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Abstract  

This essay examines whether Aunt Lydia’s character in The Testaments by Margaret 

Atwood is a contemporary feminist messenger of hope and if the reader can forgive 

Aunt Lydia for her earlier misconducts. The essay analyzes Aunt Lydia’s character in 

The Testaments and its prequel The Handmaid’s Tale from a feminist perspective, 

focusing on the empowerment of education, sisterhood, and pragmatism.  

Aunt Lydia’s character demonstrates the empowerment of education in her 

Bildungsromanesque childhood, her educational achievements prior to the rise of 

Gilead, and in the education of Gileadian women. Aunt Lydia’s character emphasizes 

sisterhood in her conditioning of the handmaids and makes sure that there is a 

matriarchy within the patriarchy in order to protect the Gileadian women. Aunt Lydia’s 

character is also a pragmatist considering that her ultimate goal is to take revenge on 

Gilead. In order to take revenge, Aunt Lydia’s character makes calculated, goal-oriented 

and pragmatic decisions. The emphasis on the empowerment of female education, 

sisterhood and pragmatism are all characteristics of a feminist character, confirming that 

Aunt Lydia is a feminist character.  

From the antagonist in The Handmaid’s Tale to the hero in The Testaments, 

Aunt Lydia’s redemption indicates a message of hope from the author. Aunt Lydia’s 

feminist characteristics suggest a feminist message; Aunt Lydia’s character is a feminist 

messenger of hope. The message is that it is never too late for redemption and that as 

long as women stand together, there is hope. The essay also examines Aunt Lydia’s 

integrity and considers whether the reader can forgive Aunt Lydia. Because even though 

Aunt Lydia’s turns out to be the hero in The Testaments and her testimony promotes 

empathy and understanding for Aunt Lydia’s character, the reader still remembers her 

earlier misconducts and is unlikely to forgive her completely. 
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Introduction  

The utopian and dystopian literature genre can be traced back to More’s 1516 Utopia 

(Fitting 137). However, the positive utopian form prevailed over its negative dystopian 

form until the twentieth century (Fitting 139). The realization that it is possible to 

overthrow a dominant form of society and a new socio-political structure can take over 

gave rise to dystopian literature in the twentieth century. The most significant real-life 

event to encourage this realization was the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the birth of 

the Soviet Union. Consequently, cautionary tales about dystopian societies like We 

(1924) by Yevgeny Zamyatin, Brave New World (1932) by Aldous Huxley and 1984 

(1949) by George Orwell prevailed (Fitting 140).  

The rise of counterculture and Second Wave feminism in the 1960s brought on a 

change in dystopian literature. Dystopian authors went from describing a dystopian 

society using a third-person narrative to writing a first-person narrative about the 

personal issues and day-to-day lives of characters living in a dystopian society. They 

address contemporary subjects like gender inequality, sexual orientation, patriarchy, the 

emphasis on the nuclear family life and procreation. Dystopian novels like Margaret 

Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1986) and Karin Boye’s Kallocain (1940) use first-

person narratives to provide an insight into the character’s personal life in a dystopian 

society. This insight can help the reader comprehend how socio-political changes can 

have an extensive impact on day-to-day personal life, bringing the cautionary message 

of dystopian literature to a personal level (Fitting 147-148). 

Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1986) is one of the classic dystopian 

novels from the Second Wave feminism era. The Handmaid’s Tale is a first-person 

narrative told by the protagonist Offred (Atwood Handmaid’s Tale 84), a woman from a 

contemporary society wherein the government is overthrown, and a new regime takes 

over. Offred describes her experiences of the socio-political changes that come with the 

new regime. Thus, The Handmaid’s Tale is a first-person narrative about a dystopian 

patriarchal society. According to Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale is a cautionary tale 

based on real-life events from human history (“Atwood on the real-life events”). The 

Handmaid’s Tale is not only a cautionary tale about what could happen, but it deals 

with things that have happened and how important it is to be aware of socio-political 
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changes, no matter how insignificant they seem at the time. Whereas The Handmaid’s 

Tale is associated with the Second Wave feminism in dystopian literature, its sequel, 

The Testaments (2019), can be associated with the Third Wave feminist movement 

because of its emphasis on female diversity and female empowerment (Feldman 

Kołodziejuk 79).  

The three different first-person narratives in The Testaments, told by Aunt 

Lydia, Agnes, and Nicole, demonstrate female diversity. This narrative provides the 

reader with personal insight into the three individual women’s fictional minds and lives. 

An insight into Aunt Lydia’s and Agnes’s personal perspective and experiences in life 

in the Republic of Gilead as well as Nicole’s perspective and experience first as an 

outsider growing up in Canada and later as an immigrant in Gilead. The narrative 

provides the reader with the women’s personal stories about their participation in the 

demise of Gilead (Feldman Kołodziejuk 79).  

Female empowerment is apparent in The Testaments since Aunt Lydia, Agnes, 

and Nicole are all examples of empowered women. Nicole grows up in a community 

that encourages female empowerment and fights against injustice. From a young age, 

Nicole is well informed about the ways politics and social form can influence one’s 

personal life as well as the importance of protecting the environment (Atwood The 

Testaments 48). Even though Agnes grows up in Gilead and does not learn anything 

about female empowerment from her community, she questions the customs and 

traditions of Gilead. Agnes shows incredible strength when she refuses to marry and 

joins the Aunts (Atwood The Testaments 234-5). Agnes learns to read during her time 

with the Aunts (Atwood The Testaments 291), and thus her education begins. Both 

Nicole and Agnes show great strength when they participate in the takedown of Gilead, 

risking their lives for the greater good (Feldman Kołodziejuk 80). Lastly, there is Aunt 

Lydia, the villainess in The Handmaid’s Tale, whose testimony in The Testaments 

makes the reader question their perception of right and wrong (Heffner 132). 

Regardless, if it was Aunt Lydia’s plan from the beginning to take down Gilead from 

within, or if that is enough to make the reader forgive her for her earlier misconducts. 

Aunt Lydia does a heroic thing in the end, taking advantage of her authoritative 

situation and risking her own life doing so (Feldman Kołodziejuk 80). Nicole, Agnes 

and Aunt Lydia all embody the Third Wave feminist emphasis on female 
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empowerment, and the three different narrations manifest the emphasis on female 

diversity.  

While The Handmaid’s Tale is a dystopian warning, a cautionary tale (“Atwood 

on the real-life events”), one can interpret The Testaments as instructions on how to 

take down a patriarchal regime. For centuries, feminist utopian writers have provided 

viable and practical ways to make the world a better place for women and men alike, a 

guide to a better future (Johns 194). In The Testaments, Atwood describes how a 

woman, with the help of two younger women, takes down a dystopian patriarchal 

society from within (Heffner 132). The Testaments is a story about how three women 

manage to better the lives of a whole society of women. According to Atwood, she 

wrote The Testaments answer the question of “How did Gilead fall?” (417). Atwood 

claims that she is only trying to explain “how people end up in those positions” (Brown 

and Davenport). It is thereupon up to the reader to judge Aunt Lydia’s integrity. Aunt 

Lydia’s change from an antagonist in The Handmaid’s Tale to the complex and 

evidently heroic character in The Testaments is a reminder of human integrity’s 

complexity and makes the reader question his assessment of Aunt Lydia’s integrity. The 

reader can also interpret the fact that Atwood chose Aunt Lydia’s character to take 

down Gilead as a feminist message of hope.  

Feminist Message of Hope 

Literature is one of the most efficient ways for writers to deliver a message to their 

reader (Barry 124). Female feminist utopia writers who write about the “battle of the 

sexes” (Russ 58), a persecution of women induced by male supremacy, are generally 

straightforward in their writings about politics and economics. They care about issues 

such as the welfare of children and sisterhood. Female feminist utopia writers are 

sexually open-minded and clear about the reality of biology when it comes to the sexes. 

Female feminist utopia writers are communal, classless, non-urban pacifists who 

nevertheless address the matter of “female rage and female self-defense” (Russ 58) as 

well as taking the physical and emotional consequences of violence seriously (Russ 58). 

Lastly, female feminist utopian writers see conflicts between the sexes as public class 

conflicts; consequently, they find social, political, and economic solutions (Russ 58). 
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Female feminist utopian writers use their literature to address feminist issues, offer 

solutions and deliver a message to their readers:  

Centuries of utopian writing demonstrate how feminists time and again have 

relied on utopia in order to posit a viable as opposed to an unattainable future. 

Their repeated contributions suggest that utopia will recur as a force for 

transforming discontent into critique and desire into practical political action. 

(Johns 194)  

Specifically, feminist writers use utopias to demonstrate potential political, social, and 

economical solutions to problems that are generally associated with patriarchal rules 

and traditions. Since The Testaments is a dystopian novel about a patriarchal society’s 

takedown, it is fair to assume that The Testaments contains a feminist message from the 

author. 

Firstly, there is the fact that Atwood assigns a female character to take down a 

patriarchal society and secondly, the fact that the woman is Aunt Lydia. Atwood 

confirms in an interview that both The Handmaid’s Tale and The Testaments are 

feminist novels and that they are both a warning to contemporary societies about what 

could happen if they make the wrong choices: “Don’t go there. Don’t make those 

choices” (Brown and Davenport). Atwood also confirms that she is concerned about the 

development of women’s rights in the world, of how “there are a number of regimes 

that have come into power that have these kinds of ideas in mind. The thing they have in 

common is, they all want to roll back women’s rights” (Brown and Davenport). It is 

apparent that Atwood is worried that patriarchy will prevail. Since a patriarchal society 

is a society that believes that men are superior to women and men dominate all political, 

social and economic power (Tyson 86), “Patriarchy is a man’s world” (Tyson 102). All 

feminist activities that promote social change towards women’s equality are a form of 

activism (Tyson 92). Therefore, it must be considered the ultimate feminist act when a 

person of the so-called inferior gender, a woman, manages to take down a patriarchal 

regime from within. It is fair to assume that Atwood’s decision to assign a woman, with 

other women’s help, the role of taking down the patriarchal regime of Gilead, is a 

feminist message of hope. That when women stand together, they can overcome 

anything.  
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The fact that Atwood chooses Aunt Lydia to be that woman, the woman who 

takes down Gilead, indicates that The Testaments contains a feminist message of hope 

from Atwood. From an antagonist in The Handmaid’s Tale to a hero in The Testaments, 

Aunt Lydia’s redemption is a message of hope. If an antagonist like Aunt Lydia can turn 

around and do such a heroic thing, there is always hope for redemption. That even 

though contemporary women see an increase in similarity between their own societies 

and Gilead, it is never too late for women to fight back. Atwood herself says that just 

like The Handmaid’s Tale, The Testaments is a warning and that the reason Atwood 

wrote The Testaments is that now, more so than before, women’s rights are in danger 

(Brown and Davenport). The Testaments is a how-to guide for women fighting the 

patriarchy: “Atwood’s contribution, overtly militant, to a women’s ‘march against 

patriarchal abuse’ comparable to that which took place on January 21, 2017, one day 

after Trump’s inauguration” (Gheorghiu and Praisler 91). As well as a feminist message 

of hope to the contemporary reader and all the human rights activists around the world, 

“The Testaments (2019) restores hope in humanity and the power of sisterhood” 

(Feldman Kołodziejuk 68). The Testaments contains a contemporary feminist message 

of hope from Atwood. 

To the bewilderment of a reader of The Handmaid’s Tale, Aunt Lydia’s 

testimony in The Testaments reveals her humanity and support for sisterhood as well as 

other feminist characteristics such as pragmatic mentality and emphasis on female 

education. After reading The Testaments, a second reading of The Handmaid’s Tale 

reveals that Aunt Lydia’s character in The Handmaid’s Tale possesses the same feminist 

qualities. Aunt Lydia’s character embodies all of the prevailing characteristics of 

feminist utopias: the empowerment of education, pragmatism, that human nature is 

adaptable and social, that change should be gradual, history should be learned from, and 

power should be shared, and nature should be respected (Johns 178). Specifically, 

through the female empowerment of education, Aunt Lydia overcomes obstacles in her 

childhood (Atwood The Testaments 112). She works her way up to the position of a 

family court judge (Atwood The Testaments 36). Aunt Lydia also has pragmatic reasons 

for working with Gilead; those are self-preservation (Atwood The Testaments 172), the 

opportunity for revenge (Atwood The Testaments 149) and sisterhood—the opportunity 

for matriarchy within the patriarchy (Atwood The Testaments 176). In Aunt Lydia’s 



8 

 

conditioning of the handmaids, she demonstrates that humans are adaptable and social 

(Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 162), that history should be learned from (Atwood The 

Handmaid’s Tale 113), and that change takes time (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 162). 

Aunt Lydia also convinces Commander Judd to share the power (Atwood The 

Testaments 176) and demonstrates respect for nature (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 

112). Thus, establishing that Aunt Lydia is indeed a feminist character, and that Atwood 

made a feminist choice by assigning the hero’s role in The Testaments to Aunt Lydia. 

Another indication that The Testaments contains a feminist message from Atwood. 

Consequently, Aunt Lydia’s character in The Testaments is a contemporary feminist 

messenger of hope. 

Empowerment of Education 

Education is the fundamental issue in the fight for women’s rights (Srisermbhok 90). 

Education is the most efficient way to eradicate gender-related economic inequality and 

improve the quality of women’s lives (Srisermbhok 99). Increased access to education 

opens up women’s opportunity to gain political, economic, and social power (Tyson 

86). Therefore, education is the most empowering tool in a woman’s toolbox, whether 

in the real world or in literature.  

One of the most famous literary examples of the female empowerment of 

education is the classic feminist novel Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronte (Srisermbhok 99). 

A Bildungsroman about an independent girl, Jane, who overcomes injustice, poverty 

and violence with integrity and the empowerment of education (Srisermbhok 98-9). An 

attentive reader of The Testaments may notice the similarities between Jane Eyre’s 

childhood and Aunt Lydia’s childhood, particularly when it comes to education 

empowerment. Aunt Lydia grows up in a trailer park with an abusive father who is 

ashamed of her academic ambitions (Atwood The Testaments 112). With no help from 

her family, Aunt Lydia was the first one in her family to go to college and managed to 

graduate with the help of scholarships and odd jobs (Atwood The Testaments 116). 

Therefore, the story of Aunt Lydia’s childhood is a classic example of feminist literature 

and the female empowerment of education. Aunt Lydia had also risen to the position of 

a family court judge, “a position [she had] gained through decades of hardscrabble work 

and arduous professional climbing” (Atwood The Testaments 36) when Gilead captured 
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her. Aunt Lydia is essentially a self-sufficient and persistent character capable of 

withstanding hardship, and she is well aware of education’s empowerment.  

The Gilead regime recognizes the empowerment of education and therefore 

prohibits women from reading, writing or educating themselves in any way other than in 

the traditions and customs of Gilead (Johns 180). It is hardly unlikely that the Gilead 

regime was planning to allow the Aunts to “read and write” (Atwood The Handmaid’s 

Tale 129). It is reasonable to assume that Aunt Lydia convinced Commander Judd to let 

the Aunts read and write to empower education within the female sphere. Considering it 

was Commander Judd who gave Aunt Lydia and the other Founding Aunts the power to 

create laws for the “female sphere” (Atwood The Testaments 176), and Aunt Lydia 

seems to have some sort of power over him (Atwood The Testaments 178). Aunt Lydia 

also boasts about manipulating people “I twist and turn, using the secrets in my 

possession to manipulate others” (Atwood The Testaments 254). Aunt Lydia also has a 

history of convincing Commander Judd that he is the one who thought up an idea that 

is, in fact, her idea (Atwood The Testaments 64). Supporting the assumption that Aunt 

Lydia convinced Commander Judd to allow Aunts to read and write, a significant step 

towards female empowerment within Gilead and a vital part in Aunt Lydia’s plan to 

take down Gilead.  

Aunt Lydia makes sure that the Aunts documented everything from “Bloodlines 

Genealogical Archives” (Atwood The Testaments 328) to the true story of every crime 

committed in Gilead (Atwood The Testaments 307). Those documents are the 

“incriminating documents” (Atwood The Testaments 61) that Aunt Lydia collects and 

sends to Canada with Agnes and Nicole (Atwood The Testaments 398). The Aunts’ 

ability to read and write plays a significant role in the takedown of Gilead. Agnes only 

learns how to read (Atwood The Testaments 291) because the Aunts are allowed to read 

and write (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 129), a crucial part of Aunt Lydia’s plan to 

recruit Agnes. If it were not for Agnes’s ability to read, she would not have been able to 

read the documents about her true heritage, her little sister (Atwood The Testaments 

330) and all the corruption and abomination that was going on in Gilead (Atwood The 

Testaments 307). Without those documents, it is not certain that Aunt Lydia could have 

convinced Agnes to risk her life to take down Gilead (Atwood The Testaments 338). 

Another reason to assume that it was Aunt Lydia’s idea to allow the Aunts to read and 
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write. Aunt Lydia also writes her own testimony, taking advantage of the Aunts’ right to 

read and write, a feminist power in itself (Gheorghiu and Praisler 94). Aunt Lydia takes 

a step further in educating the Aunts by introducing the idea of the Pearl Girls to 

Commander Judd at the exact right time when he needs an idea to save his reputation 

(Atwood The Testaments 64).  

The Pearl Girls are allowed to go to Canada on the pretence of missionary work 

to produce converts (Atwood The Testaments 64), the last step in the Supplicant 

program to become a full Aunt (Atwood The Testaments 242). During this journey to 

Canada, the Pearl Girls are allowed to experience the outside world: “We’re supposed to 

sample the fleshpot temptations of the outside world in order to understand them, and 

then reject them in our hearts” (Atwood The Testaments 269). Since the Pearl Girl 

mission is the last step in becoming full Aunts (Atwood The Testaments 242), the 

Supplicants already know how to read and write when they go to Canada. They are able 

to read newspapers, books, political propaganda, commercial signs and all the other 

sources of information in Canada. The Pearl Girl missionary work might, in that event, 

introduce doubt about the virtue of Gilead, even if it is just about ice cream (Atwood 

The Testaments 269-270). Aunt Lydia has come up with a subtle way to educate the 

Supplicants, to teach them that there is a world outside of Gilead, a world where women 

are free, a world where gender equality prevails. In addition, the Pearl Girls uniform, a 

silvery dress, a white cap (Atwood The Testaments 44), a strand of pearls and a 

backpack (Atwood The Testaments 415) reminds one of the suffragettes who demanded 

access to education for women (Feldman Kołodziejuk 81). A subtle suggestion from 

Atwood regarding Aunt Lydia’s emphasis on education.  

Aunt Lydia, however, realizes that in a totalitarian society like Gilead, 

knowledge can be a burden: “knowing was a temptation. What you don’t know won’t 

tempt you, Aunt Lydia used to say” (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 196). To survive in 

this new socio-political order, it is easier for women to have no knowledge of the rights 

and freedom they lost if they are not aware of the former socio-political order. For 

instance, Aunt Lydia explains to the first handmaids that it is more difficult for them to 

adjust to their new role because they know what they are giving up. In contrast, it will 

be easier for a future handmaid that grows up only knowing the Gilead way of life 

because she does not know what she is giving up:  
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You are a transitional generation, said Aunt Lydia. It is the hardest for you. We 

know the sacrifices you are being expected to make. It is hard when men revile 

you. For the ones who come after you, it will be easier. They will accept their 

duties with willing hearts. (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 117)  

In The Handmaid’s Tale, Aunt Lydia displays her understanding of how difficult it is 

for women from the pre-Gilead times to give up their freedom and rights and accept 

their new role in Gilead. To the surprise of most readers of The Handmaid’s Tale, the 

analysis of Aunt Lydia’s character reveals her support of sisterhood in both The 

Testaments and The Handmaid’s Tale.  

Sisterhood 

Sisterhood is when women come together to resist the patriarchy and improve women’s 

political, social, economic and psychological situation (Tyson 120). It is an example of 

sisterhood when Aunt Lydia takes the risk of asking Commander Judd for a separate 

female sphere during the construction of Gilead (Atwood The Testaments 176).  

“If it is to be a separate female sphere,” I said, “it must be truly separate. Within 

it, women must command. Except in extreme need, men must not pass the 

threshold of our allotted premises, nor shall our methods be questioned. We shall 

be judged solely by our results. Though we will of course report to the 

authorities if and when it’s necessary”. (Atwood The Testaments 176)  

By doing so, Aunt Lydia endeavors to protect the women of Gilead from the men by 

establishing a matriarchy within the patriarchy. Aunt Lydia is as well determined to be 

in control of the matriarchy, which becomes clear to the reader when she states: “I 

intend to be the alpha hen” (Atwood The Testaments 177). Whether it is a part of her 

plan for revenge or to foster sisterhood in Gilead or simply her ambitious nature, Aunt 

Lydia succeeds and gains remarkable power in Gilead, especially considering that she is 

a woman in a patriarchal regime (Atwood The Testaments 178). Either way, by ensuring 

that she is in control of the women in Gilead, Aunt Lydia secures female authority over 

the female sphere, a matriarchy within the patriarchy.  

Aunt Lydia does not mind hurting other women if they stand in the way of her 

plan; in The Testaments, Aunt Lydia tells Nicole that if it becomes necessary, she 

should hit Aunt Vidala (Atwood The Testaments 356).  



12 

 

Aunt Vidala is in the habit of taking an early-morning walk in the vicinity of my 

statue. If she sees you—dressed as Pearl Girls, as you will be—she will attempt 

to stop you. You must act quickly, before she can create a disturbance.”  

“But what should we do?” I asked.  

“You are strong,” said Aunt Lydia, looking at Nicole. “Strength is a gift. Gifts 

should be employed.”  

“You mean I should hit her?” said Nicole.  

“That is a very direct way of putting it,” said Aunt Lydia. (Atwood The 

Testaments 356) 

Aunt Lydia is willing to kill Aunt Vidala to keep her quiet about Aunt Lydia’s part in 

Nicole’s disappearance and, more importantly, to buy Nicole and Agnes more time to 

get out of Gilead (Atwood The Testaments 391). Aunt Lydia is, however, interrupted by 

Aunt Elizabeth and consequently convinces Aunt Elizabeth to kill Aunt Vidala; thus, 

she avoids doing the deed herself (Atwood The Testaments 391-2). The manifestation of 

sisterhood in The Testaments builds upon the solidarity of the women who have the 

same goal, to take down the patriarchal society of Gilead (Feldman Kołodziejuk 113). 

Whereas in The Handmaid’s Tale, Aunt Lydia fosters the sisterhood of all women 

(Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 222) since Aunt Lydia’s priority at the emergence of 

Gilead is to ensure that all Gileadian women get the best possible treatment considering 

the situation.  

In The Handmaid’s Tale, Aunt Lydia argues that she is doing everything she can 

for the handmaids “I’m doing my best, she said. I’m trying to give you the best chance 

you can have” (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 55). Aunt Lydia realizes that even though 

human nature is adaptable, it takes time to get used to new circumstances, new socio-

political orders, new ways of life, that the concept of the ordinary is a variable (Atwood 

The Handmaid’s Tale 34). She does not deny that the handmaids who knew life before 

Gilead have a hard time adjusting to this new ordinary and that it will be easier for 

future generations (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 117). 

For the generation that comes after, Aunt Lydia said, it will be so much better. 

The women will live in harmony together, all in one family; you will be like 

daughters to them, and when the population level is up to scratch again we’ll no 

longer have to transfer you from one house to another because there will be 
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enough to go round. There can be bonds of real affection, she said, blinking at us 

ingratiatingly, under such conditions. Women united for a common end! 

(Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 162)  

Aunt Lydia claims that in the end, all women will stand together. For instance, there is a 

generational difference between how Offred views Aunt Lydia and how her daughter 

Agnes views Aunt Lydia. In The Handmaid’s Tale, Offred describes Aunt Lydia as a 

tyrant (Atwood 194) whom she hates to such an extent that “hatred fills [her] mouth like 

spit” (Atwood 274). Agnes, however, meets Aunt Lydia for the first time when Aunt 

Lydia pays her a visit and offers her a way out of marrying Commander Judd (Atwood 

The Testaments 231), a man who is known for killing his wives when he grows tired of 

them (Atwood The Testaments 308), thus Aunt Lydia safes Agnes’s life. Aunt Lydia 

recruits Agnes to the Aunts (Atwood The Testaments 231), introduces Agnes to her 

sister Nicole (Atwood The Testaments 335) and orchestrates the mission to take down 

Gilead, which leads to the reunion of Agnes, Nicole and their mother in Canada 

(Atwood The Testaments 399). It is logical to assume that Agnes sees Aunt Lydia as her 

savior while her mother, Offred, sees Aunt Lydia as her captor. 

Readers of The Handmaid’s Tale might not detect Aunt Lydia’s emphasis on 

sisterhood in The Handmaid’s Tale. However, after reading The Testaments and gaining 

personal insight into Aunt Lydia’s character, a second reading of The Handmaid’s Tale 

reveals that Aunt Lydia fosters sisterhood in her conditioning of the handmaids. Aunt 

Lydia makes sure that the handmaids know that the end goal is sisterhood: “What we’re 

aiming for, says Aunt Lydia, is a spirit of camaraderie among women. We must all pull 

together” (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 222). Aunt Lydia endeavors to explain to the 

handmaids that they are not the only women in Gilead that are having a hard time 

adjusting to this new socio-political order. For example, the wives who are dealing with 

infertility are not only dealing with the fact that they cannot have children of their own 

(Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 46). They also have to watch their husbands penetrate 

another woman, a handmaid, in order to impregnate her (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 

93-94). The handmaids should show compassion for the wives and what they are going 

through “You should always try to imagine what they must be feeling. Of course they 

will resent you. It is only natural. Try to feel for them” (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 

46). That, understandably, the wives resent the handmaids. Aunt Lydia is also having a 
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hard time adjusting to this new socio-political order: “Don’t think it’s easy for me 

either, said Aunt Lydia” (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 56). Reminding the handmaids 

that she is also a prisoner of Gilead and affirming Aunt Lydia’s emphasis on sisterhood, 

all the Gilead women must stand together no matter their position in Gilead. 

Aunt Lydia also makes sure that the handmaids stay healthy: “You have to get 

your vitamins and minerals, said Aunt Lydia coyly. You must be a worthy vessel. No 

coffee or tea though, no alcohol” (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 65). This sentence can 

either be interpreted from the pragmatic point of view that the handmaids need to be 

healthy to conceive and give birth to a healthy child. Or from the point of view of 

sisterhood, that Aunt Lydia actually cares about the women she is responsible for. For a 

reader of The Handmaid’s Tale, it sounds like an impersonal pragmatic command. But a 

reader of both The Handmaid’s Tale and The Testaments knows Aunt Lydia on a more 

personal level and knows that in the end, she does the right thing. The reader might 

interpret this sentence as a sign of sisterhood, proof that Aunt Lydia cares about her 

handmaids’ health and emphasizes the importance of taking care of their health. In The 

Handmaid’s Tale, Offred wonders if the Aunts are thinking about the handmaids’ well-

being by teaching them some sort of meditation or yoga exercise and encouraging them 

to do this exercise a few times a day (Atwood 70). Offred considers if the exercise 

intended to help the handmaids stay mentally sane, “They were giving us a chance to 

get used to blank time” (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 70). Aunt Lydia probably 

orchestrated the exercise because she is the head of the Aunts. Considering how much 

Offred hates Aunt Lydia (Atwood The Handmaid’s Tale 274), it is remarkable that 

Offred gives Aunt Lydia the benefit of the doubt in this case. It is reasonable to 

conclude that this exercise is an act of sisterhood, a way to help the handmaids get 

through the day, not just a pragmatic way to keep the handmaids from killing 

themselves.  

Aunt Lydia also demonstrates sisterhood when she comes up with a way for the 

daughters of Gilead to avoid marriage; they can say that they have “received a call to 

higher service” (Atwood The Testaments 231), the higher service being Aunthood. So 

that when the Gileadian brainwashing does not work, and a girl is hellbent against 

marriage, she has a way out, she can become an Aunt. That is how Aunt Lydia recruits 

Agnes and tells her that her friend Becka is with the Aunts:  
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“Not every girl is suitable for marriage,” she continued. “For some it is simply a 

waste of potential. There are other ways a girl or woman may contribute to 

God’s plan. A little bird has told me that you may agree.” Who had told her? 

Zilla? She’d sensed how violently unhappy I was. “Yes,” I said. Perhaps my 

prayers of long ago to Aunt Lydia had finally been answered, though in a 

different way than I’d expected. “Becka has received a call to higher service.” 

(Atwood The Testaments 231) 

By saving the girls from an arranged marriage, Aunt Lydia manages to improve the girls 

political, social, economic, and psychological situation, another example of sisterhood 

(Tyson 120). Aunt Lydia’s character shows many signs of sisterhood both in The 

Handmaid’s Tale and in The Testaments. In the end, Aunt Lydia confirms her belief in 

sisterhood and her loyalty to women by taking down the patriarchal regime of Gilead 

with the help of three young women, Agnes, Nicole and Becka.  

Pragmatism 

According to Alessa Johns, one of the prevailing characteristics of feminist utopias is 

pragmatism (178). Feminist utopian writers demonstrate pragmatism, or an end-in-view 

goal-oriented way of thinking, by emphasizing the importance of critical thinking 

regarding the present, “anticipatory consciousness” (Johns 193) concerning the future, 

and the importance of collaboration in the fight for socio-political changes (Johns 192). 

Aunt Lydia certainly fits the description of the pragmatic goal-oriented character. 

Firstly, Aunt Lydia realizes that she has to stay alive if she wants to make a difference 

(Atwood The Testaments 172). Secondly, in order to take revenge on Gilead, she has to 

gain power and collect information from within (Atwood The Testaments 62). Lastly, 

Aunt Lydia realizes that the only way to protect the women in Gilead is to make sure 

that there is a matriarchy within the patriarchy (Atwood The Testaments 176). Aunt 

Lydia is a pragmatic character that makes calculated, goal-oriented decisions.  

The fundamental sign of Aunt Lydia’s pragmatism in The Testaments is that she 

chooses to stay alive (Atwood 172). After being tortured and isolated in the dark and 

unhygienic Thank Tank (Atwood The Testaments 147-8). Aunt Lydia has the choice to 

join Gilead or to be tortured further and subsequently die: “You have experienced the 

consequences of no, or some of them. Whereas yes … let me just say that those who are 
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not with us are against us” (Atwood The Testaments 172). She chooses life. Aunt Lydia 

realizes that she is making a deal with Gilead’s devil “For there was a bargain. Of 

course there was. Though I didn’t make it with the Devil: I made it with Commander 

Judd” (Atwood The Testaments 173). It is not with a clear conscience that Aunt Lydia 

agrees to work for Gilead; it is, however, a pragmatic decision. Moreover, one has to be 

alive to take revenge.  

Aunt Lydia is a goal-oriented character because she has one clear goal from the 

start, to take revenge on her captives. For at the beginning of Gilead, Aunt Lydia 

announces that she intends to take revenge: “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” 

(Atwood The Testaments 149). In the end, she stands by her pledge (Atwood, The 

Testaments 404). Nevertheless, there is a time when Aunt Lydia finds it tempting to 

“drink the Kool-Aid”, a shameful but pragmatic way to stay alive: 

For a time I almost believed what I understood I was supposed to believe. I 

numbered myself among the faithful for the same reason that many in Gilead 

did: because it was less dangerous. What good is it to throw yourself in front of 

a steamroller out of moral principles and then be crushed flat like a sock emptied 

of its foot? Better to fade into the crowd, the piously praising, unctuous, hate-

mongering crowd. Better to hurl rocks than to have them hurled at you. Or better 

for your chances of staying alive. (Atwood The Testaments 178) 

Aunt Lydia admits that she finds it tempting to forgo all her principles and her plan to 

take revenge. To simply accept her role in the Gilead regime and submerge herself in 

the Gilead way of life to save her own life. Aunt Lydia’s character is a reminder of 

human integrity’s complexity, that temptation is only natural, but a virtuous person does 

the right thing in the end. 

Aunt Lydia is also a pragmatic feminist because she recognizes that she has the 

power to protect the women in Gilead by making sure that there is a matriarchy within 

the patriarchy (Atwood The Testaments 176). Not only is it pragmatic to have access to 

and control over the female sphere in order to execute Aunt Lydia’s plan to take down 

Gilead. Like other pragmatic feminists, Aunt Lydia also realizes that a community 

thrives not only on unity but also on the diversity of its members “without diversity our 

communities become settings for indoctrination rather than sources of social 
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intelligence” (Malachowski 244). Aunt Lydia makes sure that there is diversity within 

the female sphere (Atwood The Testaments 177). By dividing the women in Gilead into 

groups, Aunts, Marthas, Wives, Daughters, Handmaids, Econowives (Atwood The 

Handmaid’s Tale 273), Aunt Lydia makes sure that each group of women experiences 

life in Gilead in a particular way, different from the other groups. Each group gains a 

unique insight into Gilead. This unique insight and Aunt Lydia’s ability to subtly 

distribute different information to each group ensures that together the women are 

stronger. Aunt Lydia is a pragmatic goal-oriented feminist because she realizes that to 

achieve her goal of revenge and help other women in Gilead, she has to stay alive and 

gain power within Gilead.  

Aunt Lydia’s Integrity 

Can the reader of The Testaments forgive Aunt Lydia, or is taking down Gilead just the 

least she could do? Aunt Lydia’s testimony in The Testaments is a defence of her 

choices, an explanation for her actions, “for what else am I doing here but defending my 

life?” (Atwood 36). Atwood leaves it up to the reader to judge Aunt Lydia’s integrity: 

“let Aunt Lydia speak for herself, and make up your own mind” (Feldman). This new 

view into her life may be a way to redeem Aunt Lydia, convince the reader to forgive 

her for her misconducts and understand that it was all a part of a bigger plan to take 

down Gilead (Atwood The Testaments 149). Alternatively, it might just be, like Atwood 

claims in an interview with PBS, Atwood’s attempt to demonstrate how a person of 

power in a totalitarian society could potentially defend themselves (Brown and 

Davenport).  

Human integrity is complicated. On the one hand, Aunt Lydia is ashamed of her 

work in Gilead: “Did I hate the structure we were concocting? On some level, yes: it 

was a betrayal of everything we’d been taught in our former lives, and of all that we’d 

achieved” (Atwood The Testaments 178). On the other hand, Aunt Lydia is proud of 

what she has accomplished in Gilead “Was I proud of what we managed to accomplish, 

despite the limitations? Also, on some level, yes” (Atwood The Testaments 178). Aunt 

Lydia’s integrity is torn between pride in her work and her righteousness. As a matter of 

fact, Aunt Lydia doubts herself when it comes to the final decision “My reader, I am 
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now poised on the razor’s edge. I have two choices” (Atwood The Testaments 317). 

Aunt Lydia contemplates the decision to risk her life and status in Gilead for revenge. 

She considers if she should play it safe, cancel the plan, hand over Nicole to 

Commander Judd and maintain her status in Gilead (Atwood The Testaments 317).  

Aunt Lydia admits that she is only human, that she might abort her plan “having 

tunnelled this far under the foundations of Gilead with my stash of cordite, might I 

falter? As I am human, it is entirely possible” (Atwood The Testaments 317). 

Reminding the reader that she is a complicated character; Aunt Lydia is neither a 

genuinely good person nor an entirely bad person. Like all human beings, Aunt Lydia 

has to decide to be good or bad time and again. However, because of Aunt Lydia’s 

position of power, she bears more responsibility than most people; her decisions affect 

other people and are often about life and death. Aunt Lydia realizes that because she has 

the power to do so, it is her duty as a human being to take down Gilead “What a godlike 

feeling! Though it is a god of annihilation” (Atwood The Testaments 318). Even though 

Aunt Lydia’s character is torn between power and righteousness, between good and bad, 

her integrity prevails in the end.  

There is no denying that Aunt Lydia performed an act of heroism, but is she a 

hero? Campbell’s definition of a hero in The Power of Myth is: “the main character is a 

hero or heroine who has found or done something beyond the normal range of 

achievement and experience. A hero is someone who has given his or her life to 

something bigger than oneself” (Campbell and Moyers 123). Aunt Lydia ticks all the 

boxes in the definition; she is a main character in The Testaments, along with Agnes and 

Nicole. She does something beyond the normal range of achievements, takes down 

Gilead, and gives her life to something bigger than herself. Aunt Lydia must therefore 

be considered a hero. According to Campbell, a hero’s story usually starts when the 

hero realizes that something is lacking or forbidden in the society and goes on a mission 

to recover what is lacking or find a way to fix the problem (Campbell and Moyers 124). 

Just like Aunt Lydia, who watched when women’s rights and freedom were taken from 

them and consequential, went on a mission to make things right again, to win back 

women’s rights and freedom by taking down Gilead.  
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It is interesting to compare Aunt Lydia’s character to Nyneve, one of Malory’s 

Ladies of the Lake (Campbell 36) from Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur (1485) 

(Campbell 35). According to Campbell, Nyneve: “provides an entry into the role for the 

modern female hero” (38); Nyneve is, therefore, an ideal character to provide further 

evidence that Aunt Lydia is a female hero, even though their characters are from 

different centuries. For example, Nyneve acts for the common good rather than her own 

interests (Campbell 38), similar to Aunt Lydia’s quest to take down Gilead even though 

it will cost her her life. Akin to Aunt Lydia’s loss of women’s rights and freedom, 

Nyneve also experiences loss, and like Aunt Lydia, Nyneve immediately makes plans to 

retrieve it (Campbell 39). As well as the similarity of Aunt Lydia’s handling of 

Commander Judd (Atwood The Testaments 64) and Nyneve’s handling of Arthur:  

Our female hero has learned how to interact with powerful men in such a way 

that they do not dismiss her. Rather than initially announce her warning to all 

within hearing, Nyneve acts discretely: “‘Sir, I muste speke with you in 

prevyté’” Although Arthur then commands her to speak in the hearing of all, she 

has publically deferred to him in order to allow him to maintain control of the 

situation. (Campbell 45) 

Both women gained the respect and ear of powerful men, contrary to their respective 

contemporaneous societies’ predominantly unjust relationship. Lastly, Nyneve might 

work on her plans in the shadows, but in the end, she plans to go out with a bang:  

The human eye is tricked; as Nyneve’s narrative demonstrates, her path weaves 

in and out of the more visible male hero’s journey . . . Nyneve as the female hero 

remains ever in the shadows; just as her earliest deeds go unacknowledged by 

the Arthurian society, so too must her final (in)action, which has the greatest and 

lasting impact. (Campbell 51) 

Just like Aunt Lydia works on her plan in the shadows (Atwood The Testaments 196-

197) but plans to go out with a bang, “I [Aunt Lydia] plan to go out with a far bigger 

bang than that” (Atwood The Testaments 36). The comparison of Aunt Lydia’s 

character and Nyneve’s character confirms that Aunt Lydia is a modern female hero.  

No matter if Aunt Lydia is a hero or not, she admits that the power goes to her 

head and acknowledges the need for redemption: “I’ve become swollen with power, 

true, but also nebulous with it . . . How can I regain myself? How to shrink back to my 
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normal size, the size of an ordinary woman?” (Atwood The Testaments 32). Aunt Lydia 

admits to the reader that perhaps there was a time during her reign in Gilead that she 

lost sight of the goal and relished in her position of authority. Aunt Lydia understands 

the reader’s hesitation to forgive her: “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” (Atwood The Testaments 32). She rather expects to be punished than 

forgiven because she recognizes that her actions may be too severe to defend: “will I be 

put on trial as a monster, then executed by firing squad and dangled from a lamppost for 

public viewing? Will I be torn apart by a mob and have my head stuck on a pole and 

paraded through the streets to merriment and jeers? I have inspired sufficient rage for 

that” (Atwood The Testaments 31-32). Aunt Lydia is well aware that her actions are too 

severe to forgive, and that she deserves punishment.  

Aunt Lydia however tries to gain some sympathy from the reader, reminding the 

reader that she is a human being. She tells the reader about her childhood and how she 

worked her way up from a trailer park (Atwood The Testaments 112). Aunt Lydia points 

out that she was a reasonable family court judge in her former life; she gave to charities, 

voted in elections and believed herself to be living a virtuous life (Atwood The 

Testaments 36). Aunt Lydia is trying to convince the reader that she was a decent person 

before Gilead captured her. She is just a human being who survived the dehumanizing 

circumstances of isolation, physical abuse and unhygienic living conditions (Heffner 

132). Aunt Lydia explains that she did what she did to survive and, in the end, get 

revenge on her captures. She declares that the reader will never fully understand 

because the reader will never find himself in the same situation as her “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 The Testaments 

403). In the end, Aunt Lydia appeals to the reader: “Try not to think too badly of me, or 

no more badly than I think of myself” (Atwood The Testaments 404), admitting that she 

does not think kindly of herself. However, it is up to the reader to judge whether 

Atwood is trying to convince the reader that Aunt Lydia is, in fact, virtuous or if 

Atwood is only demonstrating how a person in this position might defend herself. 

Regardless, Aunt Lydia does not expect forgiveness but rather hopes that the reader 

recognizes her actions as a pragmatic approach to an impossible situation.  
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Conclusion 

Aunt Lydia’s character goes from being an antagonist in The Handmaid’s Tale to a 

feminist hero in The Testaments. This significant change of perspective unsettles the 

reader’s assessment of Aunt Lydia’s integrity. The fact that Atwood assigns Aunt Lydia 

to take down the patriarchal regime of Gilead indicates that The Testaments contains a 

feminist message of hope.  

Atwood wrote The Testaments in 2019 because of her concerns that women’s 

rights in the world were declining, and Atwood admits that The Testaments is a warning 

just like The Handmaid’s Tale was in its days. Feminist utopian writers often use their 

literature to deliver messages about solutions to female issues to their readers. It is safe 

to assume that The Testaments, a dystopian novel about a patriarchal society’s 

takedown, contains a feminist message from Atwood. The fact that Atwood assigns a 

woman, Aunt Lydia, to take down the patriarchal regime of Gilead with the help of 

other women, Agnes and Nicole, must be considered a feminist message of hope that 

when women stand together, they are capable of overcoming anything.  

Aunt Lydia’s fostering of sisterhood by establishing a matriarchy within the 

patriarchy her subtle ways of utilizing the empowerment of female education in Gilead 

as well as her pragmatic life decisions and emphasis on the ultimate goal of taking down 

Gilead, are all examples of Aunt Lydia’s feminist characteristics. The analysis of Aunt 

Lydia’s character reveals that Aunt Lydia’s character does not only possess feminist 

characteristics such as pragmatism, sisterhood and the female empowerment of 

education in The Testaments but that Aunt Lydia’s antagonistic character in The 

Handmaid’s Tale actually fosters sisterhood as well. Aunt Lydia claims to be protecting 

the women of Gilead by emphasizing sisterhood in her conditioning of the handmaid in 

The Handmaid’s Tale. Supporting the idea that Atwood’s decision to assign the hero’s 

role to Aunt Lydia is a feminist message from Atwood.  

The testimony humanizes Aunt Lydia and promotes empathy for what she has 

been through; nevertheless, it is not enough to convince the reader of her integrity. The 

reader is therefore unlikely to forgive Aunt Lydia all her sins. Aunt Lydia’s character is 

a reminder that human integrity is a complex concept. Even a loathed antagonist like 

Aunt Lydia can become a feminist hero. Human integrity is complex, and therefore, it is 
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impossible to categorize people into groups of good people or bad people. Most people 

have both some good qualities and some bad qualities. Because of this complexity, there 

is always the hope that people do the right thing in the end, no matter how their past 

parades them. Aunt Lydia tells her side of the story in her testimony, explains the 

reasons for her actions and how some of those actions are justifiable. Aunt Lydia herself 

admits that this one act of heroism probably does not erase her sins.  

Atwood’s decision to give Aunt Lydia a platform to tell her side of the story in 

The Testaments and assign her the role of a feminist hero must be a feminist message of 

hope from Atwood. That no matter how bleak it looks, it is never too late to fight the 

patriarchy. That regardless of her integrity Aunt Lydia is a feminist character, and 

Atwood is sending a feminist message of hope by choosing her to take down Gilead.  

In addition to the question about the reader’s ability to forgive Aunt Lydia, it 

would be interesting to ask if the character Offred can forgive Aunt Lydia. On the one 

hand, Offred has personal reasons to hate Aunt Lydia, seeing that she was one of Aunt 

Lydia’s subjects in the Red Center. On the other hand, Aunt Lydia saves Agnes, 

Offred’s daughter, from marriage by recruiting her to the Aunts. It is also only because 

of Aunt Lydia’s heroic actions that Offred is safely reunited with both her daughters, 

Agnes and Nicole, in the end. Offred probably has mixed feelings for Aunt Lydia, 

making the question of forgiveness an interesting research subject. There are many 

ways to analyze The Testaments, and presumably, it will be the subject of many essays 

in the future. Especially considering how recently The Testaments was published and 

how relevant it is to contemporary societies’ political environment. 
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