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REWRITING THE PAST: CHILDHOOD MEMORY 
AND CRIMINAL SELF-CONSTRUCTION 

IN THE BUTCHER BOY AND THE WASP FACTORY 

Palak and Aruna Bhat 

Abstract: This paper considers the role that childhood memories play in the 
construction of criminal identity in the protagonists of two novels: The Butcher 
Boy, by Patrick McCabe, and The Wasp Factory, by Iain Banks. While the existing 
literature offers psychological and sociopolitical perspectives on both of these 
works, it has paid less attention to the role of formative experiences in moulding 
adult identity and agency. Through a close textual qualitative analysis this study 
explores the childhood experiences of the protagonists: Frank’s upbringing with 
people who were secretive and emotionally unavailable, and Francie’s exposure to 
parental dysfunction, poverty, and community stigma. This analysis demonstrates 
how these experiences intersect with adult identity, agency, and violence. 
Consideration of traumatic childhood experiences provides a basis for 
understanding the construction of criminal identity. Situating these works in the 
context of contemporary crime fiction, the paper explores the relationship between 
the childhood experiences portrayed in these books and the protagonists’ 
subsequent criminal behaviour. It presents a layered view of the connections 
between early experiences and adult transgressions. The findings contribute to 
ongoing and future discussions on the role of childhood experiences in shaping 
adult life. 
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Childhood is regarded as the key formative period in a human life, the foundation on which 
adult perceptions, identity, behaviour, and social interactions are shaped. The representation of 
childhood in literature frequently performs a dual function, operating as both a reflection of 
childhood memories and a commentary on the social conditions of growing up. Fiction rarely 
depicts childhood neutrally: it either reinforces the ideal of innocence or foregrounds trauma and 
neglect. The genres that probe questions of morality and deviance generally portray the effects of 
childhood experiences as persisting into adult life. Crime fiction in particular often makes use of 
motifs of traumatic childhood to provide readers with a framework to understand, or even 
sympathise with, the impulses that give rise to deviant behaviour. 

The portrayal of these constructive years serves not only to illuminate the fictional characters 
but also furnishes material for broader debates on literary representations of identity formation. 
Adult criminality is often associated with traumatic childhood moments. Such portrayals 
encourage us to look beyond notions of innocence or guilt to focus on the role that lack of 
affectionate early experiences has played in shaping the complex adult. Literature, through 
memory and trauma studies, provides a platform for studying how early neglect affects later life. 
Although substantial research has established a connection between childhood trauma and later 
criminal behaviour, less attention has been paid to how specific childhood experiences contribute 
to the formation of criminal identities, particularly within literary representations. 

Patrick McCabe’s (1992) The Butcher Boy and Iain Bank’s (1984) The Wasp Factory stand as 
seminal works in late 20th century literature. These works present portraits of childhood and 
adolescent violence through the bewilderingly fragmented memories of the protagonists. In The 
Butcher Boy, Francie Brady grows up in a dysfunctional, alcoholic, and poverty-stricken family. 
At a very early age he starts showing the effects of trauma: there are times when he cannot 
distinguish reality from his fantasies, which soon come to focus on criminality and violence. 
Similarly, in The Wasp Factory, Frank Cauldhame grows up in the shadow of an emotionally 
unavailable father. His childhood encompasses isolation, questionable rituals, detachment, and 
secrecy. Hence, for both protagonists, their criminal identities cannot be detached from their early 
experiences. 

These works have attracted considerable critical commentary; the majority of these scholarly 
studies have focused on psychological and sociopolitical perspectives. In regard to The Butcher 
Boy, scholars have focused on criticism of Irish society and the oppressive role of Catholic society 
(Cullingford, 2002; Gauthier, 2003b; Mansouri, 2013). Likewise, The Wasp Factory has been 
interpreted as belonging to either the Gothic or the postmodern tradition; most studies have focused 
on themes of gender, alienation, and the grotesque (Falcus, 2013; Schoene, 1999; Yu, 2021). These 
studies have offered valuable insights, highlighting the role of childhood experiences and studying 
them as a symptom of social malaise, but have not examined the central role of childhood 
experiences in the construction of the protagonists’ identities. 
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The present paper addresses this gap by examining the role of formative years and childhood 
memories in the moulding of the adult identities of Francie Brady in The Butcher Boy and of Frank 
Cauldhame in The Wasp Factory. Through qualitative textual analysis, this study will investigate 
the effects of Francie’s subjection to a dysfunctional family, alcoholic father, poverty, and 
community stigma, and Frank’s experiences with secrecy, social exclusion, and his father’s 
controlling and unconventional framework, characterized by secrecy and distorted identity-related 
beliefs. The study shows that their experiences positively align with their adult identities in ways 
that challenge overly simple linear and causal models of criminal behaviour. This research situates 
these novels within the framework of modern crime fiction and draws insights from memory and 
trauma studies; it is thus able to argue that these works represent connections between childhood 
experiences and adult wrongdoing. 

This paper contributes to the ongoing discussions on the represention of childhood in literature 
in relation to crime and identity. It foregrounds that childhood not only plays a foundational role 
in the formation of a criminal adult identity but can also be a primary decisive factor in the shaping 
the adult selves of the protagonists. This challenges basic explanations of the roots of criminality 
and highlights the connections between memory and trauma. The focus of this article is on 
enriching contemporary understanding and analysis of crime literature, and reimagining the 
shadows cast by childhood. 

Literature Review 

Patrick McCabe’s The Butcher Boy has been subjected to scholarly studies centred on the 
sociopolitical situation of late twentieth century Ireland. Most of the commentary revolves around 
the influence of the Catholic church, distorted family dynamics, and the deep scars left by poverty. 
Gauthier (2003a) stated in his study that Francie Brady’s self-loathing and violent actions are 
symptomatic of a legacy of neocolonialism and his social marginalization and exclusion from 
society. Similarly, Ersöz (2021) suggested that Francie’s nostalgia is “malignant”: his focus on his 
distorted memories, and his yearning for his past, combined with the absence of his mother, lead 
to his psychological disintegration. The focus on sociocultural trauma in these studies overshadows 
the role of his experiences in shaping his criminal identity. 

Other critics have focused on the novel’s narrative style and form. Cotti-Lowell (2013) 
explored the way McCabe’s writing imitates the fragmented logic of comics and visual narration, 
blurring the line between imagination and reality. Terrazas Gallego (2017), in a trauma-oriented 
reading, showed the interplay between satire and trauma, arguing that McCabe used humour to 
both mask and reveal the traumatic connotations of Francie’s childhood. Although these studies 
partly highlight the fragmentation of trauma, they are more concerned with examining stylistic 
experimentation than with focusing on the role of traumatic childhood experiences in moulding 
the identity. 
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Iain Banks’ The Wasp Factory has been criticised through the lenses of gender studies, Gothic 
traditions, and postmodern traditions (Falus, 2013; Schoene, 1999). Attempts to understand Frank 
Cauldhame have primarily focused on the novel’s mutilated imagery, unreliable narration, and use 
of ambiguity. The work has often been interpreted as a critique of patriarchal authority (Falus, 
2013; Schoene, 1999), as Frank’s rituals are a symbol of his alienation. Apart from this, Gothic 
themes symbolic of gender and secrecy are also noted. While these studies highlight the cultural 
and stylistic aspects of the work, they rarely consider the role of childhood experiences or trauma 
in shaping the identity of the protagonist. Some critics have noted the isolation in Frank’s journey, 
positing that Frank’s detatchment from the immediate world is due to the emotional unavailability 
of his father (Miller, 2005; Yu, 2021). Rather than focusing on the role of formative experiences, 
these studies have focused on Frank's ritualistic animal sacrifices, the allegorical wasp factory, and 
his extreme violence and transgressive acts. 

Although the literature on both of these seminal works offers insights regarding sociopolitical 
conditions and psychopathic tendencies, as well as the narrative strategies employed, it has tended 
to overlook the role of formative childhood experiences as a central force in constructing adult 
criminality. This underexplored domain furnishes the central idea for the present study, which 
seeks to consider childhood as having an active role in framing the criminal identity. 

Theoretical Framework 

The primary concern of the paper is to apprehend how initial years marked by neglect, 
dysfunction, and trauma form or contribute to the adult criminal identity in literature. To this end, 
the study embeds two critical frameworks: trauma studies and memory studies. These frameworks 
have been chosen for reasons discussed below. They are relevant in the case of the works under 
scrutiny, bildungsromans that showcase childhood not just as the growing years but as engendering 
the adult personality. 

Trauma Studies 
Trauma studies date from the late nineteenth century; they emphasise that certain childhood 

experiences can engulf the psyche and are resistant to direct or surface level representation. Cathy 
Caruth, in Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (1996), conceptualized trauma 
as not just what originally happened but also the belated return, an “unclaimed experience” that 
intrudes into the present. Her work highlighted that trauma, regardless of its temporal distance, has 
a tendency to resurface in bits and pieces as behaviours and compulsions. Both protagonists display 
conduct that cannot be comprehended except in the context of childhood experiences whose affects 
persist into adulthood. Their actions are compulsive repetitions of unresolved trauma that align 
with Caruth’s concept of trauma resurfacing. 

In Writing History, Writing Trauma, Dominik LaCapra (2001) refined the ongoing discussions 
on trauma theories by differentiating between “acting out” and “working through”. Acting out is a 
recurring return of traumatic memory, where one is trapped in a vicious cycle of repeating past 
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actions. Working through involves becoming critically engaged, allowing space for the trauma to 
be integrated in a more coherent manner. Both protagonists are caught up in acting out. Francie in 
The Butcher Boy cannot make peace with his encounters with dysfunctionality, poverty, and 
neglect: he keeps circling back to compulsive behaviour and violent actions. Similarly, Frank in 
The Wasp Factory is not able to fill the void caused by an emotionally unavailable and absent 
father and the lack of familial and societal bonds, and so acts out hideous rituals in an obsessive 
cycle. The framework of each novel shows the protagonist trapped in unresolved trauma which 
triggers repeated ferocious actions. This is shown in the disjointed narration of The Butcher Boy, 
with its fluctuating tone and seemingly random progression of ideas in the mind of the protagonist, 
Francie. In The Wasp Factory, Frank’s bizarre rituals, which include the killing of animals and 
unpredicted acts of violence, show his acting out of his tormented childhood. Thus, trauma studies 
provide not only a way to analyse the behaviour of the protagonists but also a platform for the 
narrative study of these literary works. 

However, trauma studies highlight limitations of representation, suggesting that traumatic 
events often resist straightforward narrative, and are communicated through silence, 
fragmentation, and disrupted narrative forms (Caruth, 1996; LaCapra, 2001). These limits are 
evident in the unreliable narration of Francie, who oscillates between fantasy and reality with no 
narrative disclaimer; and in Frank’s detached mode of storytelling, which masks his horrific acts 
with ritualized language. In keeping with the underlying idea of trauma studies, showing the 
splintered formative years of the characters is not just a matter of thematic representation but is 
integrated into the structure of the novels. 

Memory Studies 
Memory studies (Assmann, 2011; Ricoeur, 2004) focus on recall of past events, emotions, and 

experiences, as well as their narration and transmission. They incorporate the idea that memories 
are never neutral, but are shaped by the present cultural milieu, the manner of their narration, and 
the collective contexts in which they were formed. Memory studies provide a useful tool to 
understand and analyse childhood as it is usually constructed by retrospection and informed by 
cultural discourse about innocence and trauma. 

In Memory, History, Forgetting, Ricoeur (2004) depicted memory as inherently selective and 
interpretive, and as constructing meaning as much as omits meaning it. Within The Butcher Boy, 
Francie’s mnemonic representations of his parents and of his community are framed by 
disappointment; they emerge in his accounting as detestable, shameful, and dysfunctional 
caricatures. In The Wasp Factory, Frank’s father’s deceit, his neglect of Frank, and his 
manipulation of Frank’s identity is more than a distortion of Frank’s sense of self: they cause an 
unravelling of his sense of self and family history. Both chronicles supply a narrative through 
which the protagonists construct their identities, drawing the past into an ongoing process of self-
understanding despite experiences of loss and absence. 
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Marianne Hirsch’s (1997) notion of “postmemory” in Family Frames offers a fruitful 
framework. Although Adler used the term to pertain to the transmission of trauma across 
generations, the underlying principle — that memory is bound to inherited silences, stories, and 
gaps — is relevant to both novels (Hirsch, 1997). Silences operate as implicit forms of intervention 
as Francie’s parents and the community both alternately intervene and neglect to intervene, while 
Frank is given his father’s pact of silence and the absence of his mother. Hence, both figures are 
gripped by greater social or systemic forces — not only by what is viscerally and physically 
present, but equally what is concealed and silenced. Postmemory assists in elucidating how 
inherited silences and family constructs become essential parts of selfhood. 

This analysis is strengthened by Michael Rothberg’s (2009) idea of “multidirectional 
memory”. As Rothberg argued, memory is not exclusively about an individual’s life. In The 
Butcher Boy, Francie’s early years intertwine with collective memories of Catholic subjugation, 
impoverishment, and postcolonial displacement. His individual trauma rests alongside these 
cultural structures, entirely saturated by them. In The Wasp Factory, Frank’s memories are 
likewise moulded by gender, Gothic themes, and Scotland-specific cultural scaffolds. Rothberg’s 
multidirectional framework allows us to comprehend that childhood memory is never solely 
individual; it is always within the framework of societal constructs. 

The Intersection of Trauma and Memory Studies 
Individually, memory studies and trauma studies are both useful lenses through which to 

analyse The Butcher Boy and The Wasp Factory. Trauma studies illustrate the fractured and 
unclosed nature of childhood experiences, explaining how events during childhood that remain 
unprocessed repeatedly reemerge in symbolic rituals and acts of violence. However, in trauma 
studies, the ways that cultural assumptions, imagination, and narration shape constructions of 
childhood remain underexplored. Memory studies deal with how certain experiences get narrated 
and how others get silenced or culturally mediated, revealing that childhoods are narratives shaped 
through culture and family. 

The application of these frameworks enables us to go beyond linear and unidirectional cause-
and-effect approaches to criminal behaviour. It is not one uncle or one dysfunctional family 
constellation that has caused Francie and Frank to become criminals but incessant processes of 
repetition, memory, and silence. Their criminal identities are not changes that have suddenly 
appeared; rather, they result from unresolved, unprocessed trauma coupled with fractured memory. 

Most importantly, the combined use of trauma and memory studies distinguishes the present 
work from earlier studies. Gauthier (2003a) and Ersöz (2021) have pointed out the psychological 
and sociopolitical dimensions of The Butcher Boy, while others have analysed the Gothic and 
postmodern elements of The Wasp Factory. Existing analyses and interpretations, however, often 
treat childhood as background and as a symptom of something larger, not as the driving narrative 
force. Trauma and memory studies shift this understanding, bringing childhood to the centre as a 
site in which identity is shaped, positioned, and analysed. 
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Textual Analysis 

Francie Brady in The Butcher Boy 
In The Butcher Boy, Patrick McCabe (1992) highlighted the damage a traumatic childhood can 

cause, linking it to criminal identity formation. The main character, Francie Brady, lives in a family 
beset by poverty, emotional strife, and dysfunction. His mother’s depressive illness and his father’s 
alcoholism have created a neglectful environment devoid of stable bonds. As part of what 
developmental psychology calls the “formative core”, these impactful experiences determine the 
criminal acts Francie will commit in the future. As Terrazas Gallego (2017) noted, Francie is a 
traumatized child whose instability is narrated through a language of satire and rupture, where 
humour becomes a mask for pain. Francie’s case demonstrates the profound influence of childhood 
trauma on the formation of personal identity. 

Francie’s exposure to parental dysfunction renews a cycle of persisting trauma. His father’s 
actions are not only those of an emotionally detached parent, but a self-sabotaging one as well, 
“normalising chaos as the central rhythm of family life” (Cotti-Lowell, 2013). This seconds 
Caruth’s (1996) opinion that trauma is not learned but “possesses the psyche later in disruptive 
and repetitive forms” (p. 4). Francie’s unpredictable breakdowns can be understood in the light of 
such episodes of unintegrated, “unclaimed”, events. 

Further, the community’s scorn adds fuel to these wounds. Mrs. Nugent’s constant poking, 
calling Francie and his family “pigs”, fixates the stigma and leaves a mark in Francie’s mind that 
haunts him for the rest of his life. As Gauthier (2003a) argued, Francie’s rage is fuelled as much 
by his social exclusion as by familial dysfunction; his identity is fractured by the neocolonial and 
Catholic structures that stigmatise his very being . Hence the word “pigs” is not just a random 
insult but becomes a key symbol for Francie. Over the years, Mrs. Nugent’s remark repeatedly 
resurfaces, even into his adulthood, and is prominent in the turn of the events that leads to her 
gruesome murder by Francie. 

Francie’s disjointed narration reflects the trauma and subtle mental abuse he has undergone. 
After the suicide of his mother, it becomes difficult to draw the line between his imagination and 
reality. The narration becomes hard to follow as the switch in perspectives occurs quite often. 
According to Cotti-Lowell (2013), the novel narrates through a fractured idiom that mimics the 
discontinuities of comics, giving Francie’s voice a quality of perpetual interruption. This type of 
narrative technique aligns with LaCapra’s (2001) idea of “acting out”, in which trauma resurfaces 
in compulsive episodes (p. 21). In this way, even the storytelling of the character becomes 
symbolic of the torment he endured as a child. 

Francie’s final act against Mrs Nugent can be understood as an attempt to stitch back together 
his tattered sense of self. He may have expected that putting an end to the woman who reinforced 
his trauma could be the act that finally releases him from his pain, but it deepens his scars instead 
of healing them. As Terrazas Gallego (2017) argued, Francie’s crime is less an act of liberation 
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than the inevitable working out of a childhood where violence, neglect, and stigma left no space 
for resolution. The murder thus reflects LaCapra’s (2001) notion of “acting out”. 

The portrayal of Francie in The Butcher Boy does not conform to simplistic causal explanations 
of criminal behaviour. His crime is not solely due to his poverty or his adverse family conditions, 
but rather emerges from a fractured self, the product of the trauma inflicted on him. Therefore, the 
childhood portrayed in the novel is the mainspring of Francie’s criminality, not merely its 
background. 

Frank Cauldhame in The Wasp Factory 
Iain Banks’s (2005) The Wasp Factory also grapples with issues of identity. The protagonist 

grows up on a remote Scottish island with an unforthcoming and inconsistent father. As a child, 
Frank is subjected to parental absences and prolonged periods of silences, particularly through his 
father’s emotional detachment; his childhood is devoid of affection. This triggers a sense of 
isolation that clearly resonates in his adult self, as evidenced by his macabre ritualistic practices, 
deadly violence against animals, and his severance from social interaction. 

Frank’s childhood is marked by complete secrecy about his identity, sexuality, and family 
history, information that was deliberately withheld by his father. As a child, Frank did not 
experience a sense of security and safety, making it impossible for him to establish any 
attachments; this gave rise to the twisted sense of order that is evident in his ritualistic practices. 
Through the lens of trauma studies, Frank’s “unclaimed experience” emerges, despite the absence 
of a single catastrophic event, in compulsive episodes of destructive behaviour. 

Frank’s behaviour can be viewed as ritualistic rather than impulsive. His construction of the 
“wasp factory” — an intricate mechanism he uses to stage elaborate scenarios involving the death 
of insects — is evidence of his compulsion to exercise control. Frank is stuck in a vicious cycle of 
establishing control, enacting rituals that echo his trauma. The repeated acts of dominance that 
replay his deprivation are a type of behaviour described by LaCapra (2001) as “acting out” (p. 21). 

Extreme isolation is another contributor to Frank’s childhood. His physical detachment from 
society mirrors his emotional detachment. Critics, as Miller (2005) stated, “construct Frank’s 
isolation as both literal and symbolic, reflecting the psychic distance produced by paternal secrecy” 
(p. 214). While growing up, Frank did not have any peer interactions or maternal care or affection; 
his actions can be interpreted as attempts to fill the void left by those absences. With the help of 
memory studies it can be understood that Frank’s memories of childhood are not truly his own; 
rather, they revolve around a distant father whose manipulations control what Frank remembers 
and what he forgets. 

The novel presents the reader with mangled imagery, which aligns with Frank’s splintered 
sense of self. His elaborate construction of the factory for killing wasps, and the performance of 
the killing rituals, can be read as narrative trauma. As Caruth (1996) said, trauma stays with us if 
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unprocessed, and returns in bits and pieces of episodic behaviour. The factory becomes a symbol 
of his fabricated memory — a device that captures the essence of Frank’s inability to process his 
unknown childhood. Using Rothberg’s (2009) idea of multidirectional memory, it appears that 
Frank’s rituals incorporate cultural traditions of sacrificial practices: multidirectional memory 
provides a framework for examining the intersection of personal memory with a society’s 
collectively learned symbols. 

Towards the end of the novel, Frank learns that he was born female but that his deceitful father 
had decided to raise him as a male: Frank’s whole childhood was a prolonged experience of 
intricate manipulation. This fact marks the centre for his criminal identity creation. Craig (1999) 
rightfully argued that “the shock of revelation is less about gender than about the exposure of 
paternal authority as destructive and deceitful” (p. 82). This revelation speaks volumes about 
Frank’s contracted persona of violence, and his alienation not only from society but from himself: 
his actual reality and his taught reality are poles apart. 

Hence, The Wasp Factory showcases the fabricated childhood of Frank as the framework of 
his violent identity. His episodes of violence are not random and tend to arise from his twofold 
identity, both female and male. In reference to trauma and memory studies, his actions can be 
analysed under the lens of unresolved formative experiences which are moulding his identity until 
the final revelation, whereupon Frank’s identity ruptures completely. 

Both novels hence reflect the fact that, in literary studies, a character’s criminal identity cannot 
be segregated from his or her early childhood experiences. 

Comparative Discussion 

The case studies of Francie Brady and Frank Cauldhame demonstrate, in their different ways, 
how much childhood trauma and fragmentation of memories can shape the construction of a 
criminal identity. Neither The Butcher Boy nor The Wasp Factory, however, focuses on the 
criminal behaviour of an individual. Instead, they shed light on the deceit, stigma, and neglect that 
foster violence in adulthood. 

Both novels focus on the disruption of childhood as the most important point in the 
crystallization of identity. Francie grows up with dysfunctional parenting and relationships, with 
poverty, and with a fierce stigmatising community; whereas Frank is secreted, absent, and isolated 
in constitutive absence. These fundamental formative experiences carry with them an unresolved 
and retrograde logic of trauma, a logic of adult transgression. Caruth’s (1996) contention that 
trauma is “experienced too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully known, and therefore returns later 
in repeated possession” (p. 4) is applicable to both Francie's incessant narration and Frank’s 
ritualized violence. Both of them fail to “work through” their traumas, as described by LaCapra 
(2001); instead, they “act out” and become ensnared in a web of repetitions in the shape of criminal 
actions. 
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Even though these novels have similar structures, they diverge in the way in which they form 
the relationship between the childhood years and crime. On one side, Francie Brady’s story focuses 
upon social taint and rejection by the community in the construction of his violent identity. The 
insult “pig”, specifically cast by Mrs. Nugent, leads to her becoming his victim: his explosive 
violence is rooted in this stigma. On the other side, Frank’s narrative showcases the absence (or 
limited presence) of his parents and concealment of knowledge as factors forming his identity. The 
establishment of the wasp factory is his way of making connections; it is not rooted in external 
stigma but in the alienation caused by his father. Frank’s whole identity has been constructed on a 
plethora of lies. 

The narrative styles of both works depict trauma in the early years of a person’s life. The 
Butcher Boy employs random shifts in narration, fluctuating between reality and fantasy. Cotti- 
Lowell (2013) pointed out that McCabe’s prose “interrupts itself with comic idioms, producing a 
narrative of disorientation” (p. 102). In contrast, The Wasp Factory uses a meticulous narration 
style that aligns with Frank’s obsession with order, a characteristic that is clearly evident from his 
ritualistic practices. Thus, the two narratives use different methods to highlight different aspects 
of the manifestation of trauma. 

From the perspective of memory studies, both novels illustrate the manner in which personal 
memory intersects with with broader cultural frameworks. Gauthier (2003) argued that “Francie’s 
violence is symptomatic of a culture that devalues him from birth” (p. 200), which indicates that 
Francie’s experiences are inseparable from the postcolonial and Catholic influences that surround 
him. Frank’s childhood, on the other hand, is framed by traditions of secrecy and severance, as his 
rituals stem from traditional myths of sacrificial practices. Rothberg (2009), in his notion of 
“multidirectional memory”, framed these experiences as resonating with broader symbolic and 
cultural systems; hence, the identities produced are both personally and culturally fractured. 

In these novels, McCabe and Banks did not succumb to simplistic explanations of crime. 
Francie and Frank's identities are not presented from a purely psychological or sociological 
perspective, but are traced through memory and trauma interlaced with narratives. Both novels 
advance the notion that childhood is not just a backdrop to, but a structuring element of, adult 
identity, framing what is and what is not possible. Approaching these narratives as part of the crime 
fiction genre, and recognising that childhood is a central rather than a peripheral concern, sheds 
light on the role of childhood formative experiences in the protagonists’ development and on the 
limited attention paid to childhood in literary representations of crime. 

Conclusion 

Throughout this study, it is apparent that the criminal identities of Francie Brady in Patrick 
McCabe’s (1992) The Butcher Boy and Frank Cauldhame in Iain Banks’s (1984) The Wasp 
Factory arise from their childhood circumstances. This understanding is firmly rooted in the fields 
of trauma studies and memory studies, showing that a traumatic childhood marked by factors like 
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parental failure, poverty, stigma, silence, neglect, and secrecy is structural to the adult identity 
rather than circumstantial. Close readings of the texts reveal how both characters, Francie and 
Frank, are examples of what Caruth (1996) called “the belatedness of trauma”; that is, the 
unprocessed childhood experiences come back, but in destructive, and often repetitive, ways. 
Frank's macabre rituals and fixation with control represent the psychological ramifications of 
secrecy and emotional unavailability, while Francie's disjointed narration and violent outbursts 
reflect the long-term effects of parental loss, paternal neglect, and societal disgrace. The depiction 
of childhood as the primary influence on the adult behaviour of the characters is a major narrative 
device in both books, reflected in the structure of the writing. 

Comparative analysis of the two books reveals both convergence and divergence. While 
Frank's experience emphasises the private and personal, where hidden truths and parental silence 
shatter identity from the inside, Francie's path emphasises the communal aspect of trauma, where 
shame and rejection serve as triggers for violence. While the shared focus on damaged beginnings 
shows the enduring impact of formative traumas on adult transgression, these contrasts also show 
some of the ways that childhood trauma can be depicted in literature. 

This study addresses a gap in the existing literature on crime fiction by reorienting attention 
from mental health disorders or sociopolitical allegory to the literary construction of childhood as 
essential to identity development. In contrast to previous criticism that focused on artistic 
experimentation, Gothic estrangement, or cultural critique, this paper presents childhood as a 
narrative force that confounds straightforward cause-and-effect models of criminal behaviour, 
providing nuanced examinations of how early life events influence identity, agency, and the 
likelihood of violent criminality. 

The results have wider ramifications for literary studies, as well as contributing to ongoing and 
future discussions on the role of childhood experiences in shaping adult life. Future research could 
expand this analysis by examining other contemporary works in which childhood plays a central 
role in criminal identity formation, or by placing these novels within transnational frameworks of 
trauma and memory. These studies would enhance our understanding of how literature mediates 
the interplay between childhood, identity, and violence across cultures and genres. They could 
propose that contemporary crime fiction not only represents acts of transgression but also 
interrogates the formative conditions of identity, inviting readers to consider how memory, trauma, 
and neglect persist into adult life. 

In reconstructing the shadows cast by childhood, The Butcher Boy and The Wasp Factory 
underline that crime in literature can be seen not only as an act of aberration but as the culmination 
of a narrative rooted in fragmented beginnings. Through their portraits of Francie and Frank, these 
novels assert that childhood is never left behind; it remains embedded in the adult self, shaping the 
boundaries of identity and the paths to transgression. 



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2026) 17(1-2): 13–25 

24 

References 

Assmann, A. (2011). Cultural memory and western civilization: Functions, media, archives. 
Cambridge University Press. 

Banks, I. (1984). The wasp factory. Abacus. 

Caruth, C. (1996). Unclaimed experience: Trauma, narrative, and history. Johns Hopkins 
University Press. 

Cotti-Lowell, A. F. (2013). Narrating through comics in Patrick McCabe's The Butcher Boy. New 
Hibernia Review / Iris Éireannach Nua, 17(4), 93–109. https://doi.org/10.1353/nhr.2013.0049 

Craig, C. (1999). The modern Scottish novel: Narrative and the national imagination. Edinburgh 
University Press. 

Cullingford, E. (2002). Virgins and mothers: Sinéad O'Connor, Neil Jordan, and The Butcher 
Boy. The Yale Journal of Criticism, 15(1), 185–210. https://doi.org/10.1353/yale.2002.0005 

Ersöz, N. (2021). “Them was the days!”: Malignant nostalgia in Patrick McCabe’s The Butcher 
Boy. HUMANITAS - Uluslararası Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi 9(17), 244–255. 
https://doi.org/10.20304/humanitas.779456 

Falcus, S. (2013). Contesting gender in The Wasp Factory (1984), Whit (1995) and The Business 
(1999). In M. Colebrook, & K. Cox (Eds.), The transgressive Iain Banks: Essays on a writer 
beyond borders (pp. 123–135). McFarland and Company. 

Gauthier, T. (2003a). Narrative desire and historical reparations: A.S. Byatt, Ian McEwan, and 
Salman Rushdie. Routledge. 

Gauthier, T. (2003b). Identity, self-loathing and the neocolonial condition in Patrick McCabe's 
The Butcher Boy. Critique: Studies in Contemporary Fiction, 44(2), 196–212. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00111610309599946 

Hirsch, M. (1997). Family frames: Photography, narrative, and postmemory. Harvard University 
Press. 

LaCapra, D. (2001). Writing history, writing trauma. Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Mansouri, S. (2013). Decolonising anarchic formations and the state's politics of isolationism in 
Patrick McCabe's The Butcher Boy. Journal of Irish and Scottish Studies, 7(1), 131–171. 
https://doi.org/10.57132/jiss.57 

McCabe, Patrick. (1992). The Butcher Boy. Picador. 



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2026) 17(1-2): 13–25 

25 

Miller, G. (2005). Iain Banks: The Wasp Factory, The Crow Road, and Whit. Columbia 
University Press. 

Ricoeur, P. (2004). Memory, history, forgetting (K. Blamey & D. Pellauer, Trans.). University of 
Chicago Press. 

Rothberg, M. (2009). Multidirectional memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the age of 
decolonization. Stanford University Press. 

Schoene, B. (1999). Dams burst: Devolving gender in Iain Bank’s The Wasp Factory. ARIEL: A 
Review of International English Literature, 30(1), 131–148. 

Terrazas Gallego, M. (2017). Satire and trauman in Patrick McCabe’s The Butcher Boy. Studi 
Irlandesi: A Journal of Irish Studies 7(7), 307–316. https://doi.org/10.13128/SIJIS-2239-
3978-20763 

Yu, X. (2021). Beyond marginality: Frank’s transgression in The Wasp Factory. International 
Journal of Language and Linguistics, 8(4), 34–42. 


