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Essay #2: The Handmaid’s Tale 

 

The Commander: Victim or Head of Patriarchal Power 

 

In Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, the Commanders are at the top of the male 

hierarchy of the Gilead times. The novel specifically emphasizes Fred, the narrator’s 

Commander for which she gets her name Offred (suggesting she is his possession). In the novel, 

most of the Commander’s actions and Offred’s attitude and thoughts about him suggest that he 

has sympathy for her and the old society; this makes it seem as if the narrator is portraying him 

as a victim of the Gilead society. However, some of his actions, along with the epilogue, suggest 

that he is in fact one of the main heads of the patriarchal power in the Gilead times. In the first 

encounters, between the Commander and Offred, the Commander seems to have a sympathy for 

old times when he gives Offred presents and performs illegal actions. Similarly, he seems to defy 

the expectations of the new society. However, as he later discusses his opinion of the Gilead 

society with Offred and the reader discovers his real identity at the end, the possibility of his 

position as a victim is vanished.  

As the Commander and Offred have their first nightly encounters, the Commander shows 

and shares his unchanged attachment with the old society.  When they first met, Offred thought 

that the Commander only wanted to have sex with her. However, she was surprised to find out 

that he wanted to play scrabble. This game is prohibited in the Gilead society, especially for 

women, since it involves letters and women are not supposed to read. As Offred describes, 

although scrabble was not a big deal for her in the past, “[n]ow it’s desirable. Now [the 



Commander has] compromised himself. It’s as if he’s offered me drugs” (139). Thus, the 

Commander has revealed that he has items that are not allowed. Similarly, it became a usual for 

them to read every night they met. By doing this, the Commander was giving back to Offred the 

privilege that patriarchal power had taken away from women: the opportunity to read. In another 

occasion, the Commander offers Offred a women’s magazine. As Offred reflected, she “thought 

such magazines had all been destroyed, but here was one, left over, in a Commander’s private 

study, where you’d least expect to find such a thing” (156). When she asked him why he had it 

the Commander responded, “[s]ome of us […] retain an appreciation for the old things” (157). 

The fact that the Commander still retains objects that are not permitted anymore suggests that he 

is still attached to the old society. In addition, the fact that he chooses to share these objects and 

activities with Offred, seems to suggest he feels some kind of sympathy towards her.   

The Commander also defied Offred’s expectations of how a Commander should be which 

indicate his attachment to the old society. First of all, Offred is taken aback right away when she 

met the Commander and he greeted her with “Hello.” As Offred says, this is “the old form of 

greeting” (137) and now that Gilead has been established women are expected to greet by saying 

“bless be the fruit” and answering, “may the Lord open” (19). Therefore, the Commander is not 

following Gilead’s way of greeting which suggests that he prefers the old times. Furthermore, he 

seems to be melancholic about the old times when he asks Offred to kiss him as if she means it. 

As Offred describes, “[h]e draws away, looks down at [her]. There’s the smile again, the 

sheepish one. Such candor. ‘Not like that,’ he says. ‘As if you meant it.’” (140). Hence, he seems 

to suggest that he is looking for the personal connection that existed before the Gilead times. 

This once again humanizes Offred by ceasing to see her as a mere tool for reproduction. This 

fact, makes the reader sympathize with the Commander a little bit more. Offred has this same 



realization when she says that “[t]o him [she is] no longer merely a usable body. To him [she is] 

not just a boat with no cargo, a chalice with no wine in it, an oven – to be crude – minus the bun. 

To him [she is] not merely empty” (163). Hence, the fact that the Commander sees Offred as a 

human being and not a tool portrays him, more in the eyes of Offred than in the reader’s, as more 

of a victim of the Gilead society who longs to feel and enjoy the pleasure of old times. 

 As the novel progresses, the Commander’s portrayal as a victim diminishes, and by the 

end, he can be seen as one of the heads of the Gilead times. The earliest suggestions of his 

authority and feeling of superiority is shown when he first meets Offred. Offred describes that as 

she enters the room, “[t]he Commander is standing in front of the fireless fireplace, back to it, 

one elbow on the carved wooden overmantel, other hand in his pocket. It is such a studied 

pose…” (137). This pose, that is evident that the Commander orchestrated before Offred came 

in, was designed to show Offred right away who was in charge. This pose suggests the authority 

and superiority that men believed to have over women. If the commander placed such an effort 

to look superior, it suggests that he believes that men were superior to women - which is what 

the Gilead power preached. In another occasion, the Commander once again oppressed women 

when he told Offred that women could not add; “[f]or [women], one and one and one and one 

don’t make four… Just one and one and one and one,” he said (186). The fact that he believes 

women are below men in regards to intelligence reinforces his support for Gilead’s values. The 

Commander even goes on to say that before Gilead, “there was nothing for [men] to do with 

women. You know what they were complaining about the most? Inability to feel” (211). 

Therefore, they had to oppress women because “[y]ou can’t make an omelette without breaking 

eggs” (211). By comparing women to eggs, the Commander is suggesting that women are soft 

and easy to break and only through their submission would society be better. Hence, he was 



justifying the society’s actions. In addition, the epilogue or historical notes at the end of the 

novel, suggest that the Commander was one of the main heads of the patriarchal power 

established in Gilead times. The epilogue is set in the year 2195, after Gilead times, and it is set 

at a convention where professor Pieixoto presents his findings about the historical recording 

which is supposed to be The Handmaid’s Tale. He tries to explain the Commander’s identity and 

says that “there are two possible candidates [that could have been Offred’s Commander…] 

Frederick R. Waterford and B. Frederick Judd” (306). He says that evidence indicates Waterford 

to be Offred’s Commander. Waterford was responsible for designing many concepts of the 

Gilead society including female clothing and name of the Particicution and Salvaging 

ceremonies. Therefore, the epilogue eliminates the idea of the Commander being a victim 

because it points him as one of the heads of the patriarchal power in Gilead.  

Although the Commander seems to help Offred by giving her the change to re-experience 

pre-Gilead times, this does not make him less malevolent. The Commander does make Offred 

feel more human, yet he does everything thinking of himself first. He is the one who wants to 

have a personal connection without going back to giving all women the rights they had. The 

reader discovers at the epilogue that Offred’s Commander is, in fact, very powerful because he is 

one of the people that created Gilead. Hence, although he seems to be a victim of the patriarchal 

power at first, this possibility vanishes as the reader discovers that at the end that he is one of the 

evil minds behind the Gilead society.  
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