
Chapter Five 

Conclusion 

 

     The purpose of this thesis aims at laying bare the asymmetrical relationship 

between the consumer and the consumed.  Most importantly, I want to show that 

under such an unbalanced base, there is still a way out to gear the consumed towards a 

more autonomous angle and direct the consumed towards a more hopeful future.  

Marian’s breakdowns can be seen as breakthroughs, and her anorexia can be regarded 

as productive in this novel.   

     Marian’s return to the Symbolic order indicates that she is restored into the role 

of a consumer.  It is difficult for a subject to “reconstruct one’s identity outside the 

symbolic and social order” and individual survival lies in “compromise with society” 

(Howells 43).  Thus, it is crucial for Marian to locate a new subject position more in 

harmony with the Symbolic register.  The cake in the last part of this novel functions 

as a turning point in Marian’s recovery since it is at the same time “an ironical 

substitution and an act of resistance against male attitudes which had assigned to her 

the role of commodity” (Rao 142).  Marian sees the cake as her former self, which 

has been oppressed and subjugated.  She now adopts a stance to consume the cake as 

a rebellion to parody her previous situation.  It is no wonder that Peter refuses to eat 



the cake made by Marian since he is complicit in devouring and deforming Marian’s 

subjectivity and individuality. 

     Here, I would like to focus more upon the relational meaning of the cake to 

both Peter and Duncan.  To Peter, the cake is a commodified symbol that has been 

assigned to Marian.  The construction of Marian’s subjectivity is similar to the 

shaping of the cake.  However, to Duncan, the cake represents Marian’s identity and, 

Duncan somehow manipulates “his relationship with Marian as a way to reach the 

Real” (Mycak 60).  That is also why Duncan does not fear to devour the cake and 

seems to enjoy it a lot.  Symbolically speaking, Duncan regards Marian as a medium 

to reach the Real.  It is not coincidental that Duncan is fond of “ironing” things flat 

because the image of flatness indicates a surface of floating signifiers without any 

signified to refer to.  Every floating signifier is able to refer to other extrinsic 

signifiers on the same plane.  Such a space of floating signifiers is where the Real 

resides and is also what Duncan desires through Marian.  Similarly, it is like what 

Lacan has indicated: there actually is no signified.  There are only signifiers floating 

around with nothing to anchor upon.  Interestingly, when Duncan and Marian finally 

have intercourse, he touches Marian as if he were “ironing” her.  Such an act is 

symbolic of his desire to reach the Real through Marian. 

     Lacanian psychoanalysis is helpful in shedding light upon The Edible Woman 



since it links the subconscious inside to the discursive outside.  By the same token, 

Marian’s anorexia is not merely an issue of unconscious repression or subconscious 

rebellion.  Rather, it is also intimately related to the discursive cultural atmosphere 

and social context.  Her anorexia has to do with the subjugating forces from without 

as well as her conflicting selves from within that unsettle her like torrents continually.  

It is recognizably useful in analyzing this novel through the theoretical application of 

Lacanian psychoanalysis.   

     Besides, Kristevan abjection helps shed light on Marian’s resolution regarding 

her anorexic nervosa.  Marian’s act of devouring the cake which she makes is a 

symbolic gesture to rid herself of the element that endangers her sense of subjectivity 

and uproots her distinction between self and other.  Her resolution aims to clear a 

path that does not enmesh and smear her subjective stance in the Symbolic sphere due 

to the implicit murder of symbolic cannibalism. 

     The novel is a precise depiction of Marian’s disintegration of identity and even 

of feelings of dislocation, fragmentation and dismemberment.  Those issues of 

division envisage what Mycak suggests: “the alienated specular image, the split 

between unconscious and conscious discourse, the barring of the pre-oedipal from the 

symbolic, and the exclusion that underpins a signifying position” (69).  All those 

elements bear traces in Lacanian discourse, whether in the mirror stage or in issues of 



fantasy.  In other words, fantasy is a conscious discourse that is bent on regulating 

the subject to become subjugated to the ideological discourse, whereas anorexia 

surfaces both on the conscious and unconscious discursive plane that emerges as a 

symptom to signal the rupture in the Symbolic.  Marian’s act of eating the cake-lady 

is a way for her to be restored once again to the Symbolic with a self that is 

transformed, and also a subjective position that is more in harmony with the Symbolic 

register. 

     Though Marian is enmeshed in “networks of exchange and consumption and a 

domestic economy” that lies at the “base of sociosymbolic contract,” she, at last, 

surfaces from the engulfing torrents of femininity and consumer economy to reclaim 

and reestablish her subjectivity in the entangled networks of symbolic cannibalism 

and the intertwined web of patriarchal consumerism (Mycak 68).  Thus, Marian is 

able to think of herself “in the first person singular again” (EW 278) and take part in 

the consumer market as both the consumer and the consumed like what is vividly and 

positively exemplified in the following dialogue: 

“Peter wasn’t trying to destroy you […] Actually you were trying to destroy 

him.” 

I had a sinking feeling.  “Is that true?”  I asked. 

[…] “But the real truth is that it wasn’t Peter at all.  It was me.  I was 



trying to destroy you.” 

I gave a nervous laugh.  “Don’t say that.” 

“Okay,” he said, “ever eager to please.  Maybe Peter was trying to destroy 

me, or maybe I was trying to destroy him, or we were both trying to destroy 

each other, how’s that?  What does it matter […] you’re a consumer.” (EW 

280-81)   

Marian’s way of thinking has shifted from a victimized consumer prone to 

commodification and objectification to a fluid role that is capable of making choices 

for the self.  She is able to “accept her own inclusion in the network of power 

relations whereby each individual protects himself or herself at the expense of the 

other” (Mycak 68).  She positions herself once again in the system of exchange with 

a metamorphosed self that demonstrates autonomy and integrity. 

     Atwood brings up the issue of anorexia at a time when such an eating disorder 

was prevalent.  The youth at that time practices anorexic symptoms in order to cater 

to the cultural and social phenomenon.  In some way, Atwood’s novel can be 

regarded as a critique of such a situation.  In another, it also indicates that anorexia is 

not simply the desire of a person to keep slender.  On a broader scope, it can be an 

inner rebellion against such a cultural and social phenomenon.  That is, the practice 

of anorexia nervosa can be a strategy to cater to the social and cultural context as a 



whole.  Critically speaking, it can also be a counter-strategy for a subject to employ 

in order to parody and subvert such a commodifying and objectifying ideology.   

Similarly, Marian has the awareness of being consumed and exploited under the 

discourse of symbolic cannibalism.  However, her anorexia is not so much a 

subjugation to the dominant ideology as a resistance and rebellion against such an 

asymmetrical phenomenon.  Typically speaking, an anorexic is conscious in the act 

of practicing such an eating disorder.  However, in the case of Marian, her mind has 

lost control of her body.  Her body, like what Marian has said, has its own logic.  

Such a logic, of course, involves the unconscious and subconscious working against 

the maltreatment of bodily mechanism due to the whole oppressive discursive 

structure.  This thesis also attempts to analyze such a symptom and reveals that 

anorexia is a complicated issue rather than what the public perceive on the surface 

value.  It is a symptom that circumscribes not only conscious practice of the subject 

but also subconscious and unconscious strategy for subversion. 

 

 

 


