised through The Commander and Offred’s adulterous affair later in the 

novel, perhaps alluding to how the atypical state of Gilead had the ability to create superficial and 

unusual relationships. Perhaps The Commander’s attempt to play ‘scrabble’ with Offred symbolises 

his desperation and need for emotional intimacy and connection, signifying how Gilead was 

successful in creating solitary, isolated and lonely conditions for the inhabitants. ‘I want you to kiss 

me, as if you mean it’, showcasing his desperation. Offred understands that this was not allowed, 

‘He isn’t supposed to be here’, this could suggest how the deprivation of having free relationships 

rather propels the thoughts and temptations of rebellion. ‘Its an oasis of the forbidden…It’s like he’s 

offered me drugs.’ The noun ‘oasis’ could be alluding to how the commander’s collection of objects 

from the past offer him sanctuary yet still are ‘forbidden’ within Gilead. The simile ‘like he’s offered 

me drugs’, could be illuminating the fact that the excessive amounts of restriction and control within 

this state triggers rebellion. Overall, it is very obvious that the relationship and attachment present 

between the Commander and Offred is far from love, rather it could possibly be a partnership of 

refuge. 

 

On the other hand, some may agree to argue that love does exist within Gilead, however this love is 

internal and subtle. As seen through Offred’s imagination during the night which she calls ‘mine to 

do as I please’. Here Offred is able to reminisce and cherish her old memories of her loved ones. ‘But 

I believe in all of them all three versions of Luke’, indicating to how she cannot let go of her husband. 

Also the memories of her best friend Moira, ‘was our fantasy. We hugged her to us, she was with us 

in secret; a giggle’, the past participle verb ‘hugged’ indicates to feelings of affection and love as well 

as the noun ‘giggle’. Hence, Atwood is able to portray how Offred’s love for people from her past 

acts as a sense of hope for her and propels the notions of escape within her.  

Also forms of love and sexual chemistry is seen through Offred and Nicks relationship, ‘puts his arms 

around me’, here this suggests protectiveness and warmth that love can offer. It is ultimately this 

relationship that proves to be of value to Offred as Nick is able to not only help her survive Gilead 

but also help her escape.  

 

Atwood is able to showcase how the propaganda of the regime is able to depict a false construct in 

regards to Love. This is seen through Aunt Lydia’s statement, ‘we will live in harmony for generations 

to come’. The collective pronoun ‘we’ suggests togetherness and unity as well as the noun 

‘harmony’, suggesting peace and social solidarity. This is perhaps highlighting how the Gileaden 

regime created a false sense of love; one that disables any thoughts of rebellion and crossing over 

the regime. Such formats of propaganda had also been utilised by many successful regimes such as 

Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union that created a false sense of consciousness and love between 

the members that essentially propelled the teachings of the regime forward and furthered the 

oppression of individuals, which was similarly the case in Margaret Atwood’s Handmaids Tale in 

which any format of love provides a false sense of security. This false sense of protection provided 

by love was also depicted by Tennessee Williams in A Streetcar Named Desire, where Stanley as a 

man offers protection to Stella, however this is arguably false as Stella is the victim of domestic 

violence. Thoughtful comparison! Hence, despite contextual differences between Atwood and 

William and Handmaid’s being written in a more feminised society, both authors are able to show 

how women are always the victim in the prospects of love and relationships, feminist critics would 

feel a sense of disdain against such an ordeal. 

 

Overall Atwood is able to showcase Love and relationships to be practically non existent within 

Gilead as the state removes any forms of rebellion. However, love does exist within individuals 



internally also, individuals are desperate and yearning of forming relationships, due to the 

oppressive control of the regime.    

 

Hifzah – this is a coherent and well structured response! You show an assured understanding of 

the way love and relationships or the lack of love within totalitarian regimes. You cover all AOs 

and make some thoughtful comments about the way oppressive regimes construct false notions 

of love – well done! 

Mark: 25/25 

 

 

 


