
Handmaids of Nebraska say they got under Pillen's - Omaha World-Herald (NE) - February 4, 2026 - page 1A
February 4, 2026 | Omaha World-Herald (NE) | Josh Reyes World-Herald Staff Writer | Page 1A

Draped in flowing red robes, they've loomed near some of the most powerful Nebraskans over the past year,
slowly striding by their offices and into political events. They've overlooked the governor's State of the State
speech through the glass doors of the legislative chamber. They've raised alarm over the rise of
authoritarianism and warned that Nebraska is helping President Donald Trump undermine democracy.

They've never shown their faces. 

They've never said a word. 

But they've been noticed. 

"These attention-seeking activists don't represent Nebraska values," Rep. Mike Flood said after a group of
women dressed in red robes and white bonnets appeared before him ahead of a raucous town hall in
Lincoln. 

"Americans have the right to protest, but here in our state, people show their faces when they debate serious
issues." 

Sen. Pete Ricketts had to answer questions about the Epstein files at a GOP event in Norfolk after the
crimson-clad group held up signs accusing him of protecting child predators. 

And most recently, Gov. Jim Pillen took notice of them at his State of the State, saying in a campaign call-in
event a day after the address, "We had some demonstrators in one of our places today that wear the red
things - whatever. The libtards have lost their brains." 

The governor's use of what many in the state called an offensive and ableist slur, combined with scrutiny of a
no-bid contract awarded to a woman he'd previously traveled with, landed him in an imbroglio during which
the governor has refused questions on the subject at a press conference or avoided questions altogether. 

"We did seem to get under the governor's skin a bit," said a woman who called herself Ace and served as a
spokesperson between the Handmaids of Nebraska and an Omaha World-Herald reporter. 

In those written messages over an encrypted service, three Handmaids laid out their protest philosophy and
concerns about the direction of the state and the country. They related present day to the world of Margaret
Atwood's "The Handmaid's Tale," which was adapted into a popular TV series and sparked numerous
Handmaid demonstrations around the world in recent years. And they said the queasiness they seemed to
cause in elected Republican officials is intentional. 

"That discomfort is often where accountability begins," one of them said. 

'Are you on Signal?' 

The World-Herald first connected with the Handmaids on a Saturday in November when a reporter ran into a
somewhat spooky scene: the group, already clad in robes, masks and bonnets, poured out of a couple of
white vans outside the Capitol. 

The 17 assembled Handmaids later took photos outside and inside the mostly-empty building while holding
signs sharing the 14 characteristics of fascism identified by author and researcher Lawrence Britt - things like
powerful nationalism, disdain for recognizing human rights and identifying scapegoats to unify a cause. 

Three people wearing shirts emblazoned with the word "security" accompanied the group. One of the
security personnel put the reporter and Ace in touch. 



"Checking in on behalf of my cloaked friends," read Ace's first message on Signal, her preferred encrypted
app. 

She described the group as "a discreet, anonymous network of Nebraskans, united to resist corruption,
injustice and attacks on our personal freedoms," and said, "We advocate for liberty and justice for all." The
group's first organized appearance was at Norfolk's July 4 parade. 

Upon a request for interviews, she said that members would only communicate anonymously and would
prefer providing written responses to questions. 

Discussions paused for more than a month until the handmaids followed the governor before and after his
State of the State speech and he brought them up in his Jan. 20 tele-town hall. Pillen repeatedly referred to
his critics as "libtards," which advocates and other critics called offensive and an ableist slur. 

In a written response to reporters' questions, the Governor's Office made it clear he was not a fan of the
handmaids. 

"The governor did not direct his comments to members of the developmentally disabled community or their
families, nor did the thought ever cross his mind," the governor's spokeswoman, Laura Strimple, said in a
written statement about a week after the town hall. "Rather, he was referring to the group of liberals who
continually dress in Handmaid's Tale outfits as a form of political protest and disrupt official events, as well as
other left-wing radicals who have poisoned our political discourse and sowed division throughout our
society." 

The World-Herald agreed to communicate with the group on its terms to provide the public insight on the
demonstrators the governor decried in offensive language. 

OfNebraska 

Three Handmaids identified themselves in the style of Gilead, the city that's the setting of "The Handmaid's
Tale." The main characters of the story are women able to become pregnant in a world ravaged by infertility,
and society has reduced their value to their wombs. The women in the story are named after the masters of
their respective houses. Protagonist June is assigned to a man named Fred and renamed Offred. 

The three Handmaids in this story called themselves Ofpillen, Ofricketts and Offlood. 

Their reasons for anonymity were layered. 

Ace said some members are from parts of the state "not always welcoming of progressive ideas" and where
they feel unsafe revealing their identities. Ofricketts added that the rhetoric of those in power makes people
less safe. When identities are left out of the demonstration, she said the attention goes to the message
without distraction or intimidation. 

Offlood also said their appearances, though quiet, are meant to cause alarm. 

"In exercising our First Amendment right, we stand up for democracy and signal to everyone who sees us that
we, collectively, are in grave danger," she said. 

Ofpillen spoke symbolically: "Once the cloak of fascism descends upon us, we become indistinguishable from
each other. ... Our silence and anonymity are reflective of the loss of identity, rights and autonomy that
accompanies oppression under an authoritarian regime." 

In real-world fascism and in the fictional world of "The Handmaid's Tale," she said society imposes strict,
traditional gender roles of motherhood and domesticity. 

Masks off? 

Michael Park, a University of Nebraska-Lincoln professor who studies media law, called the handmaid outfits
a "classic case of symbolic speech" and compared them to politicians and celebrities who wear pins on their



lapels to support a cause or the association of colored ribbons with support for fighting specific types of
cancer. 

Masks and costumes also have a history in American political speech, but it wasn't until the 2020 uprising
against racial injustice that mass protests in America involved many people in masks. The initial reason was
the coronavirus pandemic. 

Since then, the ubiquity of smartphone technology and the frequency of identifying or even doxing people
through the internet has led to more demonstrators wearing masks. 

In recent years, students demonstrating for Palestinians on college campuses have worn masks because of
retaliation they faced from their universities. Now, federal agents are wearing masks as they enforce federal
immigration policy and often face protesters and individuals documenting their actions. 

Park distinguished between government officers, who are accountable to the public, and private residents
exercising free speech rights, but in both cases, people are attempting to shield themselves from backlash. 

Modern protesters are not the first Americans to disguise themselves for the sake of speech, Park said. The
origins of anonymous protest in the United States date back to the Founding Fathers. 

"They were organizing and gathering their thoughts and exchanging information and informing the public
and doing it oftentimes anonymously," Park said. 

Thomas Paine, for example, published "Common Sense" anonymously in support of revolution and
independence. Alexander Hamilton, John Jay and James Madison famously wrote the "Federalist Papers"
under a pen name in support of the Constitution. 

The handmaids' ominous persona is effective, too. 

"It's attention-grabbing," Park said. The bright, blood-red garb stands out, even in scarlet-and-cream-loving
Nebraska. Connecting protest to the television show also immediately evokes certain themes, like
authoritarianism, reproductive rights and revolution. 

Thia Hartley, a progressive social media creator in Lincoln who records videos of the handmaids, said, "I think
the reason that Nebraskans identify with handmaids so much, particularly women, is that it's a story about
loss of control and authority taking over your life and telling you what you can and can't do." 

She cited policies in recent years that have weakened reproductive rights and targeted trans people and said
the loss of control "feels like that's happening to us here in Nebraska." 

Eyes on the governor 

Hartley felt Pillen's verbal outburst and name-calling demonstrated he is not suited for office. She said it may
also be a result of various pressures coalescing. 

Pillen is facing another major budget gap and ongoing frustration over property tax reform. Reporters and
the state auditor have drawn attention to potential favoritism in a no-bid contract and a potential cover-up of
wrongdoing. The troubled investigation of the death of a teenage employee at his hog farm led to reporting
in national news. 

And he's running for reelection. 

Park called Pillen's language repugnant, unprofessional and ungubernatorial. He said it may turn some voters
away while also noting that the governor's behavior mirrors the behavior of Trump, who endorsed Pillen for
reelection. Park recalled Trump giving a middle finger and mouthing, "f--- you," to a Michigan factory worker
who shouted a question to him about the Epstein files. 

"This is how the president reacts to his critics and now you have the governor that mirrors that kind of
behavior. I just hope that this isn't something that becomes more normalized," he said. 



The handmaids all said Pillen's comments at his tele-town hall were offensive and harmful to disabled
Nebraskans and their families and friends. 

Ofpillen noted the governor's follow-up statement mentioned the handmaids directly and accused them of
poisoning political discourse and sowing division. She said the response felt like it was meant to "put us in
our place" and "label us as enemies." She tied that message to one of the signs of fascism the group
highlighted: identifying scapegoats as a unifying cause. 

Ofricketts drew some power from the governor evoking her group. 

"His response, however demeaning and inappropriate, demonstrates that our efforts are having an impact,"
she said.
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