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Knowledge and Power in The Handmaid’s Tale and White Noise

People in modern day American society are obsessed with the idea of knowledge.  “The more you know, the more you grow” is something libraries and television programs feed to our children even before they are old enough to understand it.  Higher education, a love for reading, and respect for those who know more than you do are goals that are seen as desirable and obtainable.  It is no secret that those individuals in our society with the most knowledge also hold positions of power and rank.  People who are knowledgeable on certain subjects, like doctors, lawyers, and politicians are highly respected because of what they know.  In our society, those with the least amounts of power, the average citizen, are sometimes referred to as the “ignorant masses”.  Not because they are less intelligent than those who hold high positions of power, but simply because they don’t understand the intricate workings of the “system”, run by the people who represent our nation.  We are shown in The Handmaid’s Tale what can happen to a nation, much like ours, who doesn’t understand the way things work, and how easily a conspiracy can change lives forever.  In White Noise, we see what types of paranoia can be created when you are unable to gain knowledge, and thus power.  These two novels show how easily paranoia can be spawned when access to knowledge and power are denied.


Offred, the main character in The Handmaid’s Tale, has become a victim of a nationwide conspiracy that has completely changed the rest of her life.  Taken from her husband, child, and everything she knows and loves to become a Handmaid in a newly formed society, she is alone, scared, and helpless.  Offred is not allowed to have friends or fun; her only function in life is to serve as a Handmaid for her Commander.  Because she is a woman, she is no longer permitted to read, something millions of people take for granted every day.  Her every move is guarded, and her privacy has become a thing of the past.  She is not even permitted to keep her name. She yearns for knowledge about something, about anything.  She has been left in the dark completely, not considered important enough to be told anything other than what to do or where to go.  She has no idea what has become of her daughter, her husband, or even what is going on in the rest of the city or even the country she lives in.  Offred and some of the other Handmaids are part of an underground group that try desperately to learn what they can of the outside world.


On one occasion, on Ceremony night at the house, Offred describes how she feels about being able to watch the television. 

I on the contrary lean forward, a child being allowed up late with the grown-ups.  This is the one good thing about these evenings, the evenings of the Ceremony; I’m allowed to watch the news….Such as it is: who knows if any of it is true?  It could be old clips, it could be faked.  But I watch it anyway, hoping to be able to read beneath it.  Any news, now, is better than none. (82)


This description by Offred explains just how deeply the conspiracy of the Gileadean society runs.  The televised news, a person’s main source of information, cannot even be trusted.  Even those who are seemingly in power, such as the Commander and his wife, can be lied to and manipulated by what they see on the television.  It is hard to see who controls the country in this society, because we can see things only through Offred’s eyes.  All information she receives cannot be trusted, because it comes through either the Commander or other handmaids, and could all be lies, just handed down from one person to the next.  Still, though, it is news, it is knowledge…to her it seems like some small amount of power or control over her own life.  


Not just Offred, but all the Handmaids hope to gain these small bits of power, to keep them going day after day.  Offred learns of a web of information that goes through all the Handmaids from her shopping partner, Ofglen.  But even when she first learns of this web, she fears Ofglen is a spy, a traitor; Offred has learned now not to trust anyone, for they might be part of the conspiracy. “It occurs to me she may be a spy, a plant, set to trap me; such is the soil in which we grow.  But I can’t believe it, hope is rising in me…” (169)

In Offred’s conversations with Ofglen, they share things they have learned, about Commanders, Wives, or other Handmaids.    Ofglen tells her about how Janine’s baby turned out to be a “shredder”, and how it was her second one.  On one shopping day, Ofglen shares the password to the secret society that Offred can now be a part of, and Offred talks about how she feels about the network of Handmaids.

I find it hard to believe in these whisperings, these revelations, though I always do at the time.  Afterwards, though, they seem improbable, childish even, like something you’d do for fun; like a girls’ club, like secrets at school….Passwords, things that cannot be told, people with secret identities, dark linkages: this does not seem as if it ought to be the true shape of the world.  But that is my own illusion, a hangover from a version of reality I learned in the former time. (202)

At this point in time Offred has been secretly seeing the Commander at night for some time, and her information web has started to grow.  She already knows things that Ofglen shares with her.  Ofglen even tells her that “they” know Offred has been seeing her Commander.  So it seems that even at times, Offred’s only “friends” conspire against her, pressuring her to tell them things she finds out from him.  In this society she can’t win.  If she stays neutral with the Handmaids, they will forsake her and she will be outcast from the social group they have been able to form.  If she joins with them, and is discovered, she will be killed, or sent to the Colonies to face a worse death there.

It is obvious to see what affect this newly formed society has had on one person, Offred, but more difficult to understand the effect this lack of knowledge has on a nation.  Without being able to really know what is going on, who is winning a war, and what is going to happen, people are defenseless.  They are unable to protect themselves from the Gilead Army, from being sent to the Colonies, from bring ripped from family members and killed for their beliefs. We see people that have too much knowledge and are punished for it; an example being that many doctors were put to death when the Gileadeans came to power, simply because of their knowledge.  Offred remembers this and is happy that her husband, Luke, had not been a doctor.  The Handmaid’s Tale shows us an incredible relationship between knowledge and power; we see that in this world, especially, you can’t have one without the other; they are inseparable factors.  We see that the conspiracy Offred is faced with is nationwide, strong, and powerful; there is nothing she can do alone to overcome her adversaries.  Until the new government is overturned, she will live with fear and paranoia that every black van turning down the street is coming for her, that every man hanging on the Wall is Luke, and with each passing day she will never see her daughter again.  Although her situation is personal, it is a situation that hundreds, possibly thousands of people are in the same place as she is.  She speaks for a nation when telling her tale.

In the novel, White Noise, we get a more personalized view of what someone goes through when experiencing paranoia and fear of conspiracy.  Jack Gladney is forced to face his fear of death when a tragedy occurs in his community.  His relationships with his wife, children, and coworkers are all changed by events that occur throughout this novel and he beings to learn that he is not as powerful as he once considered himself to be.  His wife and children have secrets from him that cause him to not know things about what is going on in his own house.   His own lack of communication causes him to feel powerless in situations where he should feel comfortable, such as talking with his wife or his doctor.  While he is a highly educated man, he lacks knowledge about certain things that prevent him from gaining the knowledge and power that he wants to have.

One example is that although Jack has been the head of the Hitler Studies department for several years, he has never learned how to speak German.  He frantically begins taking lessons to prepare for an upcoming conference being held at his school, where he knows that most of the attendants will be speaking German.  He envisions scenarios where he is at the conference and people there expect him to address them in German, or perhaps everyone there will converse only in German.  He is terrified by what might happen when people learn of his inability.  He says on page 31

I’d made several attempts to learn German, serious probes into origins, structures, roots.  I sensed the deathly power of the language…I knew my German lessons would have to be a secret.

Jack’s fear of being ridiculed for not knowing German is only one of the things he is paranoid about.  He has an extreme fear of death, a fascination that occupies his mind daily and starts making changes in his life.  He and his wife discuss dying regularly, and who they think will die first, and their feelings about it.  It becomes unhealthy because they discuss it so often, they both develop a horrible fear of death.  Jack becomes preoccupied with how he will die, and when, what it will feel like, and what his family will do.  He goes to great lengths to figure these things out, with in depth conversations with Babette and Murray, all of them pondering the meaning of life, and consequently, the meaning of death.  Jack not only fears death and the act of dying, but he feels as though death is an actual entity.  He thinks that death is almost hunting him, as a sentient conspirator would.  This causes him to feel extreme paranoia along with the fear he is already feeling.  Before he even realizes that he is having all these extreme feelings, he says something in a lecture to his students that sums up some of how he feels about death, on page 26.

All plots tend to move deathward.  This is the nature of plots.  Political plots, terrorist plots, lovers’ plots, narrative plots, plots that are part of children’s games.  We edge nearer death every time we plot.  It is like a contract that all must sign, the plotters as well as those who are the targets of the plot.

Jack feels like death is plotting against him, and that somehow he must find a way to stop it.  In the section of the novel devoted to The Airborne Toxic Event, Jack finally begins to realize how powerless he is to control death.  He begins to learn that any sort of unpredictable thing can happen to him, and that he can die at any moment.  When it starts to sink in that he could lose his life because of this Airborne Toxic Event, he becomes frustrated and confused, and seeks help immediately.  He then discovers that there are those people out there with the knowledge and the power to help him, but it seems to him that they won’t.  He feels as though they are part of the death conspiracy.

One of these people is the SIMUVAC worker at the shelter he goes to with his family after the event has forced them to leave their home.  He is seeking out help, to find out what dangers the chemicals in the air pose to him.  The worker seems to talk in circles to him, avoiding his questions about death, making Jack feel as though he is trying to hide something.  This feeds Jack’s paranoid mind.  Their discussion takes place on pages 138-141.

I wanted this man on my side.  He had access to data….It seemed the only way to neutralize events, to counteract the passage of computerized dots that registered my life and death. Look at no one, reveal nothing, remain still.

 “You’re generating big numbers,” he said, peering at the screen.

  “I was out there only two and a half minutes.  That’s how many seconds?”

 “It’s not just you were out there so many seconds.  It’s your whole data profile.  I tapped into your history.  I’m getting bracketed numbers with pulsing stars.

  “What does that mean?”

 “You’d rather not know.” 

Through this exchange it is easy to see why Jack would become upset and even paranoid.  It is obvious that this man, who has never met him before, can type in some things on a computer screen and come up with all sorts of information on Jack’s life.  Not only that, but then he refuses to divulge what he might know about Jack’s impending death.  He tells Jack that if he is still alive in 15 years, they will be able to help him more then.  This SIMUVAC employee has knowledge, which gives him power over Jack and others in Jack’s situation.  Jack’s lack of knowledge leaves him powerless and feeling week.

Jack encounters this same sort of opposition when talking with some other doctors about his situation.  No one seems to want to help him.  Death is approaching on all sides.  He has no friends, but only enemies that all seem to be a part of the death-oriented conspiracy.  He goes to see his family doctor and has some tests run, and when asking the doctor questions he feels he is being led in circles.  He gets the same type of answers as he did when he was talking with the SIMUVAC employee, such as “There’s no point  your knowing at this stage” and “It could mean nothing, it could mean a very great deal indeed.”  He also tells Jack, on page 261, “The less you know, the better.”

This kind of treatment from people who are supposed to help you is what causes Jack to become so paranoid and afraid.  These types of conversations take place on several occasions, rendering Jack completely powerless.  Here we can see not an institutionalized type of conspiracy or paranoia, but one man’s struggle with his own fears and the people he encounters in his life.  

Both novels serve the same purpose, to show us how paranoia can be borne of a lack of knowledge about many different things, whether it be hoe and when you will die, or if you will be allowed to go on living the next day.  Jack and Offred share many things in common, such as a lack of true communication, knowledge, and power to change the things they want to change in their own lives.  We see that even those who live in a free society are not exempt from feeling helpless to control things.

Although the two types of conspiracies are different, one being a socialized, public organization, and the other being the inner workings of a man’s mind, we can see how they are still the same, how the feelings produced by a lack of knowledge are universal.  Jack and Offred both, at times, feel lonely, abused, and scared.  

It is hard to say if the authors of these books are sending a message telling the reader to gain as much knowledge as possible, and therefore as much power, or if they are trying to tell us that even though the people with the knowledge have power, there is always someone higher on the chain.  In both of these books, even the people who seem to have absolute power are still not the ones in control.  The Commander has people he has to answer to.  The doctors cannot give Jack a specific date and time for his death even if they wanted to.  In these fictional worlds, however, the authors are trying to point out that neither of these characters will ever achieve what they want without a higher level of power that can only be obtained through seeking out more knowledge.  Jack and Offred will forever remain victims of the conspiracies against them, whether real or imagined.  

