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Abstract

This scholarly investigation explores how Offred, the central character in Margaret Atwood’s
The Handmaid’s Tale, endeavors to undermine the abjectifying apparatus of Gilead through
the utilization of her narrative as a form of resistance. Drawing inspiration from Imogen
Tyler’s concept of social abjection, the initial segment of this study will concentrate on the
implementation of policies aimed at abjection within the society of Gilead. It will elucidate
that the Gileadean regime employs tactics such as fostering disgust consensus, enforcing social
hierarchies, propagating territorial stigmatization, and asserting control over language to
execute the mechanisms of social abjection. This procedure serves to strip the Handmaids of
their autonomy and agency, ultimately generating a populace mired in abjection. Nevertheless,
the subsequent section of this study contends that Offred’s narrative effectively dismantles
the aforementioned policies of abjection, thereby imbuing the protagonist with the necessary
capacity for rebellion. Hence, this article elucidates that Oftred’s narrative, notwithstanding
its seemingly passive facade, emerges as the most appropriate mode of rebellion against the
prevailing oppression she encounters in Gilead as this narrative effectively deconstructs the
abjectifying societal structures imposed upon her.
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INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Dismantling repressive political power often entails rebellious and resistant acts.
Gilead’s tyrannical regime in The Handmaid’s Tale was undoubtedly challenged
by different forms of resistance since it was overturned at some point in the past,
according to the information provided in the historical notes. Yet the question
that arises is Offred’s extent of contribution to the resistance movement. Offred’s
narration ends on a point of ambiguity and the readers are not informed about
her possible emancipation or demise. This prompts the question of why Offred
chooses to conclude her narrative at a certain juncture, and whether there exists a
substantive relationship between the novel’s ending and her quest for agency in the
oppressive society of Gilead. Due to the universal accolade that Margaret Atwood’s
magnum opus has received, studies that examine Offred’s narration and resistance
are extensive. Several studies have approached the issue of revolt and resistance in
Atwood’s novel.

The Handmaid’s Tale is, at times, viewed as a “symbol and catalyst of resistance
in real life” (Marghitu 11), as it raises significant questions about systematic
political repression and the possibility of female revolt. Harold Bloom, for instance,
addresses the protagonist’s act of rebellion, stating that “Offred acts on her
impulses toward revolt, but with definite restraint. She foregoes involvement in
the clandestine resistance movement for the smaller freedoms” (Handmaid 16).
Furthermore, he proposes that Gilead’s indoctrination fails to penetrate beyond
the surface because the female characters of the novel attempt to gain a sense of
revolt and power through “the thrill of a forbidden male’s glance or the simple
touch of hands” (Bloom, Handmaid 25). Chris Ferns avers that Offred is passive
and lacks proper courage, but “simply by existing, she provides an audience for
the resistance of others, a space in which the implications of their actions can
resonate” (379). Beatrice Mendez-Egle also investigates the issue of rebellion in The
Handmaid’s Tale by establishing a relationship between female bodies and revolt
in her collection of essays entitled Margaret Atwood: Reflection and Reality. While
the aforementioned studies corroborate the existence of resistance and rebellion in
the context of The Handmaid’s Tale, other studies disconfirm the presence of revolt
in this novel.

Peter Stillman and Ann Johnson, for instance, maintain that “Offred has no
modes of resistance against Gilead,” and that her “critical play with language leads
to no action” (75). They contend that Offred plays with language and only “mouths
clichés instead of thinking and taking action” (83). Allan Weiss similarly maintains
that Offred’s “process of narrating is not a form of subversion but of escape” (133)
and that she is complacent and complicit in the formation of Gilead as an oppressive
power. Shirley Neuman reiterates the same point by maintaining that “Offred has
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often been seen as a more passive witness than an unmitigated heroine” (qtd. in
Crawely 218). Likewise, J. Brooks Bouson describes Offred’s resistance as “very
silent and ineffectual” (147). In another study of the novel, Michael Foley remarks
that Offred, as the protagonist of the novel “elicits not only compassion but respect,’
however, “she fails to help the resistance movement” (55).

AIM OF THE STUDY

While these studies consider the impact that Offred’s narration might have as her
signature weapon, they downplay the empowering effect that her command of
language might bring. The present paper takes issue with the latter form of analysis,
and by conducting an examination of The Handmaid’s Tale, it attempts to reveal
that Offred’s narrative revolt is indeed a proper response to the type of political
oppression that she experiences. Although the issues of resistance and narration
in The Handmaid’s Tale are extensively researched, to our knowledge, no study has
drawn a correlation between the effectuation of social abjection in Gilead and the
way in which Offred ends her narration. Establishing a relationship between the
concept of social abjection and Offred’s narration will be this article’s contribution
to this field of research. Therefore, in order to accomplish this goal, first, this paper
will delineate how Gileadean society divests women of their power through the
process of social abjection. Afterward, the present study will inspect how the
abjectified protagonist of the novel reclaims the bygone power by controlling the
process of narration.

To understand how Offred’s narration subverts the systematic oppression that
is directed toward her, investigating the nature of this oppression is of paramount
significance. Power and its workings are the central points of The Handmaid’s Tale.
Atwood maintains that her novel “is a study of power, and how it operates and how
it deforms or shapes the people who are living within that kind of regime” (qtd.
in Bloom, Handmaid 77). Thus, the focal query revolves around the mechanisms
through which the Gileadean society is proficient in sustaining systemic subjugation
within its demographic, with a specific focus on the subordination of the female
population. The following excursus on social abjection will provide us with an
essential grist for analyzing Offred’s empowering narrative (literary) revolt.
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IMOGEN TYLER’S NOTION OF SOCIAL ABJECTION AND ITS RELEVANCE TO THE
STUDY

Tyler draws upon Julia Kristeva’s psychological account of abjection to build up the
concept of social abjection. Kristeva views abjection as a psychological procedure
that is indispensable for shaping the identity of individuals, proposing that acquiring
subjectivity demands anxiety. The feeling of anxiety is a response to the lack of
coherence and unity that one feels about oneself; thus, to dissipate the feeling of
incoherence, the individual undergoes abjection to attain subjectivity. According
to Noelle McAfee, in Kristeva’s perspective, “the infant begins to separate itself
from others in order to develop borders between ‘I’ and other. The infant develops
these by a process she calls abjection, a process of jettisoning what seems to be
part of oneself” (46). As maintained by Kristeva, abjection is accompanied by
fear, disgust, repulsion, or even nausea. Nevertheless, Kristeva professes that “it is
not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection, but what disturbs identity,
system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the
ambiguous, the composite” (4). Henceforth, “abject” does not inherently denote
an unsanitary entity posing a threat to health; rather, it encapsulates a conceptual
framework deemed inappropriate or unacceptable. The classification of what is
considered abject is subjective and may diverge among individuals. It is important
to note that “this process is not a passing stage in a person’s development. It remains
a companion through the whole of one’s life” (49).

Kristeva regards abjection as a natural developmental and psychological stage
during the subject’s life, excluding the social and cultural elements that may
influence the process of abjection throughout life. Due to this issue, Kristeva’s
account of abjection is received with ambivalence. David Punter, for instance,
criticizes Kristeva for her apolitical definition of abjection. Punter’s critique
pertains to Kristeva’'s potential reinforcement of essentialism, as exemplified in
her work About Chinese Women. In this analysis, Kristeva endeavors to elucidate
the Western perception of foreignness in relation to Chinese women by ascribing
it to the Westerner’s innate process of abjection. In this endeavor, she portrays
the Chinese women as possessing characteristics of being “smooth, placid, closed
without hostility,’ thereby inadvertently ascribing essentialist attributes to them
and providing a rationalization for their abjection (Punter 201). Consequently,
Punter expresses strong disapproval of Kristeva’s exposition on abjection,
deeming it “entirely reprehensible” Gayatri Spivak similarly voices her criticism
of Kristeva’s abjection, averring that “the concept of abjection was forged within
and is fundamentally committed to ‘one historical narrative, namely an imperialist,
Eurocentric world-view” (5). Spivak does not wholly dismiss the concept of
abjection but underscores its role in sustaining the “imperial axis of European
subjectivity” (qtd. in Tyler 34). Rooted in Kristeva’s exploration of abjection as a
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psychological aspect of human identity formation, Spivak’s criticism suggests that
Kristeva’s abjection may inadvertently rationalize xenophobia and racism prevalent
in European society.

Similarly, Tyler finds fault with how Kristeva treats abjection as a pre-historical
mechanism, unaffected by social situations. Tyler’s critique centers on the notion
that Kristeva’s concept of abjection is merely a pre-symbolic stage in children’s
psychological development. The pre-symbolic stage is the period before the
acquisition of language, positioning abjection at a point when the individual has
not yet fully entered the social sphere. According to Kristeva, abjection occurs
even prior to “the Lacanian mirror stage” (McAfee 46). Thus, what is missing
from Kristeva’s analysis and many subsequent interpretations is a comprehensive
account of what it means “to be made abject” after entering the symbolic stage
(Tyler 4). According to Tyler, due to the pre-symbolic nature of Kristeva’s analysis,
her account of abjection “acts as a memory hole” (32) and enables the further
suppression of the abject subjects. To ameliorate Kristeva’s notion of abjection,
Tyler views abjection as “a lived social process,” and in her book Social Abjection
and Resistance in Neoliberal Britain in particular, she expands upon what it means
to be “one who repeatedly finds herself the object of the other’s violent objectifying
disgust” (4). Tyler believes that the inclusion of social contexts in examining
the procedure of abjection is indispensable. As opposed to Kristeva, who views
abjection as a natural and psychological reaction, Tyler insists on the treatment of
abjection as a social phenomenon, shaped and controlled by the holders of power.
She redefines abjection as a mode of governmentality that affects the forms of
subjectivization and subjugation within society. The mechanism of social abjection
or as Tyler names “abjectifying technology” is directed toward specific groups
(classes) of people within society (245). This process is facilitated by the support
of the majority of people who see the abject subjects as a threat to their own
position and benefits. The technology of abjection is implemented through several
mechanisms: the politics of disgust, which involves stigmatizing and dehumanizing
the abject to create social distance; language control, which entails the regulation
and manipulation of discourse to reinforce the marginalization of the abject; and
spatializing, which involves physically segregating the abject into specific areas or
environments to maintain their exclusion from mainstream society (41-44).

The process of social abjection provokes the disgust and hatred of the general
public toward specific target groups. According to Tyler, the target groups
encompass a diverse range of populations, spanning from immigrants and
individuals with disabilities to pregnant women, particularly focusing on those
who are subjected to physical control by an oppressive state. Nevertheless, the
response of the abject class to this procedure is not always inertia or inaction. The
abject class responds to imposed injustice through various forms of revolt (3), with
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literary revolt being a significant form of resistance against the subjugating force
of social abjection. Literary revolt involves producing literary works or narrating
stories that expose the harsh realities of abjectifying societies or reveal how specific
classes are rendered abject through constructed rules of abjection. Although
literary works may not always infuse revolutions in society, they can give a voice
to the unheard abject population. While Tyler examines the complexities of social
abjection within the context of neoliberal Britain, applying this concept to Gilead
proves equally insightful. Both systems employ social abjection to subjugate and
control classes deemed essential for society’s reproductive functions. In neoliberal
societies, production and monetary value are prioritized by exploiting various social
classes and excluding those unable to contribute economically. Similarly, in Gilead,
the Handmaids are enslaved to enhance child production, and individuals who
cannot sustain this system are completely eliminated. Moreover, in both societies,
the methods of resistance against the abjectifying systems are strikingly similar.
To understand how Offred’s narration is able to dismantle Gilead’s abjectifying
policies, the present paper will first explore the processes through which social
abjection is effectuated in Gilead.

IMPLEMENTATION OF SOCIAL ABJECTION IN GILEAD THROUGH POLITICS OF
DISGUST

Injectionof politics of disgustintosocietyisone ofthekeystepsintheimplementation
of social abjection. Gileadean society utilizes the politics of disgust in order to
cause social stratification. Disgust and abjection are two concepts that operate
within a single realm—both are socially constructed structures, although they
preserve a superficially natural veneer. Tyler underlines the social origin of disgust,
indicating that “disgust is an urgent, guttural and aversive emotion, associated with
sickening feelings of revulsion, loathing, or nausea. However, while it is experienced
physically, in the gut, disgust is saturated with socially stigmatizing meanings and
values” (21). Thus, while disgust might appear like a natural reaction to an abject
subject, it is in fact “in the service of prevailing social and political classificatory
practices” (22). The politics of disgust, or as Tyler names them “disgust consensus,’
are what make the Gileadean regime possible in the first place. By addressing their
disgust toward one another, the inhabitants of Gilead constantly abjectify their
surrounding people and offer Gilead its nourishing, subjugating power.

In Gilead, the disgust consensus creates a huge rift between different social

classes and results in strict social stratification. Individuals are identified not by
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their names but by their social standing, and each societal stratum carries an
expectation for uniform behavioral patterns among its members. The identical
clothes that members of each group wear by obligation accentuate the mirroring
effect of the members. When Offred sees Ofglen’s body in the glass window of a
store, she says, “She holds my stare in the glass, level, unwavering. Now it’s hard to
look away. There’s a shock in this seeing; it’s like seeing somebody naked, for the
first time” (Atwood 148). It is on these few occasions that the social mask is peeled
off and the individuality of Offred and others is realized. Divested of personal
agency and individuality, the politicized bodies of the Handmaids blend with one
another and constitute an undifferentiated mass, as a result, disgust is more easily
directed toward the target groups. To be precise, the identical red dresses facilitate
the generalization of the Handmaids, erasing their individual identities. For this
reason, abjectifying disgust, without the nuance of difference, is more effectively
projected onto the Handmaids.

The relationship between the Handmaids and the Wives betrays the detrimental
ramifications of social stratification. Although the Handmaids face severely limited
alternatives, with their choices primarily restricted to becoming sex workers in
Jezebels, laboring in the colonies (resulting in death), or serving as Handmaids, they
are the subject of significant resentment and disgust, particularly from the Wives,
even though the Handmaids have not volunteered for this role. The law allows this
disgust to thrive by granting special rights to the Wives. Offred, the narrator, whose
name derives from her Commander’s name, Fred (indicating her belonging to
Fred), explains that, “They can do almost anything to us, but they aren’t allowed to
kill us, not legally. Not with knitting needles or garden shears, or knives purloined
from the kitchen, and especially not when we are pregnant” (246). Although the
Gileadean regime views the constructed feeling of disgust as something natural
and reasonable, one can observe that disgust is not an instinctive reaction that the
Wives might have shown toward the Handmaids in the pre-Gileadean world. This is
because these roles did not exist for women at that time, and the Handmaids would
not have been targeted for their abjectifying positions. Nonetheless, Aunt Lydia,
one of the tutors of the Red Center, attempts to undermine the constructed nature
of disgust by saying “Of course they will resent you. It is only natural” (39; emphasis
added). In this way, Gilead utilizes moral disgust, which, in the words of Aurel
Kolnai, can be described as a form of disgust through which “a physical experience
of disgust slides into contempt and judgments of value” (22). Additionally, the envy
exhibited by the Wives towards the Handmaids further amplifies the propagation
of the policy of disgust consensus.

The abjectifying impact of social stratification and disgust consensus upon
Offred’s life can be perceived when one examines her relationship with Serena.
Upon their initial encounter, Offred endeavors to perceive Serena from a distinct
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perspective, seeking to delve beyond the confines of Serena’s societal role as the wife
of a Commander, saying “I wanted to think I would have liked her, in another time
and place, another life” (Atwood 12). However, Offred’s expectations are shattered
when Serena expresses that she wishes to see as little of her as possible. The same
rule applies to how Serena perceives Offred. At first, she merely sees her as another
Handmaid, but probably an astute one. Serena says that she has studied Offred’s
file and she has realized that Offred is not stupid. Still, when she is informed that
Offred, despite her own will, has met the Commander in secret, she throws down
Offred’s cloak and sequins, uttering, “Pick up that disgusting thing and get to your
room. Just like the other one. A slut. You'll end up the same” (258). The prevailing
and unfavorable perception held by Wives towards Handmaids is encapsulated in
the belief that they are collectively deemed as “little whores, all of them” (98). This
perspective reduces Handmaids to an indistinct mass, enabling the Wives to direct
their animosity indiscriminately. However, it should be underscored that this
animosity is deeply rooted in the power dynamics of Gilead. The Wives’ true source
of disgust likely lies with their husbands, who wield actual power and enforce the
oppressive system that marginalizes both the Wives and the Handmaids. Feeling
powerless to confront their husbands directly, the Wives instead displace their
anger and frustration onto the Handmaids. This redirection of wrath highlights
the Wives’ internalization of patriarchal norms and their inability to challenge the
true source of their suffering, thereby perpetuating a cycle of victimization among
women. By targeting Handmaids, the Wives attempt to assert control and cope
with their own subjugation, revealing the complex layers of power and resentment
in Gilead’s society.

Furthermore, the feeling of disgust is intricately intertwined with the
abjectification of the Handmaids. In other words, the secondary feeling of abjection
is generated by the primary feeling of disgust. During the monthly coital ceremony;,
Serena’s repulsion culminates in Offred’s abjectification. Offred recounts Serena’s
reaction to her body as an indication of her disdain, “there is loathing in her voice,
as if the touch of my flesh sickens and contaminates her” (83; emphasis added). On
these occasions, Serena’s repellent reaction to Offred’s body serves to make Offred
feel abject and dehumanized. Consequently, Offred’s abject state is not a natural one
but is attained through the interactions that she has with the members of the other
class. As Sara Ahmed points out, the subject “feels something to be disgusting, and
then expels the object, and through expelling the object, finds it to be disgusting”
(87). In turn, this disgusted response becomes “the truth of the object, thing or
person deemed revolting” (Ahmed qtd. in Tyler 24). In accordance with this
proposition, Serena’s disgusted reaction to Offred’s body constructs Offred’s abject
status. As a result, the sexual ceremony renders the Handmaids specifically abject
to the wives, though not necessarily to the commanders. However, the deliberate
exclusion of the Handmaids from certain social circles similarly reinforces their
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overall abject status within society. For instance, the separation of the Handmaids
from the Wives during various social events serves to intensify the process of
abjection. Offred alludes to this segregation, stating, “Our area is cordoned off with
a silky twisted scarlet rope, like the kind they used to have in movie theaters to
restrain the customers. This rope segregates us, marks us off, keeps the others from
contamination by us” (Atwood 191; emphasis added). Although Aunt Lydia claims
that the Handmaids are in a position of honor, her statement is undermined by the
way in which the Handmaids are treated in social events.

The Handmaids are looked upon with this abjectifying gaze by the other group
of women as well, the Marthas. Rita, the Martha in Commander Waterford’s
household, both envies and resents the Handmaids for various reasons. Rita
harbors a strong aversion towards Offred, but as Offred mentions, “the frown isn't
personal: it’s the red dress she disapproves of, and what it stands for” (5). Like the
Wives, Rita cannot see beyond Offred’s social role, even though Rita knows that
Gilead has compelled Offred to become a Handmaid, she still feels the necessity to
make her resentments felt because she wears a cloth that signifies the Handmaids’
abject role. The resentment harbored by the Marthas toward the Handmaids is
fueled by envy of their ability to bear children. This jealousy persists despite the
fact that a Handmaid’s pregnancy can elevate the status of the household and, by
extension, the Marthas. Nonetheless, this envy, akin to that of the wives, operates
both on a primal and political level, stemming from not being considered valuable
for the state’s reproductive purposes. On the other hand, the Handmaids envy the
Marthas for simpler things, such as being able to cook, to touch things such as
knives, and more importantly, not to be a part of the sexual ceremony. As Offred
clarifies, “in this house, we all envy each other something” (43).

However, both groups’ resentment toward each other makes them blind to the
fact that they are both a part of the waste population that society has willingly
produced. If the Handmaids become terminally sick or lose their childbearing
abilities, they are banished to the colonies where imminent death awaits them.
Only those Handmaids who have already fulfilled their reproductive duty by giving
birth are spared from this fate. The Marthas share a parallel destiny, their ultimate
outcome upon falling terminally ill veiled in uncertainty. It is conjectured that they
are sent to colonies, a choice made in light of the perceived financial impracticality
of their medical care. Moira describes the colonies as the following: “They don’t
bother to feed you much, or give you protective clothing or anything, it’s cheaper
not to. Anyway they’re mostly people they want to get rid of” (227). Upon being
deemed ineffectual for the welfare of society, the Marthas and the Handmaids
are discarded as a part of the trash population. Thus, sick Marthas and unbearing
Handmaids, as abject members of society, become undeserving of care because
they bring no tangible profit to the system. This abject state is a constructed
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position, achieved through the deployment of the politics of disgust; however, due
to naturalization process of abjection, it is perceived as a common and irrefutable
fact within society. The next sections elucidate how Gilead further enforces social
abjection by territorial stigmatization.

IMPLEMENTATION OF SOCIAL ABJECTION IN GILEAD THROUGH TERRITORIAL
STIGMATIZATION

Even though disgust consensus and strict social classification are essential for
executing social abjection, they are usually accompanied by other factors such as
territorial stigmatization and language control. Regarding territorial stigmatization,
Tyler writes,

If the abject is a spatializing politics of disgust, which functions to create forms of
distance between the body politic proper and those excluded from the body of the state
(and forced to live in internal border zones such as the banlieues), then the politics of
the abject is a counter-spatial politics which attempts to reclaim the spaces and zones of
abjection as radical sites of revolt and transformation. (41)

Tyler underscores the pivotal role that physical spaces play in enabling the
execution of the politics of disgust. Living outside the designated space becomes
a precursor to the abjectification of individuals. Therefore, the spatial dimension
of stigmatization and its crucial effect on the abjectification of the Handmaids
should not be overlooked. In The Handmaid’s Tale, the mere existence of some
zones results in the production of the abject population. In institutions like the Red
Center, Handmaids undergo education regarding their societal roles. Within its
confines, they adhere to uniform dress codes and maintain a demeanor of silence
and piety. Despite being endorsed by Gilead as an educational institution aimed at
transforming women into distinct entities from prostitutes and Unwomen, the Red
Center also assumes the status of an abject space. This is evidenced by its function
as a site where women are systematically stripped of their prior identities, reduced
to mere vessels for reproduction. Consequently, the Red Center facilitates the
construction of Handmaids as abject entities from previously un-abject individuals.
Initially, the existence of such places is not common knowledge: “It was all secret at
first, behind barbed wire” (Atwood 224), but after the reification and naturalization
of Gileadean policies, their salient role is openly demonstrated and even celebrated.
In the premier episode of the first season of the Hulu adaptation of The Handmaid’s
Tale, a significant scene depicts the mechanisms through which Aunts manipulate
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Handmaids to enforce abjection on one another within the confines of the Red
Center. In this place, Handmaids are coerced into forming a blame circle, wherein
one is isolated and castigated. A particularly poignant scene involves Janine, who
is punished for having been raped as a young girl. Following her recounting of the
incident, Aunt Lydia inquires, “Whose fault was it, girls?” (25:37) The Handmaids
collectively point to Janine, chanting “Her fault” repeatedly (25:40). Lydia further
questions, “And why did God allow such a terrible thing to happen?” (25:54) to
which the Handmaids respond, “Teach her a lesson” (26:01). The blame circle
dehumanizes Janine, reducing her to an object of scorn (an abject individual)
rather than a person who has suffered trauma. It reinforces the perception of
the Handmaids as mere instruments of reproduction, devoid of personal dignity
or agency. This scene underscores how the Aunts and the Handmaids’ language
are weaponized to perpetuate abjection. When June (Offred) initially refrains
from chanting “Her fault an Aunt, portrayed by Margaret Atwood, slaps her.
Consequently, Offred partakes in the victim-blaming in subsequent instances,
driven by fear. Thus, as depicted, the Red Center uses fear, enforced participation,
and an internalized sense of guilt to break down solidarity between the Handmaids
and effectuate a politics of abjectification.

Other places, such as Jezebel’s, where Moira is a prostitute, also facilitate the
stigmatization of women. In Offred’s brief visit to Jezebel’s, she encounters women
who held prestigious posts in the pre-Gileadean world, yet they work as prostitutes
in the Gileadean regime. Moira describes the former professional status of the
women at Jezebel’s, stating, “That one there, the one in green, she’s a sociologist.
Or was. That one was a lawyer, that one was in business, an executive position”
(Atwood 237). This highlights the drastic shift from their previous esteemed roles
to their current positions as prostitutes under the Gileadean regime. But it should
be noted that the main horror may lie in the colonies where the un-women are
sent. The abject population is sent to these deadly spaces since their bodies must
be excluded from Gilead’s body politic proper, the collective social entity of Gilead
that ostracizes those who cannot contribute to the state’s preservation.

Apart from these abjectifed zones, strict forms of territorialization also
contribute to the process of othering and abjectifying. After leaving the Red Center,
Offred is required to live in the houses of her commanders. She has no permanent
place of residence and, as she clarifies at the beginning of the novel, she is reluctant
to call the room she stays in “my room,” instead referring to it as “the room,
(17; emphasis in the original). In the first episode of the Hulu adaptation of The
Handmaid’s Tale, Offred’s (June’s) room is depicted as an empty, almost foggy void.
She describes this emptiness by stating, “A chair, a table, a lamp. There is a window
with white curtains and the glass is shatterproof but it isn’t running away they are

afraid of. A Handmaid wouldn’t get far. It’s those other escapes, the ones you open
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in yourself given a cutting edge” (4:50). This scene underscores the minimalistic
and utilitarian aspects of Offred’s environment, reflecting the regime’s systematic
erasure of individuality and personal expression. The inclusion of shatterproof glass
exemplifies the extent of the regime’s control, as it physically inhibits any attempts at
escape. This detail highlights the vigilance and comprehensive measures the regime
employs to prevent any form of physical evasion. Contrary to Offred, Serena Joy,
the wife, has her own place of rest and domination; “the sitting room is supposed
to be Serena Joy’s territory, he’s supposed to ask permission to enter it. She likes
to keep him waiting. It’s a little thing, but in this household, little things mean a
lot” (Atwood 74). Although Serena cannot keep books, she can arrange the sitting
room and garden according to her own taste. At times, Offred envies Serena for
these smaller freedoms since she gets reminded of when she had her own personal
garden and could plant whatever she desired. Offred has no private belongings
in her room, she even speculates that all the rooms of the Handmaids might be
similar to one another, which once more demonstrates how all the Handmaids
are spatially pigeonholed into one single category. The Commander, on the other
hand, has his own private room where no one is allowed to enter, not even Serena.
The Commander’s private study is, above all, a male territory.

I raise my hand, knock, on the door of this forbidden room where I have never been,
where women do not go. Not even Serena Joy comes here, and the cleaning is done by
Guardians. What secrets, what male totems are kept in here? (Atwood 121)

In the Hulu adaptation, the Commander’s room is portrayed as the antithesis of
June’s room, overflowing with rows upon rows of bookshelves. While June’s room is
characterized by its stark emptiness, Commander Waterford’s room is oppressively
filled with personal belongings, particularly books, which are forbidden possessions
for Handmaids. This visual contrast between the two rooms serves to depict the vast
inequities in the society of Gilead, where men of the Commander’s status enjoy the
luxuries of personal freedom and intellectual engagement, while women, especially
Handmaids like June, are deprived of such basic human rights. Therefore, it may
not be too gratuitous to remark that the power relationships are also controlled
through these physical spaces. There is a direct link between physical territories
and the power that is vested in individuals. However, one other factor that also
contributes to the powerlessness of individuals is language control.
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IMPLEMENTATION OF SOCIAL ABJECTION IN GILEAD THROUGH LANGUAGE

It is a widely recognized truth that derogatory language has been historically
employed in reference to specific groups within the population with the intent of
subjugation. As Michael Billig, the scholar of social psychology states, language
allows people to wallow in “the pleasures of hatred” (267). Tyler explicates that
derogatory language can send “waves of mockery, contempt, and disgust toward
the targeted social class” (165). This mechanism is employed in Gilead to bring
about the suppression of the abject female population.

One word that recurs in different parts of the novel is un-woman. Within
Gileadean society, the un-women are individuals unable to fulfill their biological
destinythrough childbirth orthose whofailtoadheretothe prescribed rules of Gilead.
In essence, they are deemed inconsequential to Gilead’s societal requirements.
The word un-woman signifies a nonperson, a nobody who can be subjugated and
demolished. An un-woman is a part of the waste population who could be “burned
up with the garbage” (194). In one of her flashbacks, Offred narrates how she and
her husband had to get rid of their cat since they were running away.

I'll take care of it, Luke said. And because he said it instead of her, I knew he meant kill.
That is what you have to do before you kill, I thought. You have to create an it, where
none was before. (Atwood 172; emphasis added)

This procedure is also exercised by the Gileadean government to effectuate the
process of social abjection. The un-women become ‘its’ that signify no humane
or natural qualities, and therefore, can get eliminated from society. Additionally,
terms like ‘barren’ or ‘sterile’ have taken on a feminine connotation and are
primarily applied to women (except for instances such as the closed doors where
characters like Commander Fred are referred to as sterile). Consequently, only
women are designated as un-women, with no equivalent term for men. However,
it is important to acknowledge that the Gileadean system also suppresses certain
men, such as gender traitors, who similarly become ‘its’ and are executed by the
regime.

Additionally, the lack of appropriate communication among different classes
and even within each class intensifies this abjectifying effect because no one can
assert oneself differently. As Angela Gulick observes, “Even the most innocuous
uses of language in Gilead have been eliminated because of their perceived danger’
(105). Even though the Handmaids stealthily attempt to talk to one another, the
lack of proper communication decreases the chances of rebellion as no one can
unite for a common end. As a Handmaid, Offred is encouraged to stay silent since
“Blessed are the silent” (Atwood 77). Offred admits that as a result of the Gileadean

?
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indoctrination, her speech has gained a robotic quality. In her first encounter with
Serena, she cannot even control her answers. Offred points out, “They used to have
dolls, for little girls, that would talk if you pulled a string at the back; I thought I was
sounding like that, voice of a monotone, voice of a doll (12). This signifies Offred’s
relinquishment of control over the utilization of language in social contexts.

At times, an effective form of communication brings about the subversion of
Gileadean ideologies. This happens when Offred and Ofglen communicate in the
pre-Gileadean language, greeting each other without using pre-ordained phrases
such as blessed day or blessed be the fruit. The utilization of the pre-Gileadean
language fosters a deeper comprehension between these individuals. Ofglen
maintains that Offred “seemed stinking pious,” (165) and Offred says she had the
same idea about her. In the rest of their conversation, they express doubts about
how God might not be listening to their prayers. These words especially subvert
the strict religious ideology of Gilead.

Offred’s nightly meetings with the Commander, though obligatory, have the
same subversive and empowering effect. In their meetings, the Commander orders
Offred to play Scrabble with him. Offred says, “I hold myself absolutely rigid. I keep
my face unmoving. So that’s what’s in the forbidden room! Scrabble!” (123). Though
the notion of playing Scrabble initially seems ludicrous to Offred, this game has a
slightly empowering, as it supplies her with control over her long-lost language.
Playing this game enables her to read words (reading is forbidden for women of
Gilead); moreover, she controls the game by decoding the Commander’s intended
words and determining the words that she is going to use. She is so adept at playing
this game that she sometimes allows the Commander to win to preserve his pride
(139). Offred’s experience as a former librarian endows her with the ability to assert
her knowledge of the language and control the game. Describing the power this
game offers her, Offred states, “It was like using a language I'd once known but had
nearly forgotten, a language having to do with customs that had long before passed
out of the world” (152).

Even Offred’s imaginary communication with the former resident of her room
has a subversive and empowering effect. The only message that is left from her is a
mock Latin aphorism “Nolite te bastardes carborundorum,” which means, “do not
let the bastards grind you down” (Atwood 79). This sentence is what Offred prays
for. She says, “I don’t know what it means, but it sounds right, and it will have to do,
because I don’t know what else I can say to God” (79). Although she is unaware of
the meaning of the phrase at that juncture, she has given an alternative voice to pray
with, one that deviates from the Gileadean language. Only later does she realize that
the phrase is subversive by nature. She states, “It pleases me to know that her taboo
message made it through, to at least one other person, washed itself up on the wall
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of my cupboard, was opened and read by me” (45). It is this communication with
the unknown woman from the world of the dead that somehow dissipates Offred’s
passivity against her abjection. The fact that this sentence has no known speaker
intensifies its impact and gives it a universal nature—this voice becomes Offred’s
resistant voice, protecting her from the abjectifying world.

REVOLTING AGAINST SOCIAL ABJECTION

Tyler highlights the necessity of rebellion against the abject state, saying that “it
is through revolt, and demands for justice and equality, that political agency is
exercised, even while demands for recognition often lead to further cycles of
punishment and capture” (23). According to Tyler, individuals often revolt against
their abject state with the intention of power assertion. In Gilead, proper conditions
for any act of revolt are scarce since much antagonism is cultivated among the
abject demographic; therefore, they cannot coalesce for a common aim. Moreover,
due to constant surveillance, there are no chances of communication between the
members of the abject population. Yet, this does not mean that individual acts of
rebellion are nonexistent in Gilead.

It should be noted that Offred does not actively escape from the Red Center or
her Commander’s house, but she tries to assert her power through small acts of
revolt. In various parts of the novel, Offred thinks of stealing objects such as shears
or knives. Offred does not explain why she wants to possess these objects. When
she goes to the kitchen to steal a knife, she maintains that she is not ready to do this
and instead, she takes the petals of some withered flower. Although Offred does not
take any more, she fantasizes about stealing things that give her the ability to revolt.
She speculates that she could stab the Commander with a knife; she hides a match
to set the house on fire if necessary. Offred feels empowered by these little acts of
revolt; however, they can act as double-edged swords. On the one hand, they give
partial power to the abject person, but on the other hand, they prevent the person
from becoming a more daring rebel. The Commander is cognizant of the fact that
small acts of rebellion provide Offred with a safe outlet, hindering her from more
rebellious acts. As Offred says to him, “You want my life to be bearable to me’
(Atwood 169). However, even though Offred’s rebellious acts occasionally function
as a safety valve, Shirley Neuman observes that “she recognizes and acknowledges
her enjoyment of her own small exercises of power, however ignoble” (863). In one

?
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scene of the novel, Offred tries to arouse the sexual feelings of two guardians by
slightly moving her hips. She describes the scene as the following,

They touch with their eyes instead and I move my hips a little, feeling the full red skirt
sway around me. It’s like thumbing your nose from behind a fence or teasing a dog with
a bone held out of reach, and I'm ashamed of myself for doing it, because none of this is
the fault of these men, they’re too young. Then I find I'm not ashamed after all. I enjoy
the power; power of a dog bone, passive but there. I hope they get hard at the sight of us
and have to rub themselves against the painted barriers, surreptitiously. They will suffer,
later, at night, in their regimented beds. (Atwood 19; emphasis added)

Later, we learn that two guardians were caught while performing an obscene act.
They are executed, and their bodies are hung over the wall of Offred’s living district
(49). Although not explicitly stated in the text, there is an implication that these
guardians are the same ones whom Offred attempted to torment through inciting
sexual arousal. Offred’s revolt is aimed at other subjugated individuals, but it gives
her the pleasure and the power that she desperately yearns for. However, it is
warranted to suggest that the most important revolt of Offred might be through
her narration.

DISMANTLING SOCIAL STRATIFICATION IN OFFRED’S NARRATION

In terms of empowerment, no subversive act of Offred amounts to her revolt
through narration. Sandra Tomc states, “It is no accident that Offred’s tapes are
discovered among other tokens of popular passion and bad taste—Elvis Presley
tunes, folk songs, Mantovani instrumentals, and the screams of Twisted Sister—
nor that all of these are laughed at and dismissed by Professor Pieixoto” (82).
Offred’s narration gains its value by its counter-ideological quality. It is drastically
different from the propaganda of the Gileadean regime, and it empowers its
narrator by giving her control. It undermines the indoctrination of the Red Center,
which is, “blessed are the silent” Critics like Harold Bloom propose that Offred’s
narration has a recuperating effect, meaning that she narrates her story in order
to emancipate herself from her traumatic past (Handmaid 103). Alice Palumbo
also refers to the healing power of Offred’s narration by saying that “Offred, the
eponymous narrator of The Handmaid’s Tale, tells and retells her own story in
order to live in the oppressive future world of Gilead, a theocratic dystopia set
in a future United States” (qtd. in Bloom, Margaret 27). While detaching herself
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from her abjectifying past is a motive behind Offred’s storytelling, it is not the sole
reason, as she underscores the empowerment derived from possessing a pen.

I can feel its power; the power of the words it contains. Pen Is Envy, Aunt Lydia would
say, quoting another Center motto, warning us away from such objects. And they were
right, it is envy. Just holding it is envy. I envy the Commander his pen. It’'s one more thing
I would like to steal. (Atwood 167)

A pen is one of the other tools that Offred wants to steal since, akin to a knife, it
endows her with the power of rebellion. However, can Offred get a hold of a pen?
As far as the readers are informed, Offred records her narration on cassette tapes
after taking refuge in a safe house. Thus, she is either divested of that possession
or she prefers not to scribble down her narration. Regardless, she is able to deliver
her narration to the readers/listeners. In fact, by conveying her narration to an
external recording device, she replicates the responsibility that she had in the
pre-Gileadean world, which was transferring books to CD-ROMs as a librarian.
Hence, not only does her narration make her voice heard, but it also enables
her to dismantle every mechanism that is employed for the implementation of
abjection technology. As indicated earlier, disgust consensus results in political
classificatory practices. Strict social stratification effaces the individuality of each
person within a group, yet Offred’s narration substantiates the very individuality
that she needs. Offred’s method of revolt is compatible with her previous vocation
as a librarian. By recounting her story, Offred regains her command of language
and reverts to the role that she had the in pre-Gileadean world. Stillman and
Johnson remark that Offred’s narration is not as efficacious as Moira’s political
action, which “undercuts malevolent authorities” (83). But one should notice
that Moira’s revolt matches perfectly with her unruly personality; comparably,
Offred’s manner of revolt fits with her individual characteristics. Although “the
implication is that all women share the characteristics of the Handmaid” (Bloom,
Handmaid 92) through her narration, Offred is able to distinguish herself from
other members of the trash population. As opposed to Johnson and Stillman’s
statement that Offred’s individuality is inexorably broken down by the Gileadean
regime, through recording her voice on the tapes she manages to manufacture an
identity that differs from those of the other Handmaids such as Moira or Ofglen.
By recording her narration on an external device, she restores the identity that
she had in the pre-Gileadean world. Consequently, Offred’s narration disturbs the
classificatory politics of Gilead. Still, it must be stressed that Offred’s life shares
many characteristics with the lives of the Handmaids, and Offred points to these
similarities in her narration. In this regard, Offred’s narration is individualistic and
universal at the same time—it portrays the lives of various members of a class that
are repressed by a single abjectifying method.
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UNDERMINING TERRITORIAL STIGMATIZATION IN OFFRED’S NARRATION

As argued, Offred’s narrative serves to dismantle various mechanisms of abjection,
one being territorial stigmatization. In contrast to characters like Serena and
Commander Waterford, Offred lacks any physical space that can be deemed her own.
Besides the scratchings left by the previous Offred, the room in which she resides,
transient in nature, lacks personal belongings or any semblance of ownership. This
absence of a private physical space reinforces Offred’s abject condition, defined by
her powerlessness.

The significance of physical space in representing “a complex web of relations
of domination and subordination” is acknowledged in scholarly discourse (Massey
qtd. in Neely and Samura 1936). This means that physical spaces play a substantial
role in defining power in relationships. In the context of Atwood’s work, this idea
is notably evident, as highlighted by Janita Dodson and W.H. New. In her analysis
of The Handmaid’s Tale, Dodson observes that Atwood represents blankness as “a
territory free of imperial order” (83). Similarly, New underscores Atwood’s portrayal
of the physical space (land) as a symbol of power co-opted by patriarchal forces. As
illustrated in Atwood’s work, such as “The Journals of Susanna Moodie,” characters
like Mrs. Moodie find themselves on the fringes of conventional civilization and
discourse since they “can neither interpret a new place through old familiar words
nor any longer recognize herself” (New 171). Nonetheless, in contrast to Mrs.
Moodie, Offred is adept at fashioning a new space using pre-Gileadean language.
Thus, Offred’s narrative empowers her with a personal blank space, which she
can fill with her own items, specifically words. This narrative space resembles
Serena’s garden or the Commander’s office. Just like Serena who “wreathes herself
in flowers” (Atwood 70), Offred is free to adorn her narrative with the adjectives
and the words that she desires. Additionally, within a space devoid of territorial
stigmatization, Offred can redefine herself and even challenge the abject status of
other Handmaids, elevating them to the status of un-abject human beings.

It is imperative to recognize that Offred’s administration of this alternative space
is intricately linked to her command over language. To fully grasp how Offred
navigates this alternative vacant space, a meticulous examination of her adeptness
in language control is warranted.
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DISASSEMBLING SOCIAL ABJECTION THROUGH LANGUAGE CONTROL

As elucidated, language control emerges as a technique for enacting social abjection.
Consequently, each of Offred’s endeavors to regulate language, running the gamut
from engaging in Scrabble games to crafting extensive narratives, constitutes a
subversive act against social abjection. Offred’s narrative process mirrors a game
of Scrabble, albeit with one pivotal distinction. It proffers a wider scope of freedom
and empowerment as she has access to a vast number of words and she can end the
story in the manner that she desires. Therefore, Offred’s narration dismantles the
abjectifying technology by equipping her with a considerable amount of linguistic
control. Nonetheless, it can be argued that Offred’s story does not merely grant
self-empowerment but also gives her power over other people. By recording her
narration, Offred not only takes control of her own fate but also gains the added
power to shape the readers’ minds and interpretations. She forthrightly refers to this
form of power when she talks about her narration: “If it’s a story, even in my head. I
must be telling it to someone. You don't tell a story only to yourself. There’s always
someone else. Even when there is no one” (Atwood 34). Offred, in her narration,
exhibits a heightened awareness of the reader’s presence. Through this narrative
agency, she actively defines not only herself but also others, resisting external
definitions imposed upon her. Furthermore, her narrative control empowers her to
influence and shape the reader’s or listener’s response, thereby asserting a measure
of authority over the interpretative dynamics of the reading process. In this regard,
Offred’s storytelling techniques bear resemblance to those of Scheherazade, as
both exert influence over their audiences through the strategic use of constant
deferrals. Scheherazade’s primary power over the Sultan stems from her recurrent
interruption of the narrative at pivotal moments (Kuwahara). Offred’s deferral
is presented through a nonlinear narrative, marked by interruptions, gaps, and
flashbacks dispersed throughout the text. The culmination of this act of deferral,
however, arguably reaches its zenith at the conclusion of her narration. It can be
argued that Offred manifests her power over the readers by her clifthanger ending.
Offred’s open-ended narration does not offer any information about what transpires
after she gets in the black van. She mentions that getting in that car might be her
beginning or end. At this point, devastated by the news of Ofglen’s suicide and the
vague future before her, Offred is at the apotheosis of her impotence—she declares,
“I want to keep on living, in any form. I resign my body freely, to the uses of others.
They can do what they like with me. I am abject. I feel, for the first time, their true
power” (Atwood 231; emphasis added).

Offred’s narration ends abruptly at this juncture; she refuses to provide further
information as to what happens. However, by reading the historical notes we
are informed that she has survived this occasion since she records her voice on
cassettes after taking refuge in a safe house. Thus, Offred’s story does not actually
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end in this part, but she desists from recounting the rest of her ordeal. Offred
chooses to amputate the narration when the abjectifying power of Gilead coerces
her to declare “I am abject.” Nevertheless, the question that arises is why Offred
decides to end her narration when she feels that Gilead has stripped her of all
her power. Offred underlines the correlation between the story ending and power,
saying, “If it’s a story I'm telling, then I have control over the ending. Then there
will be an ending, to the story, and real life will come after it. I can pick up where I
left off” (Atwood 34).

Offred decides to strike back at the ultimate abjectifying feeling by imposing her
will upon the readers. By ending her story at a cliffhanger, she leaves the readers in
suspense, just as she kept those two guardians in anguishing sexual suspense. The
readers are comparable to the guardians who futilely yearned for a hint of Offred’s
sexual favors but ultimately received nothing. This narration has the power of a
dog bone; the readers scavenge for more details, but Offred’s clifthanger ending
just tantalizes them, plays with them, and offers no more. This is the sort of power
that Offred yearns for, a type of power that reigns over other people. Therefore, due
to the tantalizing effect that Offred’s narration has, the Handmaid’s tale is actually
the Handmaid’s tail (meaning bone), as Professor Pieixoto points out in historical
notes (Atwood 240). Offred’s various and small acts of revolt do not grant her the
power that she needs, yet her narration does. After all, “Storytelling . . . is always
associated with the exercise, in one sense or another, of power, of control” (Hanne
8).

However, can Offred’s narration have the desired effect on the cataclysmic
political situation? Even though Offred’s narration is not a direct political action,
contrary to what Stillman and Johnson remark, it is not deficient in subversive
potential. Stillman and Johnson assume that Offred’s narration seduces her “into
depoliticizing the implicit issue and into inaction” and therefore, it offers no modes
of resistance against Gilead (75). However, this view downplays the significant role
that narrations play in giving voice to the unheard and marginalized population.
Indeed, one must never undermine “the potential of stories to create fairer, more
inclusive and shared . . . less imperialistically shared worlds” (Daya and Lau 10).
Offred underscores the hazardous consequences that overlooking the stories of
marginalized people may engender. She recollects a time when she rejoiced in “the
complicity of ignoring” (Stillman and Johnson 77). Offred says:

There were stories in the newspapers, of course, corpses in ditches or the woods,
bludgeoned to death or mutilated, interfered with, as they used to say, but they were
about other women, and the men who did such things were other men. None of them
were the men we knew. (Atwood 49)
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In the pre-Gileadean world, Offred had taken very little notice of the abject position
of the other women. While Offred had not directly caused the oppression of other
women, she was guilty of not paying heed to the individual stories of these women.
In this way, Offred indirectly becomes complicit in the formation of a large-
scale repressive regime. For this reason, when Gilead deprives Offred and other
women of their rights, “they feel like they deserved it” (158). Comparably, Offred’s
narration functions as a cautionary tale to all future readers who are inclined
to disregard Offred’s individual tale of suffering. Therefore, Offred’s solipsistic
narration might not be reckoned as a direct political measure, yet this does not
make it a less subversive act. In case the readers do not bask in ignorance, they
might be able to use Offred’s pre-emptive narration to forestall the establishment
of later repressive regimes. According to Norman Fairclough, “changing discourse
practices contribute to change in knowledge (including beliefs and common
sense), social relations, and social identities” (8); Offred’s narration, indubitably,
has the potential of changing the oppressive discourse as it gains its subversive
power through undermining the policies of social abjection. Margaret Atwood’s
The Testaments (2019), the sequel to The Handmaid’s Tale, offers limited insight
into Offred’s ultimate fate, yet foregrounds the enduring influence of her endeavors
within the narrative framework. In this work, Offred’s destiny unfolds through
multiple perspectives, notably those of Aunt Lydia, Agnes, and Daisy. According
to their narration, Offred’s enduring legacy is one of defiance and resistance against
Gilead’s oppressive regime, symbolizing hope and inspiring others to challenge the
status quo. Her actions catalyze a movement for change, shaping the narrative of
rebellion and resistance within Gilead’s history.

CONCLUSION

Considering the critical discussion of this article, it can be inferred that Offred’s
narration dismantles the main vehicles of social abjection, such as disgust consensus,
social stratification, territorial stigmatization, and language control. Offred’s tale
highlights her individuality, and it dissipates the social hate thatis directed ather asa
Handmaid. Due to the implementation of abjectifying techniques in Gilead, Offred
is divested of a customized physical space and this deprivation contributes to her
powerlessness, but her narration equips her with a vastand unexplored territory that
is not proffered to her in real life. More significantly, Offred acquires the linguistic
power that is denied to the abject individuals of Gilead. As a librarian who used to
deal with various forms of narration in the pre-Gileadean world, Offred’s control
of language has a further significance; that is, it allows her to reclaim her life as an
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un-abject individual with the power of language control. Therefore, since Offred’s
narrative revolt dismantles the very abjectifying techniques that the Gileadean
regime employs, it is suitable for the type of suppression that she experiences.
Offred’s un-abjectyifying tale betrays how social abjection can function as a mode
of governmentality and produce abject individuals. Offred’s tale grants a voice to
the unheard, marginalized, and secluded; it supplies her with self-empowerment
and allows her to distort the herd-like image that society has portrayed of the
Handmaids. Moreover, Offred’s voice survives for future generations to impede
the implementation of abjectifying policies. Henceforth, as the act of storytelling of
Scheherazade in One Thousand and One Nights protects her from her impending
death, Offred’s narration immortalizes her voice as an un-abject woman.
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