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Exploring Postmodernism: Power, the ‘subject’, and Melancholia in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) and Iain Banks’ The Wasp Factory (1984).

Introduction
“Postmodernism is a notoriously slippery and indefinable term.”[footnoteRef:1] In that spirit I have elected to focus my exploration along three separate but interconnected themes, namely power, the ‘subject’, and melancholia. I first explore the postmodern ethical argument of power and discourse, based on Derrida and Foucault and discourse practices. I explicate the relations between Atwood’s patriarchal dystopia discourse and the authorized power structures which make up the Gilead society. In Banks’ The Wasp Factory (1984) I explicate the interplay of both Frank’s father’s dominant discourse and that of Frank’s self-constructed interior discourse and the power structures authorised therein. In Atwood’s work I explore the daily language used, and the discourse found in the “Historical Notes” and the subsequent counter-discourses developed, be it in the work itself or through reader agency. In Bank’s work I touch too on the counter-discourses and the ultimate counter-discourse which breaks the relationship of the Law of the Father and masculine-ideal power over Frank. [1:  Bran Nicol, The Cambridge Introduction to Postmodern Fiction (Cambridge, UK; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012) 1.] 

Following from power, I explore the postmodern term ‘subject’ and the effect of the functioning of ‘subject’ in relation to the power structures and dominant discourses in which both Atwood’s and Banks’ characters inhabit. Frank lives under a produced truth of his maleness, Offred must survive under an oppressive and authoritarian patriarchal regime. In each case their sense of ‘subject’ is subject-ed to the control and contamination of the dominant discourses.
In the final section I examine the state of being of ‘subjects’ under the discourses present in each work and draw out Atwood’s and Banks’ common state of melancholia, the longing for an object which has never existed as a commonality in these two postmodern works.
In this paper I follow a path along the three connected threads: power, the ‘subject’, and melancholia, using Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) and Iain Banks’ The Wasp Factory (1984) as a scaffold to better explore these traits of postmodern literature.

Power
“The most important postmodernist ethical argument concerns the relationship between discourse and power.”[footnoteRef:2] Here ‘discourse’ refers to the language used or the ‘discursive practices’ of the main intellectual disciplines. These practices can include medicine, law and religious orders. The discourses function under an accepted dominating theory which guide them, but also involve politically confrontational ideas, while simultaneously expound the political authority of those that use them. (Butler 2002) [2:  Christopher S Butler, Postmodernism A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002) 44.] 

In Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), these discourses guide and express the political authority of a dystopian world run by conservative Christian fundamentalists. The politically confrontational ideas born out of the ‘discourse practices’ of the ruling class are the determination of who in the society has rights and who does not. They include the roles of both men and women and their respective places in the hierarchy of the society. These discourses express the penalties and rituals of the totally failed utopia. The daily language in Gilead expresses the political authority of the Christian Fundamentalists be it the “blessed day”, or “blessed be the fruit” or “may the lord open”, each utterance both authorizes the user and reinforces the acceptance of the dominating discourse.
Iain Banks investigates this postmodern ethical argument in his novel The Wasp Factory (1984), in a perhaps less blatant manner, by drawing the reader into the inner world of Francis Leslie Cauldhame, known as Frank. Frank who believes himself to be a boy who was castrated at the age of three by the family dog, Old Saul. This discourse is an invention of his father and maintained by the housekeeper Mrs. Clampy. It exerts a power over the entirety of Frank’s life until at the end of the novel the protagonist discovers the falsity of the facts he was told. This discourse, or in other terms a Lyotardian metanarrative of Frank as a male, controls his idea of the world. One of the effects being that he overcompensates by developing a strict hierarchy of the differences between men and women, where men are superior, and women are both inferior and the enemy.
The postmodernist analysis of Michel Foucault offers the most influential analysis of the power and discourse relationship. 
Truth is of the world; it is produced there by virtue of multiple constraints ... Each society has its regime of truth, its 'general politics' of truth: that is the types of discourse it harbours and causes to function as true: the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true from false statements, the way in which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures which are valorized for obtaining truth: the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true. ("Truth and Power" 46)

The institutions of Gilead exercise power through the production of truth; and inversely the institutions derive power because the inhabitants of the Gileadean society are subjected to this production of truth. On Banks’ island the patriarchal power and authority, expressed through the locked study, the manipulation of the truth through deliberate mis-teachings by Franks father are Banks’ form of thrashing out the argument between the power and discourse. In Atwood’s future of totalitarian power, the ability to engage in discourse is a severely limited. The permission to discourse (read, write or converse) is strictly limited to those who have already gained and in doing acquiesced to the dominant power. Those at the lower rungs, for example the Handmaid’s, are devolved of having a discourse beyond what is deemed appropriate for them by the higher ups. In true postmodernist fashion Atwood however creates within the discourse practice of the dominant power a secondary or ‘counter-discourse’ to be used by the resistance movement. It is a limited and stilted discourse requiring at time double-codings such as “beautiful May day.”[footnoteRef:3] It’s very mention treasonous. It has the power to both potentially liberate the user from the dominant power and authorize the users to make as Nick does in the final chapter, the unsubstantiated claim “It’s alright. It’s Mayday. Go with Them.”[footnoteRef:4] And unknowingly, trusting and not, attributing authority to both discourses simultaneously Offred enters the van, “the darkness within, or else the light.”[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (Random House, 2012), 43.]  [4:  Ibid., 293.]  [5:  Ibid., 295.] 

Whereas societal rituals form part of the discourse in The Handmaid’s Tale, superstition and personal ritual guide and authorise Frank’s private world. Frank’s disturbed discourse is normalised by ritual, (the obsessive daily shower, the use of wasp candles and Old Saul’s skull in the ritual to reach out to Eric), and superstitions and spurious authorities (e.g. the totem poles, the wasp factory). As argued by Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994)
If, for a while, the ruse of desire is calculable for the uses of discipline, soon the repetition of guilt, justification, pseudo-scientific theories, superstition, spurious authorities and classification can be seen as the desperate effort to ‘normalise’ normally the disturbance of a discourse of splitting that violates the rational enlightened claims of its enunciatory modality.
Frank creates his own discourses to authorize and guide his own version of a dominant power, a counter-discourse which serves him well until the ultimate counter-discourse of his true gender destroys both the discourse of his father and Mrs. Clampy and that of his own creation releasing Francis from the powers of both.
Atwood carefully crafts her dystopian novel around the power inherent in discourse and highlights this fact in the “Historical Notes” epilogue. The reader is exposed to another discourse practice, that of the historians of the year 2195. The “Historical Notes” deals with a conference of Gilead scholars discussing the legitimacy of the “tale”. Atwood adds an element central to postmodernist thinking, the legitimacy of history and the valuation of written over oral history, but crucially it is the discourse that reflect the story of Offred herself. The “tale” a her-story, versus a his-tory are appropriated by a patriarchal scholar as was Offred’s body in her tale. Atwood leaves the reader to judge the legitimacy of the text, and to examine the legitimacy of the legitimization of the text, but clearly exhibits the continuing existence of similar patriarchal discourses to those that were necessary to authorise and produce the totalitarian state of Gilead. Atwood carefully plays out Foucault’s analysis of the interrelationship of discourse and power and again in postmodernist fashion evokes the agency of the reader to explore the possibilities raised in the work.
Banks in his own fashion doubles up on the discourses available to the reader by presenting Frank’s private counter-discourse, )born out of his father’s discourse) in contrast to that of his “insane” brother Eric’s discourse. The juxtaposition plays on ideas expressed by Foucault in his investigations of the power of institutions to deem who are insane and who in turn are given voice and who are considered unworthy of being listened to. Frank is present as being under the complete power of his father’s discourse, being his father the only source of his early education. “For years, I believed Pathos was one of the Three Musketeers, Fellatio a character in Hamlet, Vitreous a town in China, and that the Irish peasants had to thread the peat to make Guinness.”[footnoteRef:6] Frank’s Father’s obsession with “silly Imperial measurements”[footnoteRef:7] were required learning and failure to comply to the power wielded by this discourse was punishment and isolation.  [6:  Iain Banks, The Wasp Factory (Simon and Schuster, 2013), 14.]  [7:  Ibid., 12] 

Ever since I can remember there have been little stickers of white paper all over the house with neat black-biro writing on them. Attached to the legs of chairs, the edges of nigs, the bottom of jugs, the aerials of radios, the doors of drawers, the headboards of beds, the screens of televisions, the handles of pots and pans, they give the appropriate measurement for the part of the object they're stuck to. There are even ones in pencil stuck to the leaves of plants. When I was a child I once went round the house tearing all the stickers off; I was belted and sent to my room for two days.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid., 11.] 

These explorations of the postmodern argument of the relationship between power and discourse by both authors are clear examples of authors struggling with the ethics of the coercion of discourse for the purposes of power, be it by Regan or Thatcher. But if power and discourse are so argued, how then is ‘self’ or in postmodernist terms the ‘subject’ affected?

The ‘subject’
Banks’ Frank, living under the produced truth of his maleness, sees himself as not a complete man. “I consider myself an honorary man.”[footnoteRef:9] And “I am not a full man, and nothing can ever alter that;” and creating his own ‘counter-discourse’ Frank continues “but I am me, and I regard that as compensation enough.”[footnoteRef:10] Atwood’s Offred is a marginalized woman resisting and struggling to survive mentally, physically, psychologically and ethically under an oppressive and authoritarian patriarchal regime. (Kirschner 2006) Both authors create a space of indeterminacy which allows for the negotiation of ‘subject’. [9:  Ibid., 154]  [10:  Ibid., 142] 

Living in a dominant discourse according to Derrida and Foucault, involves internalizing subordinate norms, that “without always realising that this is what they are: we go along with them unwittingly, as if they are facts about nature…”[footnoteRef:11]  The postmodern examination of the relation of discourse and power brought about a distinctive view of the nature of self. The term ‘subject’ is used to draw attention to the element of ‘subject-ed’ condition of the persons who are controlled by the dominant ideological discourses of their respective societies. The discourses constitute or control the subject. While this wasn’t a new idea, the postmodernist take was that people don’t only play roles but that their very identity is affected by these discourses of power. (Butler 2002). [11:  Christopher S Butler, Postmodernism A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002) 47-8.] 

Banks’ Frank and his brother Eric are both examples of this phenomena. Frank’s identity is subjected to the patriarchal contamination of his father’s discourse. Frank’s subject is a co-creation based on this, his own myths, and his own discourse. Frank’s self-created masculinity is the result of a careful and methodical self-formulation in accordance with hegemonic ideals:
I believe that I decided that if I could never become a man, I–the unmanned–would out-man those around me, and so become the killer, a small image of the ruthless soldier-hero almost all I’ve ever seen or read seems to pay strict homage to.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Iain Banks, The Wasp Factory (Simon and Schuster, 2013), 183.] 

Eric, playing a counter balance to Frank’s ultra-masculinity is portrayed as sensitive, nurturing and affectionate. Under Frank’s discourse Eric became insane due to his feminine nature.
Whatever it was that disintegrated in Eric then, it was a weakness, a fundamental flaw that a real man should not have had. Women, I know from watching hundreds––maybe thousands––of films and television programmes, cannot withstand really major things happening; they get raped, or their loved one dies, and they go to pieces, go crazy and commit suicide, or just pine away until they die. Of course, I realise that not all of them will react that way, but obviously it’s the rule, and the ones who don’t obey it are in the minority. [footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid., 147-48.] 

Banks explores the cultivation of the postmodern subject in response to the dominant discourses, both external and internal to the narrator. Frank has his very identity shaped by his discourses and Eric’s violence is portrayed as a masculine reaction to his inadequacy, failure and incompetence. His “conflagration”, his “lunatic strength of total commitment” are aspects that “only the profoundly mad are continually capable of,” those and “the most ferocious solders and most aggressive sportsmen”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Iain Banks, The Wasp Factory (Simon and Schuster, 2013), 127.] 

Atwood’s handmaids are reduced by the dominant discourse to “two-legged wombs, …sacred vessels, ambulatory chalices”[footnoteRef:15]  Offred reduced to a possession of Fred, must struggle for her sense of subject under the totalitarian Christian fundamentalist patriarchal society where power is defined as “who can do what to whom and get away with it, even as far as death” and “who can do what to whom and be forgiven for it.”[footnoteRef:16] Atwood portrays a subject that has to be outwardly conformist and although previously independent has her social value reduced to reproduction. This subject has total limitation placed on her freedoms. It is this subject that tells the tale in retrospect and manages to express the gendered configurations of the power in the society she is imprisoned in. Offred is subject-ed and controlled by the discourse to the point where she must “lip read” and thereby “we exchanged names from bed to bed.”[footnoteRef:17] Silence against identity. Handmaids are replaced by others, their names remaining the same, (as in the case of Ofglen) obliterating the personalities of the subjects behind the names applied to them through the transfer of predetermined social identities. The handmaids must play a role, a thing made for them, to become, but behind this Offred composes her own subject. Offred waits, “I must compose myself. My self is a thing I must now compose, as one composes a speech. What I must present is a made thing, not something born.”[footnoteRef:18] Offred struggles with her subject, the removal of her name and the importance of that to her, the possibility of “betraying of myself”, and giving “something away,”[footnoteRef:19] becoming only a “shadow now … a shadow of a shadow, as dead mothers become.”[footnoteRef:20] The construction of subject is explored by Atwood under the influence of the dominant discourse and again repeated in the “Historical Notes” epilogue of the work. Again, Offred is dehumanised, her very story of survival trivialised and diminished by the dominant discourse. Her true self, her subject, is of little interest as more than an insight into who her owner may have been. The pursuit of Fred is of far more interest to the patriarchal academic than that of Offred. Careful observation of the text would reveal the identity of Offred as June, but that escapes him and his colleagues. The reaffirmation of the loss of subject is hammered home by Atwood in this final part of the work. The subject of Offred is again rendered in the fashion, not a part played, but as a subject of the dominant discourse that surrounds the text, blithely labelled as a “tale”. The self or subject thus formed by the retrospective discourse of both Banks’ Frank and Atwood’s Offred is drastically affected, and in suffering these affects, begs the question of similarities in the sense of being that exist for ‘subjects’ inhabiting their respective power discourses? [15:  Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (Random House, 2012), 156.]  [16:  Ibid., 126-27.]  [17:  Ibid., 4.]  [18:  Ibid., 66.]  [19:  Ibid., 185.]  [20:  Ibid., 352.] 


Melancholia
Frank in Banks’ work has a deep longing for a return to his complete manliness prior to his castration, a castration that never happened. Frank seeks a resolution to his emptiness. Offred in Atwood’s work longs for the freedoms she enjoyed prior to her abduction and insertion into the Gilead totalitarian regime as a purely reproductive element. Her longing for motherhood and love, her sense of self are constructs of her memory and reconstruct only those “good memories” when she looks into the past. Her sense of emptiness overtakes her ability to endorse or take up any causes, and the thought of making choices that affect her reality terrify her.
Paraphrasing Freud’s theory of melancholia, it is a symptom of the inability to overcome the loss of an object in which a libidinal investment of one’s self was made. The mourning of this lost object is nameable and therefore through that process a subject can overcome the loss and be reconciled with the reality of its absence, however with melancholia the subject cannot realize what the object signifies and therefore the naming of it is not a possibility in reconciling its loss to the reality the subject inhabits. Here Slavoj Zizek argues that the lost but unnameable object has never existed, and the state of melancholia expresses the loss of that which did not exist. The negation of reality is inherent as a response since the alternative would be to accept that the object never existed and therefore never was lost.
Offred then in reconstructing and remembering her past suffers the inevitable state of melancholia and the subsequent distancing from the reality which surrounds her. She recalls that the state of Gilead was not something that happened suddenly, that is was a gradual process and the liberties that now in all their combined absences were initially only partially eroded away under the unwatchful or perhaps inattentive eyes of the public. This false loss of the better times, those which themselves lead to the regime are non-existent. Were it otherwise the regime would not have come into power. The loss of her lover, her child, though real objects (I am using the term loosely) are not what are being felt as absent, rather it is the memories of what was best, an unrealistic piecing together of a more complex and complete reality. Her memory of the photograph and the subsequent photo taken some three years later bring this feeling of emptiness, this melancholia into sharp focus. Atwood’s skill in prying back the curtain of melancholia is masterful and deliberate. The whitewashing of the past and the disconnect from her contemporary society evident in her writing as it was in her environment of Berlin and the contemporary world stage of Regan and his cohorts and the second wave of feminism taking place. Atwood forges together pieces of a fragmented past so that the present may be understood and the future shaped.
Banks presents us the ever-pervasive presence of melancholia, that interminable presence of longing that is always present, indifferent to the social order. Frank’s father has experienced a longing for a woman it appears he never really knew and a life as a scientist that is beyond his reach and his ability to assimilate into the very society he wishes to inhabit. The repeated rebuttals of his writings, the unknown past of his failed scientific career and his home laboratory using his own child as his subject, all point to a longing for some unnameable object lost to him.
Frank of course longs for a return of his genitalia, which never existed, the false set in his father’s study more a wish fulfilment of his father for a castrated son than a convincing prop to support both their world views. Frank longs for the ability to be masculine, not only in action but in physique. This fascination with the dominant discourses’ ideal of the male body haunts him as it alludes him. His longing “to look dark and menacing; the way I ought to look, the way I should look, the way I might have looked if I hadn’t had my little accident.” Frank goes on to add “looking at myself, you’d never guess I’d killed three people. It isn’t fair.”[footnoteRef:21] Completing against the unreal patriarchal ideal of bodily perfection Frank is left no option but melancholia. What else can result for him? Even in the Frank’s longing for his brother Eric’s love, Banks explores the postmodern affliction of melancholia by revealing that even before Eric left there was already a distance between them, as Eric grew and began to explore outside the island, the outside world of promises unkept. [21:  Iain Banks, The Wasp Factory (Simon and Schuster, 2013), 20.] 


Conclusion
Atwood plunges the reader into a dystopian (or failed utopian) dominant and self-authorizing discourse. The relationship of power in Atwood’s discourse is examined through common daily language, social rituals, limitations of discourse and the counter-discourse of the resistance. In Atwood’s epilogue the dominant discourse of history itself is brought into the light alongside the still thriving patriarchal. Atwood’s attitudes to power, and the discourse which authorize and internalize them show a postmodernist application of the concept of power, not only as an authoritative “them” body but an all pervading and internalized Foucauldian power. Banks portrays in his Robinsonade Frankenstein parody the ‘Law of the Father’ and produced truth of masculinity of the protagonist as the dominant discourses. Banks’ world is ultimately shaken but not destroyed by the counter-discourse and both Banks and Atwood leave to the agency of the reader the investigation of the extent of the power structures portrayed and the pervasiveness of their discourses.
The exploration of the ‘subject’ in both works exposes the postmodernist relationship between the self or ‘subject’ with the dominant discourses and the creation and sense of identity to be undergone under these discourses. Atwood’s Offred must survive mentally, physically and ethically in a situation where her name and sense of subject is subjected to constant and deliberate attack. The protagonist in Atwood’s work not only is forced to conform but to create and self-sustain subject. Atwood’s “Historical Notes” further reveal the effect of attack on subject as that of dismissal. The unnamed are forgotten in history and are those whose names have been taken from them.
Banks’ Frank is subject-ed, abused and mislead through his interaction with the patriarchal and the ultra-masculine. His brother Eric falls victim to the same discourse and his sense of subject is destroyed in the interaction. These effects on people’s subjects, as a result of the discourse and power structures, highlight the postmodern understanding of these relationship and the very understanding of subject itself. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]I explicated the thread of melancholia as a postmodernist effect in both works as ascribed by Freud and Zizek. This state of being is explored in both works and demonstrates the last link if you will in an exploration from top down of postmodernism and postmodernist culture. Drilling down through power and discourse, to the effect on identity and subject to the very state of being, and therein stopping on the state of melancholia, may perhaps be taken as a pessimistic exploration of postmodernism. Importantly though as evident from both works chosen, it is the agency of the reader which must complete the story-telling, the discourse, the power structure which pervades and both Atwood and Banks in true postmodernist fashion provide both the evidence and more importantly a knowledge of the world we inhabit in order to do so.  
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